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      The tiny figurine moved across the lawn, stepping through the grass, the dew making parts of him darker, as he began what looked like a little dance. I grinned and waited while little Nik made his way around the barrier that Devan had put up so that we could practice.

      “Are you about done?” I asked.

      He paused and peered up at me, the tiny snarl on his face hard to make out. “Must you continue to do this on the lawn? What if some animal peed here?”

      “Animal? Hell, you’re lucky if I haven’t peed there,” I said. I’d been through enough with Nik to know that he deserved it. “Devan has sealed this pretty tightly, so if you think you’re going to make it out, then we’re bound to have a disagreement.”

      “At least put me on something solid.”

      I waved a red-stained finger at him. I knew better than to leave inks coating my finger but since I was only working in red this morning, it shouldn’t matter. “Don’t think so. Anything more solid and you’re likely to use it against me again.” The time I’d made the mistake of setting him on the slab of cement in the garage, he’d nearly completed a faint pattern on the ground before I caught him. Working on the lawn wouldn’t eliminate it, but at least it made it harder for him. And besides, I kind of enjoyed torturing him, if only a little.

      I’d been working with Nik the last three weeks. Three weeks since we’d lost Taylor, the hunter draining her of her magic and leaving her dead. She rested in my father’s shed, left as something like Nik, frozen as a tiny figurine on the off chance that I might someday learn a way to revive her. It was possible that my father knew of some way to help, but that required finding him first, and the Elder had been lost for the last ten years. Now I’d made the mistake of agreeing to serve as protector of Conlin, whatever that meant.

      Nik leaned against one of the smooth walls of the octagonal metal frame I’d set him in. He couldn’t see the circle of red ink on the other side of the walls, but likely he felt it. “At least let me see her,” he said, almost as if sensing my thoughts.

      I knew Nik and Taylor had been close. He’d been the reason she managed to successfully mod herself, staining her hair with permanent streaks of blue that gave her enhanced abilities that were much like what Devan possessed. Only, Devan is one of the Te’alan, gifted with a different sort of magic than anything any painter could draw. What I hadn’t known was how close they were. Taylor had been hurt when Nik betrayed her, when he used her to reach for items of my father’s, risking bringing the attention of the Nizashi to Conlin.

      “Will it matter?” I asked. I’d already let Nik see her once. There wasn’t anything he could do. He’d stared at her, tiny eyes unreadable. When the hunters attacked a painter like Taylor or myself, there wasn’t much that could be done for them. Life left them as much as the magic did.

      Nik sucked in a sharp breath. “Fine,” he said, shaking off the hint of emotion he’d nearly shown. “Let’s begin where we left off the last time. We’re working with basic patterns. From these, it will only become more complicated. It’s good that you’ve shown skill with arcane patterns—that will help with what we must do—but these are different.”

      I shifted the glass overtop the box, increasing the magnification so I could watch him more closely. Another of Devan’s creations. Without it, I’d have to risk increasing his size. For every slight increase in his size, I chanced the possibility that he’d gain enough control to escape. I didn’t dare loose someone with magi abilities on the city again, even if Nik claimed he wasn’t a mage. Not after how much we’d sacrificed to capture him in the first place. With the glass, I could see the small movements of his hands. They worked in an exaggerated pattern, made clearer by the glass.

      “That’s basic?” I muttered.

      Nik paused and stared at me. His hard eyes were so different from the painter I had once known, the friend I once had. His time working with the Druist Mage had changed him, turned him into something he should never have been, much like my time working with the Trelking had changed me. Maybe I wasn’t so different.

      “Be thankful you don’t have the threat of death hanging over you as you practice, the fear that any misstep will lead to your master choosing to discard you.” He snorted. “And yes, this is basic.”

      He repeated the motion with his hands again, twisting his fingers in a steady swirling, repeating the pattern over and over. Power built from him as he worked, but Devan’s construct kept him confined, at least for now. Finally, I thought I saw what he did. The damn thing was a pattern, only one that moved in multiple dimensions. As I realized that, I understood the key to copying it. Patterns I could do, arcane patterns where they were meant to trick the eye. This hand waving Nik did was much like an arcane pattern.

      I moved my hands in the pattern like Nik used, going through the steady motion. As it completed, the power built faster than I could control and slammed into the metal box surrounding Nik.

      He’d been waiting for it. Power struck, and he jumped, scurrying over the metal and racing across the grass faster than a tiny figurine like him should have any right to move. The wide grin on his face told me this was what he’d been hoping for.

      When he slammed into my barrier, he bounced back. He grabbed his nose and then jerked his hands back and around, twisting in another complex pattern.

      I didn’t let him finish. Using the cylinder of my father’s resting on my lap, I triggered the patterns along the side, freezing him into place once more. He remained with hands outstretched, almost like he intended to finish his pattern.

      Would he be able to complete it when I animated him again? I’d have to be careful the next time in case he could. I didn’t want to risk Nik attacking me as soon as he was freed.

      Then I sat back, stretching my legs in front of me, pushing the metal box off to the side. A smile crossed my face. Nik might have nearly managed to escape, but I’d worked a mage pattern. I played it over in my head, memorizing it, then I leaned forward and performed it again. This time, I was ready for the power as it surged from me and slammed into the ground.

      “Finally figure something out?” Devan called from the garage.

      I twisted to look at her. She was short, and her shoulder length black hair hung in her face as she leaned over the propane tank burning with a soft hiss from inside the garage. “Could you feel that?” Devan could sense magic being used around her—well, most of the time—it was one of the gifts of her people.

      “Yeah. And the first time, too.”

      “Thanks for helping,” I grunted, sweeping the sculpture of Nik off the ground and stuffing him into my pocket. Then I grabbed the metal box and carried it over to Devan, holding it out to her.

      She nodded to the metal figurine she heated over the fire, this in the shape of some massive winged creature. “Gonna have to wait a minute, Ollie. I’m a bit busy here.”

      I studied the creature, noting the detail in the wings and the massive forelegs. It looked something like a bird, but no bird I’d ever seen had claws that sharp. I had particular interest in what the figurine could do, especially knowing how Devan’s little carvings had the potential to be so much more than sculptures. They’d saved us more than once.

      “What is it?”

      She glanced at me over the flame and blew the strands of hair out of her face. Sweat dripped down her forehead. The top of her t-shirt hung loose around her neck. I took a quick peak, noting the sweat rolling down her chest too.

      “Ollie!” she snapped.

      I smirked and met her eyes. “Hey, if you don’t want me looking, don’t go being so damn sexy.”

      She pulled the figurine away from the fire and carried it to the bench where she started stroking it with a long, pointed rod in steady strokes, working the shape of the face into the figurine. Not so much a bird, I decided, but more like some sort of dragon.

      “Really,” she said as she worked, “you’d think I deprived you or something.”

      “Well, there is this little part about the last ten years,” I said.

      Her hand paused, and she twisted so that one eye looked at me. “That was your choice, not mine.”

      I stood behind her and leaned against her as she continued to work. “What can I say? I’m an idiot.”

      She laughed and shook her head, not missing a beat as she managed to pull shape out of the figurine. Now it seemed to have deep set eyes that almost saw through me. The powerful jaw was filled with a row of sharp teeth. What the hell was she making?

      I pushed against her again, and she slapped the rod down on the bench, lowering her still cooling dragon figure next to it. “Why that shape?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know whether it will work, but if it does…”

      “What?”

      “Dragons are immune to magical energy.”

      I eyed the figurine. Something like that might be helpful.

      She turned to me, her head barely up to my chin, and looked up at me with her deep green eyes. “You manage to ruin another of my perfectly good cages?”

      I kissed her forehead, not wanting to move, not wanting her to move. “Yeah, you know how Nik can be.”

      Devan tossed her dark hair and twisted to stare at the metal box sitting on her bench. “You did that?” she asked.

      “There’s this pattern he was showing me,” I said. I stepped away from her and waved my hands in the pattern, stopping as I felt the power surging through it. It was different than any sort of painting I’d ever done, but it pulled energy and strength, almost like a painter pattern. “I didn’t think I’d get it right.”

      “So you just copied him?”

      I shrugged.

      “You are an idiot, Ollie.” She pushed on my chest and shook her head. “At least I can fix this one.”

      “He still wants to see her,” I said.

      The slight smile on Devan’s face faded slightly. “Why won’t you show him? It’s not like there’s much he’s going to be able to do. If he releases her from the pattern, then she’s dead. If he knows some way of helping her, then she’s not.” Devan shot me a glare at my frown. “Don’t look at me like that, Ollie. She knew the risks. She nearly released the same thing before. The way I see it, she was living on borrowed time.”

      It was harsh, but not completely untrue. “Well, maybe I can use her as some sort of reward if he continues to show me the mage patterns,” I said.

      “That’s sick. Using a dead statue as a reward?”

      I stared at her, incredulous. “Wait, weren’t you just telling me to do the same thing?”

      “Not as a reward. Just let the guy see his girl. Maybe he’ll help you if you do.”

      I shook my head and turned away, my eyes catching on Big Red, the old faded red Ford F150 parked in the garage. The hood was up telling me Devan was tinkering again. “I don’t know that I’ll ever understand you, De’avan,” I said, choosing to use her formal name.

      She snorted and turned back to her newest creation. “Because I’m mysterious. That’s why you love me.”

      It was for so many more reasons than that, but neither of us needed to say them. After what we’d been through together over the last ten years, we shared something deeper than friendship, deep enough I hadn’t wanted to risk it with romance before recently. But after nearly losing her, I couldn’t stand the thought of something happening to her without her knowing how I felt.

      “Mystery only carries a girl so far,” I said, peering into the hood of the truck. Devan carried her figurine over to me and made a point of punching me in the side. “Ow!”

      “Why don’t you get back to your practicing and leave me so I can work,” she said.

      “I was kinda hoping to not leave you alone if you know what I mean.”

      She shook her head at my smirk. “I always know what you mean, Ollie, but I’ve got to finish this before it hardens—” she punched me again as my grin widened “—and you said you wanted to see if the compass was set back into place the right way.”

      The compass Devan’s brother had attempted to steal, the one that obscured Conlin from the Trelking, had been set back into place after the attacks, but I was still working on how to make certain it couldn’t be hijacked again. There had to be some patterns I could place around it would keep it safer than what it was. Unlike most of the magical items in town, the compass wasn’t even a creation of my father’s, so I didn’t have to compete with his patterns to keep it safe.

      “Ah, fine,” I grumbled. “Put me to work.”

      She shot me a look and pointed at me with the long metal tongs she used to hold her carvings. “If I’ve got to work, then you should too. And since you’re now the protector of Conlin, you might want to do a little protecting.”

      Neither of us knew what me agreeing to serve as the protector of Conlin would mean. It was how I’d managed to shake the Trelking from the city, though I’m not certain he had any interest in Conlin. His interest had been more about his son and Devan. Jakes made a point of asking if I’d serve as the city’s protector, but I think was only because my father had served in that role. I wasn’t anything like my father. I might be a painter, but I wasn’t an artist like him. Hell, if Jakes was right, my father might have been something more than a painter.

      Thankfully, since shutting the Trelking out of Conlin, there hadn’t been much for me to do. I wasn’t so sure I was all that ready to do anything anyway. It had taken a while to come to grips with the fact that Taylor had died because she’d been trying to help us. She’d come looking for help, hoping to find her father. When it became clear there wasn’t much that could be done for him, she’d stayed, thinking to learn from the Elder, from everything of his that remained throughout the city. Instead, she’d ended up dead. Not much of a protector.

      In the time since we survived what the Trelking intended, I’d been working to learn as much as I could. Not just with Nik, though that was a part—and maybe the biggest part of it—but also with the book of patterns my father had left me. Taylor had taught me how to work through it, how to use it to practice the patterns my father seemingly had intended for me to learn. I’d even surprised myself, managing to nearly finish the entire damn book in the last few weeks.

      Not like Taylor. She whipped through those patterns in days, quicker than anything I had managed, but then again, I wasn’t an artist like her. These days, I didn’t know what I was anymore. Not just a tagger, someone with minimal painting ability, but still not at artist level. Maybe I was somewhere in between. I’d never reach Taylor’s level, but then, I wasn’t dead like she was either.

      “I know what you’re thinking, Ollie,” Devan started. She turned to me and planted her hands on her hips. “There wasn’t much you could’ve done. She came here willingly, and she fought alongside us willingly. Besides, she might have been a better painter than you, so do you  think there was anything you could’ve done that would have stopped her from trying to help?”

      “What do you mean she might have been a better painter than me? There’s no question she was.”

      Devan arched a brow at me. “Only for you.”

      I inhaled deeply and climbed into Big Red. Old tears in the cloth seats were sewn together, and even the new seams Devan sewed in place created a repeating pattern. I slapped the steering wheel, running my hands around the massive wheel, and twisted the keys still stuck in the ignition. The truck roared to life, the throaty rumble a little steadier than it had been even the day before. Every day, it seemed Devan managed to do something new to the truck. Eventually, I figure she had to be done. Otherwise, if she was going to continue tinkering, then we might as well just buy a new truck.

      Devan dropped the hood of the truck and shook her head at me. “See you at lunch?” she called over the rumble.

      I nodded and backed out of the garage, making my way up the driveway and out onto the street. The truck had a new rumbled to it that hadn’t been there before, a throaty sound I attributed to whatever Devan had done to tune the engine.

      It wasn’t long before I made my way up Washington Street and to the top of Settler Hill.

      The compass rested in place where it had always been. It was a large metal sculpture, one of the few in the city that preceded anything my father had placed here and one that apparently created a certain magical shroud over the city, a way to mask it from the eyes of those like the Trelking. His reach would otherwise extend beyond the Threshold, but with the compass, it restricted his prescience.

      After it had nearly been stolen, it had taken time to return it to its rightful place. I still didn’t understand what it did or why Brand had wanted it, other than to hide from his father, but there was something to learn from it, from the power extended through it.

      Standing atop the hill, I could see the city splayed out in front of me. The pattern made into the trees was visible now that I knew what to look for. Taylor had been the first one to identify it, though I should have known my father would be crafty enough to figure out a way to work even the trees into his projects. Hell, Taylor had used the trees when she was trying to distract the shifters, so it made sense my father would find a way to do something both similar, and way more impressive.

      I ran my hand over the compass. Power hummed within it. This close, I could feel the energy of the sculpture, the way it drew power as if from the city itself. Had it always done that? I didn’t think so, but then again, the compass had only been back in place for a short while. Thankfully Jakes had managed to get help with replacing it back where it belonged. The shifters had used their magic, though I still didn’t understand everything about their magic, but they had fused the sculpture to the stone beneath. It would take a little more than a mild magical attack to separate it again.

      The sense of power from the compass increased, becoming stronger. As it did, it surged away from Settler Hill, spreading down and into the city below.

      How was it I felt it?

      There was something off, though. I don’t know how I knew, but it was there.

      I turned to the north end of town. There was nothing there but industrial buildings. A few were abandoned, but most were large warehouses or plants that provided much of the industry in Conlin. There seemed to be a gap in the compass’s power, a void that shouldn’t be there.

      I grunted. Now that I had claimed the title of protector of Conlin, it was time for me to get to work. I only wished I knew what it meant, and what I’d committed myself to.
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      After stopping back at the house and picking up Devan, Big Red rolled up to an empty warehouse on the north end of town. Once, this part of the city had some industrial presence, a few big factories had moved into town. There had been a tractor manufacturer down here that had taken most of a city block, the sprawling buildings once humming with activity. Now there wasn’t much left but the sign that hung near the corner, the lettering faded and out of place, and weeds growing up all around the chipped brown poles holding the sign. The lawn had gone overgrown, weeds and dandelions covering it. The parking lot was cracked and the painted lines all faded.

      “What was this?” Devan asked.

      I pointed to the south entrance as we pulled into the parking lot. The lot was empty, but I hadn’t expected anyone here. Whatever had caused the strange magical void had been here. I don’t know what it was, or how I sensed it, but there was no mistaking the location. And the closer we’d come, the more uneasy Devan had become. She felt whatever it was that I’d felt while atop Settler Hill.

      “When I was a kid, this was a big manufacturing plant. Three shifts, so lots of people worked here.”

      Devan’s eyes widened as she eyed the building with new interest. I could only imagine what Devan could do with some of the industrial tools available in a place like this. Considering what she accomplished in the shitty workshop my father had left me, I think her having access to something with serious tooling and heavy machinery might be more than a little frightening.

      “What happened to it?” she asked.

      “Don’t know. It was still running strong when we left for Arcanus.” That had been well over ten years ago. I’d spent a decade working for the Trelking, a decade where I learned nothing but mastery of arcane patterns. When I returned to Conlin, it had been for safety, but also to attempt to learn enough to keep Devan and me safe.

      But ten years is a long time, especially in a small town. The economy changes and plants that had once been profitable suddenly weren’t, so the smaller plants get squeezed, everything centralized as corporate offices try to consolidate. It wasn’t surprising this plant closed.

      I studied the warehouse. Other than the overrun lawn and the cracked and faded parking lot, the warehouse itself looked to be in pretty good shape. Windows were still intact, and large glass doors were closed, but not broken or vandalized like some shuttered businesses. The only other thing that told me that the plant was shut down was the graffiti painted on a section of the walls.

      “Do you sense it?” I asked.

      Devan nodded. “Not like before. Whatever it is, the power is cycling. Not really sure how else to explain it.” She turned back to me after surveying the building. “You say you sensed this too?”

      I shrugged. “If you can’t explain it, I can’t either. I was up by the compass, and I felt power coming from it. But it didn’t stay isolated to the compass. Whatever power that thing has is sort of autonomous.”

      “Autonomous? You think your father has some pattern up there that’s still firing, even now after the compass had nearly been stolen?”

      “Not my father. That thing is older than him.” In the time since we’d stopped the Trelking from attacking the city, I’d seen some of the old photos of Conlin. The compass was there then, placed by some of the earlier inhabitants of the city.

      “If it’s not your father, then what do you think it is? You haven’t mentioned it before.”

      “Because I haven’t felt it before today. Maybe it’s always been there, or maybe it was something new.”

      Devan’s brow furrowed. “If it’s been there, it makes you wonder why today, what changed that you can sense it now?”

      “Yeah, and why can’t you sense it too?”

      “I don’t know, Ollie.”

      I could tell that it troubled her that she couldn’t so I didn’t push. Looking toward the plant, toward the drawing power that Devan sensed, I asked, “What do you think it is?”

      A troubled expression passed over her face, contorting her brow. “Hard to say. There’s real power here, different than what you use, Ollie, but I can sense it, so it tells me that it’s something other than the shifters we know live here. And apparently different than whatever the Compass is doing.”

      Great. Now they had to deal with something else.

      “I didn’t think there would be quite so much fun on this side of the Threshold,” Devan said.

      “You think this is fun?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Better than you moping around thinking about things you couldn’t have prevented. Besides, isn’t your goal to keep getting better? That’s why we came here, why we stay at the place of the Elder. I can think of dozens of places that might be more fun, but…”

      “Wait… you don’t think staying in my father’s house is any fun?”

      “It has certain qualities that I like,” Devan said.

      I laughed. “If I want to keep you alive, we need to be here. That’s the whole reason we returned to Conlin.”

      “The Druist Mage isn’t interested in crossing the Threshold. I think we’re plenty safe on this side for now.”

      And with the compass back in place, we didn’t have to fear the Trelking watching over us like he could on the other side of the Threshold. Strangely, if not for the fact that there were multiple crossings around the city, Conlin might be one of the safest places for me to try to learn what I needed to help Devan. And if what the Trelking saw was right—and given that it’s the Trelking and most of his visions were right—I’d eventually have to kill the Druist Mage. I didn’t know enough yet to feel even remotely comfortable with that idea.

      “Yeah, well it doesn’t make me feel too good that we still don’t know what the Druist Mage was after.”

      “He’s already gone after the orb and now the compass. What else do you think your father might have here that he wants?”

      I didn’t know, and that was the problem. “You ready to go kick some ass?”

      She frowned at me. “Really, Ollie? Do you think we’re going to have to go in all magical, sort of guns blazing? Maybe it will be some sort of gentle magic I’m picking up.”

      I laughed. “When have we ever had that kind of luck?”

      Devan smirked. “It could happen,” she said, then turned away and jumped out of the truck.

      Pushing the door of the truck open, I checked the satchels of ink I kept hooked onto my belt and stepped out. As soon as my feet hit the concrete, I felt the power building around me, humming in a sort of rhythmic fashion. It was palpable, and Devan was right, something so different to it than anything I’d ever felt before. And that was saying quite a lot considering that I had spent a decade on the other side of the Threshold where there are more magical creatures than I can keep track of.

      The Threshold serves as something of a divide, keeping the magical beings on one side while letting all the normals on this side live a quiet life, unknowing that there is something else. Other than painters, there aren’t many who even knew that magic exists.

      Most think it nothing more than superstition and folk tale, but the truth is more complicated and strange. Pretty much all of the superstition has its basis in something that had once crept across the Threshold.

      There were people like Jakes and his kind, guardians who prevented access across the Threshold. Apparently, my father had served as a protector as well, serving something called the Protariat, serving in a balancing role. Now I’d agreed to fill that role, only I had no idea what it meant for me.

      Devan grabbed a couple of her figurines and held them in her hands. I couldn’t tell which two she’d chosen. As far as I knew, any of them could be magically enhanced so that they grew to massive size, swelling so that they provided her with offensive power that she otherwise wouldn’t—and couldn’t—use. Her figurines had saved us from a magi, and another had helped keep me alive when her brother came after the compass, so I knew just how powerful they could be.

      Seeing her grab for her figurines, I decided I’d better be a little better prepared and took out a long, rectangular charm. Ink filled it, and with the way Devan had crafted it, I could trigger the release of the ink and trust that the pattern created would be one that I intended. This one would act something like a pistol, with three rounds loaded. I just would have to make certain my aim was good.

      We reached the south door leading into the warehouse. A flat metal overhang provided protection overhead. A cement planter had overgrown nearly as much as the lawn outside the warehouse. A few cigarette butts littered it as well. I noticed a scuffmark on the ground near the planter, but there wasn’t anything else.

      Devan stopped at the door and pulled on it. “Locked,” she said.

      Locked didn’t mean much for someone like me, not so long as a conventional lock was used. Devan could probably just yank the door off its hinges, but that wouldn’t do any good either, and would only get Sheriff Jakes coming out our way leaving us with other sorts of questions to answer. Either way, we’d get those questions.

      I knelt in front of the lock and studied it. A silver bar ran across the middle of the door, with glass above and below it. Shades were drawn over the glass. A solid deadbolt prevented the door from opening. At least this I could work with. Using a pinch of red ink, I made a spiraling pattern around the lock in the red ink I had with me and then infused it with a surge of will. The lock snapped with a tearing sound.

      “Guess we’d better not tell Jakes about this,” I said.

      “You’re the protector of the city,” she said.

      “Somehow, I don’t think that extended to breaking the law. He might be a shifter, but he still has this thing about breaking and entering. Besides, if this is some new magic coming across, I’m surprised he’s not here already. I figured he’d sense anything crossing the same as you.”

      “Don’t know, but not sure we can wait,” Devan said, then pulled on the door. It opened silently. She raised her brow at me in something like a wink and slipped inside, holding one of her figurines out in front of her, whispering softly to it as she did.

      I half expected the figurine to spring to life as we entered. Whatever power she used to animate them had more to do with the way she spoke to them, whispering softly to the figures, than any real drawing of power. The amulet I wore that tied me to her power barely flashed with any sense of cold, the only way I’d know if she used her magic, other than when her skin glowed, and that was pretty obvious.

      Once Devan was through, I followed her through the door, making certain to let it close softly behind us. The inside of the warehouse was mostly dark. Dust motes hung suspended in the air, catching the fading light from the door as it closed and reminding me of the Trelking’s palace. There was a similar musty, aged appearance to the warehouse.

      Devan surged a hint of power through her, making her skin glow slightly, enough to give light for me to see. We were in a hallway that led toward the main part of the warehouse. To the left was a row of offices. A bright red time clock—the kind you punched with an actual card—hung on the wall to the right. A row of pegs with hardhats hanging from them led away from the time clock. Devan grabbed the nearest one and stuck it on her head. Even in that, she looked pretty cute.

      The power that I’d been feeling outside was stronger inside. It continued to pulse, rising in a steady rhythm, something to it that reminded me of a pattern. I grabbed Devan’s arm and paused. She glanced over at me, and I raised a hand up, letting the magical energy building roll up and over me. There was almost something to it that I recognized, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Definitely not painter power, but I had no idea what it was. A part of the power grated on me as if brushing against a raw nerve ending.

      “Careful,” I mouthed to Devan.

      She shot me a look that told me I was being stupid, but she set one of her figurines onto the ground and whispered to it softly. It elongated, stretching into the shape of the half fox, half snake creature, and slithered off into the warehouse.

      I didn’t know what her little friend could do, but I felt better having it along. The few times we’d needed them, they had been helpful. I didn’t think they had any magic of their own, but they were an extension of Devan’s magic, tying into what she could control.

      Then I stepped in front of her and took the lead. I held the charm out in front of me, ready to trip it as soon as I saw any sign of whatever drew power around us. The warehouse was dark, and I didn’t have Devan’s eyesight to see through the darkness. A row of dusty windows along the back wall let in some light, but the tall oak trees growing along that side of the building obscured it from letting too much in. Rows of machinery were stationed throughout the building. The nearest ones were small, looking to me like nothing more than industrial table saws and drills. Farther in, there was what looked to be the remains of some sort of conveyor belt, but whatever it had attached to was gone, probably shipped away when the plant closed. Hoses hung from the ceiling, most dangling, though one or two coiled, left wrapped neatly just out of reach.

      “Looks like some kind of horror movie waiting to happen,” Devan muttered.

      “You really watch the wrong movies.” Devan bumped up against me, and my feet slipped noisily across the smooth floor.

      The cycling power stopped. I held my breath, waiting. As I did, I switched the charms in my hand, reaching for one that wasn’t purely offensive, grabbing one that would make a perfect circle around me. The farther in we went, the more curious I was. Power strong enough for me to feel would have to be impressive, but so far I hadn’t seen anything meant to attack me. It went against my better judgment—and the years and experience pounded into me by the Trelking—to not come in shooting power around, but there remained the possibility that whatever we sensed wasn’t out to attack me.

      The steady and rhythmic cycling of power resumed. It thrummed against me, hitting me with steady waves. Finally, I felt the pattern. Long. Short. Short. Long. Each wave repeated, almost like a message.

      I stepped into the open floor and looked around. The source of the energy was nearby, I could feel that much, but not exactly where it was. Moving forward again, I made my way between two pieces of dusty machinery. A long length of silver steel rested on top of one of them, and Devan grabbed it, twisting it so that it whistled in the air as she did.

      The floor of the warehouse opened up to my left. Rectangular patches of brighter cement indicated where other pieces of equipment had once been placed. Now it was mostly open space. Toward the back wall, I saw a shadow moving. I started toward it, holding my charm in my hand ready to fire.

      Devan grabbed me and pulled me back. “I’m not sure about this, Ollie,” she whispered.

      “Not much choice now, is there?” I asked. “I’m sort of the protector here now. Isn’t that what I agreed?”

      She stared into the darkness. The frown on her face told me that she didn’t like what she saw. I offered her my widest smile, trying to reassure her as we started forward again, but she didn’t pay any attention to me.

      Once in a while, I wished I had even a hint of her ability, mostly with sight. It’d be helpful to be able to see some of the craziness coming at me. But there were times where it was helpful to be left in the dark until the last moment. This was one of those times.

      As I neared the shadow, I could make out the outline of a massive creature. It stood nearly ten feet tall, and was muscular, though not like Jakes. This guy was lean, and his skin was a shade of red or orange, though that was hard to tell in the light. Blunted horns protruded from his head. Long claws tipped the ends of his fingers, and he gripped a long wooden staff in one hand that he tapped on the ground. This created the rhythmic power I sensed.

      The bottom half of him looked mostly normal, and he seemed to wear something like ragged blue jeans making him look a bit like the Hulk. Large boots covered his feet. A faded green duffle rested on the ground behind him.

      “Well, shit,” I said to myself.

      My first thought was that this was some sort of demon, but those needed to be summoned, and as far as I knew, it would take more power than what Devan had sensed to draw a demon forth. In my time on the other side of the Threshold, there were those with the strength to summon demons. It never ended well for anyone. The horns and the height were unique, though, and nothing like any other magical creature I’d come across.

      The creature looked over as if finally seeing me. The tapping of his staff stopped. Eyes that were mostly black focused on me, and I felt a surge of power wash out from it. Without thinking too much, I raised the charm and triggered the circle, quickly infusing power into the green ink that spit out from it. Figures Devan would choose green for something like that even though she knows I work better with red. Or black. I was best attuned to using black ink, the color of death and despair. Most of the time, I tried not to think about what that said about me.

      The creature’s energy struck the circle and bounced back. When using circles of protection like this, it didn’t completely protect me, especially not when the other guy was pushing significant power. And whatever this thing was, it definitely slung some serious power. It struck the barrier I erected around Devan and me, leaving it tolling something like a bell. It took a force of will to ignore the sudden pain searing through me, nearly dropping me to my knees as I pushed out with my magical wall in a way that left me feeling beaten. One of these days I was determined to find another pattern to use, one that didn’t leave me feeling discombobulated after I was attacked.

      Devan suddenly glowed brightly, the power she was pulling making her skin a soft yellow. Most of the time I found it attractive and today was no different, only it allowed me to clearly see the creature now standing in front of me. It faced my circle and stood with the staff pointing into the ground, a hard snarl peeled across its face.

      It snapped the staff into the ground. Thud.

      Power echoed off the protective circle again. It made the circle shimmer, sending streamers of green tinted light up from the floor where the circle was placed.

      Huh. That was new.

      Devan grabbed one of her figurines and started whispering to it. The figurine stretched and elongated, growing into the troll figure that had helped us defeat Nik. It started forward toward the edge of the circle.

      “No!” I shouted. As soon as the troll broke the boundary of the circle, our protection would fail.

      Devan shot me a hard glance. “You think I don’t know that?”

      The troll stopped right at the edge of the circle and faced the creature. The creature on the other side eyed the troll figure, which now stood nearly as tall as the creature on the other side of the circle. It started to raise its staff when the snake fox came slithering out of the shadows and latched onto the staff and started to pull.

      The creature lifted the staff, straining against the snake fox thing. Devan’s skin glowed brighter, telling me that whatever happened, she was influencing it.

      Then the creature grunted and tore the staff away from the snake fox. Faster than I could blink, it slammed the staff down onto Devan’s figurine. There was smoke and a high pitched scream, and the snake fox simply disappeared.

      Devan sagged and stumbled as if she might fall. I reached for her, but I wasn’t in time. She fell across the circle, breaking the protections and leaving us exposed.

      The troll moved forward, positioning itself in front of the creature, but I’d seen what it had done to Devan’s other figurine. I doubted that it would be able to stop the creature very easily.

      The staff rose again. We weren’t ready or protected.

      I did the only thing I could think of to generate serious power. My hands quickly made the pattern that Nik had taught me, spiraling in something like a rotating pentagram. The power built quickly, and I aimed it at the creature.

      When it struck, it hit the creature in the chest. He fell back, the staff spinning from his hand, and landed on the ground in a heap.

      As he did, a low, dark laugh erupted from him.

      “Oh, shit,” I said.

      Devan grabbed me and pushed me behind her. I didn’t object. There was safety behind someone like Devan, letting one of the Te’alan protect me, especially as she pulled another one of her figurines out of her pocket and whispered to it. As it elongated and stretched to its full size, I saw that it was another of the trolls. Unlike the other, this one carried a long club with thick, sharp spikes protruding from the end of it. It advanced upon the creature and stood shoulder to shoulder with the other troll, staring at it.

      “Good,” the creature spoke, slowly standing up. His voice was a thick, guttural sound and grated on me the same way that his magic had. It looked past the trolls, as if completely unconcerned about their presence, and stared at me as it reached for the staff lying just out of its reach. “I seek the one who claims this city.”

      I glanced at Devan, uncertain how to proceed. The creature stretched, and as it did, it seemed to loom even taller, as if it somehow grew while we were watching. Now it managed to reach a head higher than Devan’s trolls. I cocked my head, studying the thing, uncertain whether I’d be able to repeat the magi magic that I’d just managed, but thankful that Nik had shown it to me. Had he not, I suspected we’d all be lying on the floor, maybe crushed like the snake fox figure.

      Devan shook her head slightly, and pushed her dark hair behind her ear, tucking it away from her face. She reached a hand into her pocket, and I knew she went for another figurine. Even if she grabbed one, something told me we didn’t have enough power to keep this guy in check.

      There was a part of me that wished Jakes would sense what was happening and show up, but I’d come to learn that Jakes was more concerned about the doorways scattered around the edge of town than in the actual magical creatures that might come through them. He’d abandoned us most of the time when it had anything to do with the Trelking, the only time he’d been willing to help had been when it had seemed like Devan’s father was going to leave the doorway open.

      We’d have to do this ourselves. Luckily, Devan and I were pretty accustomed to that.

      “What do you say? You give him the old troll pounding, and I’ll hit him with a few charms?” I asked.

      Devan snorted. “You think that’s going to work on this thing?”

      I shook my head. “Not really, but do you have any better ideas?”

      She stared at the creature, tilting her head as if listening to it. Then she smiled. “Yeah. Talk to it.”

      “You want me to take it out to dinner first? I guess you wouldn’t have to be jealous; this thing can’t compete with you—”

      She cut me off with an elbow to the ribs.

      “Fine,” I said and stepped forward toward the creature. Thin shafts of light managed to reach through the windows overhead, but they shifted and moved, as if the branches outside waved in the wind, making the light across the warehouse dance. “I’m about as close as you’re going to find to the protector of the city,” I said.

      I made a show of planting my hands on my hips, angling the charm between the fingers of my left hand. With my right, I touched the tip of my finger to the charm seated on the buckle of my belt. That had been a gift from Devan, and using it would likely destroy the belt in the process, but it would be worth it if it got us to safety if things went a little sideways.

      “You are not what I expected,” the creature said.

      It lifted its staff, and I tensed, readying to trigger the charm, but it slung it over its shoulder, sliding it into some sort of holster I couldn’t clearly see. Then the creature stepped forward, pushing between the two trolls with enough strength to send them spinning. I heard Devan grunt and saw the fringe of her glowing as she resisted the efforts of the creature.

      It stopped in front of me, leaning forward and catching my eyes. There was a weight there, and a sense of stars twisting behind its eyes. Definitely not a demon. I’d met the eyes of a demon. There might be the same sense of weight, but there was a mixture of hatred and darkness, the stuff those creatures fed upon. This almost left me with a sense of calm. It unnerved me and made me more uncomfortable than had it stared at me with hatred.

      “Yeah? Well, you’re not exactly what I expected either.”

      Its mouth curled in a slight smile. “Excellent. Now, are you ready to begin?”

      I blinked, feeling a growing sense of uncertainty. “What do you mean?”

      “You were expecting me, yes? That was the bargain.”

      I took a step back and away from the creature. “I think you have the wrong guy,” I started. “What bargain are you expecting?”

      The creature’s smile faded, and it reached for its staff. I noted that the horns on its head started to pulse slightly. It leaned its head toward me as if intending to pierce me with its horns.

      I raised my hands in front of me to keep it from attacking. “Whoa, there big guy. Let’s try to get to some sort of understanding before we break out the boom sticks again. You don’t want me to knock you on your ass again, now do you?” I wasn’t sure whether I could actually manage to knock him back, but I’d try.

      “The Protariat advised that you would serve. Is this not the case?”

      I hesitated before answering, not certain what the right response should be. I had agreed to protect Conlin, much like my father had apparently once protected the city. If I didn’t, then I suspected that the Trelking or the Druist Mage would make their play to push past the Threshold and… then I wasn’t certain. Jakes made it sound like balance had to be maintained, but he didn’t seem able to explain what kind of balance or why it was necessary.

      There was a part of me that wanted to turn and look back at Devan, but I resisted the urge. Keeping the red hulk in sight seemed the better play. Had I committed myself to more than I realized?

      “I’m what you’ve got,” I answered. It seemed neutral enough so that I didn’t have to commit one way or another. “Who are you?”

      “I am the Wasdig,” he said.

      Was that a title or the creature’s name? I didn’t feel comfortable asking and let it drop. From the way it looked at me, horns tilted down and glowing, it seemed to think that I should know what it was.

      “All of this?” I asked, pointing to the staff and the warehouse around us. “What was this?”

      The Wasdig leaned back. “This was the summons to the Protariat.”

      My heart sunk a little more. “And now that I’ve answered the summons?”

      “You will follow the bargain and allow me to escort you to the Zdrn.”

      Now I did glance back at Devan. “I’m not going anywhere without knowing what you plan. And besides, I’m the protector of the city. I can’t just up and leave.” I didn’t think that was true either. The city had done fine before I showed up, but I needed a way to at least delay the creatures, and let me figure out what it was that it wanted.

      The Wasdig reached for its staff and tapped it on the ground. “I will grant you three days to prepare.”

      “Prepare? Prepare for what?” I asked.

      “The summons.”

      “And if I don’t go?”

      The Wasdig narrowed its dark eyes. “The agreement is binding. You will come. If you do not, everything you know will be destroyed.”

      With that, the Wasdig slammed the staff into the ground. There was a flash of light, then it disappeared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          3

        

      

    
    
      After searching around the warehouse for any sign of the Wasdig, Devan and I made our way back through the warehouse, neither of us saying anything until we were clear of the door. Devan had allowed her trolls to return to tiny figurine size and had slipped them back into her pocket. I stopped outside of the plant and let the door close behind me. At least the power that had been pulsing from the Wasdig finally eased, no longer scraping against my senses.

      “Did you recognize that thing?” I asked Devan.

      I stared at the glass door leading into the warehouse, still expecting the Wasdig to follow us out. I didn’t know how it had gotten inside the old plant or into the city in the first place. Any crossing should have triggered Jakes. And the lock had been in place on the warehouse. As far as I could tell, nothing seemed broken. Had the creature appeared in place? That didn’t seem likely, but what did I know about it?

      “I’ve not seen anything like that before,” Devan said.

      That didn’t make me feel any better. Devan and I had spent the better part of ten years battling some of the nastiest things on the other side of the Threshold, at least as nasty as the Trelking figured I could handle, and some worse than that. In that time, I thought I would have seen or at least heard about pretty much anything that might exist on that side. But for Devan not to know about the Wasdig, and Devan had more years to her than she appeared, that made me wonder if the Wasdig wasn’t a creature from that side.

      “You think it’s from our side?”

      “Which our, Ollie? From my side of the Threshold? I don’t think that’s likely. From this side? What have we seen that makes you believe there are creatures like that on this side of the Threshold?”

      “Only you. Jakes. Nik, when he was still anything but a statue.”

      Devan shook her head with each name. “Only the painters are from this side. The rest crossed over. Even Jakes. Shifters aren’t from this side—you’re the one who told me that.”

      I didn’t like it, but it was true. And it didn’t help me to know what the Wasdig might be.

      We reached Big Red and got in. It started with a soft rumble, and I dropped it into gear. As we made our way through town, I glanced over at Devan. I saw her fidgeting with one of her figurines, this one looking something like a lion, but with deeper set eyes.

      “What are those things?” I asked. It was a question that had been bugging me, but there hadn’t been a good time to ask. Either we were in the middle of trying to stay alive, or we were in the middle of something a little more fun.

      Devan twisted the figurine. Sunlight caught off the surface of the silvery metal she’d sculpted it out of, making it appear to have harder lines than I would have expected. Without light flashing off its surface, it could have been smooth metal, but it seemed angular. She whispered something to this one and then set it on the dash.

      “Just something I’ve been playing with,” she said.

      I grunted. “Seems like they’re a little more than that. You managed to slow Nik with one. And then your brother—”

      She shot me a look that said she still wasn’t too interested in talking about her brother, not with what he’d done.

      “Fine. But you never made anything like that when we were on the other side.”

      Devan shrugged. “It wouldn’t work there,” she answered softly. “When we crossed, I felt myself change. Don’t ask me what it means, because I can’t explain it. On this side of the Threshold, my magic is different.”

      “Yeah, it’s sexier,” I said. She never used to glow before. But it was more than that. She lost the prescience she shared with her father among other abilities. At the same time, she’d apparently acquired new skills.

      She smiled and slid closer to me on the seat. “If that’s what it took to get you to stop being such an idiot, then it was worth it.”

      “Not the fact that you don’t have to marry the Druist Mage?”

      Her face clouded for a moment. “You think I won’t?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My father. You heard what he said about the Druist. If he’s seen that I marry him and that you will attempt to kill him, don’t you think those are interconnected?”

      She turned away, clearly not wanting to talk about what her father had seen. The Trelking’s prescience was almost always right, though I’d come to believe his visions were right more because he used his force of will to shape what he wanted to happen.

      “So your magic,” I said. “We’ve never talked about how it changed. Why didn’t you use those things against the hunters?”

      Devan sniffed and closed her eyes, leaning her head back against the seat of the truck. “You know how it is when you see one of the arcane patterns?” she started. “The way it was when you first came across the Threshold to us and tried to use them? You were slow, but even then, you had potential. Everyone could see it, not only my father. Even Nik, though he may never want to admit to that. You took time, studying first with the F’lian,” she went on, using the name of the first pattern masters I had worked with when I’d crossed the Threshold, “and then my father.”

      The F’lian were all women, and all more skilled with pattern creation than any painter I’d ever worked with in Arcanus, at least when it came to making the arcane patterns. There was no creativity though, only the ability to make patterns with a certain precision, but when you’re learning, that’s what you need. They could not infuse patterns with power—they claimed that the domain of the painters only—but they were skilled pattern makers. Strict, too. When I made mistakes, I was punished and forced to repeat the pattern until I could make it without mistakes one thousand times. Only when I had progressed through everything they could teach was I allowed to move on to the next instructor.

      “How does this have to do with you and these figurines?”

      “It has everything to do with it, Ollie,” she said. “When I crossed the Threshold, everything changed for me. Suddenly I had a different kind of power. You might not have noticed it, but it’s taken me a while to get a handle on what that means for me.”

      “I’ve noticed you have an interest in tinkering with the truck and working on these tiny charms,” I said, setting the one I still had in my hand on the dash.

      “I always had an eye for that sort of thing,” she said, dismissing the comment. “That’s not so much about any type of magical power as it is about focus and concentration. But since I’ve been here, I’ve noticed the effort I put into some of these things gives them different effects than I realized. Take your charms for example. The one that resembles the sculpture in the park that nearly took down your house? Neither of us expected that one to be quite so powerful, but it was. I think most of that is the fact that you’ve gotten stronger, but some of it is probably my fault.”

      I smiled, thinking of the first time I’d used the Agony charm. We had thought Jakes was trying to attack us, and all we wanted to do was get back behind the door of my house and let the protections my father had placed on the house keep us safe. The charm was supposed to make a fifty or hundred foot circle of explosion, but it had been double what we expected. I guess I had thought it had more to do with the shape of the charm than anything, but now Devan was telling me it might be because of what she had done?

      “And these guys?” I said, pointing to the lion figurine.

      “They’re more like your charms than anything else. The first time I made one, it was more out of boredom. I’d always carved the shapes of some of the creatures we’d see on the other side,” she said. I remembered she usually used wood, and her carvings were always impressive. “And when I got to this side and did the same thing, something was different. All of a sudden, I was able to breathe life into these things.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t be an idiot, Ollie. It suits you too well.” She smiled as she said it and nudged me in the ribs. “You’ve seen what I mean. It happened first when I was working with the first sculpture. I made it like the trolls who serve my father, thinking they could be kind of cute.”

      I snorted, and she shot me a look.

      “Hey, I think you’re cute, so careful. Anyway, when I finished making the first of the trolls, I breathed on it. Nothing intentional, but as I did, the figurine started stretching out. At first, I didn’t know what was happening. Was it something of my father’s that he was somehow controlling? But then I realized it responded to me. It took a while for me to begin to understand how to use them.” She looked up at me and held my eyes. “I’m still not entirely clear about everything with them. They respond to me, and I know how to animate them with life and draw it back, but not much more than that.”

      “Isn’t that all there is to know?”

      Devan’s eyes widened for a moment. “Not at all. What if there’s a price? With the things we do, Ollie, there’s always a price. I don’t feel anything when I breathe life into the figurines, but that doesn’t mean nothing does.”

      I turned at the next corner, driving a little faster than was safe. I figured if I were pulled over, it would end up being Jakes who stopped me so we’d end up with the same result either way.

      “Who do you think pays the price?” I asked.

      Devan looked down at her sculpture and shook her head slightly. “I don’t know.”
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* * *

      We finished the drive to Jakes’s house in silence. Devan remained focused on her figurine, twisting it from side to side as she held it out to the light. As we pulled into the long driveway leading up to the fifties style rambler, I leaned over to her and gave her a quick peck on the cheek.

      “What is it about this one?” I asked, staying close to her.

      She shrugged. “It’s different than some of the others. I started by trying to create my own, using something of a lion, and something of a chatyl.” She held it out to me as if I should know what a chatyl was. “As I worked, it became less the chimera in my mind and more of the chatyl. Even the scales are there.”

      At least now I understood why the light seemed to come off the sides of the figurine so differently. “What can it do?”

      Some of the others were easy. The trolls were big and strong. The snake fox was quiet and powerful. There was an eagle-like one I’d seen her using, testing as she lett it fly overhead. I wondered if the dragon she’d made could do the same, or maybe it was meant to be one of those Chinese serpent dragons without wings. The chatyl looked like nothing more than a big cat.

      “Fast and vicious. It’s sort of a hunter. I figured if we ever needed to search for something, it might be good to have.”

      “Anything you know of that can take on real hunters?”

      I didn’t know enough to take them on myself. The shifters did, but they suffered each time they did.

      “Yeah,” Devan said.

      I waited, but she didn’t answer. She pushed open the door to the truck and climbed out.

      Jakes’s house had once been his father’s, so like me, he lived in a bit of a hand-me-down. His was nicer. Not only the lot—Jakes’s house sat on an acre of wooded land—but also the house had been lovingly maintained over the years, keeping most of the charm it likely had possessed when it was first built. It had been painted a few times since then, at least one of those times by my father, giving it a layer of protection few other houses in Conlin could match. The wooden fence snaking around the perimeter of the yard was patched with lighter wood where the Nizashi had trampled it. It disrupted the flow of energy that had once prevented me from using much of my painter power in the yard, leaving the yard more vulnerable than it once had been.

      If I ever had more down time, I needed to see if there was anything I could do to restore what had been lost. Not so much for Jakes—he was powerful enough I didn’t worry about him taking care of himself—but more for the shed at the back of the lot that held a sort of prison that my father and Jakes’s father had created.

      We circled around the edge of the house. Given that it was the middle of the day, neither of us expected anyone to be here. Jakes was likely out patrolling, or at least making a show of patrolling while he was serving as the guardian of the doorways. Kacey, another shifter that I still wasn’t certain her relationship with Jakes, was probably working at the Rooster.

      As we reached the back of the yard, the sliding door opened and Jakes stepped out onto the deck. He was shirtless, revealing his heavily muscled chest, the kind that would make him a likely candidate for Mr. Universe were he so vain. All he wore were faded blue jeans.

      “Jakes? You’re not working?” I asked, stopping short, feeling a little shocked he was here. I made a point of standing in front of Devan. I didn’t need her seeing a physique like that. There was no way I could compete.

      His mouth pulled into something that resembled a smile. With Jakes, it was often hard to tell. “Morris. I didn’t think I’d have to answer to you.”

      “Yeah, well there are lots of things we don’t expect, aren’t there?”

      Jakes jumped down from the deck, landing with all the grace of the shifter he was, and he prowled toward us. I half expected him to take on his wolf form. “Something troubles you.”

      I snorted. “Guess you could say that.” He cocked his head and waited for me to explain. “So you ask me to serve as protector of Conlin, but you don’t tell me what that means other than I would need to provide some sort of balance. When the Trelking made his play—”

      “It was not only the Trelking,” Jakes interrupted.

      I glanced at Devan. “Yeah, well when the Trelking and Brand made their play for Conlin, I got a little mad because they were messing with my stuff.”

      “You agreed to serve as this place’s protector,” Jakes said.

      “And I’m not even sure what that means. Only that now we’ve got some creature who’s suddenly appeared out of nowhere, using strange staff magic like some sort of wizard, and claiming that I need to honor a bargain that was made.” I paused, letting my frustration sink into Jakes. “Oh, and he claims I served the Protariat.”

      Jakes didn’t blink as he stared at me. “What is your point, Morris?”

      “Wait, you’re saying I’m a part of the Protariat?”

      “You agreed to serve,” Jakes said.

      I shook my head. “I agreed to serve the city. I never said anything about the Protariat!”

      I kept flinging that name around as if I understood what it meant when in reality, I had no idea what the Protariat was or what purpose it served. My father had sat on it. The Trelking did. Probably others of similar power, but I didn’t know enough about them to say with any certainty.

      “The Protariat provides the balance,” Jakes said, his voice calmer than I wanted him to be. I needed passion and argument from him, but I’d rarely seen either out of Jakes.

      “What exactly is this balance? Why don’t you sit on it as well? You’re serving in your father’s place too?” Jakes stared at me, not blinking. I shook my head in irritation. “And why was there a half demon creature sitting in the old Crastor plant down at the north end of town?”

      Jakes hesitated. At least I had his attention. “You claimed there was a wizard seeking your services.”

      “Would that be any better?”

      He twisted to sniff at the air, leaning into the wind and taking a long breath. I wondered what the shifter part of him sensed if anything at all. Had he sensed anything, I figured we would have seen him down at the plant along with us. Instead, Devan and I had the joy of greeting the Wasdig all by ourselves. What would have happened had I not learned even that single magi technique? That had been the reason the damn Wasdig stopped attacking, mostly because he thought I was someone I was not.

      “What did this creature look like?” Jakes asked.

      “What? Your super sniffer not able to tell you what the thing looked like?” I snapped.

      Jakes stood with arms crossed his exposed chest. I became acutely aware of how much more powerful Jakes was than me. Not that I needed much reminder, but seeing him standing there, it was more than a physical strength he possessed, it was his magical strength too. Shifters are powerful and possess a different magic, one that was as different as Devan’s was to mine. I shouldn’t push him so hard, but he still kept things from me that I knew would help me, especially as I tried to come to grips with what I was supposed to do now that I’d agreed to protect Conlin. I couldn’t very well protect the city if I didn’t know what I was supposed to be doing.

      “Morris, I have not detected anything. Does that not worry you?”

      I glanced at Devan. It was the same for her with shifters, so I suspected she didn’t feel a whole lot of sympathy for him. As I turned back to Jakes, I sighed. I needed to go easier on him. Since I’d returned to Conlin, he’d only faced the hunters, lost his father, dealt with a painter who turned out to be a shifter and lost a friend who’d been helping Adazi. Maybe Jakes deserved a little more slack than I was providing.

      “Ah, well, he was tall. Probably ten feet, and muscular. Didn’t like clothes so the two of you would get along fine. Had orange or red colored skin. Two blunted horns came out of its head. And, like I said, he carried a staff he slammed into the ground to make his magic. This was powerful stuff, too.” Enough that he would have overwhelmed my circle within a few more minutes had Devan not accidentally crossed the edge of the circle.

      “Did he name himself?” Jakes asked.

      “He calls himself the Wasdig, if that means anything to you.”

      Jakes’s face tightened, and he looked like he might snarl. Then it relaxed, and he turned back to me. “That means nothing to me. You said the creature was a demon?”

      “Not a demon,” I said, “only looks like one.”

      “Are you certain?”

      With any other person, this conversation would seem odd, but with Jakes, talking about demons and magical creatures and invisible hell creatures was pretty typical for us. That didn’t make me feel any better about all of it.

      “Jakes, trust me when I tell you I’ve looked into the eyes of a demon,” I said.

      More than one, actually. The Trelking thought to summon one once, deciding I needed to know how to do it as well. The process is surprisingly easy but takes a hell of a lot of power, strength most painters don’t have. Thankfully. Working with arcane patterns, you begin to master things you never thought were possible before. Such as destroying a village or summoning a demon or killing. Yeah, none of that is easy.

      “I can see you have,” Jakes said. “The creature asked for protection?”

      I frowned, thinking about what the creature had said. Had it asked for protection, or was there something else it wanted? I couldn’t remember. “An escort,” I began. “Don’t know where it’s supposed to bring me.” The Wasdig had said some sort of name, but I couldn’t remember it. Strange, considering my memory was usually pretty good.

      “He said he’s to bring you to the Zdrn,” Devan said.

      Jakes spun to her. “You are certain this is what it said?”

      “Remember who you’re talking to,” I said to Jakes. I didn’t like the tone he’d taken with Devan, something like an accusation but mixed with an undercurrent of unease. If Jakes felt uncomfortable, then I probably should too.

      “She is the heir to the Trelking. She should know about the Zdrn.”

      “Well, she doesn’t, so why don’t you share with me what it is?” I said.

      “It is a practice that should have been abandoned. And perhaps it has been, by most. A dark practice, one where the powerful come together.” Jakes paused and made a point of looking in my eyes. “The Zdrn serves as something like a peace accord and a test, but only for those strong enough to broker it. I do not know what last it was called, but know that the Protariat sends a single representative. It seems it is meant to be you.”
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      Jakes left Devan and I standing in the middle of his lawn. Something about needing to go find Tom Brindle, owner of the Rooster, a diner where the magical gather, but I suspected there was another reason, especially seeing how he shifted into his massive wolf form and bounded off in a hurry. Jakes didn’t go anywhere in a hurry unless there was a reason.

      I looked around the lawn. Tall oak trees dotted the lawn, reaching high over the roof of the house. With as warm as the fall had been, the leaves hadn’t started changing colors yet, though they had started to droop a bit. A few pine trees were set between the oaks, seemingly at random, but I’d come to learn there wasn’t a whole lot of random in Conlin, not when it came to my father. And if there was anything I’d learned, it was that my father had been involved in helping form the protections around Jakes’s place. They might have changed over the years, but they were still pretty impressive.

      The shed toward the back of the lawn had been designed to look much like the house. It was painted in the same light brown and had shutters over the two windows, making it nothing more than some quaint little shed when the reality was quite a bit different. Beneath the upper level, where Jakes’s father had stored the usual rakes and shovels and lawnmowers, was a lower level, where my father had burrowed out something of a magical prison where he stored his statues that were like what I’d done with Nik. Inside there were other creations my father had made, things like the crystal ball, with the patterns made into it so subtly that you had to struggle to see them. It was a miniature version of my house.

      “What do you think it means that I’m meant to go to the Zdrn?” I asked Devan. The question had been bothering me since Jakes described what it was. I hadn’t agreed to serve on the Protariat, only to help keep Conlin safe. The others on the Protariat were much more powerful than me, beings like the Trelking or my father. I had nothing like their ability.

      “I think it means the Wasdig is meant to bring you someplace,” Devan said. “I’m still trying to work through what that might be.”

      “We’ve got three days,” I started. “Why does there have to be a deadline like this?”

      Devan flashed me a smile. “Three days is plenty of time.”

      “For what? If I need a creature like that to escort me, then wherever we’re going is bound to have even more dangerous things. You think I can handle anything more than that?”

      “Do we have a choice?” Devan asked.

      “We? I’m thinking you can sit this one out. Whatever it is.”

      She jabbed me in the ribs, making a point of hitting me in the same one that had been injured before. I bent over, grabbing at my side. “Damn, Devan!”

      “Don’t be stupid, Ollie. If you’re summoned to serve the Protariat, don’t you think we should go and find out why? And maybe see what my father might have had to do with it?”

      “Do you really think he would have done this to me?”

      “You saw his face when you agreed to protect the city. That was the face of someone who’d just gotten what they wanted. Don’t ask me to tell you what it is, but if he’s happy, then I think you need to be a little nervous.”

      Or maybe a lot nervous. And Devan was probably right. The Trelking had seemed far too interested in seeing that I was willing to protect Conlin. At the time, I thought it had more to do with the fact that he didn’t want to worry about the Druist Mage attacking on this side of the Threshold, but maybe there was a different reason.

      Had he known the Zdrn would be called? He must have known my staking my claim to the city I’d suddenly agreed to serve the Protariat, but what did that mean for me?

      I needed to know more, and Jakes either wasn’t willing to share or wasn’t able.

      “Jakes had told me that his father served on the Protariat,” I said.

      “So did the Elder,” Devan agreed.

      “And your father.”

      “We’ve established that all the major players were on the Protariat,” Devan said. “What’s your point?”

      “Only that we don’t seem to know very much about what it is. Or how it fits into this other group, the one where the Wasdig is meant to bring me into. Or even why it was me he came and summoned.”

      “Why are you so certain it summoned you?”

      “Because it came on this side of the Threshold.”

      “What if the Wasdig wanted the Elder? For that matter, what if it would have wanted Jakes’s father?”

      “Either would have been better suited than me.”

      Devan snorted, her pained face making it look like she wanted to say something more, and then shook her head. “But neither are here any longer. There is you. Maybe Jakes too. And my father on the other side.”

      “Jakes suspected there were others but he didn’t know what or who they might be.”

      “What we need to find out is why the Protariat is asked to send one person. And why that person was you.”

      That’s what we needed to know, but why did I get the feeling we wouldn’t find out any answers?

      [image: ]

* * *

      Devan and I sat on either side of the metallic box. The little statue that was Nik rested in the middle of the box. I’d made a point of placing a pile of gravel and then a sheet of slick metal underneath him, so he had a stable platform. Devan had repaired the metal cage so that it was now reinforced, and designed to withstand anything he might attempt to do.

      I held the clear, glass orb in one hand. As it always did, the surface of the orb felt smooth, almost slick, like it had just been dunked in water. The patterns pressed into the glass caught the light of the day, the sun now slowly dipping behind the clouds. A haze of orange streaked across the sky.

      “Are you ready?” I asked.

      Devan fixed me with an amused smile. “You’re the one who has to be ready.”

      “You’re going to use one of your little friends, aren’t you?” I asked.

      Devan held out her hand. The dragon like creature sat in her palm. She blew on it, breathing life into it, and the figurine started to writhe slightly, slowly stretching out silvery metallic wings. As it stretched and grew, it took on more of the shape of the dragon, but never got much larger than a barn owl. It leaped from her hand and swirled around over the top of the box.

      “That’s it?” I asked.

      “What do you want it to do?”

      “I don’t know,” I started. “This one looks like a little dragon. I thought maybe it would be huge and cool and—”

      “Just deal with it,” Devan said. “All Nik needs is the threat of the attack. Hopefully, that keeps him in line, so he doesn’t try pulling anything again.”

      “Yeah, we could probably just sit a cat near the box, and it would scare him.”

      “A cat wouldn’t work.”

      “Why not?” I asked, palming the crystal ball between my hands and readying to push energy through it.

      “A cat is too dangerous. They would just try to eat him.”

      I laughed and split the focus needed to push power into the orb. It grew warm and possibly even a little more slippery. I made certain to hold onto it tightly, squeezing it between my hands. White light built at the center of the crystal, and as it did, I diverted it, pushing it into the sculpture of Nik.

      But not entirely. Feeding too much power to Nik would restore him completely. I wasn’t interested in that; what I wanted was for him to be large enough to move around and for me to see his hand, but not a whole lot larger than that. At least that way his power was restrained, if not restricted.

      I withdrew my focus and will from the patterns on the orb. The light flickered and faded, and the crystal cooled. Working carefully, I set it down in the middle of my lap, cradling it on my legs. If we lost the crystal, there wasn’t going to be any way to recreate it, especially now that Taylor was gone.

      I slipped the glass overtop of the box as Nik began his wake-up ritual. I’d seen it a few times before. First, he stretched his legs, then his arms, and finally he leaned back his neck, almost to the point where it looked like it would snap off. In statue form, he appeared made of some tan colored stone, almost as if comprised of sand.

      As he did, he looked up at me through the glass. His eyes went wide, and I realized that he stared past me, looking up at the dragon circling overhead. I imagined the glass made the dragon seem all the more impressive.

      Nik pulled his eyes away and glanced over at me and then at Devan. A bemused smile twitched the corners of his mouth. “Thought you’d bring some help this time, Oliver?”

      “Devan wanted to watch me kick your ass.”

      Nik twisted and looked toward this back. “I doubt you’d struggle much with me in this form.”

      I suspected he would still pose a bit of a challenge, especially if he got free. At least the cage kept him confined. That and the threat of the dragon circling overhead.

      “You get a new pet?” he asked.

      “Oh, you know me. I like to take care of strays. We have a few cats wandering the yard too,” I said.

      Nik’s smile slipped, and he shook his head. “You don’t need to threaten, Oliver.”

      “I do if you’re going to keep trying to escape.”

      Nik started pacing. I’d seen this trick before and blew a dusting of plain white chalk onto the metal. It would let me see what he was trying to do, what pattern he was determined to create, and would give me the opportunity to stop it if there was any power that could build from it. Each time I worked with him, I had to learn another trick. At least I couldn’t say he wasn’t teaching me.

      “Was that really necessary?” he asked, wiping the chalk off his face and knuckling it out of his eyes.

      “You tell me,” I started.

      Nik crossed his arms over his chest and tilted his head toward me. His short hair blended in with the rest of him, the same sandy color, so much lighter than it had been before he’d been made into a little statue. “Get on with it. What do you want to know this time?”

      I glanced over at Devan. I had lots of questions for Nik, and I knew there were many things he could teach, but we had specific questions today. “Is the Druist a member of the Protariat?”

      “Ah, now you’re getting to some real questions,” Nik said.

      “Real? I haven’t been asking any real questions?”

      He shrugged. “Nothing with any real meat to them.”

      “And how does asking of the Protariat have ‘meat’?”

      Nik stepped toward the edge of the cage and stood on his toes, peering at me. “It shows you’re learning what you’ll need to know.”

      “For what?”

      “For the reason you claim you hold me in this form,” he said.

      I sat back, the weight of the crystal ball settled in my lap heavy on my legs. “Are you saying I need to understand the Protariat to keep Devan safe?” I asked, looking across the cage and over at Devan.

      “I’m saying you need to understand the Protariat if you intend to kill the Druist,” Nik said.

      “I thought you weren’t willing to help me with that?” Killing the Druist Mage had been the reason I needed Nik, especially after seeing how he managed to handle me so easily. There was no way I was going to be able to compete with the Druist Mage if I could barely survive against his apprentice, and I didn’t doubt the Trelking when he said he saw I would need to defeat the Druist Mage. That left me with needing to learn as much as possible to keep myself alive and to be able to handle him.

      “That was before.”

      “Before what?” I asked. “Before you realized you were going to remain a little sculpture, at my mercy? Before you learned I might feed you to a dragon.” I wasn’t sure whether Devan’s sculptures even needed to eat, but it seemed like a good threat.

      “That was before the Druist Mage decided to send hunters across the Threshold.”

      I stared at him and heard the heat in his voice. What the Druist had done angered him. Nik might have changed, he might have become some powerful mage apprentice, but inside he was still the same painter I’d met when I first crossed the Threshold. That guy had been a friend, had been someone I could sit back and talk about the intricacies of power, discuss how to use patterns and the struggle with creating the arcane patterns.

      It was only when I progressed beyond what he was capable of creating, when I became truly valuable to the Trelking, that Nik had started to change and recede. He’d known what was coming, even if I was too naïve to see it. Nik had lived on the other side of the Threshold long enough to recognize there was a certain hierarchy and that a painter without enough skill with the necessary patterns didn’t have a place.

      In spite of that, Nik hadn’t resented me. Well, maybe he had, but not openly. It wouldn’t have done him any good if he had. The Trelking continued to use me, to train me, and I continued to throw myself into my studies, learning ever more complex patterns, and thinking of other creative ways to use my painting. It wasn’t until I saved the Trelking’s life that I became truly valuable. From that point on, he decided I would have a place in his household.

      Now, I’d stolen his daughter away and hid from the fate he intended for me. What did that make me?

      Nik’s anger was about more than simply the Druist Mage sending hunters across the Threshold. There was a part of him, I suspected, that hurt for what he hadn’t been able to stop. That he hadn’t managed to save Taylor from the hunters. The connection between them had been realer than I knew. Taylor might have run from Nik, but it wasn’t because she feared him.

      “If you want to help, if you really want to help, then you’ll need to teach me, Nik.” I pulled the glass away from the box and leaned forward so I could peer into the cage.

      Nik stared up at me. I couldn’t read the emotion on his face, not with him this light shade of brown. For a moment, I considered animating him a little more, increasing his size, so he was less the bite size Nik and maybe a bit larger, but that was a riskier play than I was ready for.

      “You haven’t let me see her,” he said.

      “If I do, will you answer my questions? Will you help me to learn?”

      “If you don’t, I will do neither.”

      I met his eyes and couldn’t tell if he was only trying to bluff me or if he would hold out. I decided it didn’t matter. If he cared about Taylor, he deserved the chance to see her.

      “Can you watch him?” I asked Devan.

      She glanced up at the dragon swooping overhead. As she did, the metallic creature flew lower, circling right above the top of the cage. I shot Nik a warning glance and ran into the house.

      When Taylor had died, or whatever it was that had happened to her, and I’d used the cylinder on her to shrink her down to statue size, it hadn’t felt right leaving her in the shed with the others. Those statues were prisoners of a sort. I didn’t know what they were, but from what Devan had said and the way Adazi had gone after one of them, told me they weren’t necessarily the most savory of magical creatures. Taylor deserved better than to be housed with them.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t have any other place to keep her. The house was it. She’d been through the house—we still had some of her stuff bagged and stuffed in a corner—and had spent hours trying to read through some of my father’s journals in the sealed basement. She’d always seemed comfortable there, the most engaged and honest of any place I saw her while we were in Conlin, so that’s where I’d placed her.

      Hurrying to the wall with the series of arcane patterns, I triggered the door, and it opened. The light flickered along the stairs, and a series of patterns snaked along the handrail. From what I could tell, the patterns on the rail sealed the door to the basement. I couldn’t imagine the amount of time my father had put into placing those patterns on the railing, let alone on the wall at the top of the stairs.

      At the bottom of the stairs, I paused as I often did these days. When we first returned from the other side of the Threshold, when it had only been Devan and me, we rarely came to the basement. Oh, we came down to learn what my father might have left, to try and understand the secrets he’d kept here, but I hadn’t made any progress on understanding them, not until Taylor showed up. It was because of her I understood the purpose in the book he’d left me, that it was a guidebook for helping me to learn patterns. It was because of her I’d come to understand my father a little better, as strange as that might sound. She had come to Conlin thinking to take the book from me, to cross the Threshold before she understood what it was to help save Hard, and instead had unleashed a nightmare on the city. In the process, I managed to learn I could keep up with some of my father’s plans, could replicate some of his patterns.

      And so I missed Taylor too. Maybe not in the way Nik did. The gods know that when she first appeared, I thought she was attractive, but beauty only gets you so far. Maybe a little farther than if you were ugly, but you’ve got to have something more than looks, at least in my mind. The more I got to know her, the more I suspected there was something I hadn’t yet learned. Now I probably never would.

      I’d set Taylor on the desk. Next to her were the things my father had left me. There was the book of patterns she’d come here searching for, back before I knew anything about Jakes and the other shifters in Conlin. The golden key was there too, no longer quite as important unless we went over to Jakes’s shed, where it was my copy that would open the magical lock. I’d brought a few of the items I needed here, so I didn’t have to fetch them from his place, things like the orb and the cylinder. Then there was the blank sheet of ancient vellum, rolled up and stuffed into a leather tube Devan had made for it, thinking we needed to keep it safe until we knew exactly why my father had left it to me.

      The problem was, there was a reason he chose to leave it to me, but I might never learn it. The book and the key had both come in handy, but what use would I have for the vellum? Nothing, from what I’d seen.

      I grabbed Taylor, holding her carefully. More than any of the other sculptures—even more than Nik—it felt weird to be holding Taylor. She was lying on her back, the same way she’d been when we found her. Her eyes were closed, and she had arms crossed over her stomach, clasped together something like sleeping beauty. Her face had this serene look to it. Somehow, the only part of her that hadn’t turned a sand colored tan had been her hair where she’d modded herself, giving streaks of blue through it.

      I held her in my palms as I hurried back up the stairs, making a point to seal the door again behind me.

      Back outside, I found Devan leaning over the cage with Nik inside. The dragon had perched on her shoulder, looking over the cage and into it with sharp eyes. When it saw me rushing toward them, the dragon flashed its wings and took to the sky again, swirling overhead.

      I plopped down next to Devan and looked at Nik. He waited for me, eyes expectant.

      “Are you sure you want to see her like this?” I asked.

      “I’ve already seen her. I would see her again,” he said.

      Moving slowly, still uncertain whether he might try something, I placed Taylor over the edge of the wall and set her onto the ground. Nik hurried over to her and took her face in his hands. For a moment, I thought he might kiss her as if he expected he could wake her like in a fairy tale. There were kernels of truth in all fairy tales, but even for Nik, that would be pushing it.

      But he didn’t. He traced his fingers around the lower parts of her cheeks, trailing them to her ears and down her neck. When it seemed he might get frisky and cop a feel, I said, “What are you doing?”

      Nik hesitated. “The hunters attacked her, but she’s been modded. There’s a certain level of protection in that for her.”

      “Nik, I don’t know that—”

      “I understand you do not think there is anything that can be done. And likely there is not, not without the help of someone of real power.”

      I wondered if he meant the Druist Mage or the Trelking. Maybe even my father. The Elder was considered incredibly powerful. The more I learned about him, the more powerful he seemed.

      “But I would at least halt what happened to her if there’s anything I can do.”

      “Not in this form,” Devan said. “The transformation halted anything that would have happened.”

      Nik trailed a finger across Taylor’s lips and turned to face us. “You didn’t have to do this to her.”

      “I’m sorry, I couldn’t think of anything else I could do,” I said. I felt terrible I hadn’t noticed Taylor get attacked in the first place, and it was partly my fault she had. She’d only been there because of me.

      “No. That’s not what I’m trying to say. What I’m saying is…well, it’s thank you, I guess. Had you not done this, she would be forever lost.”

      “Listen, Nik. I’m not certain she isn’t lost. She was attacked by hunters. They steal painter magic, and if you hadn’t noticed, Taylor was a pretty powerful painter.” It hadn’t been much of a surprise the hunters had gone after her first. She would have been the most appetizing, and likely to them, she’d seemed the biggest threat.

      “She might be lost, but at least I can hope for healing. There are those who know how to reverse the hunter attack.”

      That was news to me. “Who?”

      Nik shook his head. “Does it matter? You won’t release me to go to them, and you’re not ready.”

      It still felt strange for Nik to tell me I wasn’t ready for something. I might have thought I’d changed, but I hadn’t changed as much as Nik had in the time since we knew each other.

      “That’s not the only reason you came,” Nik said.

      I glanced over him at Devan. “No.”

      Nik took a deep breath. As he did, I wondered whether it mattered for him to breathe or whether it was the simple familiarity of it that made him do it. Nik turned away from Taylor but stood so she would be at the edge of his vision.

      “I’ve been summoned to the Zdrn. I was wondering if you knew anything about it.”

      Nik frowned. “You could not have been summoned to the Zdrn. It is not time.”

      “You know what it is?”

      He started pacing around the box again, pausing every so often to glance at Taylor. Then he stopped. “If you were summoned, there would have to be a reason.”

      “Yeah, that’s sort of what I figured,” I said.

      Nik peered up at me. “Then you will need to determine what that reason is. There hasn’t been a Zdrn in centuries, though the Druist Mage knew one was due. The Zdrn is not the sort of place a painter would be summoned. And even if it were, answering the summons would be suicide…” He smiled. “Unless that is why you were chosen. Interesting.”

      “Well, the Wasdig that came for me made it pretty clear I was the one summoned. I have only a few days to be ready before he escorts me to the Zdrn.”

      Nik shook his head. “I can’t… Why… No,” he went on. “You would not be summoned. None from this side other than the Elder and he’s—” He cut himself off and looked at me with a different light in his eyes. “You agreed to serve, didn’t you? That’s the only reason.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Bold, Oliver. And maybe not the best move, not considering the Zdrn would be meeting, but then you wouldn’t have known that.” He glanced over at Devan. “Clever of him, really. He baited you into agreeing to serve, then this gets thrown on you. Better you than him, he must figure.”

      “You’re implying the Trelking knew about this?” I asked.

      It was the same thing I’d begun to suspect but hadn’t wanted to believe. If the Trelking knew the Zdrn would be convening, then it might make sense for him to try to force me to sit on the Protariat, because doing so would mean I would be the one summoned.

      “You think that he didn’t?” Nik asked, the amusement clear in his voice.

      “Not really,” I answered. “When it comes to him, I’ve learned to suspect the worst and hope for the best.”

      “How is that working out for you so far?” Nik asked.

      I looked over at Devan. “Can’t complain.”

      Nik looked from Devan to me. Then he shook his head. “How many days did he give you?”

      “Three.”

      “Not enough time,” Nik said, mostly to himself. “Not nearly enough time. I could show him… no. Maybe if I… no, that won’t work either.”

      “Uh, Nik?”

      He caught himself and turned to face me. “If you’re going to survive, then you’ll have to stay here and learn. No more fucking around.”

      “Wait, why are you interested in helping?”

      He leaned forward. “Because if you survive the Zdrn, you’ll be owed a favor, and if I help you, then you’ll owe me a favor.”

      “I’m not going to release you—”

      He cut me off with a shake of his head. “Not that.” He glanced down at Taylor. “If you survive, you might be able to save her.”
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      The setting sun caught the upper branches of the trees around the park, filtering through. In a few moments, the lamps throughout the park would blink on with soft white light enhanced with whatever magical energy I managed to imbue into them. I sat with my back leaning against a bench, staring at the fountain spewing cool water that collected into a pool at the base of the sculpture. The sculpture, one of my father’s and his best known, stared back at me. I couldn’t shake that a part of the sculpture reminded me of the Wasdig.

      I was tired from an afternoon spent working with Nik. He’d pushed me more than I had been pushed in a long time, nearly as much as I’d been pushed when working with the Trelking. My head throbbed, and exhaustion swept through me, but I also felt a little tinge of excitement about what I’d learned. It was tempered with the knowledge that anything I learned would need to be used to keep me alive.

      The box holding Nik rested on the ground in front of me. He’d asked to come to the park, to work near the influence of the Elder, claiming I’d be inspired by my father by working here. So far, there had been no inspiration, but I couldn’t deny I’d picked up a few new tricks.

      No one else had come to the park. Devan patrolled through the park itself, and I wondered if she somehow discouraged people from making their way in. Usually, Conlin park attracted visitors each day, most interested in seeing the sculptures, or sitting in the silence under the trees, or sitting by the fountain. A few others wandered through the woods, looking at the other sculptures found throughout. Of those, the Claw was the most famous, but also the most disturbing, at least to me. It seemed like a hand trying to crawl out of the earth. Given what I knew about the magical creatures around here and on the other side of the Threshold, that was quite possibly the inspiration he’d taken from it.

      “You’re getting a little better,” Nik said.

      I tipped my head toward him, looking down into the box. “I’m too slow.”

      Nik sniffed. “When your life depends on finishing the pattern, your speed will improve.”

      He’d made a few comments like that before, each time dismissive of how well I had managed to complete some task he’d set out for me. It wasn’t that they were hard—they were all hard—but that he expected me to finish within a certain time frame. With Nik, speed seemed important.

      “That’s how it was for you?” I asked.

      “In the beginning. The Druist doesn’t offer to train many. Painters have the ability to learn magi magic, but it’s a difficult journey.”

      I thought about what Jakes said about my father, about how he had mastered magi magic. Would he have been able to withstand the Druist Mage?

      “Tell me about him,” I said.

      Nik glanced up at me. “You think I should share with you enough for you to kill the Druist?”

      I shrugged. “Only what you’re comfortable sharing. The Trelking seems convinced I’ll need to destroy the Druist Mage.”

      “Or that you’ll be destroyed,” Nik countered.

      The Trelking claimed I would confront the Druist Mage but supposedly hadn’t been able to see what the outcome would be. His visions could be altered, and that was one I was determined to get away from. Remaining on this side of the Threshold put me that much farther from the Druist Mage, maybe far enough I could keep myself safe. And if I managed to help Devan avoid the betrothal the Trelking promised, so much the better.

      “Sure, when you say it like that, it sounds more likely. But what if I do it?” I asked. “What if I manage to win?”

      Nik eyed me with an intense stare. “Trust me when I tell you, Oliver, there is no winning with the Druist Mage. Even learning is difficult. I’ve shown you some o the basics of what I’ve learned, patterns only, but it’s the beginning of everything else I’ve been shown. I spent years learning from the Druist Mage, years struggling to stay alive as I learned, knowing that at any time, power greater than anything I could summon and control could choose to end me.” He laughed softly. “You think it was hard for you to capture me? Had you not had your father’s device, I would have succeeded, and neither you and Devan or your shifter friends would have been able to stop me.”

      There was no real sense of boasting to what Nik said. The simple, matter-of-fact way he said it might be the most troubling.

      Nik leaned toward me, tiny, stone color fingers reaching toward the top of the metal wall. “If you had such a difficult time with me, what makes you think you can stop the Druist? I’ve learned much, but what I know is only a fraction of what the Druist knows.”

      “So you don’t think I have a chance in hell of stopping him?”

      Nik arched a brow at me. “You think you might have had a chance? Now, the Elder… he might have had a chance at stopping the Druist. I never met him, but your father was renowned on the other side of the Threshold. Fear. Respected. But you?” He shook his head. “You’re a soldier. Like me. We can learn, but we’re nothing like the real power on that side of the Threshold.” Nik sighed and looked up toward the sky. “I’m sorry, Oliver. There’s only so much I can teach you. I might be able to help you survive the Zdrn. That will have to be enough for you.”

      Nik settled down and sat. Inside the box, I’d left the metal base back at the house, so he sat on the stones of the courtyard around Agony. Part of me remained concerned he might try escaping, but the dragon Devan kept animated perched on one of the nearby lamps, looking down at Nik. Every so often, the dragon would make this sort of warbled sound, something like a sick cry, and smoke would steam from its mouth as it did. Nik no longer turned to look, but he tensed up each time, even if he didn’t make a point of turning to see what the creature might do.

      When he cried this time, it was me who stiffened. All this talk of how difficult the Druist would be to stop had me on edge. I’d been working under the sense I might be able to learn enough to keep Devan and I safe, but what if it came to a showdown with the Druist Mage? Would I be willing to do what it took to keep Devan from him?

      Hell, I’d been willing to sacrifice myself once before. This would be for Devan. If it came down to it, I knew what I would do. The Death Pattern would have enough power to stop even the Druist Mage.

      “What can you tell me about the Zdrn?” I asked, deciding to change topics. I’d asked Nik before, but each time he’d told me to focus on what I could learn. Which, so far, apparently wasn’t all that much. More than I knew when I started the day, but I didn’t have the time to learn even a portion of what he knew.

      Would it require the same five years of study Nik had put in or would I be able to learn some of it faster? Some of the techniques he’d been showing me required a little knowledge of arcane patterns, and I had a better handle on them than Nik ever had.

      “You’ve met the escort,” Nik said.

      “Yeah. Called himself the Wasdig. Does that ring any bells?”

      “Not for me. I’ve never met the escorts, but have heard stories of them. Even the Druist respected them.”

      I snorted, thinking of the Wasdig. I’d hit him with a hammering of magi power, at least as much as I’d been able to draw at the time—which wasn’t much, though now I thought I’d be able to pull a little more—and he’d only been knocked down, but not phased. I could understand why the Druist would be impressed.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Nik shook his head. “I don’t know. Ancient magic. The kind you don’t see any more. And they’re older than the Threshold.”

      I whistled softly. The Threshold is a relatively new construct, but by new, I meant it had only been around for thousands of years. There were creatures of magic which had been around for much longer than that. The Trelking, I suspect, had been around since the beginning of the Threshold. Not the Druist, though. The Druist Mage was a new power, one who had not been around when the Threshold first formed, so it made sense the Druist Mage—even as powerful as he clearly was—would be impressed by the Wasdig and other creatures like it.

      “Anyway, the escort is meant to take you to the Zdrn. It’s different than trying to cross the Threshold, mostly because the Zdrn takes place outside of the Threshold, in a place before the Threshold. There’s a different power required, which is why you need an escort. They can reach the meeting when others can’t.”

      “Who will be there?”

      “Representatives from the Protariat. That’s you, apparently. Other creatures. Things like the trolls, the elves, the magi. You know, the usual collection of power.”

      “Jakes said the Zdrn is meant to serve as an accord. How?”

      “Well, that’s part of the mystery. None know unless they’ve been invited. There aren’t all that many who even know about it. I’ve certainly never been invited. The Druist has, but only when first in power. The Zdrn only meets rarely, a way to sort out the power of the time. The way I’ve heard it described, it’s more like a pissing contest.”

      “Then why will the Protariat send me?”

      Nik paused and looked up at me. “That’s the million dollar question, now isn’t it? The Elder, the Trelking, and even the Alpha, sat among the Protariat. That’s a lot of power, isn’t it? Pretty much anyone they send would have been bound to come out on the right end of the Zdrn. Now the Elder is gone, the Alpha has changed, and the Trelking might be more worried about preserving power than gaining new influence. It could be he’s willing to sit through this generation with someone else leading the pack.” He flashed a smile. “Or maybe there’s another reason. He might want you out of the way. Maybe he’s upset you stole away his daughter and heir. Can’t see that I blame him. Devan really is—”

      He cut off as Devan appeared out from between a pair of pine trees. His smile widened again.

      “Don’t stop because of me. Tell me, Nik, what is Devan?” she asked.

      Nik shrugged. “I was going to say pretty powerful in her own right, but then I’m sure you’d only find some way to be offended by that, so let’s just leave it at no comment.”

      She said something softly, and the dragon swooped down from the lamp and landed on her shoulder. Devan peered into its eyes, maintaining contact until the dragon broke it off, making the warbly sort of cry again.

      “Who else do you think attends the Zdrn?” Devan asked.

      Nik eyed the dragon a long moment before looking over at me. “It’s meant to coordinate power, and most use it as a way to keep from anything more than minor scuffles.”

      I snorted. “Doesn’t seem to have worked too well considering what your boss and her father have been up to for the last few decades. And you know the kind of things the Trelking has had me do. They’re some of the same things you were asked to do for all those years.”

      Nik’s face darkened at the mention of what he’d done while in service to the Trelking. I’d misspoken mentioning it. It wasn’t a good idea to remind him of how I’d replaced him. But then, if I hadn’t, he never would have learned what he had from the Druist Mage.

      “What you’ve lived through are minor skirmishes. Nothing more than pressure on the borders. But if the Zdrn didn’t meet, or if one of the darker powers managed to gain traction, then there would be a different kind of battle, one that would spill over the Threshold. Why do you think the Protariat worked so hard to keep it safe? Why else would they have sent their strongest each time?”

      “Then why me this time?” I asked.

      Nik snorted. “You’re going in circles, and I don’t have any answers for you. Had I still served the Druist, I might have been allowed to make the journey too.”

      “I thought you said only the one chosen would be escorted?”

      “There’s a little bit of leeway there. Everyone brings a second, one they can have stand in for them.”

      He said it so flippantly, I wondered if he’d been hiding that from me the entire time. Did Nik expect me to bring him along? That would mean leaving Devan while I went on some crazy journey. I was pretty sure she wouldn’t let that happen, even were I to want to.

      Devan sat down next to me and took my hand. I suspected she’d been having the same questions. “What have you been teaching Ollie?” she asked Nik.

      He tipped his head. “What he asked to learn. I told you I would teach him—”

      She leaned forward and pressed her nose close to him. “I know what you promised, but I’ve seen how you’ve gone about it. We only have a few days so you need to show him what he might be able to do easily.”

      “None of this is easy, De’avan.”

      “Ollie spent a decade learning from my father. The arcane patterns are easy for him.”

      “I don’t know if I’d say there were ‘easy’, Devan. I can manipulate them and recreate them—”

      She squeezed my hand, cutting me off as she turned to face me. “You need to stop thinking that you’re not the same painter as your father. There aren’t many on the other side of the Threshold who approach your level of skill with those patterns. You think my father kept you around because you were stupid? No,” she said, shaking her head, her dark hair shifting from side-to-side as she did, “he recognized your potential. It was why he took to your training himself.”

      Nik whistled softly. “Wait. The Trelking worked with you himself?”

      I nodded. Once I’d reached beyond the level of patterns the F’lian could teach, he’d assumed that part of my training. That was about the same time he began asking more of me, demanding specific tasks he’d never asked of Nik.

      Nik scratched his chin, his eyes focusing on the dragon sitting on Devan’s shoulder. “The arcane patterns were never my strong suit. I think the Druist recognized that and taught me in ways I could understand. But Devan is right. If that’s where your strengths lie, then I need to focus on what you can learn quickly. We can work on the other stuff later if you survive to return from the Zdrn.” He winked at Devan as he said the last. “So. Ready to begin again, Oliver?”

      I met Devan’s eyes and saw the concern written there. For her, I needed to push myself, to learn whatever I could as quickly as I could so I had a chance of surviving the Zdrn. “Yeah, let’s get going,” I answered.

      [image: ]

* * *

      The basement light hummed. Maybe it didn’t really hum, but it seemed I felt the electricity zipping through the lines running through the metal conduits overhead, leading to the pale yellow bulb. My eyes throbbed and I rubbed at them, knowing I should go to sleep, that my body was exhausted, but there seemed a hundred things for me to do, and sleep didn’t fit anywhere in it.

      I’d tucked Nik away, again frozen into the shape of his statue. He’d argued and complained, telling me he was honoring his side of the bargain and that I should leave him out, but I didn’t have the energy to spare worrying about whether he would try escaping. As tired as I was, he’d probably get away from me anyway. Now the statue of him sat on the top of one of the oak bookcases pushed up against the wall, the stain of the wood long since faded. I’d left Taylor next to him.

      I stared at the shelves while sitting at the chair and dragged my eyes back to the page lying in front of me. My head rested on my hands as I tried working through the pattern on the page, but it seemed to swim as I stared at it, almost as if I wasn’t meant to be able to see the pattern anymore. I rubbed my eyes again and reached for the pencil lying next to the notebook when Devan grabbed my hand.

      “You need sleep, Ollie. You’re not going to figure this out if you don’t get rest.”

      “I’m not sure I’m going to figure this out at all,” I admitted. “I don’t know enough about what I’ve been summoned to do other than it seems I’m the least qualified to go. Your father could have chosen to go himself, but now he’s called on me?”

      “We don’t know that,” she said.

      “He hasn’t exactly come out saying he wants to help, has he? And if what Nik tells us is true, then the Zdrn is sort of important. I just wish there was a way to learn more about what’s expected of me.”

      “There might be.”

      I blinked slowly, surprised to hear Jakes’s voice. I looked over at Devan and raised my brow in question, but she only shook her head. She hadn’t known he was coming down either.

      “Jakes,” I said, eyeing him. He stood at the bottom of the stairs wearing dark jeans and a white shirt that strained to hold his muscles back. “Didn’t expect you to go breaking into people’s homes.”

      “That’s amusing, considering the source,” Jakes said.

      “I’ve never broken into your house,” I said.

      “Only the yard and the shed. You’ve brought Nizashi and other powers—” his eyes flicked past me to rest on Nik sitting on the shelf “—to my home. I might have information for you, but if you would rather I have knocked first…”

      I took a deep breath and laughed softly. “No. We’re friends, aren’t we?” I asked. Jakes’s face remained unreadable. “Anyway, you’re always welcome here. Maybe you give us a little warning shout the next time.” Jakes nodded solemnly as if what I’d asked of him was some monumental task he would fulfill. “What’d you learn? Tom know anything he can share?”

      “Tom knows very little about the Zdrn,” Jakes admitted. “He served your father many years, and thinks the escort has never come before.”

      Twice. If the Zdrn was held once every few centuries, my father would never have gone, but that didn’t mean he knew nothing about it. “What of your father? The Alpha would have gone as well, wouldn’t he?”

      Jakes tipped his head. “It is likely. He did not have the chance to share with me what service he’d been required to fulfill.”

      Sometimes it was easy to forget Jakes had been through as much as me. Losing his father had been challenging for him, thrusting him in the place where he had to lead. Everything that I’d learned told me he wasn’t quite ready for the position, but he did what he had to in order to keep the other shifters—and the city—safe. That included assuming the mantle of the Alpha.

      “You said there might be a way to find out what I need to do to survive the Zdrn,” I said.

      Jakes fixed me with an intense stare, the kind that told me I wasn’t going to like what he had to suggest. I’d seen the same from him before, and each time we came across a certain level of badness. “As much as he might have stored here, Tom didn’t think your father would keep anything about the Zdrn in Conlin.”

      I frowned. My father had left me a basement full of books, a house painted with protections, a park with statues of his creation, and a shed full of miniaturized prisoners, but there was nothing here about the Zdrn?

      So far, everything I’d found in Conlin from my father had been intended for me to use. If he hadn’t kept anything here about the Zdrn, that meant he hadn’t expected I would need to know. Maybe the Elder would have been surprised I’d been chosen too.

      “Then where?” I asked.

      “Tom suggested there would only be one place your father would entrust with that information.”

      My heart started to sink even before he finished and I understood why Jakes had given me a look that told me I wasn’t going to like what he had to say. Because I didn’t. Not one bit.

      Arcanus.

      When Taylor had come looking for help, I’d refused. Mostly because I didn’t know how much I could trust her, but she’d convinced me to at least consider returning to Arcanus if only to help find Hard. That had been when I had the possibility of having her with me, someone who had the potential to be raised to master level.

      If I returned, alone and without a chaperone to explain why I had?

      It might get ugly. No, it would definitely get ugly.

      “There’s no way I’d be able to get there, find what I might need to know, and get back in the three days the Wasdig gave me,” I said. “And he made it pretty clear what would happen if I wasn’t ready when he arrived.”

      Jakes nodded. “You have agreed to protect this place. And I serve as the guardian of the gates.”

      “Wait… you’re saying you’re going to let me use one of the doorways?”

      I wasn’t sure how he expected that to work. Most simply crossed the Threshold. Maybe they all did. And I knew what would be waiting for me if I did cross over. All sorts of Trelking soldiers, all intent to drag me off to his prison, a prison I’d been tasked with helping secure, so I knew exactly how powerful it would be.

      “I’m not sure that’s even the best idea, Jakes. We might be able to summon enough energy to cross the Threshold once, but I’m pretty sure we won’t be able to do it a second time. And then there’s the return.”

      “There is another way. One your father established for him to easily pass between Arcanus and Conlin.”

      Well, shit. Of course, there would be. My father was nothing if not prepared.

      I glanced at Devan who sat watching me with a blank expression, wondering if we’d missed it this entire time we’d been here. It seemed a cruel twist that Taylor had wanted to return, but Jakes had held back the means. Then again, she had nearly released the hunters into Conlin, so I couldn’t blame him for wanting to keep her away from other doorways, especially ones where she might learn how to pass from Arcanus and back to Conlin easily.

      “Where?” I asked.

      “It is in a place he designed for such a purpose, a place where few would expect to find it.”

      As he said it, I thought I knew. And began laughing.

      Devan looked over at me. “What? Where is it?”

      “I don’t know for sure, but I’m guessing my father left a special doorway for him to get easy access to meatloaf.”
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      The Rooster is one of those old fashioned diners, with the letters of the restaurant spelled out in bright red neon, the paint of the building looking crisp and fresh—probably some trick of my father’s—and an air of age about the building. Overtop all of that, was an underlying energy.

      Now that I knew to look for it, I could sense it easily. It was placed there by my father as a way to prevent any magical creatures from battling while on the Rooster’s grounds. A sort of place of peace, something like what I would be going to at the Zdrn, and that’s if I’m lucky. The energy started at the edge of the parking lot, a steady sense that pushed on my awareness even more than it ever had before. It reached the building, focused on it, placing the protection of the Elder overtop everyone who would enter.

      Except, I’d seen death near the Rooster. The Nizashi had been killed here. Nik somehow managed to bypass what my father had set in place. And there had been an attack on Tom’s private residence at the back of the diner, though I still didn’t know if my father’s protections extended there or not. What other magical beings could overwhelm the protections my father set in place around the Rooster?

      This early in the morning, coming in before the sun even poked its rosy head above the horizon, leaving little more than burnt orange clouds along the sky, the parking lot of the Rooster was empty. That didn’t mean no one was here. I’d come to learn an empty lot didn’t necessarily mean no one sat inside, probably gripping a cup of Tom’s dark coffee at this time of the day. Usually, there was at least one shifter lurking around. If it wasn’t Jakes, then it would be Kacey or someone else.

      I parked Big Red near the end of the first row of parking spots and climbed out. Devan tucked one of her figurines into a cubby on the dash before she jumped out and followed. Both of us were still tired from the night before. Me probably more than her. Devan needed sleep, but she could get by with quite a bit less than I could.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t want to come over here last night after Jakes left,” Devan said. Even her voice was cheerier than me at this time of the day. I’d rather sleep until the sun was fully up. Getting up at sunrise was definitely not for me.

      “Thought about it,” I admitted. “But I wanted to be a little better rested before I risked this. I’m not sure what we’re going to come across here.”

      “And are you?”

      I shot her my best forced smile, and she laughed at me.

      In reality, I felt like I was a little punch drunk, especially after spending another few hours working with Nik after Jakes left us last night. I’d managed to learn another of his magi tricks, this one involving a certain way of positioning his body tied to using a single word to charge the magic. From what I could tell, there was a pattern to everything Nik had taught me, even in speaking the word. It made me wonder how different the magi magic was from what painters used.

      The door opened with a tinkling of bells. There was a tingling sense as I passed through, the energy of the protections washing across my skin. Devan trailed behind me, staying close. Music trailed from the jukebox Devan had repaired, a steady country rhythm and not a song I’d ever heard before. Somehow, even though Devan had never spent much time on this side of the Threshold, she managed to find an eclectic assortment of songs for Tom’s jukebox, filling it with a surprising variety, mostly songs I’d never heard of before.

      The diner smelled of toast and eggs with heavy overtones of grease. My mouth started watering right away.

      I glanced around, surprised to see the diner mostly empty. This time, the empty parking lot had actually been because the diner was empty. Devan and I took places at the counter and waited.

      Tom Brindle popped his head out of the kitchen and looked over at me, a worried expression to his eyes. “Oliver. Sam tells me you intend to travel,” he said.

      “I’m not sure I have much of a choice. He told me you didn’t know much more about the Zdrn.”

      His eyes tightened. “Not anything that would be helpful. The Elder had been summoned before, but whenever he served, he did not require my assistance. I doubt there would have been anything I could have offered anyway.”

      I’d seen that Tom was a bit more than a simple tagger he claimed to be. Maybe not to the level of what I’d reached by spending the decade on the other side of the Threshold, but I’d seen the protections Tom had placed around the part of the diner where he lived. There had been elements of things my father would have taught him, but there had been more than that too. Tom had developed something of his own style, much as I had.

      “Yeah, well we’ve got two days. I’m not sure if that’s enough to reach Arcanus and find anything that would be helpful, but there doesn’t seem to be any other choice, does there?”

      “It’s a shame your friend could not go with you.”

      “So where is it?” I asked.

      “You’re just going to go? No breakfast?”

      I glanced at Devan, and she shrugged. “I could use something to eat.”

      “You could always use something to eat,” I said. Devan could eat more than me most days.

      Tom flashed a relieved smile and hurried back into the kitchen. He poked around for a few minutes, and when he returned, he carried two plates loaded with eggs, toast, and bacon, setting them down in front of us. Devan and I tore into them with abandon.

      Tom leaned back, watching us. “You should not have been the one summoned,” he finally said.

      I glanced up from my plate, my fork loaded with eggs and the piece of toast in my other hand hovering in front of my mouth. “That’s what I keep hearing.”

      “I don’t mean that to insult you, Oliver. Only that you are very new to your role. You only agreed to serve a few weeks ago.”

      “Yeah. Serve the city. Jakes neglected to mention I would have to serve the Protariat as well.”

      Tom pushed his wire-framed glasses up on his nose. “You didn’t know?”

      I shook my head as I chewed. “Not when I spoke up.”

      Tom settled his hands on the counter. “Oliver, it’s not too late for you to change your mind. You don’t have to be the one to do this—”

      “Because there are so many others lining up? From where I’m sitting, it didn’t look like there were too many others interested in the gig.”

      Tom inhaled slowly. “I know your father would be proud of you, but I wonder if he knew what his role would involve. Would he still have served as he did?”

      I didn’t know my father as well as Tom. Or as well as many people. All I knew was that he had managed to lead the painters in Arcanus while still somehow serving on the Protariat, standing alongside powerful beings like the Trelking and Jakes’s father. That alone told me all I needed to know about my father’s abilities.

      “Well, I’m all we’ve got. Sorry to disappoint,” I muttered between bites of egg. Finishing, I set the fork down and looked to see that Devan had already cleared her plate.

      She focused on Tom as if trying to understand something about him, and then smiled slightly, barely more than a soft pull of her lips.

      “Thanks for breakfast, Tom. You’ll have to put it on my tab,” I said. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind, could you show me to the doorway?”

      He gaze lingered on me a moment, and then he nodded, waving a hand for us to follow. Tom led us to the back of the kitchen, quickly around the wide stainless steel counter, the still sizzling cooktop, and the pantry stocked with everything he needed to keep the diner running before finally pausing in front of one of the cooler doors.

      “Here you go,” he said.

      I studied the door, frowning as I did. “You want me to go into the freezer?”

      “That’s the freezer,” he said, pointing to a door across from us. “This is one your father set here. He’s the only one who’s ever used it. As far as I know, no one else can use it, but Sam didn’t think that was likely, so here were are. Either it will open, or it will not.”

      The door looked like nothing more than your typical steel freezer door. There was the lever latch on the right side. Massive hinges hung on the left. The door itself was a bright silver. I didn’t see anything about it that would explain how my father had used the door to travel to and from Arcanus.

      But I felt energy from the door.

      It emanated from it, swirling underneath the bottom of the door and around the hinges and the handle, sort of like cold seeping out. There was nothing visible, nothing that would make clear what my father had done or what I would need to do to manage to open the door.

      How had I missed it before?

      “Get anything?” I asked Devan.

      The medallion I wore around my neck had gone cold, telling me she was working her magic. Devan’s magic was different from mine, giving her the ability to detect other magical power, and apparently to breathe life into tiny figurines. “There’s something here,” she said.

      “Yeah, I can feel there’s something here,” I answered.

      “You feel it?”

      I shrugged. “It sort of tingles on my senses, like when we came through the front door of the diner.”

      I reached toward the door, sweeping a hand across it. Part of me hoped patterns would appear that would allow me to trigger the door to open, but of course, there was nothing. I grabbed a pinch of ink, going with a hint of blue this time.

      Before leaving, I’d grabbed the colored inks I thought I might need while in Arcanus. Red and black were easy decisions. Red could do a lot of damage and augmented my natural ability quite well. Black was the color I was most attuned to. As much as I might not like it, I could use black to devastating effect. The other colors had different uses. Blue would put me in touch with the thinking side, something like a knowledge base to it.

      Normally, it wasn’t a color I would choose, but seeing as how we were going to Arcanus and I needed to be able to understand what my father might have left there, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to have blue along with me. Really, if shit went bad in Arcanus, there might not be a whole lot I’d be able to do anyway. Arcanus had its own protections built into it.

      I started with a swirl of blue all the way around the door. Then I added a series of arcane patterns, this something like those 3D circles they show you at the eye doctor to check your depth perception. They were slow and painstaking to create, but they would help me identify if there was anything more about the door I should know.

      When I got the patterns complete, I infused it with my will, drawing energy from myself and augmenting it through the pattern itself. There was a flash of light, and a jolt that left my teeth feeling like they might tingle, and then the ink I’d used on the door disappeared.

      “Damn,” I whispered.

      “See? Only your father could open this door,” Tom said.

      There had to be something I was missing if only I could figure out what that might be.

      I reached into the bag I’d brought with me and pulled out the little statue of Nik. At the bottom of the bag was the orb. I’d brought him along, thinking he might know something I didn’t, or at least be able to find something I couldn’t. I hadn’t expected to need him so soon.

      Tom’s eyes widened when he saw the crystal ball. “You can’t use that here!”

      “Why? I know my father tempered the ability to use painter magic here, but I don’t need all that much. Only enough to animate him a little.”

      “Even your father wouldn’t risk that.”

      “Yeah, well my father isn’t here. I have to work with what I’ve got,” I snapped.

      I regretted it as soon as I said it. Tom was trying to help in the only way he knew how. Unfortunately, I was doing all I could in the only way I knew how.

      Devan took a step back, giving me room. I made a small circle dusting on the floor, readying the protection in case Nik decided to get any stupid ideas. With Nik, I assumed he’d take pretty much any opportunity to escape. Not that I blamed him, not entirely at least, but I’d need to be prepared for when he inevitably made a run for it.

      With the circle in place, I infused it with energy, drawing it solidly into place. Then I set the statue of Nik on the floor, putting him so he could face the freezer door. “Might want to back up,” I warned Tom.

      He shot me a nervous glance, and I shrugged.

      Before firing up the crystal ball, I pulled the long cylinder out of my pocket and held it in my hand, readied to use it on him.

      With everything in place, I pushed through the crystal, splitting the power I needed to draw into the different streams. A flash of light shot from the ball and hit Nik, toppling him over.

      “Shit!”

      It was more power than I’d intended. I hadn’t expected that here, especially given the protections my father had placed over the diner. Devan grabbed my arm and pulled me back.

      Nik started to stretch, the little statue of him wobbling for a moment before continuing to lengthen. Color infused his arms and legs, no longer the same stone color he’d been since I’d first used the cylinder on him.

      I was tempted to shrink him again, but I waited.

      When he finished the animation process, he stood maybe a foot and a half tall. He held his arms out and studied them before looking up at me and shooting me a dark glare. “Really, Oliver? I think it was better when you left me in the miniaturized size. What is this, some kind of game you’re playing?”

      “Not a game,” I said. At least, not one where I had any idea what I was doing. I didn’t know why the energy I’d used would have been so much stronger than it should have. Always before when I’d used the crystal, I’d made certain to use only the weakest amount I could, afraid anything more would end up like this. Would he be able to escape?

      Nik made a quick trail around the circle. Now that I’d worked with him a few times, I knew what he was doing, and could even detect the pattern to the steps. There might even be something I could do to stop it if needed.

      I pointed the cylinder at him, ready for when he might try to get free.

      He stopped and looked over at me. “You think I’ll be able to do anything in this place? The Elder has it guarded.”

      “That didn’t stop you the last time.”

      A half-smile drew across his mouth. “The last time wasn’t quite what you thought. And I made a point of never crossing too far over the boundaries the Elder set.”

      If Nik couldn’t do anything, I could relax. Not entirely. I didn’t know how honest he was being with me. He might wait for me to lower my guard and then drop me with some stunning attack, sort of like he’d used on Kacey when I first thought to unshrink him.

      “Whatever,” I said.

      “You’ve recovered enough to continue? This is a strange location for us to practice.”

      “Not practice. I need your help with something.” This was the risky part. Revealing to Nik there was a door into Arcanus meant that if he ever escaped, he might be able to travel from here into Arcanus. Or the reverse. But I needed what he might know. Nik might be able to see something I couldn’t.

      “Wasn’t that what I’ve been doing?”

      “This is different.” I pointed at the freezer door, waving a hand toward it.

      Nik turned and stared at it a moment before his eyes widened. Then the smile widened on his face. “Not only a door, is it?” he said. He glanced over his shoulder, taking in the kitchen, Devan, and Tom all in one quick glance, before turning back to face me. “The Elder had a few more tricks than I realized. He would have been a formidable man.”

      “Still is.” Reflex and habit made me say it. I wasn’t sure if my father was still alive. From what Jakes said, it was pretty likely he wasn’t. But I didn’t like hearing it from Nik.

      “Where does it go?” Nik asked.

      “Can you see how to open it?”

      Nik started forward, but my circle stopped him. He glanced at the ground, frowning as he did, before pulling his eyes up to stare at me. “You think that’s needed here?”

      “Don’t know. I seem to remember you knocking out a friend of mine. Then you tried blasting the metal box. So, yeah. I think that might be needed.”

      Nik grunted. “Not in this place.” He turned his attention back to the freezer. “There aren’t any obvious patterns, but there is the sense of power. For me to detect it tells me it must have a certain trigger.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Nik’s eyes narrowed as he studied the door. “The Elder was—” he stopped himself and looked up at me with a slight smile to his face “—is a powerful painter, but painter magic can only go so far, even for an artist like the Elder. You’ve seen what I’ve learned from the Druist. There is a different type of power I’ve learned to tap into, a source distinct from that of painters. That’s what I’m picking up on now.”

      I wasn’t sure what he told me was entirely right. Nik might think the magi magic he’d learned from the Druist was different, but it felt as if it pulled from the same source as I did when I painted. Even the requirements to use it were similar, drawing on patterns and repetition, if not so formalized as the patterns you could produce on paper. What if the magi magic was the same as painter magic? What if the magi were nothing more than incredibly skilled painters?

      That was a thought and question for another time. For now, I agreed with Nik that I could sense the power coming from the freezer. And that it was different than anything I’d seen from my father before.

      “If you can sense the trigger, does that mean you can open it?” I asked.

      “I… I don’t know,” Nik admitted.

      It was the first time I’d seen real hesitancy from him, the first time where he reminded me of the friend I’d had on the other side of the Threshold. Nik and I had shared a bond then, something that seemed so broken now.

      “What can you tell me about it?”

      Nik stopped at the edge of my circle and reached toward the freezer. “There’s a signature here. And here. And here.” Each time, he pointed to a different section of the freezer. “All of them are the same. It’s likely they’re all part of whatever your father did, but he could have embedded the pattern so he would be the only one capable of opening it. That’s how the Druist would have done it.”

      I stepped away from Nik and studied the freezer, running my hand just over the surface. “Keep an eye on him for me, would you, Tom?” I asked. Nik looked at me, a hopeful expression in his eyes before I used the rod to shrink him again. I couldn’t risk him getting away while I was gone.

      Devan stood next to me, her face pressed close to the freezer, and inhaled softly. Her skin glowed slightly as she did. Nothing like when she was using real power, but enough I was attuned to it and saw what she did.

      “Sense anything?” I whispered.

      “He’s right about the focus. There are three distinct areas. But more than that?” She shook her head. “I can’t say. The Elder was talented in masking his work. The fact that I can sense anything tells me he wanted it to be detected.”

      As I ran my hand above the surface, I felt the way the energy tingled on my skin. It left my hand vibrating, almost like a humming sensation that started in my arm and raced down to my fingertips. I made a point of going over the three areas where Nik had pointed out. Each of them felt the same, giving off the same steady vibration, but other places along the door also gave off some of the vibration sense. Not as strongly as those three, but they were there.

      I focused on the areas where I sensed the energy, listening to the way it buzzed beneath my hand, and creating the sense of a pattern out of it in my mind. There were the three bright areas, and to that, I added the other areas I sensed, the softer humming sensation that tingled through my fingers. Moving slowly, I varied the way I felt my way across the surface of the metal, slowly working in a steady spiral out from the center.

      “What is it, Ollie?”

      I opened my eyes, suddenly aware I’d closed them. I was standing on my toes, my arms stretched over my head, looking something like a lunatic as I reached around the door. I shot Devan a grin. “Nothing. Just feeling my way around.”

      “You found something, didn’t you?”

      I moved toward the center of the freezer door, letting the energy tingle across the tips of my fingers again as I did. The pattern started becoming clearer. Had I not spent so much time working through my father’s book, tracing and retracing the patterns he’d left for me, I might not have recognized what I felt. This wasn’t a simple pattern, but it wasn’t all that complex either. There was power to it, and a focus. A mix of several basic shapes, all with sharp angles: a series of triangles tipped on end around a central circle.

      Moving my hand toward the center of the circle, I took a deep breath. I wasn’t sure what would happen here, wasn’t even sure if I knew what I was doing, but it seemed my father had left me with something else that would help me find my way along if only I knew how to look. Maybe without working with Nik, I wouldn’t have learned enough. Or maybe I was always meant to open the door.

      Either way, I traced my fingers around the shape. The blue ink that still stained them clung to the metal, to my eyes shimmering slightly. With a surge of power, I pressed on the pattern.

      Light spiraled through the pattern and then burst away. As it did, the door opened with a soft click.
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      Devan grabbed my arm. “Ollie, we need to be careful going across here. We don’t know what your father did to hold this door open. We’re not even sure where it opens to.”

      The door stood slightly open. Not a simple silver doorway like the freezer, this was something different. It formed a simple rectangular shape, peaking near the top of the pattern. The outline of the door glowed with a soft light around the edges as if sunlight bled out from the other side. A faint ripple of breeze blew through it.

      I glanced back at Tom. He watched me with an interested expression. “The Elder used this door. I was never here when he traveled, but I know this brought him to Arcanus,” he said.

      Nik eyed the door eagerly. How long had it been since he’d been to Arcanus? Certainly longer than me, but the way he stared at the door told me he wanted to return, where I felt nothing but a queasy sense of unease about the prospect.

      Without giving him the chance to object, I pointed the cylinder at him and pushed a hint of power through the patterns. Light flashed from the end making it look something like a muzzle of a gun firing, and his eyes widened in surprise as the power of the pattern caught him, dragging him down into tiny Nik form again.

      I scooped him off the ground and tucked him into the bag. “He seemed a little too eager about going over there,” I said.

      “Can you blame him?” Tom asked. “Arcanus is the pinnacle for most painters, a place where they would go to prove themselves. I knew Nikolai when he was much younger, and he was always eager to prove himself.”

      That was news to me. I hadn’t realized Tom knew Nik. I hadn’t known Nik had been in Arcanus at one point. It made sense he had; most painters spent some time in Arcanus if only to learn the basics. When I’d known Nik, he had been little more than a tagger. Better trained than most who came out of Arcanus, but I always attributed that to the time under the Trelking’s employ. “He’s reached the point where he’s a bit more powerful than most of the painters there.”

      Tom smiled slightly. “As have you.”

      I doubted that. I might have talent with arcane patterns—the so-called unnatural patterns the Masters in Arcanus frowned upon painters using because they could be dangerous—but I had nothing like the talent I’d seen Taylor possess.

      “Whatever.” I turned to Devan. “Are you ready?”

      She proffered me a tight smile and bit her lip.

      “What is it?”

      “I… I’m not sure I should make the crossing.”

      That was a first. Usually, I had to slow Devan down. “They’re not going to attack you. Probably you’ll be more powerful than anyone there.”

      “The crossing was hard on me once.”

      “I don’t think this crosses the Threshold,” I said. “I suspect this only takes us to Arcanus, nowhere else.”

      Devan stared at the door, clearly not certain. “We can try. If we cross and I find it’s changed something…”

      “Yeah, then I’ll have to be ready to kick some ass. What else is new?” I faced Tom. “You’ll close it from this side?”

      “Like I did for your father,” he answered.

      “Will we be able to return?” I didn’t want to think about what would happen in Conlin were I not to return. The Wasdig was a pretty powerful creature, enough so I’m not sure there was anyone in the city able to stop it if it went on a rampage. I hadn’t done anything more than stun it. Even Jakes, I suspect, would have trouble with it.

      “Return from the other side was never meant to be difficult,” Tom said.

      “How so?”

      Tom shook his head. “As I said, I never crossed. You’ll understand when you reach the other side.”

      That alleviated one of my concerns. I didn’t like the idea of crossing the doorway and not having an easy way back. If it was as difficult to work out as this side, then it might be too hard for me to figure out quickly. And I didn’t want the idea of the Wasdig wandering in Conlin, possibly stomping around and maybe destroying the city.

      But what if it wasn’t as easy as Tom claimed? What if the door didn’t open like he said? Too many questions without answers.

      There was only one way to find out. I had to cross. I touched the outside of the door. The energy running through it still tingled along my fingertips, but it was different than before. “Ready?” I asked Devan. When she nodded, I pulled the door open and stepped across.

      There was a sense of motion. Wind blew on my face. The air smelled musty and damp as if I’d just passed into a dank underground tunnel. And pressure. My ears popped from it, and I worked my jaw, trying to clear it. There was no light, so I wasn’t sure where the sense of light bleeding from around the edge of the door came from.

      Then the motion stopped. The air was cooler and damp. Water dripped from someplace, a steady plop sound. There was a distant light, but everything near me was black.

      Devan’s magic flared, and her skin glowed softly. As it did, I saw we were in a long hall. Dark stone rose on either side of me, stretching high overhead, looking something like a tunnel. The light from Devan’s skin glinted off metal about a dozen paces from me. I caught the outline of a pattern and took her hand, pulling her toward it to see what it was.

      Another door.

      This was clearly different than the one I’d just come through. The patterns were deeply embossed onto the door, a mixture of the usual patterns and a few arcane. There was no sense of power from it, nothing like what had radiated from the door at the Rooster. I traced my fingers around the patterns on the door. A small sigil in the corner indicated which patterns would need to be prioritized. Surprisingly, most were arcane patterns. It would take someone able to split their focus to activate the door. That, or several powerful painters capable of using the arcane patterns.

      Another door caught my attention from a little farther down the hall. The pattern on it was similar, though there were some differences when compared to what I’d found on the first. More arcane patterns, for one. And no sigil marking how to open it.

      “What is this?” Devan asked.

      I shook my head. I’d seen it before, but the drawing hadn’t done it justice. Probably because as skilled as Taylor might have been, there were limits to what could be reproduced. Sometimes seeing a thing in person was needed.

      “This is the hall of doors,” I whispered.

      I knew where we were, just not how we got here. From what Taylor had told me, once they managed to trigger the single door at the back of the library in Arcanus, it had opened here. This was where Hard had disappeared. And my father had known about this. He had his own private entrance. But why? What would the Elder need to use this for?

      “I think I didn’t know a damn thing about my father,” I said.

      “When we see mine next we can ask him.”

      I arched my brow at her, and she shrugged.

      “How do we get out of here?” she asked. “Where’s the entrance to Arcanus?”

      I strained to see through the darkness, staring down the hall. One of the doors would have been the one Taylor managed to open, the one Hard had opened as well. And one of these would have been the door he’d disappeared behind. But where did they lead?

      “It’s one of these,” I said.

      “Ollie, there are over a dozen doors here. How do you know which one?”

      I didn’t. “I don’t know… Wait. They sealed it from the other side, blocking themselves in. We need to find the door we can’t open.” That was what Taylor had said about the door. They had managed to get it open from the library side and reached the hall of doors, but after Hard had disappeared, they had grown nervous and sealed it off.

      I made my way along the row of doors. At first, I thought they were set into the walls, as if the stone of the tunnel were in had grown around them, or like the tunnel had been carved around the doorway, but that wasn’t exactly true. The doors were all set away from the wall with a gap of a few inches. Not enough for anything to squeeze behind. They were freestanding too, nothing holding them in place other than whatever patterns had been used to keep them here.

      Each one was different than the others. Some were made of dark wood, slick with a coating of oil, leaving the patterns across their surface gleaming. Others were metal, much like the one I’d come through. Still, others actually looked to be made of stone. Those were toward the end of the hall and made of an aged, gray stone with such complex patterns carved into it that I could barely see how to reproduce them.

      “These are too old,” I said, mostly to myself.

      I turned and made my way back along the line of the doors, finally stopping in front of one where the surface appeared scorched. The patterns on this side were familiar. There was a large equilateral triangle situated in the center of the door. At each point, there was another shape. One had a spiraling shape, one a crescent moon, and one a series of ovals. Around each of these were additional patterns, and around them were more. Each pattern became progressively smaller, making the entire door like some sort of complex painting. I recognized the series around the crescent moon.

      “This one?” Devan asked.

      I nodded. The door to Arcanus was made of metal. That much I knew. “I’ve seen the door before,” I started, pointing toward the shapes I recognized. “It was at the back of the library in Arcanus, a door supposedly none had ever opened. Hard obsessed about it, copying patterns others couldn’t even begin to create, focused so much on trying to cross the door to see what might be hiding on the other side. Most thought the Elder should have a similar focus, but my father had never seemed interested in the doorway. Apparently, because he could already open it.”

      “It doesn’t look anything like those to cross the Threshold.”

      I glanced down the hall. “None of these do, really.”

      “Why do you think that might be?”

      “I don’t know. There’s too much about the doors that’s not known. I’m guessing my father knew more than anyone, and he didn’t share.” Not even with those he trusted the most, it seemed. If anyone should have known something about the doors, I suspected it would have been Tom, but he didn’t seem to know anything.

      “Can you open it?” Devan asked.

      When I’d been in Arcanus before, the idea of opening this door would have been impossible to even consider. Even studying the patterns carved onto its surface was like a master class, the reason only masters like Hard even attempted it. But I’d changed in the time since I left Arcanus. The patterns on the door were no less complex, and more difficult than anything I could hope to reproduce, but I didn’t have to reproduce the pattern to open the door. I only had to find the right way to trigger it.

      I looked for the sigil like was on a few of the other doors, not certain what I needed to find. There had to be something here if only I could discover what it was.

      “Not sure,” I admitted. “There’s a lot of noise to what’s here. Not all of it’s needed.”

      Devan tapped on a few spots on the door. “These aren’t intended for anything, are they?”

      I studied the shapes where she pointed. One was a tight spiral, slowly twirling. Not inverted, not arcane like some of the patterns on the door. “No. I’m not sure why there would be so many arcane patterns separated like this…” I trailed off, an idea coming to me. With a surge of focus divided into each of the arcane patterns on the door, I pressed my will into them.

      A flash of blue color swirled through them.

      For a moment, I thought that might be all that would happen. Then the colors started to twist through the rest of the patterns on the door, slowly intertwining. Devan and I stepped back, waiting to see what would happen. If it was anything like the door in the Rooster, it would pop open, if only a crack.

      Once the blue lines raced through the door, an outline appeared of a curved doorway. It was narrow, almost too thin for me to squeeze through. I’d have to duck to get through the rest of it, but it was definitely an opening that hadn’t been there before.

      “Huh. I kind of thought we’d see more than that,” I said.

      “They sealed it. Isn’t that what she said?”

      “Yeah, that’s what she said, but should they be able to seal it completely?” Given what I’d seen from these doors, it seemed unlikely even the Masters of Arcanus wouldn’t be able to seal the doors entirely. But how was I to open the door?

      Devan took a step back and then ran toward the door.

      “Devan!”

      She moved too quickly for me to do anything. When she hit the door, it shook for a moment and then there was a steady hissing sound.

      “Now you’ve done it,” I said.

      She glanced back at me. “You’re an idiot, Ollie.”

      “What if you break the door down?”

      “Do you think I can do that? Look at all the protections on the door to hold it in place. And I’m not actually doing anything that would damage the door, just trying to nudge it open a little.”

      I traced my hand along the edge of the door. The line around the perimeter seemed a little more open than it had before. Maybe not much, but enough I could feel a groove where the door could start to open.

      “Give it another shove,” I suggested.

      “Oh, now you want me to do it?”

      I grinned at her. “There’s all kinds of things I want you to do.”

      She punched me in the shoulder, then turned to the door and ran at it again, crashing into it. The door hissed again but didn’t open completely. I touched the separation around the small crack that had appeared when I triggered the symbols. I could almost get my fingers under it.

      Devan nodded and took one more run at the door. Before she crashed into it this time, she flared her magic, making her skin glow with a bright yellow light, and then she hit.

      There was a grinding sound, that of steel scraping on steel, and then a soft fluttering as wind blew through the door.

      Devan glanced over and shrugged. “Maybe I could have tried that first.”

      I laughed. “You were just trying to tease me. You know how much I like it when you glow like that.”

      We stood in front of the door, and Devan took my hand. She must have sensed the anxiety I was feeling, the uncertainty about returning. It had taken years, but I no longer regretting leaving Arcanus. There would only have been so much they would have managed to teach me, and there would have been limits to what they would have taught me. I was a tagger, never with the potential to become an artist. With painters, it’s almost always clear right away which way the painter was going to go. Talent manifests early, especially when dealing with things like artistry. Taggers can work and improve their skill, but the masters never felt they could ever reach the same level, so they stopped teaching. Since I was the Elder’s son, I was given a little more time than usual, but even that nepotism hadn’t helped once my father disappeared.

      “Go on, Ollie,” Devan said.

      I looked over at her, thankful I’d been expelled from Arcanus. I squeezed her hand and then pushed on the door.

      We stepped across. Everything was black. The air smelled different on this side of the doorway. Musty from the aged books of the library. There was a hint of smoke from the fire at the end of the library, but I couldn’t see anything. The air was cool, but not cold. But the darkness was absolute, cutting off even the light from the other side of the tunnel. That told me it was painted. It was a neat trick, but one I’d learned how to counter.

      Devan started to work her magic, the pull of it making the medallion go cold. “Not here,” I whispered. Her magic ceased.

      I didn’t want her to reveal herself too soon. If the masters in Arcanus already knew we were here, then I wanted to have a surprise were we to need it. Devan was my ace in the hole.

      Taking a pinch of red ink, I made a quick circle and infused it with power. Then, using a series of arcane patterns on the inside of the circle, I infused that as well.

      There was a flickering, and then light flashed on.

      As it did, power struck my circle with enough force to drop me to my knees, sending swirls of color across my eyes. I grabbed quickly for a charm in my pocket and pressed out, through my protective circle with a surge of power.

      Had I been wrong? Was this not Arcanus?
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      The attack eased, and I stood, holding onto the power in my circle. The light around me slowly eased back and allowed me to see. Devan held onto my shoulder, propping me up, but I sensed the tension in her hands and her readiness to yank me back through the doorway if needed.

      “What happened, Ollie?”

      I grunted and wiped my hands on my pants. “Some asshole thought to attack me.”

      Now that I could see, it was clear we were in Arcanus. Five rows of shelves started about ten steps from us. There was space between the shelves and the doorway. A small table was pushed against the wall, looking no different than it had when I’d been here. Hard’s table, and the one he used to stack his notes and references on. There weren’t any books on it now. A leather wingback chair angled toward the door next to it.

      I couldn’t tell who had hit me with the attack.

      “I’m not here to cause problems,” I said, letting my voice carry.

      Someone groaned near the end of one of the shelves. I glanced over at Devan and released the circle of protection, before making my way toward them.

      Stopping at the end of the shelf, I paused and leaned forward. Sprawled across the ground was a long figure. Flashes of gray hair poked out from under a cap. The ends of the fingers I could see were stained with all different colors, each finger something new, like a kaleidoscope. The person slowly pushed up and blinked.

      “Oh, damn. Sorry about that, Mac,” I said.

      I hadn’t expected my little offensive to work quite so well. All I’d done was turn the power I was pulling through my circle and push it away. It was something that only worked at certain times. Most of the time, it did little more than create the illusion of greater power. This time, it had damn near knocked Mac out.

      “Escher?” he asked. “But you’ve…”

      “Oliver,” I corrected. I’d never gotten everyone in Arcanus to call me by my preferred name. That had come from my father. He’d given me the name Escher, presumably because he wanted to torment me throughout my life. My mother had given me the middle name Oliver. That was what I preferred. Who’d want to run around life being called Escher anyway?

      “How did you get here?” Mac started again, managing to sit up now and rubbing his hands across his arms. He left a single streak of red ink on his arm.

      At least I understood why the attack had been so potent. Not many in Arcanus ever learn to use much offensive magic. That’s only one of the deficiencies the painters have. Red was great for attacking. It was the reason I used it as often as I did.

      “Came through the door. Sorry if there was a bit of noise. It was a bit challenging to open, but I suspect you know about that.”

      Mac stood shakily and looked around.

      I followed the direction of his eyes. There had been others with him. “Devan,” I whispered.

      She nodded and hurried off. I didn’t care if they were injured, but I didn’t want one of the damn masters to attack me while I was trying to find something in the library. Hopefully, we didn’t need much time. We didn’t have much anyway. Two days until the Wasdig returned, and then I’d be dragged off the Zdrn. Two days to find out what my father might have known about it. Maybe learn a little more about him in the process.

      I couldn’t waste any time having someone slow me down. Maybe we should have come at night. I hadn’t considered hiding ourselves, but given it’d been over a decade since I’d been here, maybe I should have.

      “What are you doing here?” Mac asked. His voice hardened, and I saw him starting to move his hand toward this pocket.

      I grabbed his wrist and pulled his hand back out. “That’s not going to be needed,” I said. “We’re all friends here.”

      Mac eyed me strangely. “Are we, Escher?”

      “Well, we sure as hell aren’t enemies, Mac. I don’t need you dragging your ink out of your pocket to attack me. And it wouldn’t do you a whole hell of a lot of good anyway.”

      That drew a smile out of Mac. “You think you can stop an Arcanus master painter?”

      Devan returned from around the end of the stacks and tipped her head, motioning toward the side. I made a point of looking at her as I answered Mac. “Not just me. And I’m pretty sure I’ve got an answer for anything you might be able to throw at me. Unless you brought Reem along with you too?”

      Mac’s eyes narrowed slightly as he chuckled softly. “Now you sound like your father.” I turned to face him, and he raised his hands as if to ward me off. “Don’t give me that face, Esch—Oliver.” He made a point of emphasizing the ‘O’. “Your father was the best painter to come through here in centuries. Why do you think we worked so hard to try to get you to his level.”

      This time, I laughed. “You think you worked hard? I seem to remember I was expelled.”

      “For trying to learn patterns that are forbidden, especially for a tagger,” Mac drawled. He glanced from Devan to me. “Where have you been, anyway? Last I heard, you’d disappeared.”

      “What? You trying to keep tabs on me?”

      “We keep tabs on all painters, Oliver.”

      I snorted, thinking about how many taggers I knew about living outside of Arcanus. There was no way they managed to keep track of all of them.

      “You don’t want me to know?” Mac asked.

      I heard someone moaning softly from the direction Devan had come from. Who else would Mac have brought with him? Probably another master painter. Ash had supposedly disappeared as well. That left Reem, unless there were other masters now I didn’t know about.

      “I’ve been studying those patterns you don’t think I should know about,” I said and turned away from him.

      Devan motioned to a small figure lying on the ground near the end of the stacks. I was surprised to see it was a girl, and even more surprised when she sat up and looked at me with a face that reminded me so much of Taylor, only she didn’t have the blue streaks through her black hair. She looked ten years younger than Taylor, though, and seemed to be missing the hard edge she’d always carried herself with.

      “Oh, shit,” I whispered.

      “Yeah,” Devan said.

      The girl looked past me to Mac. “Mac? What is this? Where did they come from?”

      Mac pushed past me and helped lift the girl off the ground. “Lacey, this is,” he paused and glanced back at me, “Oliver. He was a student here once.”

      “Where did he come from? What happened with the door? Did you keep it closed?”

      Mac shifted his attention to the door. “Not closed. And that’s where Oliver came from.”

      “What? How?” Dark eyes looked up at me with an urgency. “Does he know where Taylor is?”

      “Probably not. Your sister’s been gone for a year, Lacey. Not much of a chance Oliver would have found her.”

      Or maybe every chance she had found me. Only Lacey couldn’t know that. I didn’t want to break the news about what had happened to Taylor just yet. Besides, I didn’t know what had happened to her. I held out hope there might be something that could be done to revive her, but I had no idea how to start. For now, I’d play dumb. Devan would likely tell me it was a part I was born to play.

      Mac slipped a supportive arm around Lacey and guided her to the chair. When he got her settled, he turned back to me. “Tell me, Oliver. What are you doing here?”

      “Do you still have my father’s belongings?”

      Mac frowned. “Of course. But you won’t be able to get into his room.”

      I glare at him. Even after all this time they still wanted to keep that separation from me, the division between the Masters and the rest of Arcanus. “And why not?”

      “The room has been sealed since you left.”

      “Then unseal it.”

      “We weren’t the ones who sealed it, Oliver. Your father placed protections on the door that prevent us from opening it,” he explained. “No one has been in his rooms since… well, since before you left.”

      I snorted. Figures my father would do something like that and gives me even more reason to believe he wasn’t dead like everyone thought when he first disappeared. That didn’t mean he wasn’t gone now. From what Jakes—and Nik—claimed, the Elder was gone for real now. That was why I’d been positioned to protect Conlin and somehow tricked into serving the Protariat.

      “Let me have a look,” I said.

      Mac studied me a moment, then nodded.
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* * *

      My father’s rooms were in their own section of Arcanus. He even had his own hallway. Mac led me there after sealing off the door in the library, closing it with a soft hiss. Lacey followed Mac, and it took me a moment to realize she must be his apprentice. The Masters each would take one or two students for direct studies, much like I suspected Hard had taken his daughter, Taylor, as his apprentice.

      The hall where my father had chosen his rooms was stark, nothing like other places throughout Arcanus where ornate paintings were placed on the walls, the frames as ostentatious as the paintings themselves. A few items hung along the hall here, but they were mostly simple things: a flat copper platter, an iron sculpture of an elongated figure, a wooden panel with faint carvings in it. I studied as we passed, looking for signs that something hid in the patterns carved into the wood, but saw nothing.

      “You never asked about the others,” Mac said as we made our way down the hall.

      “What?”

      He looked over at me, his eyes narrowed. “The others. You asked about Reem but not the others. You know what happened, don’t you?” He spoke so softly I’d don’t think Lacey could hear, but I watched her for her reaction anyway.

      “I know what happened,” I agreed.

      “How?”

      “Taylor found me.”

      Mac sucked in a soft breath, watching Lacey. “And where is she now?”

      “Someplace safe,” I lied.

      Mac stared at me for a moment, as if he caught something in the way I said that to make him think I wasn’t telling the truth, which, of course, I wasn’t. Then he nodded and continued on his way, guiding me toward my father’s rooms.

      At the end of the hall, Mac stopped before the door. It was made of a thick, stout wood that was almost reddish in color. There was no grain to the wood. I’d always been drawn to the door itself, always impressed with how smooth and its stark simplicity. After all this time away, it still drew me.

      Lacey glanced back at me as Mac stopped. “Wait. This is the Elder’s room!”

      Mac nodded. “The Elder. Oliver’s father.”

      Lacey’s eyes widened. “I thought he’s dead.”

      I grunted. “That’s what they keep telling me.”

      “Oliver, the door has been sealed. Whatever he used is on the inside and prevents the door from opening. It’s a shame, since anything the Elder might have stored inside his room would likely be valuable.”

      I thought of what my father might have stored inside his room. If what Taylor said about the bowl Hard had taken from his room was true, he’d had something that had been useful to them, especially in finding a way to get through the first doorway. From there, Hard had tried opening another doorway, one where he’d disappeared. But we didn’t know where he’d gone from there, or even if he was still alive. There was a part of me that suspected he’d crossed the Threshold. Without a guide of some kind, he was likely dead.

      I pushed past Mac and stepped over to the door. Devan stood next to me. “Sense anything?” I asked her.

      “Nothing clear. There’s a power here… but you know how it is with the Elder, Ollie. He was able to mask what he did from me. Kinda pisses me off, if I’m honest.”

      I smiled. “Let’s see if we can’t figure out what he did here.”

      There were a few patterns I could try. One would be much like what I’d done in the Rooster, but I suspected I’d get much the same result. My father had a hand in both of these doors. This one should be simpler. It wasn’t meant to cross some distance. Or did it?

      I did the same as what I’d done while in the Rooster and ran my hand along the surface of the door. It was smooth and cool and surprisingly slick. At first, I sensed nothing. Then I felt the same low and steady humming of power I’d sensed from the door at the Rooster. Like there, it was steady, but some places had more than others, like surges or concentrations in the energy that had been placed on the door, holding it closed.

      The pattern formed in my mind as I ran my hand over the door. As it did, I smiled.

      “What?” Devan asked.

      “Oh, I think my father actually was making a joke with this,” I said.

      “Why?”

      In answer, I took a pinch of ink—going with blue again—and made a tracing on the door with the ink. Mac tried reaching for me to stop me, but Devan got in his way and blocked him out. She’s small, but feisty, as well as a hell of a lot more magically powerful than Mac.

      She glared at him, and he backed up a step. I made a point of suppressing my laugh. Mac had always been decent to me, not like some of the masters in Arcanus, but he still had that arrogant attitude about him, the same Hard had.

      As I finished the pattern, Lacey gasped. “You’re not supposed to use those—”

      I paused, my eyes skimming across the arcane pattern that mirrored the energy my father had used—a pattern none in Arcanus would have attempted—and turned to her. “Listen, if you think these are dangerous, I’ve got a few monsters I could show you that would prove just how tame this is.”

      Mac’s face was unreadable, and he watched as I pulled power through the pattern. With a flash of light, the pattern activated and the door opened with a soft snap.

      “Let’s go see what dear old dad might have been hiding in here,” I said.

      I pushed the door open and stepped inside.

      As I did, I felt the building energy at the same time as Devan did. She grabbed me, and we dove to the ground, rolling to the side. I had a charm in hand—the single shot—and pointed, my other hand dipping into a satchel of red ink.

      I couldn’t see what was on this side of the door. Power, but not painter power.

      Energy built again, targeting me.

      “Ollie—”

      “I’m on it,” I snapped.

      I scrawled a quick semicircle around me, cupped it toward the door to keep Mac and Lacey from getting hurt and then powered it, inverting it as I did. Whatever magical energy was out there hit the half circle and bounced off. Using an arcane pattern for protection took a bit more energy and focus—it was a trickier construct—but didn’t require a complete circle. I held the barrier as we were attacked and then pushed out.

      There was a flash of red, and I darted forward, holding the charm in my hand.

      Yellow light surged behind me, and my medallion went cold.

      Whatever was in here had some serious strength. I wondered if my father had locked something in or if whatever was here had triggered protections he’d built into the room. Either way, I had to finish it off before it got past me. Arcanus might have artists, but there wasn’t anyone here with enough experience to take on something with the kind of magical strength I sensed.

      I collided with something solid. I don’t know what it was, but it bounced away from me. There was a flurry of movement near the corner of the room. I tossed a handful of red ink into the air and infused it with a surge of power. Something like that wouldn’t do much more than create a haze of light, but that might be all I needed to see the damn thing.

      Then I saw it. It looked something like a twisted stick, with strange arms and legs poking out of each side, made of what reminded me of gnarled and weathered beach wood. Eyes were dark pits near the top of the stick. I pointed my charm at it and triggered.

      As I summoned power, Devan shouted at me.

      “No, Ollie!”

      The power fizzled, fading to nothing, leaving a slight electrical surge in the air. The wood creature hugged the back wall, scrambling back as if to get away from me. I’d already used the charm, so I hoped Devan knew what she was doing. I grabbed another in case she didn’t.

      Devan hurried over to the creature, her skin still glowing. She reached out a hand. The creature eyed it strangely, but Devan cooed softly to the thing.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Devan kept her focus on the creature. “Dryad. They’re powerful and shy. I don’t know why your father would have kept one here.”

      “You’re sure that’s what it is? I mean, the damn thing attacked me.”

      The dryad made a motion with its arms, and a knot opened near the top where I suspected its mouth was. If it spoke, I couldn’t hear it.

      “It attacked because you’re not the Elder. I’ve told it that you’re his son. That seems to have helped.”

      I took another step into the room. As the Elder, my father had a series of rooms. The outer room was something like his study. There was a long dresser butted against one wall. A low desk with a chair in front of it rested near the door. A stout wooden trunk was in the corner near the dryad. There was no light in the room other than Devan’s glowing and the remaining light diffusing from the ink I’d dispersed in the air.

      My feet thudded against solid planks of wood making up the floor as I approached Devan. She had guided the dryad away from the wall, but it still watched me with those deep, hollowed eyes. When it spoke, it did so to Devan, and in a voice I couldn’t hear.

      “Why can’t I hear it?”

      “Because it doesn’t want you to,” she said.

      From anyone else, I would have laughed at the odd comment. Given that Devan had grown up around creatures like the dryad, I suspected she knew much more about it than how to speak to it. “Why is it here?”

      Devan whispered something. The way she did reminded me of how she spoke to the figurines she made, the way she breathed life into them. The dryad stared at me as it answered. Devan listened and then turned back to me. “It’s been waiting for the Elder to return.”

      “For how long?”

      “Time doesn’t mean much to the dryads. I don’t think it will be able to tell us anything.”

      “Try, Devan.”

      She shrugged and turned back to the dryad, whispering to it again. The dryad still watched me, rather than Devan as it answered.

      “So?”

      “It doesn’t know. From what it said, probably a few years.”

      Years. My father had left this creature here for years. Had he known he was going to be gone that long? Had he returned since I’d last seen him or had it been the full decade I’d been away? That seemed unlikely. When I’d last come to my father’s rooms, the dryad hadn’t been here. I would have known if it had. Hell, I wouldn’t have survived an attack back then.

      “Oliver?”

      “Shit,” I whispered. Mac was still waiting outside the door. Had he noticed that something had happened inside? Had Lacey? “Can you hide him?” I asked Devan.

      “Ollie, he’s been stuck in this room for long enough. We need to get him out of here.”

      “Maybe I could shrink him and then let him, you know, grow back when we leave.”

      Devan’s eyes widened. “No! You’re not using that thing on him. He only attacked because he thought he was threatened.”

      “You’re taking quite a liking to him,” I noted.

      Devan glared at me. “I feel the way he’s waited. I should have known he was on the other side of the door, but I was too focused on trying to help you open the door.”

      “Fine,” I said, twisting to face the door to my father’s rooms. “Be ready for questions.”

      I stepped over the semicircle and wiped away the ink I’d used. In the chaos of the attack, the door to the room had closed, or maybe Devan or I had closed it. Either way, it blocked Mac and Lacey from seeing what had happened inside the room. That was probably for the best. I’d seen how Lacey had gone all goofy about the idea of me using arcane patterns and I’d seen Mac’s eyes as I’d triggered the door. He didn’t approve either.

      Pausing at the door, I glanced back at the dryad and flashed a smile. “Sorry about the attack, little guy,” I said.

      I couldn’t tell if he answered. From this side of the room, there was no need to trigger any pattern to open it. Nothing more than simple turning the handle. As I pulled it open, I froze. On the other side of the door stood Mac and Lacey, but there too was Hard. My mind told me it couldn’t be, that he’d been stranded on the other side of the Threshold, but here he was, no different than he’d ever been. And he looked pissed.
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      “What the…” I couldn’t even finish. I didn’t know how to finish. All this time, I’d been thinking Hard had disappeared across the Threshold, but maybe that was not true at all? Had Taylor lied to me—to us—about everything?

      “Escher Morris,” Hard snapped. He wore what looked something like a robe, with a hood pushed back and had his arms crossed over his chest. Dark hair was peppered with gray. Even his eyes had flints of gray within them and stared at me with the same mixture of irritation he’d always had. “You were banished from this place.”

      I opened my mouth, but words didn’t come out.

      “Why have you returned?” Hard continued.

      There was a part of me that expected him to change into some horrible creature, that whatever stood in front of me wasn’t Hard, but rather some replica of him like in the science fiction movies I’d been devouring since returning to Conlin.

      “Aren’t you going to say anything?” He looked from me to the door standing slightly ajar. I doubted he could see into the room, certainly not far enough to know about the dryad, but had Mac seen Devan flaring her magic? That would bring up a whole fleet of questions, though the dryad would do much the same.

      “What the hell, Hard?” I finally managed. I turned to Mac. “I thought he was lost. Or dead.”

      Mac’s eyes narrowed. “You thought Hard was dead? Is that what she told you?”

      I thought about what Taylor had said. I’m pretty damn sure she’d told me it was Hard who had crossed the doorway and been lost. And Hard was her father. She wouldn’t have had any reason to lie to me about that, would she?

      Unless it had never been Hard. She’d said Hard disappeared, but she’d also lied about other things. Had she lied about Ash?

      “Where’s Ash?” I asked, looking from Mac to Hard and then over at Lacey.

      Lacey’s eyes widened slightly, and she turned away, staring at the ground.

      “He’s gone, isn’t he? She didn’t lie about that, did she?” I said.

      Hard’s eyes narrowed. “She? Who is Escher talking about?”

      Mac took a deep breath. “It seems Oliver,” he said, making a point of emphasizing my preferred name, “met Taylor.”

      Lacey jerked her head up and met my eyes. “You know where Taylor is?” she asked.

      The hope in her voice nearly undid me. “Yeah, I said. Last I saw her, she was safe.” That wasn’t totally a lie. I couldn’t tell Lacey the truth, not with the way she looked at me, begging for hope. “And she told me Hard and Ash had gone missing. Now I’m starting to think she wasn’t completely honest with me. So what is the truth?”

      Mac glanced over at Lacey. “I don’t know why she would have told you Hard disappeared.”

      “And Ash?” I stared at Hard, figuring at least part of what Taylor had told me must have been true. She’d drawn the hall of doors accurately at least.

      “Ash was lost,” Mac said softly.

      I considered each of them in turn, finally setting on Lacey. I thought Taylor had said Hard was her father, but maybe that wasn’t the case. She’d wanted my help when she came to Conlin, at least after we’d cornered her. That meant she needed to get me to agree to help. She mustn’t have known Hard and I didn’t get along, but Ash and I? That was pretty well known, especially since he was the one who’d actually thrown me out of Arcanus. If she wanted help, she wouldn’t have asked me to help the one person most responsible for leaving. So she hid that fact, sharing it only later and making it seem like Ash was dead.

      “Damn. Ash is your father, isn’t he?” I asked Lacey.

      She didn’t look up at me as she nodded.

      I laughed bitterly, and Hard glared at me. “You think it amusing Ash is gone? That one of the Arcanus Masters disappeared while conducting studies? Should we have laughed when your father died?”

      I turned on Hard. He might have years on me—given the slow way painters age, I didn’t know how many—but he no longer had the experience advantage he’d once had. Back when I’d studied here, I had feared Hard. Most did. Other than my father, he was considered one of the most skilled painters. Had there never been the Elder, he would have led Arcanus easily. So when Hard made a point of telling me I wasn’t worthy of learning specific patterns, or that I couldn’t handle the techniques needed, I had listened. Had I remained in Arcanus, I would have remained nothing more than a tagger.

      “I don’t even know when he died, Hard.” Hard started to open his mouth, but I shut it by point my finger at him. “And neither do you. How long have you tried getting into his room? Since the moment he disappeared? It must piss you off I show up and manage to open the door within minutes.” I stepped toward him. “You might be surprised how much you can learn when you leave Arcanus, Hard. Why do you think the Elder made a point of leaving as often as he did? You think he stayed tied here?”

      Considering what I now knew of my father, I began to doubt he’d ever spent much time in Arcanus. Maybe only enough to teach.

      But then why had he come here? There had to be a reason. Not only that he served on the Protariat, but something else. It was the reason I’d risked returning. If I could learn anything that would help me understand what the Wasdig expected of me, then I needed to do so quickly.

      “You’re as much a fool as you were when you studied here, Escher.”

      “It’s Oliver,” I snapped.

      Hard snorted. “You won’t even accept the name the Elder gave you.”

      “That’s funny, considering I’m talking to someone who goes by the name Hard.”

      Hard glared at me and then turned to Mac. “Send him away, Mac. See him from this place before he does any damage.”

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “I’m going to see what things my father might have left for me. And then I might have a look around the library. After I’m done there, then I’ll get going.”

      Hard stepped toward me. “You will leave Arcanus, Escher.”

      If I left, I would have learned nothing more than that my father had kept a dryad in his room. Maybe there was something there that would help us understand the Wasdig and the Zdrn, but I doubted it would be enough to know what would be expected of me and better yet, how to survive it. I needed time, and I needed for Hard to give me space to figure out what I was to do.

      The only problem—well, maybe not the only problem—was that Hard could be an ass. There was only one way to deal with an ass like Hard, and that was to show him how little he might know.

      “Tell me, Hard. Have you ever crossed the Threshold? Have you fought next to the Te’alan against the Druist Mage? Have you ever battled hunters, creatures trained to kill painters, and survived?” I met his gaze. “I have. And now I’m on the Protariat, for better or worse, and I need to know what my father might have stored that can help me understand just what the fuck I’m supposed to be doing!”

      It all came out in a bit of a rush, more than I had expected. Maybe I’d gone too far. Likely, Hard wouldn’t believe half of what I said anyway. I don’t know that I would believe if I were confronted by it, and I had lived enough now I understood how little I truly knew.

      Surprisingly, Hard’s face changed. The tension around his eyes softened. The lines on his brow eased. And he nodded. “You were chosen to sit on the Protariat?”

      I don’t know what surprised me the most: that he chose to focus on the last thing I mentioned, ignoring the crazy that preceded it, or that he had heard of the Protariat. Before a few weeks ago, I knew nothing about it.

      “Um, I guess so,” I answered. All the confidence had drained from me.

      “How?” Hard asked.

      Mac watched silently. Lacey wore a look of confusion on her face, one Mac didn’t share. Had I been wrong about that too? Did the Arcanus masters know more than I realized?

      “I claimed Conlin. Threatened the Trelking.”

      Hard glanced at Mac, and they nodded.

      “Come,” Hard said. “We need to talk.”
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* * *

      We sat in a decent sized room with a large circular table made of a dense wood much like the door to my father’s room. The walls of stone were bare other than a few decorative items. It took me a moment to recognize the patterns twisted into the decorations. Two lanterns hanging on the wall glowed with yellow light. Not electric and not fire, they seemed fueled by a pattern pressed into the base. The air of the room was still and humid. The entire place had an ancient air to it.

      I’d never been in this room. I’d never even been in this section of Arcanus. When Mac and Hard had led me here, I felt a nervous fluttering, as if I were being led someplace dangerous. The only thing that gave me any comfort was the knowledge I probably now knew more offensive magic than either of the two Masters.

      Devan had remained behind in my father’s room, keeping the dryad hidden. I’d made a point of closing the door so that someone else couldn’t open it. They’d need to know the pattern. Mac had seen me draw it, but I wasn’t sure if he would be able to replicate an arcane pattern like that. Lacey was still too early in her training, but if she were anything like her sister, she would have potential, if she didn’t have it now.

      Mac had sent Lacey back to the library, dismissing her. She’d watched me for a moment before doing as Mac instructed, practically running back. I had the impression I’d shared more than I should with her.

      I sat in a sturdy chair with weathered arm rests that curled up on each side. It reminded me of the chair in the basement of my father’s house. Mac sat across from Hard and me near one end of the table. Both had their hands resting atop the table, and studied me, waiting.

      The door opened, and a short woman with deep black hair and narrow eyes glanced at each of us before closing the door behind her. Reem. She walked stiffly, her hands stuffed in her sleeves, as she took a seat at one end of the table.

      “What is this, Hard?” she asked. She stared at me with no sign of recognition in her dark eyes.

      “Not yet,” Hard said.

      I watched him. Had they actually raised another to Master level? That was unusual, but probably necessary if they’d lost two. Hell, I’d come thinking there were three Masters missing. Hard waited, not making any expression I could read.

      Then the door opened again. Another woman, this one with deep black skin and long straight hair. She was tall and slender and moved in a way that reminded me of some sort of tiger. When she saw me, she smiled, flashing white teeth.

      Something about her set me on edge. I couldn’t place what it was. Maybe it was because I’d never seen her before when I was still in Arcanus. That’s not to say a painter couldn’t learn enough in ten years to reach Master level, but it wasn’t common.

      “This is him?” she asked. Her voice was accented and fluid.

      “This is Escher—Oliver Morris,” Hard said.

      “And he has finally returned,” the woman said. “It is about time.”

      I frowned at her. “I’m sorry, and you are?” I expected something odd, like Hard or Ash or Reem. Hell, maybe she was the new Elder.

      “I am Shiza. We have never before met.”

      “No. I’m pretty sure I’d remember.”

      Shiza twisted to take in Mac and Hard. “You have summoned us all here. Why this place? You know he should not be here.”

      As she said it, I suddenly understood where I must be. This room was where the Masters convened. None other than the masters were allowed in the room. I actually agreed with Shiza. I shouldn’t be here.

      Hard faced me, eyes catching mine. “Oliver is here as a representative of the Protariat. He has taken his father’s place.”

      Reem’s eyes widened slightly, becoming something more than thin slits. “The others have allowed this?”

      “If what Oliver tells us is true, he has the support of the Trelking.”

      “Alright,” I said. “What’s this about? How is it you know about the Trelking and the Protariat?”

      Hard and Mac glanced at each other. “It should be us asking you that question, not the other way around,” Mac said. “Only the Masters know those terms. They are kept from painters who aren’t ready for such knowledge. It can be dangerous otherwise.”

      I smiled and laughed. “I think you might be surprised how many painters know more than you think.” I thought of Nik and myself, but there were other painters on the other side of the Threshold. Most didn’t have much strength, but that didn’t mean they didn’t have their uses. The Trelking put them all to work, finding ways to use even the weakest painter. Only those who had his favor were given meaningful tasks.

      “You have crossed?” Shiza asked.

      “Yeah. I’ve crossed. And now I’m back with no intention of returning.”

      “Yet you survived. You must not have been gone for long.”

      I looked over at her with amusement parting my mouth into a smile. “Long? Maybe ten years. If the Trelking had his way, it would be longer, but I decided it was time to get away from all of that.”

      Shiza brow knitted in confusion and she turned to Hard. “He should not have survived for ten years across the Threshold. We were warned—”

      Hard cut her off with a shake of his head.

      My smile deepened. “What were you warned? That death would come to painters on the other side? That hunters would attack?” I paused, looking at each of them. “If you know of the Threshold, then you know the hunters are contained.” I watched their expressions. Most guarded them well, but not Shiza. “Wait… you don’t know the hunters are contained. Seems the Elder didn’t share that with you, did he? Didn’t tell the other Masters he’s got guard dogs standing watch to make sure the hunters can’t cross again?”

      Hard leaned forward and focused on me. “You are certain of this?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve been on the other side of the Threshold for most of the time since I left. Well, was asked to leave. I’ve only been back in Conlin for a few months and have only seen hunters a couple of times. So maybe they’re not completely gone?”

      “How did you survive?” Reem asked.

      It took me a moment to realize she didn’t question whether what I said was true. “I had help,” I admitted. “The same help my father asked to make certain they don’t cross the gates.”

      “What happened when you crossed the Threshold?” Mac asked.

      “Nothing. Well, I was claimed by the Trelking, forced to study with him, and made a painter soldier in his magical army. But I’m done with all that.”

      The Masters all looked at each other, ignoring me.

      “What do you know about the Protariat?” I asked. Jakes hadn’t shared much with me, and now that I’d sort of assumed a position I didn’t want, I figured I’d better try and understand as much about it as I could.

      Hard rubbed his chin and frowned. “We have been trying to gain a seat on the Protariat since your father died.”

      I didn’t bother correcting him. As far as Hard was convinced, my father had been dead from the moment he first disappeared from Arcanus. I doubted that was true. And finding the dryad in his rooms made it even less likely.

      “The Protariat will not allow it. The seat has to be claimed, we were told, but never how to claim it. And you say you threatened the Trelking to take a place on the council?” He shook his head. “Even had he trained you,” Hard went on, clearly not believing everything I said, “you wouldn’t be powerful enough to make a credible threat against the Trelking. Even the Elder would not have risked that, and he was the most talented painter among us.”

      I heard the grudging way Hard admitted that about my father. Most spoke of the Elder with nothing but flowing praise, but it seemed there must have been some jealously from within the ranks of the Masters. The powerful always wanted more power.

      Yet, even Hard hadn’t known my father was more than a simple painter. Not that there was anything simple about the Arcanus Masters, but the Elder was something else. To use some of the magic he had, to create some of the protections he’d placed not only around Conlin but around the Rooster, his home, the shed, had taken power beyond what a painter would be able to accomplish. Somewhere along the lines, he’d learned magi magic, the same as I was learning studying with Nik.

      “I might not be a powerful threat,” I agreed, “but powerful enough. And I didn’t want the seat on the Protariat. Hell, I didn’t know what I was claiming when I told the Trelking I would be protecting Conlin.”

      “That should not be enough,” Hard said. “Simply not wanting to take the title, that should not be enough.”

      “It helps I’m sort of dating the Trelking’s daughter.”

      Mac smiled slightly. “That would be a credible threat.”

      “Hey,” I said to him. “I’m not threatening her.”

      “I saw the two of you. I would never accuse you of that,” Mac said.

      “She’s here?” Hard asked.

      “She came through the door with Oliver.”

      “The door is sealed,” Reem said. “We made certain of that when Ash—”

      Hard cut her off by raising his hand.

      “What happened with Ash?” I asked. “I mean, what happened? Taylor claimed Hard opened the first door and he made a crossing where he was lost. She said Ash died when Reem and he opened another doorway.”

      Mac met Hard’s eyes and something passed between them. Hard nodded.

      “When your father disappeared, he left behind notes we used to help us open the door. We think he left them for us to find so one of us could carry on in his place.”

      I snorted. From what I’d learned of my father, I doubted he’d left his notes for them. If anything, they had been meant for me. My father had meant for me to have the golden key and the book, both of which had been useful so far. I didn’t know what the blank vellum was intended for, but there was no doubt he intended me to have that as well. So I suspected the notes, and the bowl the Masters had pilfered from him had been meant for me as well.

      Mac watched me and then nodded. “Hard managed to open the door in the library. Once we learned the trick of it, we recognized it was never meant to be difficult, only that one with the proper knowledge should be able to open the doorway. We found the other doors and—”

      “And Hard tried opening one of them, not knowing anything about them,” I finished for him. I could see Hard doing it. As much as he had always admonished me about attempting arcane patterns, he had been even more daring when it came to trying things he didn’t understand. I had always wondered why, but now I thought I was beginning to understand. Hard wanted to know the things my father knew. He wanted to be like the Elder.

      “I studied the other doors,” Hard agreed. “I made no attempt to open them. The Elder’s notes were not clear enough about what would happen, only that making a crossing through the wrong doorway could have dangerous consequences.”

      Huh. Now I was even more curious where the other doors opened into.

      “What happened to Ash then?”

      Reem’s face clouded. “Ash was foolish. He thought Hard was taking too long with his studies. The Elder was gone, he would say. One of us needed to claim his place. He was always the most ambitious.”

      “Ash was the most ambitious?” I stared at Hard as I asked.

      “You know little about the Masters, Oliver,” Mac said. “And you have been gone from Arcanus for many years. Ash has been the most ambitious, especially since the Elder disappeared. He pushed himself in ways the rest of us wouldn’t, studying the dangerous patterns…”

      He trailed off and cleared his throat while watching me.

      “Anyway, none of us knew what he was doing. Taylor went with him. She was skilled but equally ambitious. When he managed to trigger the doorway and was pulled through, Taylor managed to summon Reem and me in enough time to see it closed. We sealed the outer door after in a way that it would take all of us to open it.”

      Now I understood why it had been so hard for Devan and me to get it open. I was actually kind of surprised we had managed at all, given that all of the masters had worked together to seal it closed.

      “So Ash was taken, and Taylor went after him,” I said. “Does that about sum it up?”

      Mac nodded. “What happened to her? Lacey has been… well, Lacey has struggled losing her father and her sister. And her mother died when she was young, leaving her pretty much alone.”

      “How did her mother die?” I wondered if it was some magical attack. I seemed to remember Ash’s wife around Arcanus. She was a decently skilled painter too.

      “She had cancer,” Mac said. “There was nothing for her.”

      I sat in silence. Had there not been anything for her, or had she been too afraid to leave Arcanus and seek actual medical help? They were so scared of the hunters, I wondered if she’d hidden away, letting the cancer eat her rather than seeking real help.

      “Taylor spent the last year searching for another crossing,” I said. “When she found one, she very nearly released hunters into the world, unsealing a gate my father had hidden. Had it not been for me and some new friends, she would have succeeded.”

      “Reckless,” Reem said. “See, Hard? The door should remain sealed as we’ve said.”

      “Escher came through. It is no longer sealed,” Hard said.

      “The door wasn’t sealed as well as you might think,” I said. “If the two of us could open the door—”

      “But you said one was the Trelking’s daughter,” Reem said.

      I shrugged. There was that.

      “Why have you returned?” Hard asked. “Why did you really return?”

      “I told you why. I’ve been told I serve the Protariat and now there’s something I’ve been asked to do, but I don’t know how. I need to see if my father might have stored something here that would help me understand the task before me.”

      I glanced at each of the masters, letting my gaze linger on Shiza. She still made me nervous, though I still couldn’t put my finger on why.

      “Now, other than the library and his rooms, I need to know what else of my father’s belongings you might have. I’d like to start with the bowl.”

      It was Hard who answered. “If you serve the Protariat on this side of the Threshold, we are obligated to help. Come, Escher, let me show you what only the Masters of Arcanus have ever seen before.”
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      Hard led me through a narrow doorway, one so small I had to duck to get through. Once past, he’d put his arm up to keep me from moving any further. “Wait,” he commanded.

      I didn’t know what else to do. The room was dark, almost eerily so, but gave the impression that there were a thousand eyes staring at me from the darkness. When the lantern flared to life, I understood why.

      The room was like nothing I’d ever seen before. Walls appeared made from some clear crystal that caught the light of the single lantern in the middle of the room, amplifying it and sending it bouncing from crystal to crystal, so the entire room glowed with reflected light. It was a circular room cut out of the heart of the mountain surrounding Arcanus.

      “Gods,” I swore, looking around. None of the rest of Arcanus looked anything like this. It wasn’t just the crystals, it was the scale of the room. Everything seemed smaller than it should. The doorway. The ceiling overhead. Even the room itself. “What is this?”

      “This is a place of the Masters,” Hard said. He spoke with such reverence that I laughed. He looked over at me sharply. “And that is why you should not be here.”

      “The Masters? As if you created this?”

      “Not us. This preceded Arcanus. This room belongs to those who came before us. They are the ones who created what we know as Arcanus.”

      I could tell from the way he said it that he didn’t know how to explain it any differently and suspected what he meant was that there had been another magical entity who had created this room. I shouldn’t be surprised, not with knowing what I did of Arcanus and now of the doors in the hall outside the library. There was power in Arcanus, but that power wasn’t matched by the people who currently reside here.

      “And this place?” I asked. “What is here?”

      Hard stopped before an ornate table. Scrolling patterns were etched into the surface of the wood, making it incredibly detailed and complex. It would take me the better part of a day to even know where to begin trying to understand the patterns. Hard ran his hand over the table, almost in a loving way. “This is where we store the most valuable items, those items that could never be replaced. The Masters of Arcanus all strive to have their creations important enough to be placed here. Few are. This table, for instance. It is nearly a thousand years old, and created by masters whose work has outlived them.” He turned to meet my eyes. “I show you this, so you will have the proper reverence, Escher.”

      “Oliver,” I snapped, without looking up at him.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off the table. The pattern merged with the wood, burned into the wood much like what Adazi had done with his pattern in the barn, granting a greater permanence to the pattern. The black surface had a bright polish, catching the light of the single lantern in the room and throwing a reflection that strained to match that of the crystalline walls. The patterns on the table were more than intended to draw power, they had meaning. I could feel it thrumming through the table with an energy that sizzled from it.

      Before I knew what I was doing, I placed my hand on the table and pressed my will through the patterns on the surface. The table began to glow with a soft inky black light. That wasn’t quite right. The table started to absorb the light from the lantern, drawing it away.

      I leaned toward the table, pushing more of my power and will into the table, feeling the way it drew me forward. There was something almost familiar about it, something that seemed to call to me…

      Hard pushed me back, slamming into my chest with more power than I’d expected.

      “Oliver!”

      He was shouting. How long had he been shouting? His voice had taken on a strain to it, becoming thready and anxious.

      “Damn, Hard. You don’t have to be so rough.” I massaged my chest where he’d hit me, my eyes still drawn to the table. There was something compelling about it.

      Hard stepped in front of me, blocking me away from the table. He was watching me with a surprised expression. “That was my fault. I should have warned you, but I didn’t expect you to be effected quite so strongly.”

      “What is it?” I felt like a cloud were being lifted from my mind, as if whatever the table did was finally shaking free.

      “We don’t know what its original intent was, but now it’s used in testing. There’s a reason it’s kept here. With patterns that powerful, there aren’t many safe to use it.” Hard glanced over his shoulder at the table. “And usually it’s only Master level painters who are drawn to it. It’s part of the testing we use to identify those who can become Masters.”

      “Why did it draw the light?” I asked. I’d never seen a pattern do that. There would be uses for something like that. If you could draw away light, you could move undetected. I could think of many places such a thing might be valuable, especially if placed on something as innocuous appearing as a table.

      Hard shook his head. “Like I said. We don’t know the original intent of the table, only what it signifies now.” He nudged me forward, away from the table. “Come on. That was not the reason you were brought here.”

      I followed Hard as he moved past the table and stopped before a simple wooden shelf. Various items were stacked on the shelf, including the plain white ceramic bowl that had once been in my father’s room. Placed neatly next to it was a stack of papers written in my father’s handwriting. There was a single statue, much like those in the shed back in Conlin, though this was nothing like the strange and grotesque creatures he hid there. This statue was shaped like a man holding a long staff, the torso long and lean. If it had horns, there was a part of it that would remind me of the Wasdig.

      As I stared at the shelf, I realized there was nothing simple about it. Like the table I still wanted to return to, patterns were etched into it. These were different, raised off the surface of the shelf, and stained darker than the surrounding wood. I moved to trace my fingers across them when Hard caught my wrist.

      “You won’t be able to reach them,” he said. He pushed his hand at the shelf and was met with resistance, like some sort of invisible wall blocked him from reaching the items on the shelf. Then he pressed a surge of power into the patterns—only of one particular shelf—and there was a flash of light before the barrier fell, letting Hard reach past it and pull the ceramic bowl off the shelf. As soon as he pulled his hand back, the barrier went back into place. It went up with a shimmer that I felt as much as saw.

      Hard handed me the bowl. “This was your father’s. We found it in his room shortly after he disappeared.”

      “When did the protection on the door appear?” I asked.

      Hard’s eyes narrowed. “After that. We were only able to enter the one time.”

      I wondered about that. With my father, there were reasons for everything, including why he would have protections that would appear after the door had opened once. Had he expected the Masters to plunder his room, or had there been some other explanation? I already knew what he had intended for me to have. Could there have been other things he’d intended for me?

      I ran my fingers around the edge of the bowl. This had been in our home for as long as I could remember, but when he brought me to Arcanus, he’d brought the bowl with him. That told me it was important. The lip had a crack I remembered. The faded lettering on the inside of the bowl looked no different than before, only now I could make out the hint of a pattern in the lettering. This was what Taylor claimed helped discover the secret to opening the door.

      I turned the bowl over and looked at the underside. There had been paint here, once, but now it was faded, leaving little more than a crackling appearance to the surface. “I’m keeping this,” I said.

      “It is the Elder’s work. It belongs here. We don’t have much else of his.”

      I snorted. “You should come to Conlin. I have a whole garage coated with his patterns. The house too.” Hard wouldn’t believe anything about the shed or some of the other things that were scattered about Conlin, things like the Rooster, a whole diner my father had a hand in ensuring would be safe for other magical beings. “But I need this. And these,” I said, reaching for the papers on the shelf.

      I’d seen how Hard had triggered the pattern. There was a trick to it, but it wasn’t complicated, simply needing to activate the right shelf. The barrier shimmered as my hand slipped past it and I grabbed the stack of pages off the shelf and pulled them away.

      Hard tried grabbing at them, but I turned from him and quickly rolled the pages up and stuffed them into my pocket. “These are mine, too. If there’s anything on them I don’t need, I’ll make sure to get them back to you. For now, you’re just going to have to deal with the fact that my father wanted me to have these pages and this bowl.”

      “That was not the reason I brought you here, Escher. You could examine them here, but not remove them. We have nothing of the Elder’s here. Nothing that marks the legacy he left for us.”

      I pointed toward the little statue. “You have that.”

      Hard frowned as he studied the miniature statue. “That? It’s nothing more than a trinket. I’m surprised anyone even placed it here. I thought we’d left it in his room.”

      “You’d be surprised at just how difficult those are to make,” I said, but then hesitated. If the Masters had left it there and now it was here, there would need to be a reason. Had someone taken it, thinking the Elder would want it on the shelf along with his others?

      Then there was the question of why he’d brought it to Arcanus rather than leaving it in the shed in Conlin. The other statues were there, the others imprisoned in the little form only the crystal ball could free. I didn’t know why my father would have brought this one to Arcanus. Until I did, I figured it was safest to leave it here. The other statues all were supposed to be dangerous. This one likely was as well.

      “Is there anything else here that might help?” I asked.

      I looked around the crystal room. The table still tried to draw my attention, but it managed it less and less the longer I was here. There was another shelf on the next well. There were books stacked on it that looked older than many of the books in the library.

      “Wait, you’ve got your own collection here?” I asked as I approached the shelves.

      Hard raced around me and stood in front of the books. “No. Not this, Escher. You’re not one of the Masters.”

      I leaned to the side to try and see around him, but he continued to obstruct me. “Come on, Hard. I’m already here. Besides, didn’t you say you would do what was needed to help the Protariat?”

      “That doesn’t include giving up secrets that aren’t meant to be shared.”

      That piqued my interest. He could have said pretty much anything else, and I might not have been intrigued, but secrets? Arcanus had enough secrets as it was, most of them useless. Not to the Masters, though. They thought everything they did was incredibly important. Hell, they thought training the next generation of painters was important. From what I’d seen, they did little but hide away in their mountain home.

      I reached out toward the shelf, but Hard pushed on my arm.

      “No,” he said. “You asked about the bowl, and I’m not arguing with you about taking it from here. I’m even willing to let you have the papers. But nothing else, Escher. This is not your place.”

      I wanted to glance back at the table, to make a point to Hard I had been able to trigger the patterns there, so I must have some capacity to understand the items in this room, but decided against it. I would start with the bowl and the papers. There was more here than I could get through in the time I had remaining anyway. Besides, I still hadn’t even gone through what he might have in his rooms. And then I could hit the library, but I doubted I’d find anything there I could use.

      And all in time to discover something that would help me figure out what I was expected to do at the Zdrn. If I failed, then what would happen?

      There was another option, but it was one I didn’t want to take, one I didn’t think Devan would even let me try to take. It involved crossing the Threshold, or at the least opening a crossing and summoning the Trelking. Neither was appealing. And I wasn’t convinced I’d be able to summon him anyway.

      “Fine,” I said. “Then I’m heading back to his rooms. I’d appreciate privacy.”

      Hard glared at me and then led me from the room.

      [image: ]

* * *

      The energy on the door still held, sealing the room off from anyone else trying to enter. I powered the pattern and opened the door, passing inside to quickly close it behind me. Devan sat on a bench, holding a pair of her figurines in her hand and glanced up at me as I entered.

      “Damn, Ollie. That took long enough. I thought you might have decided to leave me here.”

      I looked for the dryad but didn’t see the creature anywhere. “Where’d it go?”

      “It’s hiding from you. It thinks you’re angry.”

      I laughed and took a seat on the trunk on the other side of the room. “Well, I might have been when it first tried attacking me, but I think I’m pretty much over it now. Why don’t you have it come out?”

      Devan breathed out a word I couldn’t hear, probably a comment to the hiding dryad or maybe even a command to one of her figurines. Nothing happened. She shrugged and turned to look at me. “What did you find?”

      “Only that Taylor lied to us a bit more than we knew. Hard isn’t dead. Ash was her father. And her sister now knows what happened.”

      At least some of it. I’m not sure she was capable of understanding everything that happened. In time, I didn’t doubt she’d become formidable. She was Ash’s daughter. Taylor had shown incredible skill too. Lacey likely would have some talent as well. She must if Mac was teaching her.

      “Are you surprised?” Devan asked.

      “What, that she lied or that Hard is alive?”

      Devan smiled. “Probably the first. From what you’ve told me about him, you didn’t feel too bad he’d gone missing.”

      “No one deserves to get stuck on the other side of the Threshold unprepared,” I said.

      “You were unprepared.”

      “Not completely. I had you.”

      I stood and started looking around the room. There had to be something here besides what the Masters had taken from here. My father had placed protections for a reason. Hell, the dryad served as an additional layer of protection. For the wrong person, the damn thing might have destroyed whoever came in here. Dangerous. I couldn’t believe my father would do that. Or maybe I could believe it. He had that mysterious streak to him.

      The walls of his room were bare. Patches of lighter color, marks where soot or smoke had stained the surrounding wall, told me that things had once hung on the stone. The desk was empty. I wouldn’t doubt the bowl and the papers had once been stacked there. Now a layer of dust covered it. I turned to the trunk and paused before lifting the lid. There was a part of me that expected it to be locked, another test from the Elder, but it opened easily. A large wool blanket was inside, the blue fabric faded and the visible edges of it starting to fray. I scooped the blanket out and found it softer than expected. There was nothing else in the trunk.

      Then I went to the dresser. Each drawer was empty. There was nothing there, nothing that would help me understand what I would be expected to do. Nothing that would help me understand what my father had been. I had hoped maybe there might be something here that would give me a hint as to what reason every magical being I encountered knew of him, feared and respected him. Instead, all we had found was the dryad.

      “There’s nothing here,” I said.

      Devan nodded at the blanket. “You have that.”

      “It’s a bit… worn.”

      “And it’ll be warm. Plus it was your father’s, so it’s likely to be valuable.”

      It probably was more than just a blanket. “What do you think it does? Some kind of invisibility cloak?” I wrapped it around me but didn’t feel particularly invisible. “Maybe it does some other cool tricks?”

      Devan stood and grabbed the blanket from me, folding it neatly and stuffing it into the trunk. She breathed out a word, and the dryad scurried out of underneath the dresser, somehow fitting into a spot I would have guessed would have been too small for it, and then climbed into the trunk. Devan closed the top of the trunk and shut him inside.

      “You’ve been watching too many movies since you’ve been back,” Devan said to me. “I think I’m going to get rid of your TV.”

      “Like you haven’t watched the same ones.”

      “My choices are better. You like all the weird shit.”

      I laughed, thinking of some of the movie choices Devan had made over the months since we’d returned. “Fine. We get through the next couple of days, and you get to choose the movie.”

      She grinned at me. “Even if you don’t like it?”

      I smiled. “Who said we’d be watching the movie?”

      She punched me in the side and reached the trunk, lifting it easily off the ground. I didn’t know how heavy it was, but for Devan, it didn’t matter. The Te’alan were fast and strong. It would have to be incredibly heavy for her to struggle with it.

      “Ready?”

      I nodded and started toward the door.

      “What did you find? I mean, besides Taylor lying to you and that Hard still lives.”

      “I’ve got the ceramic bowl of my father’s and some pages he’d kept. I thought we should stop in the library, but now I’m not so sure. I don’t know how long we’ve been here, but it’s probably been half the day. We need to get back to Conlin and see if we can’t find anything that might help.”

      “You don’t sound convinced.”

      I touched the bowl, now stuffed into the bag slung over my shoulder, then my pocket where I’d kept the pages taken from Hard. “Mostly because I’m not convinced. What if this was a diversion and we were never meant to find anything useful here?”

      Devan glanced back at me. “Nik didn’t send us here. Tom did.”

      “After what we’d heard from Nik.”

      I thought about little Nik and what he was after. Escape, mostly, but he also served the Druist Mage. So anything he could do to delay me learning what I needed to survive the Zdrn would likely help both of those aims.

      “Yeah, when we get back, we’re going to have a little heart to heart with Nik.”
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      When we reached the library in Arcanus, I found Lacey waiting for me sitting in one of the dozens of plush recliners facing each other in pairs. The fire crackling in the hearth put out a soft warmth. I glanced around, but the library was still empty. That had been uncommon when I’d been Arcanus, but then again, that had been a decade ago.

      “You scare everyone else away?” I asked her.

      Lacey glanced at me and then Devan, her eyes lingering on the trunk the longest. She touched her hair, running her fingers through it. I couldn’t get over the fact that had she blue streaks running through her hair, she would have been the spitting image of her sister, only a younger version.

      “Hard’s orders.”

      I grinned. “Didn’t want me corrupting any young painter minds, did he?”

      Lacey shrugged.

      “Then why are you here?”

      “Mac,” she said. Then, “You’re leaving already?”

      “Already? We never intended to stay as long as we did. I thought we could sneak in and I could grab what I wanted.”

      Lacey gave me a disbelieving look so much like her sister. “You thought you could sneak into Arcanus without raising some kind of alarm? I’ve seen that you’re talented, but that’s not the most well thought out plan.”

      Devan barked out a laugh. “Now her I like.”

      “Hey! We’re working with a bit of a time crunch here. And now we need to get back to Conlin. So why don’t you go tell Mac and the others to seal the door behind me after we’re through—”

      Lacey shook her head. “They’re already there. Well, Mac and Shiza are. The others think they’re being foolish.”

      “What do you mean they’re already there?”

      Lacey pointed toward the door at the back of the library. You couldn’t see it from where we were; the stacks of shelves blocked the path. “Here. They’re waiting for you. I think they want to see what you intend to do.”

      I glanced over at Devan and grunted. “What I intend to do is leave. And if they get in the way…”

      “They’re not going to get in the way. I think they want to know what you’re going to do.”

      I studied her a moment. “Them, or you?”

      Lacey turned away from my gaze.

      “Hey, I’m sorry about your dad.”

      She looked up at me from beneath hair that had fallen across her face. “Are you? I seem to remember hearing he was the reason you were expelled.”

      “Yeah, well expulsion was probably the right thing for me. After all, without it, I’d have been stuck here, mindless working through patterns I had no interest in learning, and maybe no talent to learn. At least where I went, I had instructors willing to teach.”

      I actually meant what I said. It sort of surprised me.

      “And anyway, if your father got pulled across the Threshold, it can be a strange place. I don’t wish that on anyone who’s not prepared.”

      “You survived.”

      “Yeah. And I had help.”

      Lacey looked over to Devan. The shine of optimism in her eyes was painful to see. “Do you think he could have gotten help?”

      “It’s possible,” Devan said.

      I was thankful she did. We didn’t need to upset Lacey any more than necessary. “Hey, we’re going to get going. It was nice meeting you and good luck with your studies and all that.”

      “You’ll tell Taylor…”

      “If I see her again, I’ll let her know you’re worried,” I said.

      Lacey nodded and then moved aside to let us pass.

      When we had disappeared between the stacks of shelves, Devan glanced back in the direction of Lacey. “You don’t want to tell her? She deserves to know.”

      “Tell her what? That her sister might have been killed by one of the hunters, or that I have her shrunk down into a little statue in the hope we can discover some way to save her? I’m not thinking she’d take either of those too well.”

      “It’s better than not knowing. You should understand that, Ollie,” Devan said gently.

      “Not knowing gives you hope, Devan. After what happened with my mother, hope is better than that.”

      We can out from between the stacks of shelves to see Mac and Shiza standing on either side of the door. Shiza was focused on the door, running her hands around it, as if looking for a weakness. Mac stood watching her.

      When we stepped toward them, Mac turned. His eyes dipped to the trunk and then to Devan as she carried it easily, and then he nodded.

      Shiza didn’t turn toward us. “You can open this, Escher Morris?” she asked.

      I studied the door. The patterns on the other side were different than they were on this side, but I suspected I could open it just as easily. Now that I had determined the way to open the door, the need to follow the sigil and trip the arcane patterns, I suspected that was the key on this side too.

      Mac stepped aside to let me reach the door. Shiza stayed close enough I could smell her. She had a musky odor she attempted to cover with a floral perfume. Her breath was hot as she leaned too close to me. I was used to Devan being so much shorter than me. Shiza stood nearly at eye level.

      “Can you give me a little room here?” I asked.

      Shiza flashed a smile. “You will activate the patterns slowly, Escher Morris. I would like to see this.”

      “I’m not your student,” I said. “And I doubt you have anything I want to learn anyway.”

      I ignored the way she looked at me, a mixture of curiosity and irritation, and studied the patterns on the door. These were easier than the other side. There was no sigil, not like the others, but it didn’t take long to pick out the arcane patterns placed on the door. The only problem was that there were nearly a half dozen. That would take some serious work to split my focus that many times. I don’t know how Hard managed. Hell, how even Taylor managed. The Masters didn’t learn to divide their attention like this. It was something I’d picked up working with the Trelking.

      Unless there was another pattern to the door. I couldn’t be certain. The arcane pattern was easy enough to pick out, but maybe that was the point.

      “Ollie?” Devan said.

      “Yeah, give me a minute.”

      “You do not know how to open this door, Escher Morris?”

      “It’s Oliver,” I snapped.

      What if the arcane patterns opened the door to another location? I didn’t know anything about these doors. They were different than the crossings I’d used to reach the other side of the Threshold. The series of doors on the other side of this one certainly were different than anything that I’d seen. Other than the one doorway my father had buried in Conlin.

      And I couldn’t trigger the doorway any other way. So I used the arcane patterns.

      As I started to focus on the patterns, I recognized there was a pattern to the patterns. And smiled. It was one I’d seen before.

      I pressed my will into the first, activating it with a surge of light. Then the second. And so on.

      The door started to glow, the shimmery outline forming into place.

      “What did you do?” Mac said.

      He reached for me, but Devan got there first and pushed him back. I glanced over in time to see the ‘don’t fuck with me’ expression in her eyes as she looked at Mac.

      I pulled on the door, and it opened easily.

      “Ready?” I asked Devan.

      She nodded, and we stepped through.

      There was a part of me that wasn’t sure if the door would open to someplace other than the hall of doors. The way Mac had reacted told me I had triggered the patterns differently than Hard or the others, but as my eyes adjusted, I saw that we were, in fact, back in the hall.

      Devan followed closely behind me, the trunk pushing up against me as I stopped in the middle of the hall. Shiza and then Mac followed through after me. Shiza looked at me with particular interest.

      “How did you do so many?” she asked.

      “What, no ‘Escher Morris’ this time?”

      Her expression didn’t change.

      “That’s just something us taggers can do,” I said and then turned away, making my way down the hall. I didn’t care if they followed and I knew Devan would follow me. If they tried to come with me back into the Rooster, I might have to do something, but otherwise, it didn’t matter.

      The door leading to the Rooster was near the end of the hall. Unlike some of the others, it was plain and made of the same steel found on the other side. “What do you think would happen if the Rooster were to be torn down? Would the door still stand or would it disappear?” I asked Devan as we stopped in front of the door.

      “You’re an idiot, Ollie.”

      “Probably.”

      “This is the one you will open, Escher Morris?” Shiza asked.

      “Would you stop with that?” I said, without turning to face her. “It’s Oliver. And yes. This is the one. It will take me back to Conlin. I’m sure Hard can’t wait for me to be back on the other side.”

      “What of the rest of these?” Mac asked.

      “Don’t know. And I don’t have the time to go searching.”

      Shiza laughed. “You would not be able to open them so easily.”

      “Right. Because it took all the Masters of Arcanus to open one before.” I turned to her and held her eyes. I was beginning to think I didn’t like her, though I wasn’t sure why. “None of these doors would be terribly difficult to open if you know the right patterns,” I said. “And lucky for me, you haven’t studied any of the right patterns here.”

      “You think you have, Oliver Morris?”

      “I’ve spent ten years mastering them, so yeah.”

      Devan pushed on me with the trunk. “Come on, Ollie,” she whispered.

      I shot Shiza another glare, waiting for her to turn away from me, but she never did. She stared at me, holding my gaze as if determined to get me to blink. Which I totally did.

      I turned away, back toward the door. I knew better than to mess around with this and with her. The door had a simple appearance to it and only a pattern in each corner, nothing like the other doors. The patterns on this side weren’t intended to be complex. They had some hint of power, some hint of what they could do, but nothing like the complexity found on the other doors.

      “It’s different,” I said to Devan.

      “How?”

      “These aren’t meant to open the door. They’re a signal.” The more I studied the symbols on this side of the door, the more certain I was of that fact. They were a signal and one that would do little more than send a summons. I imagined on the other side, it would tell the Elder, or maybe even Tom, that the door would be opening. But unlike with the other doors, they didn’t actually open the door.

      “You need Tom to open it from the other side?”

      “Shit, I don’t know he’s able to,” I said. Tom hadn’t known how to open the door, only that the door was there. He might be a painter, but he didn’t have anything like my father’s ability.

      Shiza pushed up near me. I felt her as an unpleasant warmth and could smell her, the unmistakable mixture of her perfume and natural odor. “You cannot open it, Oliver Morris?”

      “This door is different than the others,” I said.

      By this time, Mac had moved up behind me as well, standing on Devan’s left. He leaned over her, careful not to lean on the trunk, his eyes narrowed as he studied the door. “I never noticed this before. There are none of the arcane patterns as there are on the other doors.”

      “Yeah, and it’s more than that. The patterns that are here don’t have any intent. They serve to summons the Elder.”

      “But your father used this door to return,” Devan said.

      That’s what I had thought too, but what if he had a different way through? Maybe he used one of the other doors. For all that I knew, he would bounce back and forth across the Threshold to reach Conlin… only I didn’t think that was likely. Crossing the Threshold was risky, even to the Elder. It put him in the Trelking’s realm. No matter how powerful my father might have been, I doubted he ever went to the Trelking’s realm unless he absolutely had to.

      There must be some way of triggering the door I didn’t see.

      “Maybe it’s not the visible patterns,” I said to myself.

      I touched the surface of the door. The metal was cold but also hummed with a surge of energy flowing through it, a steady thing that left my hand tingling. Sweeping my hand over the surface didn’t reveal any change to the energy of the door, leaving it one consistent sheet of humming metal. I glanced to the corner, at the series of triangles bound together, all pointing outward. With a surged of power, I pressed through the pattern. Nothing changed. I tried the next pattern, the one with the spiraling series of lines, and again nothing happened.

      “Ollie?” Devan said. “Your father wouldn’t have made it quite so easy for others to reach the Rooster. Not if these are meant to summon.”

      I understood what she was telling me. I needed to look for a different way of reaching through the door. There was energy in the door, but the pattern was on the other side. Could I trigger it from this side?

      Not with a simple pattern. Not even with an arcane pattern. I couldn’t draw enough power that way. But I’d learned a way to do it differently. Nik had taught me another way to draw power. Could I combine the magi magic and somehow reach through the door with it to activate the pattern?

      It would explain why my father would have been able to open this door no others could. He wouldn’t want just anyone coming through to the Rooster, not into the kitchen where Tom might be surprised.

      “Might want to back up,” I suggested to Devan.

      “Oh shit, Ollie,” she breathed.

      I started moving my hands in the pattern Nik had taught me, but this time, I twisted it, augmenting the pattern of the movements with a bit of my own flare. As I did, I felt the increased draw of the pattern and the way it built with the magi magic.

      “Oliver, what are you—” Mac started.

      The pattern completed with a surge of energy. This one was a sort of twisting motion, a way of swirling my hands that started close to my body and then twisted away, as if building away from me, like the pattern steadily drew energy away from. Which, I suspected, is what the pattern was intended to do.

      I released it. Not at the door, but instead, I targeted through the door.

      The energy was enormous, much more than anything I’d ever drawn before. When it slammed into the door, I expected a violent explosion or nothing. What happened was different. The door sizzled, crackling with blue light, before fading. Then a faint line appeared around the edge of the door. Nothing more than that.

      “Nice work, Ollie,” Devan said. She pushed past me and pushed the door open and stepped through.

      I started forward when Mac grabbed my wrist. “What… what did you do?”

      Glancing back, I caught Mac’s eye. “I’ve been away from Arcanus for a while now, Mac. You learn a few things in that time away.”

      “That reminded me of you father.”

      “Yeah, well my father was something more than just a painter.”

      “Oliver Morris,” Shiza said, drawing my attention back around to her. “I thought perhaps the Protariat made a mistake, but it seems I was the one mistaken. You will return to teach like the Elder, yes?”

      I glanced from Mac to Shiza. “I’m not sure there’s much I know you want to learn.”

      “Not all of us want to stay in Arcanus, Oliver. It’s just that we know what waits for us outside if we risk ourselves.”

      “But it doesn’t wait for you. Whatever you think might be out there isn’t—”

      “I was there when Ash was claimed,” Mac said. “I saw what pulled him through. I know I’m not ready to face whatever that was. I’m skilled with patterns, and I’m considered an artist and a Master, but I see there are things I just don’t know.” He released my wrist and glanced at Shiza. “You’ve been saying we need to learn, that we can learn, but none of us were willing to hear it. Well, I’m ready to listen now. When you return, Oliver, I’d like to see what you might be able to show me.”

      That was a bit unexpected. Even Shiza’s sudden thawing was unexpected. I wasn’t used to being asked to teach anyone. Hell, I wasn’t used to being in the position to teach before. “Work on the arcane patterns. That’s going to help more than anything else,” I said.

      “You will return, Oliver Morris?” Shiza asked.

      “I’ll have to think about it,” I admitted. After the way I’d been treated in Arcanus in the past, I didn’t have the same warm and fuzzy feeling about it I could have had, but I also recognized the need to have painters able to use more than just the conventional patterns. And if I could learn how to use the magi magic, there was no reason the Masters couldn’t learn.

      Mac clapped me on the shoulder, and Shiza nodded. I turned away from them and stepped through the door. The energy around the door sizzled over me as I did, but quickly disappeared.

      Devan stood on the other side waiting for me. The trunk was set next to the actual freezer door. The kitchen was darkened, nothing more than a low-level lighting that came from outside the kitchen itself. The smells of the kitchen were muted, but a burnt stink hung over everything.

      “Do you feel it, Ollie?” Devan asked.

      “Feel what?”

      As I asked, I realized I did. It was there, pushing on my senses, steady and rhythmic, like a tapping on the ground. I could almost imagine the tapping of the staff on the ground, regularly.

      “We have another day,” I told Devan.

      “Do we?”

      “We weren’t gone that long.”

      “Not that long here, but what if the crossing takes longer than we realize? The passing of time when going across the Threshold is different too, why should this be any different?”

      The pulsing rhythm of energy suddenly stopped.

      “Well, whatever happened, the Wasdig seems to know that we’ve returned,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          12

        

      

    
    
      We made our way through the kitchen. I noticed the bin holding Nik and decided to leave him, preferring to come back for him later. I had to deal with the magic monster first.

      Devan carried the trunk with her before stopping and flipping it open and reaching in to grab the dryad out. The dryad held onto Devan’s arm, his gray woody arms twisting up and around her arm. He stood only a little higher than her waist. His dark eyes seemed to pull the light coming from outside the diner and reminded me of the table in the crystal room. She reached in and grabbed the blanket and tossed it to me.

      “You think we’ll need the blanket?” I asked.

      “It was your father’s. Who knows what we’ll need. You’ve got the other things?”

      “Doesn’t seem like it matters. We don’t have time to go through the pages. And I don’t know what the bowl is for. We’re basically in no better place than we were when left for Arcanus. Worse, since it seems we’ve lost a day or two.”

      Power built with a quick surge and then faded.

      “I think we’re going to need to hurry,” I said to Devan. “I don’t think the Wasdig is much of a patient monster.”

      Devan nodded tersely. We left the trunk in the kitchen of the Rooster and then stepped into the main part of the diner. It was empty. The lights were dimmed.

      “What time is it?” I asked.

      Devan shook her head. We stopped at the door and had to twist the lock to get out. Outside, the air was cool. A steady misting rain came down. Big Red was parked where we left it, and there were no other cars in the lot.

      “Think it will start?” I asked.

      “You’re an idiot, Ollie.”

      “Not an idiot. Just nervous.”

      She glanced over at me. The dryad had stayed with her and crawled into the truck after her. Had I not felt the growing fear of what would happen when we reached the Wasdig, I might have chuckled. As it was, I didn’t feel anything but a gnawing sense I still didn’t know what I was doing.

      I climbed behind the wheel and gripped it tightly. The Wasdig’s power began to build again, the steady tapping sense. I could almost visualize it slamming its staff into the ground as it generated its energy. Big Red started with a rumble, and I took a deep breath. I knew exactly what I needed to do, I just wasn’t thrilled with the fact I needed to do it. But who else was going to go against the Wasdig? The idea of that creature roaming free through Conlin worried me.

      As we pulled out of the lot of the Rooster, I glanced over at Devan. The dryad remained on the ground as if hiding from me. “Why the old plant?” I asked aloud.

      Devan looked up. “What are you talking about?”

      Now that I put words to it, I recognized what had bothered me since we first came across the Wasdig. “Anything magical that comes through Conlin seems to come via the Rooster, right?” Devan shrugged. “And the protections my father placed around the town should serve to at least keep anything that’s not supposed to come through out of the city.”

      “It didn’t stop the Nizashi. Or my father.”

      “Yeah, but I think that was because they made a point of destroying those signs first. That was the only way they would have been able to do it.”

      We made a turn onto Thistle Street. The night was dark and full of shadows, and an angry wind gusted along the street, carrying with it the scent of a recent rain. The truck’s headlights struggled to pierce the darkness, but I’d driven these streets enough times since returning that I didn’t need much light, at least not like I had when we first returned to Conlin. The sense of the Wasdig and the magic he pulled drew us onward.

      “What are you doing, Ollie?” Devan asked.

      I had the window down and trailed a thin stream of ink out the window as we drove. I wasn’t sure what I was doing would even work, but if the Wasdig had already returned, I had to do something. After all, wasn’t I now the protector of Conlin? That was sort of the role I’d given myself.

      “Just trying to do my part,” I said.

      Devan leaned across me. I couldn’t help but notice her thin shirt falling open as she did. She glanced out the window and then saw me leering at her. “Really? After ten years and now you can’t keep your eyes off me?”

      I shrugged. “You know it’s different.”

      “Only for you. I’m not the one who’s been an idiot the last decade.”

      She stayed pressed against me, and I enjoyed the soft way her body felt. There was a familiarity to her, but also an electric sense as we touched. I’d always felt that sensation around her, but I’d never attributed it to any sort of feelings. It had taken nearly losing her for me to realize what I should have known all along.

      “Yeah, why do you think I’m willing to even try this?” I asked. The sheer scale of what I attempted made it unlikely I’d be able to pull off. I’m not sure I would have considered it had Taylor not pointed out the way the trees were organized around Conlin.

      The ink trailed from the window of the truck, leaving a weak line of ink along the street. The pattern I created with it would be imprecise, but that was the price I paid for the size of the pattern. Had I dared take more time, I would have been able to be a little more exacting but had I dared take more time, I might have learned about the pattern made with the trees.

      I infused the pattern as we went. Doing so took more strength than I was accustomed to using. I wasn’t sure how well this pattern would even hold, or whether it would do what I needed it to. If the Wasdig was already loose, I needed to try something.

      In spite of the pattern, the Wasdig power continued to build around us. It was a steady and rhythmic sense. Even the dryad sensed it. He sat next to Devan, clinging to her leg, arms clattering together and making a strange woody rubbing sound. I wondered if it continued if he might burst into flame, but figured that since he didn’t much care for me, it was best not to ask.

      “You think replacing the signs mattered?” Devan asked.

      I shook my head and kept my eyes fixed straight ahead. Nothing I could do would be stronger than the protections my father placed around Conlin. I might have made a claim at becoming the city’s protector, but there wasn’t anything I could do better than my father, so if the Nizashi and Devan’s father could tear through those protections, what made me think the Wasdig would struggle just because I’d placed them? This pattern I attempted around the streets might help, but I had no real belief it could contain the Wasdig were it to attempt to rampage through the city.

      “Still doesn’t make any sense,” I said. “The Wasdig shows up, but doesn’t go tearing around Conlin like a creature with its power could do. Instead, it goes to the old plant and taps its staff around a few times, waiting for us to show up. And when we do, we blast it a few times with your little buddies and whatever power Nik managed to teach me, and then it tells me it wants to summon me to some Zdrn.”

      “That’s what we know,” Devan agreed.

      “But why? Wouldn’t the Wasdig be able to reach us anywhere it wanted if it could simply bypass the protections around the city? Think about how powerful that thing is. Hell, I can feel what it’s doing, and I’ve got nothing like the power you can sling around. Makes me wonder if there’s something else going on.”

      Devan twisted in her seat and faced me. “Like what?”

      “I still don’t know. Do you think Nik knew the crossing would take more time than we expected, and that we’d miss the three-day window they gave us?”

      “But Nik also wants you to do whatever you can to save Taylor.”

      “Seems like he might be able to help her better if he were able to return to the Druist Mage rather than risking the possibility someone at this Zdrn might owe us a favor,” I said. “Seems like he might not want to risk angering his master.”

      “What are you thinking?” Devan asked.

      I wasn’t sure what I was thinking. If we had been sent to Arcanus, I needed to understand why.

      I jerked the wheel around and spun us so that we would head back to the Rooster. Devan said nothing, letting me drive. I ignored the pressure building, the magical energy that beat against me in a steady rhythm. There wasn’t anything I could do against it anyway. The creature was powerful — possibly more powerful than anything I’d never faced before, even on the other side of the Threshold.

      When we reached the Rooster, I ran into the kitchen and found Nik where we left him.

      The orb was there as well, and I quickly pushed power through the patterns and animated him.

      As he always did, Nik slowly elongated, appearing out of the small stone figurine. I hadn’t pushed much power of will through the orb, not wanting him to become too large.

      As soon as he was animated, he began working a pattern with his hands.

      I tossed him into the metal box to contain him once more. “Why did you send us to Arcanus? Was it your plan to get me out of the city? Did you know that time would pass faster on the other side?”

      He looked up at me, a dangerous smile on his tiny face. “I thought it might. Considering that I feel this power, I suspect you have a bit of a need now, don’t you?”

      “Why? I could just leave you —”

      Nik approached the edge of the containment. “You could leave me, but you need me. If you think to defeat this creature, you’re going to need my help. Why else do you think the Druist Mage trained me?”

      “You trained for this?”

      Nik shrugged. “Not this, per se, but the Druist suspected the Zdrn would be called again. The last had been long ago, and it was time for the ancient powers to meddle once more.”

      “But the Protariat doesn’t choose.”

      Nik grinned at me. “Are you so certain?”

      I glanced over to Devan. If the Protariat chose, that meant that her father had been involved. Why would he want me chosen?

      “Don’t ask me. I’ve never heard of any of this.”

      “But your father is involved.”

      She arched a brow at me. “Don’t be an idiot, Ollie. It suits you too well. It doesn’t include me in anything, especially nothing like this.”

      The power building continued to hammer away at my senses. Was it getting stronger?

      There was other power in the city that could help contain it, but doing so would be difficult alone. There was only so much power the shifters could pull, and it might not be enough against the creature like we faced. Even Nik might not be enough.

      I looked over to the freezer door.

      “Ollie—”

      I glanced over to Devan. “What choice do we have?”

      “Will they even help?”

      “I don’t know. I think I have to ask.”

      I ignored Nick’s protestations as I approached the freezer, and pressed power into the doorway. It opened again, and this time, rather than stepping through, I yelled through the opening. “Hey. Masters. I need your help. The Protariat summons you.”

      Nik looked up at me as if I were an idiot. Most likely, I was.

      “I’m not risking stepping back across the threshold, not knowing how much time will pass while I’m away. If the Wasdig has already appeared, we can’t risk any more delays.”

      I stood, not expecting anyone to appear.

      To my surprise, Hard stepped through. And then Shiza.

      I waited, but no one else came. “What, no Mac?”

      “Be thankful either of us is here, Morris,” Hard said. “Now, why did you…” He tilted his head, and his eyes lost focus.

      “You feel it?”

      Hard looked over to me. “How can I not?”

      I grunted. “Good. Because I’m going to need the both of you to help me contain it.”
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      I stopped by my home, to grab the small statuette of Taylor. That had been Nik’s requirement for helping. With his knowledge, I had no choice but to agree. In that, he was right. He did know much more than me, and enough that I had to take it seriously. With his help, maybe I could survive the Zdrn. Or better yet, defeat the Wasdig and avoid it completely.

      Hard and Shiza sat in the back of the truck. I hadn’t allowed them into the seat, not wanting to squeeze that many of us in. It had been bad enough when Devan and I tried squeezing Taylor and with us.

      We pulled into the driveway, Hard hopped out. “This is the Elder’s home?”

      “No. This is my home.”

      Hard looked over to me. Shiza had joined him outside of the truck. As I made my way to the house, I had the feeling that I wouldn’t be able to send them away, which meant that they would get to watch me press power through the patterns set into the house. Not what I wanted, but what choice did I have?

      Devan ran to the garage carrying Nik. She claimed she had something she needed to do while we grabbed Taylor.

      I hurried down the stairs, pressing power into the patterns along the way, ignoring the gasp from behind me. “Yeah. This was all his.”

      I had experience with Taylor in her reaction to seeing everything of my father’s, so wasn’t surprised when both Hard and Shiza had the same response. At the bottom of the stairs, I hurried over to the desk and grabbed the figurine.

      Hard watch me. “Is that —”

      “That’s her.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “A doorway was opened. Hunters crossed the Threshold. One got to her.”

      Shiza gasped. At least now I know who made the sound as we came down the stairs. “How can you speak so casually about this?”

      I shot her as withering a look as I could. “When you’ve seen what I have, you don’t get impressed by all the horrors that are out in the world.” I wasn’t exactly true. Even I was still nervous about hunters. They sucked magical energy.

      “Their attack is fatal,” Hard said, eyeing the figurine.

      “Probably. I’m not sure that this did anything for her other than delay what happened. But if there is anything that can be done, I wanted to give her a chance.” I didn’t say that I hoped Nik would teach me what I needed to know. There had to be something about the mage abilities that could help.

      I’m motioned for them to follow and push them toward the stairs. As we reached the top of the stairs, I pressed power once more through the patterns, ceiling off the basement again. There were arcane patterns here, and I didn’t think that either Hard or Shiza had enough skill — or knowledge — to open them, but I wasn’t about to take my chance.

      Back upstairs, we hurried out of the house, and back into Big Red. Devan was loading an enormous metal object into the back of the truck. I shot her a look, and she shrugged.

      “It’s not done,” she said.

      “That’s what you think my question is?”

      “I didn’t have enough time. I’ll do what I can to finish it when we get there.”

      “Where are we going?” Nik asked.

      The two Arcanus Masters glanced into the box as if seeing him for the first time. Neither said anything. I was for the best. Explaining why I had a miniature talking sculpture that looked like my former best friend would be difficult.

      “We’ll just have to see.”

      Big Red rumbled to life, and I spent out of the driveway, racing along the road.

      “I feel power infused here,” Hard said, yelling into my open window.

      “I feel the pattern that Oliver attempted,” Nik said. “It’s too large. It wouldn’t work.”

      “It didn’t.”

      “Your father —”

      “I know my father would have succeeded. You don’t have to remind me that I’m not the painter that my father is.”

      Devan glanced over to me but said nothing.

      We turned onto the street with the old plant. As another burst of energy surged, the engine hiccupped. I glanced over at Devan and caught her eye.

      “Don’t look at me like that. I’ve done everything I can to keep it running. I can’t help it if the Wasdig can short out the engine. I’ve never even heard of magic able to do that.”

      “Well, there weren’t all that many trucks on the other side,” I said.

      “You’re an idiot.”

      We pulled into the lot, the lights of the truck swinging over the lot. A dark shape appeared out of the darkness. I pointed to it, bringing the truck to a stop and popping the door open. The two Arcanus Masters climbed out of the back of the truck.

      “Jakes. Not expecting to see you here.”

      Jakes crouched in his wolf form. He was unmistakably Jakes. As a wolf, Jakes was massive and had thick, coarse hair. The darkness of the night made the fur look jet black, but with any light, there was a dappled appearance to it. He shifted quickly and stood in front of me wearing jeans and a plain white T-shirt.

      Hard stared. Shiza swore under her breath in a language I didn’t understand. Where had they found her?

      “What is this?” Hard asked.

      I wave my hand. “Jakes, this is Hard and Shiza. Guys, this is Jakes. He’s a shifter.” I said the last with something of a laugh, but neither of them echoed it. I imagine they probably had never imagined there could be anything like a shifter. “He and the rest of the shifters protect the doorways leading into Conlin. They’re the reason hunters can’t cross.”

      I turn my attention back to Jakes, who eyed me strangely.

      “Thought you’d have been back sooner, Morris,” Jakes said. “Then when this thing started hammering out here, figured we needed to come stand watch. Took most of the pack to corral it this far. Whatever this is, it’s powerful. We can keep it mostly contained, but I think that’s because it’s not trying to get past us.”

      “Yeah, Tom didn’t tell me about how much time passed in the transition. How long have we been gone?” From our perspective, it had been only a few hours, but clearly, it had been longer than that here.

      “Two and a half days.”

      For the Wasdig to have returned, I figured it had been at least another day. I hadn’t expected it to be another full day on top of that. “Wait,” I said, turning to Devan as she got out of the truck. “It took us a day each way?” I closed my eyes, pushing back the frustration building within me. Damn that Nik. “What do you think is going to happen now that we’ve delayed the summons?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Don’t know. Can’t be anything good.”

      “Nothing good,” Nik said. “Other than it might destroy everything around here until you engage it.”

      I glanced over at Hard and Shiza. Both of them would be true artists, Masters of traditional patterns. “Anything you could do to set up a protective ring?”

      Hard glanced at Shiza. “This is what you wanted us for?”

      “I face this thing before. If it gets out, it’s going to do a hell of a lot of destructive damage. We need to do whatever we can to contain it. I figure the two Masters here might be able to create a protective circle. Unless I’m wrong…”

      Hard glared at me. “Escher, when this is over, we’re going to have a few words about your father. And I think we will have to do so in Arcanus.”

      I didn’t like the way that sounded but nodded anyway. I needed their help.

      They started off, and I could feel the circle beginning to form. It was strange that I could.

      I looked over to Jakes. “What’s happened while we were gone?”

      He shrugged. “The creature has made it quite clear he is disappointed you have not returned. It seems to blame us. I managed to get the pack drawn together, but there’s not much more we can do.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. What had it meant for Jakes and the rest of the shifters in Conlin? “Anyone get hurt?”

      Jakes shook his head. “But it’s still here.”

      “Has it tried going anywhere else?”

      “Even had it tried, I do not think it would have been able to. There is something that binds it to this place.”

      “Why here? What is it about this old plant that holds the Wasdig here?”

      “Were my father still here, he might have been able to answer your questions, but he did not have the opportunity to share everything I needed to know and I seem to be missing some of his records would have helped.”

      It was the first time Jakes sounded like he missed his father. I knew he missed him, but he’d always acted like he was strong enough it didn’t matter. There was a hint of vulnerability to him I’d never heard from him before.

      “Yeah, it would have helped to have my father around as well,” I said. “Instead we’re going to have to just fumble along and hope we don’t end up dead.”

      Power suddenly exploded, forcing us back.

      “It seems this creature is not a fan of your attempt to contain it,” Nik said.

      I sighed. “What can you do to help?”

      “Little in this form.”

      “You’re not getting a different form. I’ve already brought you Taylor. Are you going to help or not?”

      “I will do what I can.”

      I glanced over at Jakes. “Can you keep an eye on him? If he gets out of hand, eat him.”

      Jakes nodded seriously.

      I started away from him and toward the plant. There wasn’t any other way to stop the Wasdig other than going in and dealing with it. Devan came along my side, and surprisingly the dryad was with her, scurrying along on the spindly wooden legs that seem too fragile to support it, but it managed to keep up with us.

      “You think it’s a good idea to let him come along?” I asked.

      The dryad looked over at me, its dark sockets staring up and then blinking. He seemed to say something, but I couldn’t make out any of the words. Devan could, and I didn’t know whether that stemmed from the fact that she had better hearing or that she was simply more attuned to the dryad and its magic.

      “He gets to choose whether he wants to come or not. So far he’s decided to follow us.”

      “Hmm.”

      In the darkness, the Crastor plant was even creepier than it was during the day. The trees sweeping around the edges of the building gave it this haunted appearance. The shadows of the building twisted around it, making it seem to move. No light came from the windows, nothing that would make it seem like the Wasdig was here.

      “Where do you think it went?” I asked Devan.

      Power exploded once more, but this time it bulged, hitting a barrier. At least Hard and Shiza were helping. I didn’t know how much longer that would last.

      The building was still locked up, closed tightly without any sign of a way in, but I felt the power building around us, the way the Wasdig’s energy hummed steadily, much as I felt it when I was standing atop Settler Hill when I first realized he had come to Conlin.

      “Don’t know. I’m not sure it’s in the plant like it was before.”

      The power was different than before. Angrier. Waves of it came quickly, threatening the city. My city.

      “Yeah, I was getting that sense. What other little friends might you have?”

      “If you give me a little more time, I’ll have something.”

      “Not sure we have much time. Do you think you could do anything if I distract it?”’

      “Ollie, you’re going to have to keep a creature that destroyed one of my figurines like it was nothing and laughed off your magi magic distracted. Are you sure you can do that by yourself?”

      “Not by himself,” Jakes said, coming up behind me.

      I turned to him and met his eyes. There was a certain tension in him I hadn’t seen before. What had he gone through in the time we’d been away? What had the Wasdig done that had stressed him like this?

      “Where’s Nik?”

      “Jasper is watching him. I thought you could use my help.”

      I hope Jasper knew he was getting into with little Nik. Little bastard could be brutal, even at his size. Power surged, this time coming toward the plant. I recognized something about it, and realize that it came from Nik.

      Now all those I brought to help were doing something. How long before we really pressed off the Wasdig?

      “You’ll help with this? We don’t even know what this big bastard wants,” I said.

      “Your father,” Jakes began. “He didn’t work alone. My father helped. I think I’ve been too afraid to get involved. This has risked you—and the city—unnecessarily. You’ve done nothing more than try to help. Now it is my turn to return the favor.”

      I glanced at Devan. “Maybe the two of us can keep the big nasty away long enough for you to finish your other creation.”

      “I’ll need about ten minutes. If it works, it might be enough to contain him, especially with the two Arcanus Masters and our little friend.”

      The steady thumping of power suddenly stopped. I turned to Jakes. “Got ten minutes?” I asked him.

      He nodded.

      Devan started toward the plant, leaving Jakes and I standing facing each other. He stared into the night, his shifter vision better than anything I could manage. He sniffed at the air, tilting his head as if he were about to shift and then catching himself.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “This creature. You said it was powerful?”

      “Pretty damn powerful. It shook off Devan’s little friends. And when I managed to use a magi pattern—” Jakes arched his brow at that “—it knocked him down but didn’t do anything more than that. I’m not sure I could even hurt this guy.”

      “Then how do you propose to stop it?”

      I smiled. “Something I saw when we were in Arcanus. Now, I don’t know if it will work, but I think we need to try.”

      Jake grunted. “You can expel this creature from Conlin?”

      “Probably not,” I admitted. “My goal is to get him to leave on his own.”

      “What Devan will do can convince it of that?”

      I hoped like hell it would.

      We started away from the plant. I wanted the creature as far from Devan as possible. She could move serious magic, and she had whatever ability it was let her animate those figurines, but I didn’t want her in any danger. If the Wasdig tried to go after the plant again, then I’d need to get some space between us and it. That meant standing out in the open of the parking lot. It was as fine a place as any to make a stand, I supposed.

      Jakes loped along next to me. There was the vague sense of power coming from him, but not much more than that. Shifters didn’t put off the sense of much magic, in spite of how powerful they could be.

      “Where did you see it last?” I asked.

      “You’ll know,” Jakes answered.

      And he was right. As soon as we neared the middle of the darkened parking lot, I sensed the distinct draw of the Wasdig. It stood in shadows, the thumping of its staff reverberating through me, catching me with waves of its magic energy.

      Jakes glanced over. “Ready, Morris?”

      Ah, shit. No time like now to go chasing after some hulking monster in the dark, a creature of impossible power, and likely to destroy me regardless of whatever I might try.

      “Why not?” I answered.
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      The Wasdig turned toward me. I didn’t give it the chance to say anything and began trailing ink around it, weaving it a tight, spiraling arcane pattern meant for containment. I went with black. I needed both power and ease of drawing, making it, so I didn’t have to strain as I worked with the pattern. If this had any hope of success, I would need to do it quickly.

      The damn thing only watched. It made a point of watching both Jakes and I out of the corner of its eyes, though I couldn’t tell if it was going to attack. The staff came to rest on the ground. Power eased away. And then its blunted horns started to glow.

      “Jakes!”

      He shifted as I called his name. A massive bloom of golden color swirled from him. Surprisingly, I noted a pattern buried within it, something that reminded me of what Nik had been teaching. Jakes’s power surged and joined with my containment pattern, flashing even more brightly.

      I infused power into it, needing to hold it into place. As the barrier coalesced, the Wasdig lifted its staff again.

      It came down with a sharp smack, striking the cement.

      Everything felt like it exploded. Power surged from the Wasdig, striking my barrier. The ground heaved, though I couldn’t tell if it was real or imagined. And my head felt like it shattered.

      I expected the Wasdig to say something—anything at this point—but it didn’t. It raised its staff again and started to bring it down. If it struck the ground and I didn’t have any protection in place, I didn’t have much hope for surviving.

      With a flutter of my hands, I worked the pattern Nik had shown. Like in Arcanus, I added a flourish that was all my own, twisting it and augmenting it with an arcane pattern. The power from it built rapidly and exploded away from me before the Wasdig’s staff could hit the ground again.

      I’d targeted my pattern.

      Now, I wasn’t sure it would work. When I’d tried to do it before, I hadn’t been all that successful, but after all the time I’d spent on the other side of the Threshold, I’d learned to use a bow. Forced to, actually. That had given me a sense of distance and aim that nothing else would have managed. I didn’t want to hit the Wasdig with this pattern, but his staff.

      The force struck the top of the staff, sending it spiraling away from him. The creature twisted and cast an awful stare at me, the twinkling stars in his eyes seeming to shift and move as it focused on me. Jakes lunged for the staff and dragged it away.

      I thought that might be enough to slow the Wasdig. I was wrong.

      Power built from its horns. From the horns themselves.

      What the hell?

      It was quicker than anything I could do. I had no defense, nothing that would keep me safe, and Jakes had disappeared into the night with the staff. I didn’t blame him. He wanted to keep Conlin safe as much as I did and having the Wasdig here, and with full control of his staff, did nothing to keep the city safe.

      With a flick of ink, I twisted a circle around me, knowing it would be woefully inadequate, but not knowing anything else I could do. The Wasdig approached my circle and stopped right in front of me. His hot breath heaved over me as he stood, leaning forward and considering me as if I might consider an interesting insect. I’d never felt so much like a roach as I did right then. My magic might have the potential for power, and with what Nik had been teaching me, I might have the potential for much more than I had ever imagined, but it was nothing compared to this creature. Even the most powerful being I’d ever known—the Trelking—would not be anything compared to the Wasdig.

      And that’s when I knew what he was.

      “Gods,” I swore. “You’re one of them.”

      He smiled at me. I was sure of it. The horns glowed even more brightly. Power began building, more than anything I’d ever felt before. That was when I knew it would be over soon. The Wasdig, one of the ancient creatures known as gods on the other side of the Threshold, would be the reason I died.

      I considered doing any number of things right then. I could use my Death Pattern. Devan wasn’t there to stop me this time, and it might actually buy Jakes and Devan time to get away, though if the Wasdig truly was one of the gods, there wasn’t anything they could do or anyplace they could go. I could attempt another magical pattern, but I’d already seen how ineffective they were against the Wasdig. That left me only one option.

      Lowering my shoulder, I started to run at it.

      A loud, squealing sound split the night, and I stopped. The Wasdig even glanced up with something more like curiosity than actual fear.

      Massive wings blotted out what light drifted from the moon. The painful squealing came again, tearing at the night.

      Devan’s creation. Holy hell, it might actually work.

      The dragon swooped toward the Wasdig. If my plan actually worked as I hoped, the dragon would be able to scoop the Wasdig up. Dragons, at least to hear Devan tell of it, were immune to all kinds of magic. I didn’t know if that applied with Devan’s creations or not but seeing as how the trolls and fox snakes seemed to have much the same talents as they did on the other side of the Threshold, it seemed reasonable to try.

      The Wasdig glanced back at me. I had hoped for emotion out of it. Fear maybe, or interest, instead all I saw was annoyance.

      He pointed one long finger at the sky as if aiming at the dragon. Was he going to destroy it as he’d destroyed the snake fox?

      “No!” I shouted at him, recovered enough to get moving again. Since Devan didn’t know what would happen were the creatures destroyed, I didn’t want to be the reason she learned.

      The Wasdig frowned at me, his horns glowing again. Then a surge of light flickered from his finger, striking the dragon.

      I held my breath, fearing an explosion. Instead, the dragon shimmered and then began to shrink as it flew toward the Wasdig, finally coming to perch on that outstretched finger. As it did, it looked something like a hawk, but with horns and scales and steam coming from its mouth in a way no hawk ever had.

      “Well, shit,” I breathed.

      Devan raced out of the plant, skidding to a stop next to me. Sweat created a sheen on her brow, and she stared at her dragon—now the Wasdig’s dragon—while taking steadying breaths. “Ollie, how is it the Wasdig could do that?” she asked without turning to look at me.

      “Because he’s one of the gods,” I said.

      Devan turned to me. “Why would one of the gods come here for you?”

      I had no answer, nothing that would explain why a creature as powerful as the Wasdig would cross the Threshold, seemingly for me. There was no reason for it, nothing that made sense, at least. Unless this was all part of the Zdrn.

      It was a test, wasn’t it?

      But why would the gods need to test the Protariat?

      The Wasdig whispered something to the dragon, and it streaked off, racing in the direction that Jakes had gone. There came a loud shriek, something louder than the size of the dragon should allow.

      Devan and I simply stood where we were, uncertain what else we could do. If we ran, the Wasdig would easily catch us. If we attacked, there wasn’t anything I could do that would give us a chance against him. And Devan’s offensive magic consisted mostly of the figurines, and we’d seen what the Wasdig could do with them.

      Then the dragon shrieked again, this time coming closer. I looked up to see it circling toward us somehow carrying the Wasdig’s staff.

      I stared into the darkness, worried about Jakes. If the dragon were truly immune to magic, then Jakes would only have had his massive size to use against it. Considering the dragon was the one returning, that apparently hadn’t been enough.

      “Well, shit,” I breathed to Devan.

      The Wasdig slammed the staff into the ground. Energy hammered over us, coming steadily as the Wasdig raised the staff again, bringing it to the ground once more. Reflexively, I checked my stores of ink. The satchels of red and black ink were mostly intact. The charms were depleted, but we hadn’t time to head back to my house to gather more. I could take the time to refill them, but I didn’t think it would even matter.

      “Any of your other friends able to help?” I asked Devan.

      She touched her pocket. “They’re not ready.”

      “None of them?”

      A pained look came across her face. “Not really. I’ve tried what I can, but I don’t think we’ll get much help. If that,” she said, motioning to the dragon now perched on the Wasdig’s shoulder, “didn’t help, the others won’t be any better. I mean, we can use the same ones as before, but the Wasdig didn’t seem all that impressed by them.”

      “Not even the troll?” I whispered. Devan glanced over. “We need something more than the two of us when he goes off.”

      “Ollie, they don’t work like that. They’re not meant to attack for us, they’re more a kind of defense.”

      I wouldn’t have expected anything different. With Devan, her magic could only be used for defensive purposes, not to attack. That was part of the reason the Trelking relied on magical folk like myself. He could get around that most of the time. Hell, he could get around pretty much anything most of the time if he wanted. It was pretty easy to convince yourself you needed to use defensive magic. But there were times when pure defensive magic wasn’t enough. Those were the times when painters, or trolls, or bugwarts, or taylips, or any of the other magical beings in the Trelking’s employ became necessary. I didn’t have the strength some of the others did, but what I lacked in sheer strength I could make up for in creativity.

      Devan had always gone along with me on the various missions of her father’s. Most didn’t put me in any danger, but there were a few I’m sure he would rather have not had her with me. More than one she’d been the only reason I’d come back alive. Walking up to the Wasdig, still not knowing what the hell he might want, well… that was as stupid as anything we’d done.

      “Yeah, he probably eats trolls and snake foxes for breakfast,” I said, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Hey, Devan,” I said.

      “Yeah, Ollie?”

      “If this doesn’t turn out the way we hoped, I just want to tell you—”

      She cut me off, turning and pulling me toward her to plant a deep kiss on my mouth. I kissed her back, savoring it in spite of the threat thudding not more than a few steps away from us.

      When she released me, I smiled. “If only we could take a few minutes before finding out what the scary god wants with me.”

      “What kind of girl do you take me for?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “I thought—”

      “I mean, minutes?”

      I barked out a laugh. Devan’s skin surged with a brighter yellow color, reflecting off the cement and catching a little of Big Red parked in the distance, but not close enough that we could reach it. I kept hoping Jakes would show, but at this point—and after seeing the dragon return with the Wasdig’s staff—I didn’t expect it to happen.

      “Ollie—”

      As she said my name, the dryad scurried out toward us, skittering out of the darkness. Devan lunged after it. I didn’t know what could happen to the dryad but given I did know what the Wasdig was capable of doing—if only a little—I didn’t think it fair for me to leave the dryad accidentally coming across an angry god.

      “Shit,” I said.

      It was too dark for me to see anything. Devan was probably able to make out the dryad, but I couldn’t. She slipped away from me, leaving the Wasdig staring at me, the staff again steadily striking the ground.

      I hated that it was so dark. At least when I’d first come across the Wasdig there had been some light coming through the windows overhead giving a hazy sort of light. Now there was nothing but the soft glowing of his horns that reflected off the dragon’s scales.

      Devan flared her magic so that her skin cast a soft glow. It would be enough to see her, not much more than that. The dryad moved in the distance, but little more than a scurry of shadows. A strange creaking sound came from him as he moved, like wind blowing through branches.

      As the Wasdig’s power built again and again, each time surging more than the last. The steady tapping of the staff now not only generated a rhythmic magical field but also now an actual sound that echoed through my bones, like a steady gonging of a bell mixed with loud thunder. It was a physical sense I could practically taste.

      I pulled one of the satchels of ink free from the hook on my belt—red for now, though I was willing to go to black if needed—and palmed it. Across the lot, Devan glanced over at me, watching me with a curious tilt to her eyes. There was a gleam that reflected from her glowing skin I hadn’t expected. I nearly stopped.

      The Wasdig suddenly stopped, his staff coming to rest on the ground. For the first time, I realized his long, twisted staff looked something like the dryad, though more weathered and with deeper knots. The horns protruding from his head caught the light from Devan’s skin and reflected it with a dazzling brightness that reminded me of the crystal room in Arcanus.

      The creature stared at me. “You delay the summons,” it finally said.

      After all that, and the summons was what he worried about? “I didn’t delay anything. I’m here, aren’t I?” I took a step forward, my eyes glancing to his staff. He hadn’t been terribly weakened by me taking it from him.

      Hell, he’d barely been fazed. Even without the staff, he’d managed to turn Devan’s giant dragon sculpture into something different, animating it, so it was practically real. Maybe it was real now that one of the gods had touched it.

      “The delay carries with it a penalty.”

      I paused. That didn’t sound too good. “What sort of penalty? You mean I don’t have to go with you?”

      The Wasdig’s mouth twisted and long, sharp fangs protruded from his upper lip. “You were selected. There will be no other going in your place.”

      I glanced over at Devan. At least that question was now answered. Someone had sent the Wasdig after me. Now that I knew he came from the other side of the Threshold, I only had to figure out who. The Trelking had no reason to come after me, not yet. That left the Druist Mage. If he learned the Trelking foresaw that I needed to destroy him, wouldn’t he figure out some reason to come at me?

      “What happens if I refuse?”

      The Wasdig met my eyes. The stars swirled there, deeper and darker than any night sky. I could imagine patterns worked behind his eyes, but couldn’t see them.

      “There is no refusal.”

      Yeah, I sort of figured. “Then what if I fail?”

      The Wasdig’s eyes were dark and went darker. “You have already agreed to the terms.”

      “I’ve agreed to nothing,” I said. “You told me I had time to prepare, but you didn’t tell me what I would be preparing for. And there were no terms.”

      “The terms were set when you accepted.”

      I frowned, still struggling to understand what I would have done to have brought the attention of one of the gods. “Accepted? You mean the city?”

      The Wasdig simply stared.

      “What happens if I fail?”

      “Then all of this is lost.”

      “What all?”

      “What you call the Threshold.”

      Well, hell. If I thought I was in trouble before, that sort of solidified it for me. If I did nothing, or if I refused the Wasdig, then not only the city and everyone in it would suffer, but everyone on this side of the Threshold would be in danger.

      It would have been nice to have a bit more time.

      “So when do we go?” I asked.

      “Not we. That is the price of delay.”

      “Wait,” I started. “I don’t know anything about the Zdrn. You can’t send me without any sort of instruction…”

      “I will serve as your guide, but you will not be allowed a second.”

      His eyes were fixed on Devan.

      She raced over to me and grabbed my arm, pulling me toward her. “Don’t do this by yourself, Ollie. Don’t do this to me. If something happens to you, I might never know.”

      I glanced over at the Wasdig. He gripped his staff tightly, his enormous reddish knuckles almost as big as my head. I could easily imagine him grabbing my head and lifting me, dragging me along with him. “I don’t think I have much of a choice anymore.”

      Magic had a certain sort of honor to it. Once you give your word, you commit yourself to the choices you make and the consequences those choices entail. Somehow, by choosing to protect Conlin, I’d also placed myself on the Protariat—for better or worse—and now put myself into whatever harm might befall me at the Zdrn. And the consequences of traveling to Arcanus, of using the doorway my father had placed connecting the Rooster to Arcanus, had caused me to lose the potential of having Devan with me for Zdrn.

      “The choice has been made,” the Wasdig said.

      Devan took my hand, squeezing it. She slipped something heavy and solid into my fingers. “Breathe into it if you need me,” she said, and then she turned to the Wasdig. “What can he bring?”

      The Wasdig eyed her a moment. “Only that which is required for the Zdrn.”

      “I’m required,” she said.

      “You are not permitted.”

      “And his staff?” she asked.

      I flicked my eyes over to her, wondering what she was playing at. I wasn’t a wizard, so I didn’t have a staff. I’m not even sure if wizards even had staffs. From what I’d seen, only gods used them.

      “If a staff is required, then it is permitted.”

      Devan released my hand and turned away. She disappeared into the darkness for a moment. As she did, I slipped the figurine she’d given me into my pocket, wondering which one she’d chosen. I was partial to the troll, even if it wouldn’t work. When she returned, she carried a long, slender staff made of what looked like weathered beach wood. She handed it to me, and as she did, the damn thing blinked.

      I took the dryad staff hesitantly, half expecting it to twist and bite me or run from me, but it did neither. It remained stiff and unmoving.

      The Wasdig seemed not to notice that Devan had given me a dryad staff. I wasn’t sure what help it would even be, but I wouldn’t disagree with Devan about taking it, at least not in front of the Wasdig.

      The creature tapped its staff. “It will begin. For you to survive, you must possess strength, courage, and wisdom. If you manage all three, the Threshold will remain at the Protariat’s request.”

      Then a wave of the most powerful magic I’d ever felt washed over me, burning through me, practically destroying me.
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      There was a sense of movement, but it was different than what I’d experienced crossing the Threshold or even with crossing over into Arcanus. The sense of the Wasdig standing next to me didn’t change, and I had the impression of his size. Not only his physical size, which was enormous, but also his magical size. The creature was impressive, overflowing with energy and more than I could even fathom.

      With magic, I normally didn’t have a sense of scale or scope of what someone else possessed. I knew that with Devan, she was incredibly powerful, but that was because I could see how she used her magic, not because I could sense the magic itself. The same held true for Jakes. I had a sense of how much power I’d felt him pull. Shifters were all more powerful than nearly anything else I’d come across, but Jakes especially so.

      That I could sense it from the Wasdig made me question why.

      The staff continued to thud against the ground, but it was no longer something I heard, but rather something I felt, a jarring sense deep within my bones that ripped through me, filling me with the blooming awareness. It was a mixture of pain and agony, but also—surprisingly—of knowledge. I hadn’t expected that.

      Then it stopped. Whatever the Wasdig did ceased. There was a vague sense of movement, and I realized the Wasdig waved his staff.

      Darkness slowly peeled back, like a film being removed. Blank gray light shimmered around me, and then it too coalesced. As it did, I stood in a well-trimmed yard, lush grass growing around me. The air was warm—much warmer than it should be for this time of the year in Conlin—but the smells were familiar, that of pine and the earthy hint of the park. The faded gray, almost a gloaming as night came on, surrounded everything.

      We were near my house, but different. The trees growing in front of me were not as tall as I expected. Bright green leaves unfurled from the oak branches. Vibrant pine trees strained for the sun between them. Already I could see the pattern my father had placed into the trees. It was the pattern I would struggle to understand. Maybe if I had, I’d have been able to draw upon it to hold the Wasdig out. Were I to wander, I could reach into the park. Would the statues be there? Would my father have already placed Agony at the center of the park or any of the others around the park?

      “What is this?” I asked. “Is this it? This is the Zdrn?”

      But the Wasdig wasn’t there. He’d disappeared at some point, suddenly vanished.

      In spite of the darkness, I saw clearly. I looked around, wondered what I might have missed, but I didn’t see him anywhere. There was no sense of him either, none of the steady rhythmic tapping of the staff. I still held the dryad staff, but it didn’t move, remaining stuck in shape as if something Devan had done had converted it truly into a staff.

      Touching it to the ground, I scanned the trees, then the garage, and finally the house. There was no sign of anything. No movement. No evidence of magic. Nothing.

      I made my way toward the house first. As I approached, I touched the wood around the doorframe, running my fingers over it. It was painted a dark brown, the color having faded over time. My fingers found evidence for patterns etched into the frame, though I saw no sign of it. A steady hum of energy ran beneath the paint, more noticeable than even now.

      The door itself was different. From a distance, I couldn’t tell, but up close it was clear the door was made of the same type of wood my father’s door had been made of in Arcanus. I stared at it, wondering when it had been changed. Had it ever been this wood before?

      I ran my hand over the door, letting it glide over the smooth surface. It felt slick, almost as if wet, and I could feel the oils as they seeped from the door. On a whim, I traced the pattern found on the golden key, the same pattern found on the lock leading to Jakes’s shed. It shimmered slightly as I did, and then solidified. With a surge of power, I pressed will through it.

      The door opened with a soft click and swung open.

      I don’t know what I expected. I wasn’t certain what was happening, only that the Wasdig seemed to have left me. From what I could tell, the house was as it had been when I was a child. An old, gray sofa with thick, plush cushions took up most of the living room. A recliner angled toward the door, the cracked leather of it stitched and repaired several times over the year with different thread, making it look something like a Frankenstein chair. Seeing it here made me smile. That had been where my father had always sat. The lamp I still used rested behind the chair, but no light spilled from it.

      Thick curtains of green and blue stripes covered the windows. Those had long since been lost, or taken down, or maybe simply thrown away. Two bookshelves faced each other on opposite sides of the room, the books stacking along the shelves nearly pouring from them. A few reminded me of works my father now had in the basement. As I studied the shelves, I realized the bookshelves themselves were now found in the basement.

      The portraits hanging on the wall were all done by my father. There was one of my mother and him, done long before I was born. Even standing in the doorway, I saw the glint in his eye that always made me think he had a secret to share. He wore a half-smile and had his arm around my mother in a protective sort of way.

      It had been so long since I’d seen her I practically forgot what she looked like.

      At the doorway, I paused, hesitating before going in. The house had a welcoming feel to it and reminded me of my childhood, only… there was something that wasn’t quite right. Everything I saw here looked like it was in my memories, but where was my father? Where was my mother?

      I stepped across the doorway, and the room felt like it tilted. I jabbed at the ground with the dryad staff, and there was a jarring sense mixed with an explosion of magical energy before everything settled again.

      My boots thundered across the wood floor. The spots that normally creaked didn’t make a sound, and I made my way toward the kitchen. It was different here, but much like what I remembered. The tall cabinet where I now kept the inks had been moved out of the way and set where I had placed the table. The stain was darker and the whole cabinet less dingy appearing than it was now. The small, drop leaf oak table that had been in the kitchen for all of my youth was here, one side flipped down so that it could fit flush against the wall. Two chairs were at either end.

      The kitchen looked like my childhood home, but there was nothing else about it at that reminded me of home. Missing were the pictures my father had drawn and that had hung on the walls, long since taken down. They had gone with him when we went to Arcanus, though I had never seen them again. Also missing were my mother’s attempts at sculpting.

      Huh. I hadn’t thought of her iron work in ages. Now that I stood here, staring at the kitchen, looking for signs of familiarity, I realized they had been missing. Had my father taken them someplace or were they still stored in the house? She used to tell me that with my father’s artwork she always felt somewhat like she needed to add her own touches to the house.

      A calendar hung on the wall, and I glanced at it. Slowly I recognized the date, one I’d blocked from my memory for so many years. Seeing the house like this, seeing all the touches that had once been hers, brought back memories I’d hidden until now.

      No… it couldn’t be the same night my mother had died. Why would the Wasdig show this to me?

      A low howl called from behind me, and I turned. It was a sound I recognized. Once you hear the call the hunter’s call, you don’t forget it.

      Could the Wasdig have brought me to the hunters? I still didn’t even know the purpose of the Zdrn. Jakes didn’t know anything and Nik had heard rumors, enough he thought it some sort of test. If it was, then why would the Wasdig bring me here?

      Shadows shifted behind me. I felt the drawing power, the strange, cold tingling across my spine I’d felt the last time the hunters had attacked. There was no magical pattern I knew that could protect me, nothing that would stop the hunters.

      I traced a hasty circle on the ground, spiraling it with black ink and quickly inverting it, turning it arcane so that I would not need to draw nearly as much power. As it formed, the inky shadows continued to swirl around me, giving me the deep sense of fear that steadily grew into something more like panic.

      There was nothing I could do to stop the hunters. No pattern I knew that would work.

      “I don’t suppose you can help?” I asked the dryad staff.

      It only blinked at me but didn’t change.

      I snorted. At least Devan wasn’t here to see this. If I were to fall, she didn’t need to be a witness, especially if I went down against something I couldn’t see, something I didn’t even understand.

      The hunter slammed against the pattern. My barrier buckled but held. Pain burned through me, threatening to knock me to my knees. Facing the Wasdig had taken more out of me than I’d realized. I’d attempted a protective circle and used the magi patterns. Now I needed to use my powers, I didn’t have enough strength remaining.

      And maybe that was the Wasdig’s intent. Maybe he wanted me to fail.

      But if that was the case, he could easily have killed me. The gods had enough juice to simply squish me out of existence if that’s what he wanted. That told me there was another reason for this.

      What had he told me before he’d ripped me away from Devan?

      Everything was a fog. My head throbbed. The hunters slammed into my barrier again, weakening it. With another attack, I suspected it would fail.

      Damn it, but I wasn’t going to fall to the hunters this easily.

      What did I know that might work?

      Not the figurine Devan had given me. And the dryad seemed disinterested in helping. Even as a staff it was useless.

      The only thing I could think of were the patterns Nik had taught. They were powerful, and they drew magic in a different way, but I didn’t know if they would have any effect on the hunters.

      What choice did I have but to try?

      I began working the pattern, twisting my hands in the way Nik had shown me, the same pattern I’d used against the Wasdig with some success. The power began to build, and as it did, I felt hunters growing more agitated, slamming against the barrier again. They were drawn to the power I summoned. With a flick of my wrist, I changed the pattern completely, twisting it into something similar to what I’d learned from the Trelking. It was a difficult and arcane pattern, but when drawn, pulled much power. I rarely had the opportunity to use it, mostly because it was difficult to place on paper. I was surprised at how appropriate it felt as I formed it with my hands.

      Something with the hunters changed. The draw toward the barrier reversed as if the arcane pattern pushed them away. The power surged even more strongly. As it reached its peak, I released my protection at the same time as the magi pattern exploded all around me in a burning flash of light.

      There came a high scream, an awful sound, followed by silence.

      I waited, half expecting the hunters to return, but nothing happened.

      I let out a nervous breath. My legs felt shaky, and exhaustion washed over me. The pattern I had just used had created more power than anything I’d ever done before. Hell, part of me couldn’t believe I managed such strength.

      The house remained silent. The hunters were gone, if only for now. I stepped out of my circle of ink and staggered, forced to lean on the dryad staff. As it touched the ground, everything tilted again.

      Suddenly I stood on a barren plain. Dry grasses grew all around me, and a heavy breeze pulled at the cloak on my shoulders. The sun burned closer than it should, full and angry in the sky above. On the rocks to my left, I saw figures moving, climbing over them. To my right, the ground changed, growing greener and lusher than where I stood now.

      I recognized everything around me. I’d been here before, but not for over a year.

      This was the other side of the Threshold. The weight of the breeze told me nearly as much as the way the sun stared at me. The trees to my right were where the Trelking lived. The barren lands I stood in were all claimed by the Druist Mage.

      The battle was new.

      Te’alan soldiers fought against the Druist Mage. Magical power exploded around me, surging with as much strength and violence as anything I’d ever seen before. As it did, I realized the attack on the Te’alan pushed them back, forcing them away from their border. Te’alan archers and creatures like trolls and visdyns stood against those fighting for the Druist Mage, but the Te’alan were handcuffed in a way. They couldn’t use their power to attack. It simply did not work that way.

      I sensed the Trelking but did not see him. Never before had I sensed him, but this was clear to me, like a beacon shining brightly in the darkness. He stood among his troops, though back from the front line. Power flowed from him, out through the earth and into the creatures fighting for him. It reminded me of what Devan did when she breathed life into her figurines.

      A pair of twisted men slunk toward the border to my left. They had graying skin and, from this distance, appeared to have elongated features, making them something unnatural. They made it past the rocks, past the archers, and reached the green of the Trelking’s realm. None of the Trelking’s men saw them, almost as if they were shadowed.

      Demons.

      Damn, but demons could hide their presence. They were hard to control, which was part of the reason the Trelking rarely summoned them. They had power, dark and fearsome power, and they fed off fear and hatred, drawing it within them to use against those they opposed. They had a purpose, but it was a terrible one. And they were nearly as powerful as one of the gods.

      Here, there were two of them.

      If demons had been summoned, the Trelking could be in real danger.

      Even as I started forward, I wondered what the hell I was doing. I didn’t owe the Trelking anything, did I? He’d forced me to serve, making it a requirement for the lessons he’d taught me, but hadn’t I repaid him over and again?

      Still, this was Devan’s father. I couldn’t stand and do nothing, not if there was some way for me to help.

      I had no idea how real any of this was, but after what happened with the hunters, I had to believe there was a shard of truth to it. The Wasdig certainly made it sound like I could die so this might be as real as anything else.

      Terror raged through me as I ran after the demons. I knew of no way to stop them other than to defeat the summoner, but since I had no way of knowing who’d summoned them, I had to figure something out.

      Maybe all I needed to do was notify the Trelking. Doing so risked him drawing me back, forcing me into my nine and ninety years of service. I don’t know how the Wasdig pulled me across the Threshold without me knowing, but somehow I was here.

      And I had thought I’d manage to stay away longer than this.

      I passed from the dry, barren plains of the Druist to the Trelking’s domain. Tall grasses pulled at me, attempting to draw me in with a subtle seduction. Long ago, I’d learned to ignore it. As tired as I was, I struggled, forced to lean on the dryad staff for support as I went.

      The dryad writhed beneath my hand, but not to force me to let go. Rather, it made a strange, twisting motion that separated the grasses in front of me, keeping me free of their pull. Devan would be pleased to know she’d helped me again, even without being here.

      Then I caught the demons.

      Or, more accurately, they waited for me.

      They stood on either side of me, looming taller and more unnaturally than they had seemed from a distance. One had nearly black skin, almost as if charred, and eyes that blazed a bright red. Up close, twisted horns flowed from its forehead. Claws arched out from where fingers should be. The other was different, blunted and plain, skin almost normal in appearance, but there was a malevolent energy from it that radiated toward me. Everything about it felt angry and dark.

      For some reason, that one scared me more than the other.

      I’d faced dark creatures before. Hell, the Wasdig looked more terrifying than the demon. But seeing something that looked like little more than a regular man standing, feeling the hatred and darkness seeping from it, well that frightened me.

      It smiled at me.

      As it did, I tried to clear my mind. The fear and anger I might feel would only empower them. Nothing I could do would work. I couldn’t shake the uneasy sense I had.

      I took steadying breaths, clutching the dryad staff between my knees as I began working the magi pattern. I didn’t know if it would even work, if I had the strength remaining to complete the pattern, but I felt the Trelking not far from where I stood, and I would do what I could to keep the demons from him. The Trelking was needed to keep the balance with the Druist Mage. If he fell to demons… well, I didn’t want to think of what would happen was he to fall to demons.

      The power built and I released it. As it struck the demons, the frighteningly normal one caught it between its hands and pulled it to its mouth, watching me through those glowing red eyes over its hands.

      Now what was I going to do?

      I fumbled at my belt. The least I could do would be to charge the charm in the belt, maybe get a blast away, something that would draw the Trelking’s attention. If I were dead then, at least I wouldn’t have to serve him, and he might be able to be saved.

      My fingers brushed my pocket, and I felt the weight of whatever Devan had given me. I pulled it out and glanced at it, wondering if maybe something she’d given me would be able to fight off the demons. It was a figurine that looked just like her.

      The detail was amazingly precise, down to the upturned nose and the soft twinkle in her eyes. The metal she’d used had a strange sheen to it that caught the light, making it glow. I breathed out with surprise, and the figurine started to writhe, growing and elongating to about the size of my hand. Little Devan twisted and stared up at me. Then she winked.

      As she did, all the fear I’d been feeling vanished. Devan and I had been through much more than this in our time together, and each time we’d faced it together. The Wasdig might have kept me from having my second with me, from bringing Devan along with me, but that didn’t mean I didn’t still have her with me. It brought me peace knowing a part of her was here.

      The demons shifted, their eyes taking in the figurine of Devan. They started toward me. As they did, I raised the dryad staff overhead. The Trelking would be warned, regardless of what happened to me.

      At first, I didn’t know what I could do with the staff, but the dryad seemed to sense that and practically guided my hand. I swung the staff in a great circle, drawing power through it. A blast of brilliant white light shot out of the staff, streaking toward the sky.

      The demons raced toward me. As they did, everything tilted again, shifting and tossing me forward.

      I landed on my knees. Nothing but a bright white light surrounded me. I managed to hang onto the dryad staff, but somewhere one of my satchels of ink had gone missing. Only the black ink remained. My other hand clutched the figurine of Devan, afraid to lose her.

      The Wasdig appeared before me, but different than before. Now the creatures—the god—was barely up to my shoulder and slender, nothing more than a wisp of a creature. The dragon still perched atop his arm and stared at me with beady eyes. The staff that he thumped against the ground that had drawn me into whatever this attack was, rested casually in his hand.

      “What is this?” I demanded. “You said that you were taking me to the Zdrn.”

      The Wasdig tipped his head, leaning toward me as if showing me his horns. “You were brought to the Zdrn. You have succeeded. The Threshold will remain.”

      “Why me?”

      “You were the one chosen.”

      “By who?”

      “By the others.”

      I struggled to think straight. “What others? Who would choose me?”

      As I asked, I thought that I knew. The Trelking would have been able to anticipate, wouldn’t he? He had prescience, enough that he would know. What of the Druist? Likely the Druist Mage would have chosen me as well. Anything to get rid of me.

      And Nik would have known.

      “Why is this necessary?”

      “To prove that you remain worthy.”

      “Worthy of what?”

      The Wasdig didn’t answer. Would he say anything?

      I blinked. “Making me face hunters—”

      “You showed strength.”

      “And then forcing me to confront demons. I even had to held the damn Trelking again—”

      “With that, you demonstrated courage.”

      “And now I’m here. Standing with you. Was any of this real?”

      The Wasdig’s mouth split in a horrible expression, one where the long, sharp fangs appeared. The dragon shrieked, though the sound was not quite as shrill or painful as it was before. “All of it was real.”

      The comment had more repercussions than I was prepared to handle, especially considering what I’d seen in my house. If hunters had come, had my father scared them away or had something else happened? My mother wasn’t a painter…was she?

      “And the Trelking?”

      “He lives. You fear for his safety?”

      I shook my head. “Not his safety, I just understand what he does is necessary. I don’t always like it, and I’m not always willing to get caught up in it—especially if there’s another way for things to get done—but he’s needed on the other side of the Threshold.”

      The dragon shrieked and jumped off the Wasdig’s shoulder, flying toward me with amazing speed. It landed on my shoulder with sharp, piercing claws, and sat there, heavier than something as small as it was should be.

      “What is this?” I asked. “Why force me through all of this?”

      “If you are to shape the Protariat, you must be worthy.”

      I wasn’t sure that was what I wanted. I wanted to keep Devan safe. I wanted to learn all I could to keep myself as untangled from the Trelking as possible. And, maybe surprisingly, I wanted to keep Conlin safe. There was more to the city than I had ever known and I wanted the chance to find out exactly what that might be. I couldn’t do that if I were dead or the city was destroyed.

      In spite of everything I wanted, anger surged through me.

      “So that’s it? That’s the purpose of this whole thing? To test me to see if I’m worthy of the Protariat? You put everyone in danger for nothing more than a test?”

      The Wasdig took a step toward me. He shimmered, his form changing as he did, growing taller, the horns glowing again, and he struck his staff at the ground. Even though everything around us was little more than a blank whiteness, the staff echoed with power and magic.

      “All must be worthy of the power granted the Protariat. You do not understand the purpose of the Protariat. In time, you will, and you will understand the reason for the testing.” He took another looming step toward me.

      “What would have happened had I failed?”

      “The Protariat had agreed to another.”

      “Who?”

      “It does not matter.”

      “Who?” When the Wasdig didn’t answer, I pushed. “Why? Why do this to me?” I got no response from the Wasdig. The little figure of Devan writhed in my hand. “And why make me do this alone? Why separate me from Devan? Or from Jakes? We can be so much stronger.”

      The Wasdig took another step, the staff rising and falling faster than I could blink.

      “And you have shown wisdom,” he said. “You have passed the Zdrn. The Protariat remains. And now you will serve us.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Colors flashed, and I fell.
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      When I came to, Devan sat cradling me, holding me against her chest. The first wisps of sunlight were streaming above the trees. The cool breeze gusted against the upper branches, sending them swaying. Colors tinted the branches of the trees, the first sign of fall I’d seen. I hadn’t seen fall in Conlin since I was much younger. There was a part of me strangely excited about the possibility.

      “Ollie?” Devan said as I stirred.

      My hand ached, and it took a moment for me to realize I still held the dryad staff. I wondered if it would scurry off now we were away from the Zdrn and now that Devan was back. It seemed partial to her anyway. I don’t know what happened to the other item I’d held, the figurine of Devan.

      “Yeah,” I said, pushing myself up. Exhaustion made me weak and made it difficult for me to prop myself upright, so I let my head rest on Devan’s chest. Not such a difficult decision.

      “What happened? You were here, and then you were gone. When you returned, the Wasdig didn’t. Did you…”

      “I didn’t kill it, if that’s what you’re asking,” I said.

      Devan pushed me to sit. With the streaking light of dawn, I could make out the new cracks running through the concrete parking lot. Sections of the lot had heaved and buckled, leaving chunks of rock. A thin film of dust hung suspended in the air.

      “Where’s Jakes?” I asked.

      Devan pointed to the other side of the lot. There I could barely make out the dark form of Jakes in wolf shape. “He hasn’t moved since you returned.”

      “Was he harmed?”

      “How would he have been hurt?”

      “Jakes took the Wasdig’s staff and then the Wasdig sent your dragon after it.” Damn but that was strange to say.

      “Yeah, about the dragon,” she said.

      “What?”

      She twisted me so I could see Big Red. Perched on the ledge of the bed of the truck was the dragon. It watched me with dark eyes. Swirls of starlight seemed to fill its eyes.

      “You left it animated?” I asked.

      “That’s not me,” Devan said.

      That got me moving, and I managed to sit upright and stared at the dragon. It met my gaze and then shrieked at me. “Wait… that’s not animated anymore?”

      “Whatever the Wasdig did to it brought it here for real.”

      I whistled softly. “Well, shit. What do you suppose we feed it?”

      Devan pushed me away, though much gentler than she once would have. “It’s not supposed to be here. It’s not supposed to be anywhere, Ollie.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Devan nodded toward the dragon. “There was a time when they were seen, but it’s been three or four centuries since my father has even seen a dragon.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Don’t you think that if he could get his hands on something immune to magic that he would?” she asked.

      “Yeah, knowing your father he definitely would.”

      “And now the Wasdig has managed to simply create one?” she asked.

      “The Wasdig didn’t create it. You did.”

      Devan glared at me. “Not like that, Ollie! Mine was metal and huge and—”

      I cut her off with a kiss. She kissed me back, and we stayed like that for a while. Not as long as I’d like, but I didn’t want to give Jakes and the dragon too much of a show.

      “What happened, Ollie?” Devan asked.

      I thought about what I’d been through, and about what the Wasdig had said. “I’m not sure, but it seems the Protariat will keep the peace a little longer. And the gods want me to serve a greater role.”

      Devan frowned. “And what does that mean?”

      “You got me,” I said.

      “It means you serve a cause greater than Conlin, Morris.”

      I looked up at Jakes. I hadn’t heard him approach, but then I’d been pretty busy with Devan. “Heya, Jakes. You doing okay? I can’t believe you’d let a little bird get the best of you.”

      Jakes surprised me: he laughed. “Your little bird will either be very dangerous or very helpful.”

      “What do you mean by mine?”

      Jakes grunted and settled to the ground next to me. “The creature has not moved since you returned. It watches over you.”

      I glanced at the dragon to see it still staring. Creepy. But Jakes was right: either the dragon would be dangerous or helpful. I could only hope it was the latter.

      “You didn’t answer yet,” Devan said. “You still haven’t said what happened when the Wasdig took you.”

      So I told them about the hunter attack, leaving out the detail about the date and how it was the same night as my mother disappeared. That was something for me to chew over later. Was there more to her death than I’d realized? Was that the reason my father had shut and buried the gate in the park? I don’t remember when Agony first appeared—or the other sculptures—but what if they were all connected?

      And why show me that? For me to realize there was some way my mother could have been saved…or was it different? Maybe the Wasdig had shown me something that would help Taylor.

      The possibilities made my head spin, and I needed to be better rested to understand them. For now, I needed to rest.

      Then I told Devan about the demon attack. Her eyes narrowed as I described what happened. “You helped my father?”

      “Well, I didn’t want to let him die if that’s what you’re asking. If he were to fall and the Druist were to get the upper hand…”

      I didn’t want to consider it, but anyone willing to unleash two demons and could control them well enough to send them to attack harbored a different type of darkness than anything I’d ever experienced. We needed the Trelking to hold his power.

      “What of…” I trailed off, noticing Hard limping toward us. Shiza was gone.

      “Where’s your partner?” I asked him.

      He shook his head. “There was an attack.”

      “I know. Sorry about that. The creature has power.”

      “Not the creature. The little one.”

      I glanced at Jakes. “Nik—”

      Jakes nodded. “He managed to escape. He brought the other one with him.”

      That meant Taylor.

      And now he had an Arcanus Master with him.

      How much of his help had been planned this way, all a way of gaining his freedom?

      More than I wanted to admit.

      We would have to capture him again, but that would come later. First, there was another priority, one that I wanted to make certain I addressed before too much time had passed. Would the others come with me?

      “And the Wasdig?” Jakes asked, drawing my attention back to him. “What happened to that creature?”

      I sighed. “You know he’s more than another magical creature, right? The Wasdig is one of the ancient gods.”

      “That is what I feared.”

      “Why fear it? At least you know why there wasn’t anything you could have done to stop him from reaching us.”

      Jakes faced the dragon, his eyes shifting briefly into his wolf form and then back again. “There is so little I understand about the Protariat,” he said. “My father didn’t share much, though I’m not sure he was allowed to share much. But when I realized one of the ancient gods was involved, it tells me the Protariat serves a much greater cause than any I ever understood.”

      I pushed myself to stand and leaned on the dryad staff. I wondered how long the creature would let me use it like this. “Yeah, well I guess we’re going to have to figure it out.”

      Devan stood and slipped her arm around me. “How do you propose we do that?”

      I smiled at her and glanced back at Jakes. I could see from his expression he already knew what I was thinking. “The Wasdig told me what happened was real.”

      “And?” Devan said.

      “Well, it seems to me your father owes me one. I think it’s time we take a little trip across the Threshold and ask him a few questions.”

      “You think that’s wise, Morris?” Jakes jumped up, making the movement look unnaturally fluid. Damn shifter. “Weren’t you the one who feared to let De’avan cross the Threshold knowing the bargain the Trelking struck? Do you think you should risk the crossing like that?”

      Devan met my eyes, and I winked. “That was different. And I don’t intend to cross alone.” Devan arched a brow at me. “We’re all going. Even you, big guy. Besides, we’ve got something the Trelking doesn’t.” I looked at Hard. I doubted he’d go, but he surprised me by nodding.

      “Oh gods, don’t tell me you’re already getting a big head about the new powers Nik has been teaching you,” Devan said.

      “Not that,” I said and pointed toward Big Red. “Now we’ve got immunity. We’ve got a dragon.”

      The damn thing shrieked then, almost as if it understood.

      I couldn’t help it. I shivered.
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* * *
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