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      In retrospect, I think it was the drawing that summoned me. Given the way life had gone to that point, I shouldn’t have been surprised. I’m a painter, but not like the kind you can find in art museums and galleries, and somewhere above your average house painter in skill. I can use color and shapes and patterns to infuse them with power. In that, I’m more like a wizard than anything, except I don’t have any spells or incantations. Sometimes I wished I did; it might be easier than working the magic I command.

      I’d only been back in Conlin a few months, hoping to learn enough to keep a friend alive, when I felt the power of the drawing. For me to detect it meant serious power was used. Sitting cross-legged in my living room working with a new colored ink, enjoying quiet and peace and the fact that no one tried to kill me, I felt it thrumming against my senses, like an aching tooth. Since my return, I feared discovery. It had been hard enough breaking away as it was. Now that I’d returned to my childhood home—a place where I should have been safe—I thought my friend Devan and I had several more months before we were discovered, not the barely two months it had been.

      Power drew me to the park abutting my house. The park in Conlin was a wide expanse of wooded lawn surrounded by a high river rock wall, the last remnants of a different era when the park needed to be protected. Paver stones led to a central plaza where an enormous water fountain sculpture occupied most of a clearing. Spartan cement benches were set around it. A soft burbling came from the water fountain and the air still carried the charge of the recent storm.

      I found her sitting alone in the middle of it all.  

      She had her legs crossed over each other like she was in meditation, eyes closed with her petite chin tilted toward the center of the plaza where the fountain resembled a demonic creature. The girl’s jet-black hair hung past her shoulders and caught the occasional gust, the dying remnants of the storm from earlier, and framed her olive face. She was beautiful and exotic and clearly didn’t belong in Conlin. She sat, sketching quietly. The sketch must have been what drew me here. At least she wasn’t what I feared. 

      I still considered turning back. I knew where she came from. I didn’t fear her but still didn’t want anything to do with them. And, as far as I knew, they wanted nothing to do with me. Or they hadn’t. For her to be here meant something had changed. 

      Instead of turning back and heading home, I hesitated at the edge of the plaza. Enormous oaks ringed it, their leaves dripping from the recent rain and obscuring the rest of the city, even filtering the noise of traffic along the street. Aromatic pine trees dotted the park, so common around Conlin, their long, brown needles leaving soft trails through the woods. 

      I dragged my foot through the dirt, parting the needles as I went, working up against the gray stones that made up the plaza and moving slowly to avoid her notice as I formed my protective circle. Not a true painting, but creating this shape didn’t require much power from me, barely more than the lightest touch. After I completed the circle, a soft pop of electricity worked over my skin, little more than a static shock. 

      “Are you finished?” She opened her eyes and spoke without facing me. 

      She’d sensed me. Or my power. Either should have warned me more than it did. 

      I stepped across the threshold of the circle, careful not to disrupt it. A simple shape, one of the earliest a painter learns to create, but in a place like this, even the circle was difficult. Too much power worked through the park as it was. It was the reason I dared returning home. Whatever I added now should barely register. 

      “Who are you?” I asked, careful to keep my distance. 

      She pushed herself to her feet and I noticed the wide sketchpad she held in one hand. Her other clutched two thick pencils. My eyes caught some details of the dark sketch she’d been working on. I saw only glimpses, but enough to tell me that she had skill.

      A relieved smile parted her lips. “You’re him.”

      I frowned and kept my legs separated slightly. The stance held power of its own that I could augment. A small sachet of red-colored ink was hidden in my palm. If needed, I could splash a quick pattern, enough to protect myself. That is, unless she was an artist. Despite what I saw of the notepad, I still couldn’t tell.

      Artists were painters like me: able to use shapes and colors and patterns to draw power. True artists were rare. Me, I’m the kind of painter known as a tagger. I can pull power—and quickly—but nothing like what an artist could achieve. Taggers were still not common, but more so than artists.

      “You’re Escher Morris.”

      If I had any question about where she came from, the fact that she knew my name answered it. A gift from my disappeared father—not dead, though I might be the only one who believed that—he named me Escher as a nod to the old Dutch artist. Mother never loved the name, but like with so much else, she wouldn’t go against him. Instead, she gave me her father’s name as a middle name. It’s what I preferred.

      “Oliver,” I said, squeezing the ink in my hand a little more tightly. “And you are?”

      The woman turned slowly, eyes scanning the edge of the trees, before working back to fix me with a flat, gray-eyed stare. The wind gusted again and she jumped slightly before answering. “Taylor.”

      I made a point of walking along the edge of the stone plaza, keeping both Taylor and the statue at the edge of my vision as I circled around. At this time of night, no one else came to the park. That Taylor had been here at all shouldn’t have surprised me—if she was an artist, no gate would keep her out—but artists generally feared the night, even one as calm and clear as tonight. And usually for good reason.

      “How did you know about this place?” I asked.

      She gave the statue a wide berth as she came toward me. The thing looked less like the mixture of wolf and man some claimed it to be and more like the demon I saw in it. Agony of the Chase, it was called. A famous statue—well, as famous as they get in Conlin—and placed here by my father. I still didn’t know why.

      “You don’t deny it?” Taylor asked.

      I shrugged. “Would it matter if I did? Seems you already know.”

      “Hard said—”

      I stiffened at the mention of his name and glared at her. “If Hard sent you, I’m not interested.” I started to turn away. She might have triggered me coming to the park, but there wasn’t much she could say to convince me to remain. 

      She stopped in front of me, blocking my path. She dragged her feet as she went, leaving a faintly shimmering trail along the damp stones. Power I hadn’t noticed radiated from the irregular triangle she formed.

      Damn. She was good. 

      Most in Arcanus never learned to be subtle with their power, especially artists. They preferred using paper or canvas for their work, never thinking of using the larger canvas available in the world. Taylor did. 

      Arcanus was a place to study the power painters could wield, but more than that, it was a place of safety. Hidden and buried deep in the Rockies, no one other than painters went to Arcanus. Some left, though they were mostly taggers like myself. Artists never left. They stayed, presumably to study, but the real reason was what they feared would happen if they left. 

      I met her eyes. “What do you want?” I could leave her here, but it was night and she wouldn’t have any other place to safely go, not without risking herself. She knew that, which was at least part of the reason she’d come here. 

      “What is it?” She waved the hand holding the pencils toward the sculpture. 

      Like her, I pulled my foot through the rainwater as I slid toward the sculpture, leaving a slight trail as I did. I wondered if she recognized the pattern I made, if not the intent. Combined with the circle I’d made outside the plaza, I added interlocking angles, distorted in such a way to confuse the eye. Arcane patterns. With it, I could hold her in place and buy myself enough time to get away. The rainwater would be transient but should hold in the stone well enough, especially if I pressed enough intent into it.

      “It’s called Agony of the Chase.” I dipped a hint of red powder into the pattern as I went. It was the only color I had with me, but would work well for what I had intended. With painting, color mattered, as did intent and the patterns used. 

      She flipped her hair back and stared at the bronzed plate set in the stone in front of the statue. The surface of the plate was completely smooth, as if time had weathered away whatever had once been written there. “A bit melodramatic of a title, don’t you think? You might as well call it Big Scary Manwolf,” she said as she kneeled before the plate. Her fingers lingered as she dragged them over the surface. 

      The comment caught me off guard and I laughed. “That’s not really how he preferred to name his sculptures…” I trailed off as I saw the dark blue powder dusting her fingers. I wondered what she planned. Blue had its uses—not as many as red or black when it came to defending yourself—but if she was an artist, I couldn’t put much past her.

      I stopped moving, cupping the satchel of powder. With a practiced flick of my wrist, I could send out a pretty good circle of ink and quickly infuse it with energy to do some damage. Not as neat as what I could do given more time, but effective. Normally I’d worry about who else might be around me, but the circle I’d created around the edge of the trees would contain any extra energy. And I didn’t have to worry about Agony; as far as I knew, nothing could destroy it.

      “You didn’t come to look at the local artwork, so why are you here, Taylor?” I asked carefully.

      She gave me a forced smile. Her eyes didn’t change or soften, but she shifted, sliding her hands into her pockets. When she pulled them out, the pencils—and the hint of blue powder—were gone. 

      “I need help.”

      “And Hard sent you to me?” Considering what happened the last time we saw each other, that seemed unlikely. Like his assumed name, he was a bastard, but he was a skilled bastard. An artist, in the truest sense of the word. Had he come, there would be different questions, but he never ventured outside the safety of Arcanus. As long as I didn’t get too close to him, I’d be fine.

      She followed me to a rain-soaked bench. “I found something in the library. I…” She hesitated and pulled something out of a deep pocket, flashing the cover of a leather-bound book toward me. “I hoped you might have some way to decipher it.”

      I glanced at the book. The library in Arcanus had a massive collection. How many of those books had notes written by my father in the years he’d been there? How many would help me with my work? Since leaving Arcanus—well, since I was expelled—I didn’t have access to the same quality of work. It didn’t mean my studies ended, only that I no longer learned from books. I’d had different and far deadlier tutors. I had hoped some of that would end now that I had returned to Conlin. Here, I might be stuck using whatever texts I could find among my father’s old belongings, but at least I didn’t risk death with everything I did. 

      “What’s in the book?” I asked. 

      She flipped open the first few pages and showed me. Intricate shapes streaked across the page, looking more like an ancient language than any kind of pattern. I’d seen similar shapes before. And if Taylor worked with Hard in Arcanus, she had, too. 

      “You recognize them,” she said. 

      I nodded. No use denying it.

      “Have you…” Her head swiveled slowly, as if studying the trees, or trying to look past the trees and into Conlin. It was a bedroom city, the streets filled with brick and wood homes, most decades old. Most were well kept. There was pride in Conlin, but there wasn’t much else here, other than the park. “Have you found anything to decipher them?”

      “Would I tell you if I had? Would I let him know if I had?” I took a steadying breath, getting control of my voice. It had been years since I’d seen Hard, but the mention of his name still angered me. It was partly because of him that I left Arcanus. He might not have been the one to banish me, but he’d been the reason the process had started. And Hard could have stopped it at any time, but didn’t. 

      Her hand dipped back into her pocket. I wondered what color powder she palmed. I dragged my eyes away from her pocket, wishing I hadn’t come. I wanted nothing of Arcanus business. Since leaving, I’d discovered lessons the Masters there would never have been able to teach. Given what they feared, why should the Masters in Arcanus care what I researched? They all thought my father dead, destroyed by his own arrogance. Funny they should consider him arrogant. 

      Besides, I had a new life since leaving Arcanus. I’d learned things about patterns and colors that I could never learn there, things the Masters refused to teach. Of course, I’d nearly died a dozen times acquiring that knowledge.

      I tipped my head toward the book she’d pocketed when she went for her powder. “If you’re here, it’s because he sent you.” I stood and wiped my hands on my pants. “Hard wouldn’t have shown you those patterns if he didn’t think you could help. And he wouldn’t have let you out of Arcanus with that book if he didn’t think you could learn something.”

      She shot me a look that bordered on pouty. For the first time, I wondered how old she was. I thought with her hardened eyes and the soft curves, she had to have been in her twenties. Now I wasn’t so sure. I didn’t remember a Taylor from my time in Arcanus, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t have been there. Or maybe they’d found her. Painters were discovered all the time and brought to Arcanus to study, all searching for the next artist. 

      Soft white lights flickered on from the three lanterns circling the plaza holding Agony. Taylor’s head jerked around at the sudden change in lighting. I smiled. Likely she felt the power I surged through the bulbs as well.

      The sculpture might be my father’s, created for reasons I hadn’t discovered, but the protections around this park, protections I had placed since returning to keep people like Taylor out, were all mine. I might not be an artist, but in spite of what Hard and the others in Arcanus believed, I was more than a simple tagger. 

      More lights flickered on in the park, each adding to the pattern. Night could be dangerous for an artist—even for a tagger, though we generally had less to worry about than artists did—and the lights did more than brighten up the park. They kept it clear of them. 

      “This is your work,” Taylor said.

      “Some of it.”

      “It’s…” She seemed to struggle for the right word. “It’s powerful. Does it work?” she asked, intensity burning in her eyes. 

      It hadn’t been tested before. Hopefully it wouldn’t be tested tonight. “Well enough.”

      “What about the…”

      She didn’t finish, but since she studied in Arcanus, she didn’t have to. 

      There was a reason painters stayed in Arcanus once their abilities manifested. In Arcanus, they called them hunters. Creatures that came in the night, drawing on artists, feeding on their power. Vampires, if you ask me, only no one did. They’d never been seen, not even by the Masters, but stories of painters falling to them made all fear them. Boogeymen who only came out at night, their haunting howls the only warning. Those who left Arcanus lived with the fear that the hunters would come for them. 

      “That’s why you never returned,” Taylor said. 

      She shifted nervously and another gust of wind fluttered through. As it did, I noticed the blue streaks deeper in her hair. I studied her eyes, saw the drawn expression on her face that belied the confident way she questioned me. Something wasn’t quite right. 

      I didn’t fear the night the same as I had when I first left Arcanus. I’d seen too much since then. Not hunters. As far as I knew, they were nothing more than superstition, but there were other creatures of power, other reasons for me to place protections around the park. 

      “What aren’t you telling me, Taylor?” 

      She bit her lower lip, again looking like a younger version of herself, and pushed blue-stained fingers through her hair. Did she know how that augmented her power? Was she not an artist as I first believed? But for Hard to have shown her the book, she had to be. 

      Unless Hard hadn’t. 

      “You found another book,” I realized. “That’s why you came.”

      I crossed the distance separating us too quickly for her to react. Doing so disrupted the pattern I’d been creating, but I didn’t care about that, not now. I slipped my hand into her pocket and grabbed as she protested, trying to push me away. The force from her ink-stained hand almost managed it, but I kept my feet set wide, the placement practiced, as I did. 

      The book looked much like the other I’d seen. The cover was different, a darker leather with a strange grain to it, but inside resembled the one I’d taken from Hard, the one my father had intended for me. I flipped through the pages, ignoring Taylor as I did, eyes scanning the shapes for patterns, translating those I recognized, as I searched for anything that might help. 

      As I studied the book, I ignored the buildup of energy. I shouldn’t have.

      A burst of force struck me in the chest, knocking me down. The book went flying from my hands. I rolled, the breath knocked out of me, reaching for a handful of powdered ink and readying my attack. 

      Could Taylor have attacked me like that? I didn’t think anyone in Arcanus learned enough offensive magic to matter. They focused on defense. On hiding. 

      Taylor screamed. The wind caught her voice. 

      Not her then.

      I stumbled to my feet. Only then did I realize the lanterns around the plaza had gone out. 

      Shit. The lanterns had taken nearly a week to construct. Enough power had gone into them that they shouldn’t simply go out like that. That they did told me that whatever came was powerful.

      I grabbed a fistful of powder and dumped half in the other hand. With a flick of my wrist, I scattered powdered maroon ink in a quick circle, closing Taylor in with me. If I was wrong—if she had been the one to attack—then I was making more trouble for myself. 

      “Are they here?” There was an edge of panic in her voice that had replaced the calm. 

      Within the circle, her voice seemed overly loud, but I didn’t think it wouldn’t carry beyond the edge of the circle. “Quiet,” I hissed.

      She looked over, her eyes wide. “Is it the hunters? I haven’t seen any sign of them in my time out of Arcanus. I thought I was safe.”

      Now I knew she wasn’t the one to attack me. As much as the hunters might frighten her, this kind of attack wasn’t from them either.

      But there were other magical creatures. More than even the Masters in Arcanus cared to admit. The thing was, from what I’d seen of the protections my father had set around the town, Conlin was protected from them too, so I should be safe here. So what had changed? 

      Something she said caught my attention. “What did you say?”

      She spun in a circle, dragging her foot slowly around her. A blue flash appeared on the stone. If I let her complete it, she might destroy the defense I’d created. 

      “Taylor!” 

      I shouted it at her, hating to yell but having no other choice. For a moment, I considered slapping like they always did in the movies, but with the power she controlled, I didn’t dare. If she released it unintentionally, she might accidentally strike me. I might be able to deflect most—the charms woven into my belt would help—but I didn’t know how skilled she might be. Instead, I grabbed her arm, and jerked her around to face me. 

      “What did you say about the hunters?”

      The question more than anything else pulled her back together. Her eyes hardened again and she paused in her circle, her boot stopping just as she was about to seal it. The growing pressure from the surge of blue energy she worked built around me. Useless. Worse than that, wasteful. She might be an artist, but she knew nothing about the nature of colors. 

      “They followed me. The hunters must know I’m here—” She started away, as if preparing to run deeper into the park, and I definitely couldn’t let her do that. 

      There was no other choice. I knocked her out with a pinch of ink scattered across her circle, infusing it with a surge of power. Her eyes went wide as she fell. I scooped under her head, catching her before she managed to reach the stones. 

      Taylor was lighter than I expected. Pencils spilled out of her pocket as I lifted her into a fireman’s carry. I glanced around the plaza. Nothing else moved, but without light I couldn’t be certain. As usual, Agony seemed to watch me. 

      I shot it a glare and hurried to the edge of the stones. Once I left this circle, I would have to rely on whatever protections I could muster. My charms would protect me, but I doubted they would extend to Taylor. I checked the ink in my satchel. Not enough for what I might need. When I came to the park, I hadn’t really known what to expect. During my time back in Conlin, I hadn’t sensed other painter magic. When I did, I’d grabbed what I’d had on hand—thankfully red ink or I might have really been in trouble—and hurried to the park. Now it was mostly gone. I wasn’t completely helpless without it, but it would be close.

      The ground rumbled and power built. 

      I hesitated, focusing on the signature of the power. Not hunters. From what I’d read, they came with howls and violence. So far, Conlin had avoided drawing the attention of hunters. Whatever this was felt different. Powerful—especially if they managed to nearly knock me out while I stood in my circle. And strong enough to overcome even my father’s defenses around the city. 

      But where did it come from? I saw no sign of anything outside the circle. With all the precautions I’d placed around the park, I should feel something if a magical entity approached, but there was nothing there. And for me to have been attacked while in the circle…

      I cursed myself for stupidity and turned back to Agony.

      Whatever attacked had to come from within the circle. I thought it Taylor, but she’d been too frightened to do anything. As I watched, the small plate at the foot of the sculpture bulged slightly. 

      Nothing had moved that plate before. Others had tried, the city determined to have something meaningful written on it, but hadn’t managed to lift it and they didn’t want to damage the sculpture. Too valuable, they felt. I always wondered if there wasn’t a different reason, one my father had a hand in.

      The plate bulged again. 

      At least now I understood how I’d been attacked, if not by what. 

      I could run, get away before whatever it was came through that plate and hope the protection I had around the park would keep me safe, but that would only buy me time. If something could push through the plate like that—and with enough force to overpower not only my protections, but my father’s—then I wouldn’t be safe for long. 

      Palming the last of the powder, I sprinted to the plate. After lowering Taylor to the ground, I traced patterns as quickly as I could along the stone, pushing the ink into the stone: a broad circle for containment, a perfect square representing protection, and the last—a flourish I wasn’t certain would work—a tight inverted spiral I hoped would obfuscate whatever magical entity tried pushing through. 

      With that, my power sagged. I’d spent more than I was accustomed to using. Painter power was like a muscle and I hadn’t really been exercising it in the time Devan and I had been back in Conlin. Even the initial circle had been a relatively potent creation. An artist might find it easier, but then again, an artist would have a more elegant solution than what I did. 

      The bulging of the plate eased. 

      I leaned back, relief working through me. Damn, but it had worked. 

      I glanced at Taylor. The power I’d struck her with kept her unconscious. Maybe I’d used more than I intended on her, but that was the risk I took with my type of power. At least she still breathed.

      She moaned slightly and rolled over. Her leg caught the edge of the powdered ink sinking into the stones. I grabbed her and pulled her away. As I did, the plate began to glow with white-hot light. 

      Scrambling back from it, the power working through the plate was more than I could imagine. I jumped to my feet and hauled Taylor back. How much time did we have before the plate burned away? Seconds? Minutes? 

      Something about the plate changed. I stared at it, drawn toward it like a moth to a bulb. Or a mosquito to a bug-zapper. I knew I shouldn’t, but I went anyway.

      Where before it had always been perfectly smooth and flat, now dark shapes writhed within the glowing plate, shapes I had seen before. At that moment, I knew I needed to see them closer. The pattern emerging on the plate might help answer the questions I’ve had for nearly a decade. The heat radiating from it sizzled in the air, pressing me back. Ignoring it, I crawled forward, oblivious to anything but the pattern. 

      I reached the edge of my circle and crossed the threshold, knees dragging through the fresh ink and breaking the containment I’d formed. 

      The plate exploded with power. Energy surged through me. Colors swirled around it. My ears thundered. The hair on my arms stood out as I stretched toward it. I could feel my face burning but didn’t care. I needed to see that pattern. I needed to understand.

      And then it faded. 

      It happened with nothing more than a sizzle. Power and light were there and then they were not. I crouched on arms and legs, staring at the now-bronze plate, unable to understand what had happened. Answers had been there. Power great enough to surge through both my father’s protections and mine had nearly come through. 

      “Escher?”

      I licked cottony lips and twisted around. Taylor stood next to Agony, one hand resting on the statue’s hip. Dark brown ink stained the tips of both index fingers and I understood. Somehow she had managed to contain whatever attempted to push out through the plate. 

      I had underestimated her again.

      “Can you stand?” she asked.

      In answer, I pushed to my feet. My head pounded and the flesh on my face felt raw. Electricity sizzled through me as if I’d just stuck my finger in a light socket. I’d felt power like that a few times before, and never from anything on this side of the Threshold. 

      She reached into my pocket and grabbed the book I’d taken from her. The look on her face dared me to stop her. The way I felt, I wouldn’t be able to stop a child right now. 

      I looked at the plate. Now it looked no different than it ever had. 

      “How did you—” I licked my lips again and swallowed, trying to force moisture down my throat. “How did you know?”

      Taylor’s dark eyes turned to the plate, now looking no different than it had ever appeared. “Because that’s why I’m here.” She motioned around the park. “Come on. There must be someplace safer than this we can talk.”

      All I could do was nod.
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      Taylor sat in my living room, arms crossed over her chest, her blue-streaked hair pushed back behind her ears, and stared at me from the folding chair I’d set out for her. I hadn’t bothered to get much furniture for the house, not certain how long I’d actually be here, so other than the chairs and pair of mismatched halogen lamps humming on either end of the floor, it was empty. Well, that and the small TV and Blu-ray player. She clutched the book tightly in one fist, as if afraid I might take it from her again. Given the chance, I would.

      “Tell me how you ended up in the park,” I said. I paced across the faded hardwood as I spoke, walking from one end of my living room to the other. Since the room—and the house itself—was tiny, that didn’t take long. Gray surplus blankets serving as curtains hung over the two windows, less to filter the light than to keep back the draft. 

      “I told you already.”

      I stopped pacing and faced her. “You told me about Hard. And the book. You said nothing about how you came to Conlin.” Or how she had such control with patterns. Arcanus had powerful painters—the Masters were all artists of considerable power—but they were naïve in many ways. What would happen if they learned how to cross the Threshold?

      Taylor sniffed. “Then you weren’t listening.”

      I opened my mouth to argue before clamping it shut. She was right. I hadn’t been listening. As soon as she started talking, my brain went somewhere else. That had been a mistake. I’d made my share of them, so I added that to the list. Regret, she was my friend.

      I grabbed another folding chair and flipped it open to drag it across from her. “Then tell me again,” I asked, this time more gently than before. Maroon ink still stained my fingers. I’d have to remember to scrub it clean later. For now, I scrubbed them across my pants. If I didn’t, colors could mix and contaminate a future painting, creating unexpected effects. Something like that could be dangerous. 

      Taylor uncrossed her arms and stared at the book in her hands. When she started speaking, it was as if she spoke to it rather than to me. “I didn’t know what I had when I found the book. I recognized some of the symbols, but not enough to make sense of them, not like Hard would have managed.”

      “Where did you find it?” While the Arcanus library was massive, finding anything of use in it was an exercise in patience. I’d spent months combing through the library for a single book I found referenced in a different book. From what I could tell, there was no organization to it.

      Taylor thumbed the edge of the book. “Tall stacks, near the hearth.”

      I thought about what I remembered of the library and frowned. “That makes it—”

      “About as far from the door as you can get.”

      The door. There was only one door like it in Arcanus. It was set back into the dug-out rock of the library, something like the mythical sword in the stone. Not so mythical within Arcanus, but then, should that be a surprise? The library had been built around the door. Symbols like those in her book worked across its flat gray surface. Most felt certain there was a pattern, but no one had ever managed to decipher it. During my time on the other side of the Threshold, I always wondered why they had not. 

      “And that book helped you open the door?”

      She shook her head absently. “Not that one. Hard opened that about a year ago.”

      Taylor said it so nonchalantly that I almost missed the importance. “Wait—Hard opened it?” If he’d opened it a year ago, I would have known if another painter appeared on the other side of the Threshold. That meant it either didn’t cross the Threshold, at least not into the same realm I’d been in, or it opened someplace else. “He’s never managed more than activating some of the symbols.” And it took incredible energy for him to manage that, even for an artist like Hard. 

      She pulled out her pad of paper and one of the pencils she had stuffed in her pocket. Her hand moved over the page with a practiced stroke, quickly sketching the outline of a shape I immediately recognized but hadn’t seen for nearly a decade. Taylor even managed to capture most of the symbols on the door. 

      In the time since I left Arcanus, I had tried drawing the door. The memorization of patterns came easily to me; it was the reproduction I found difficult. Each time I tried putting pencil to paper to recreate it, I failed. Even after learning all that I had, I still hadn’t managed. Dozens of attempts littered my notepads, hundreds more crumpled and tossed away. And Taylor managed to make a better representation in minutes than what I had managed in years. 

      Like I said, there’s a difference between a true artist and a tagger. 

      “These are linked,” she began, touching a pair of symbols on her drawing. One was a complicated eight-pointed star and the other was a series of interconnected spirals. Both would have been too complex for me to draw in an evening. Taylor sketched them in moments. “On this door, you need to activate both at the same time.”

      “Both? That would take immense focus.” Or splitting focus, but I don’t know that anyone in Arcanus had mastered that, not like I had. 

      I pulled my chair closer so I could take a look. Taylor wore a floral perfume, the fragrance subtle and exotic and not unpleasant. I forced the thought out of my mind.

      She shook her head. Black hair swished as she did, revealing the streaks of blue ink, the color for thought and mindfulness, that still stained it. “Activating a single symbol is difficult, but when you work both at the same time, the work eases.” She tapped the page, pointing to another pair of symbols, their shapes more complex than the first. One looked like a stick figure with legs crossed in front of it, the other a spiraling orb. “And if you manage to suffuse each of these at the same time,” she tapped again, “the door opens.”

      I closed my eyes and imagined standing before the door again. It had stood unopened for centuries, long before Hard’s time, since it was first rediscovered. Most agreed the door was ancient, possibly a thousand years or more old, but as far as I knew, none had ever managed to trigger more than one of the symbols. It wasn’t until I’d crossed the Threshold—accidentally, in my case—had I learned why. To power a doorway, the painter had to divide their focus into each of the appropriate symbols. It had taken me a decade and the fear of death to accomplish it. 

      “What’s on the other side?” 

      Taylor started drawing again, the pencil scratching across the page. I opened my eyes and watched her work. She made precise movements, each line placed perfectly, the image quickly emerging: a long hall, stone ringing around it, making it look more ancient than Arcanus itself, and rows of doors. 

      I sucked in a quick breath. What Taylor drew was nothing like what I had expected. “There are more?” 

      I once thought the door in the library of Arcanus the key to finding my father. In the time since I’d left, I’d learned enough to think that was only the beginning. Now I wondered if even that might be wrong. Maybe it was the key to understanding much more than my father.

      She smiled tightly. “Twenty-one, if you count the initial door to enter this hall. None of them are the same. Each has a different set of symbols.”

      “And you managed to open one of these?” The fact that Hard had opened the door surprised me, but hearing that another door existed and had been opened seemed impossible. Where would these doors lead? It seemed impossible that they would all cross the Threshold to the same place, but why would Arcanus have so many?

      Taylor flipped through the book to the front page. She pointed to the row of symbols. “One of them matched this page. Had I not just found the book, I don’t think I would have known, but this one,” she slipped her finger beneath one of the symbols, “showed up on the third door in the top left corner.” She flipped the page in her notebook and began another sketch. This looked much like the first, filling in the details of the door with the symbols worked around the edges. 

      Again I marveled at her skill. Even in Arcanus, her ability would be extraordinary. No wonder Hard had pulled her into his obsession. I glanced toward the back room, where a hidden door led to the basement. In some ways, I shared the same obsession. 

      “See these two?” she asked, pointing to the first symbol. It was a six-sided star with a circle worked through the middle. She moved to point at the second symbol, a series of interconnected wavy lines. “They match with this.” Taylor turned the page in the book and showed me another series of symbols. Near the middle of the page were the two she had drawn. “And these,” she continued, pointing to two more she’d drawn on the door, “match with these.” She turned the book so I could better see, motioning to another pair of symbols buried within the next page. 

      “What do they do?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Nothing. Everything. Activating the first two took more strength than I had, but all four?” She tapped the page with frustration. “There’s no way for a single painter to activate all four.”

      Not that she knew. It made me wonder how Hard had managed to open the other door. “And Hard let you do this?”

      She looked down at the page, but not before I saw the uncertainty on her face. “Hard didn’t know I watched him open the first door.” 

      I laughed and she looked up at me, flipping her notepad closed as she went. “Hard always was arrogant like that.”

      Her brow furrowed as she frowned. “Arrogant?”

      I tipped my head toward her notepad. Within the three pages was more artistry than I would likely manage in a lifetime. Thankfully there was more to painting than artistry; otherwise I would never have survived as long as I had.  

      “Hard probably didn’t think you’d even understand what he was doing. He’s been studying that door since before I came to Arcanus.”

      She bit her lip, hesitating before asking her next question. “That was when your father died.” 

      I didn’t bother correcting her about my father. Everyone else in Arcanus thought he’d died that night, but who other than my father would have left the key, the roll of vellum, and the book? Hard claimed I’d taken them from my father’s rooms, but I hadn’t dared enter his rooms. I was nearly as intimidated by him as the rest of Arcanus.

      “They still talk about it sometimes,” she said. She tapped her pencil on the pad and bit her lip. It had the effect of making her look incredibly attractive. “Why did you leave?”

      “I didn’t have much choice in the matter. When the Masters decide you’re no longer welcome, Arcanus has a way of pushing you out.” And Ash—the real bastard who’d forced me away from Arcanus—had made certain that I had no other choice.

      She stared down at the book again, eyes studying something I couldn’t see. “The way they speak of you, it’s as if you chose to leave.”

      I leaned back in the chair and crossed my legs. My pants were still wet from sitting on the rain-soaked cement bench. I smeared my fingers against the rough denim, memories of Arcanus coming back unbidden. Ten years was a long time. Long enough for people to change. Long enough for the seething anger to abate. Long enough to learn about new talents or discover those once thought lost. 

      “I’m surprised anyone is willing to talk about me.”

      Taylor scooted forward in her chair and touched my hand hesitantly before withdrawing. At some point, she’d cleaned the brown ink from her fingers, but I hadn’t seen her do it. Hadn’t seen her clean the blue off, either, before she went and switched colors. With her talent, she likely knew the risk of mixing colors, might even have talent for mixing it, though doing so was rare. Few painters had skill combining the right amount and still achieving the desired effect. My father knew how. In all the time I saw him work with powdered inks, I never saw him worry about it, almost as if it didn’t matter for what he did. 

      “You never thought about going back?”

      “I was banished.”

      “Are you—”

      I cut her off with a nod. I wasn’t going to go down that road with her, not with those questions. The first few weeks after I left, all I thought about was getting back. I wanted nothing more than access to the library, convinced it was the key to finding him. Then I accidentally triggered a passageway across the Threshold. Or was drawn; I still didn’t know which it was. That’s when my studies truly began. Studies forced upon me by Devan’s father, and then lessons he’d taught himself. Each more terrifying than the last. But had I not studied with him, I never would have learned the control I now had with arcane patterns.

      “What happened when you opened that door?” I pointed to the paper but didn’t look down. 

      Her eyes flicked down to the page. She fidgeted with the pencil, flipping it over her fingers. Her breathing quickened. A strand of hair fell into her face, and she left it. 

      Could I have been reading it wrong? 

      I thought about what I knew. Taylor shows up in the park. She’s a skilled painter, an artist, and one who knows some pretty advanced defensive skills. Something attacks through the bronze plate in the park. And she has a book with symbols much like the one I’d taken from Hard. But she’s scared. Terrified of whatever was on the other side of that plate—the doorway. 

      “It wasn’t you who went through the doorway, was it?” I asked. That Taylor didn’t look up told me I was right. “Taylor?”

      She swallowed and nodded slowly. “It was Hard. I helped him discover the pattern, but he didn’t want me to go through. Too dangerous for me, he said.”

      I slipped her notebook from under her arms. She protested but I ignored her and flipped it open. The first page had a drawing of Agony, but one that was nothing like the drawings I used to make when I first returned to Conlin. It was all angular, the lines of his face worked with intersecting shapes that created the distinct impression of Agony much better than I would have managed. 

      The next page was the picture of the door in Arcanus. I stared at symbols I’d once spent entire weeks puzzling over, trying and failing to learn some secret to activating them. Hard always found them so easy to activate, something he claimed came from being an artist. Practice, he would say. Improve your skills. Only then would he let me study with him. Taggers didn’t get to work with the Masters. So I’d practice and practice and nothing would ever change. No matter who my father might be, I would never be anything more than a tagger. 

      It took years before I realized how wrong his thinking was. 

      I turned the page and looked at the other side of the doorway, the hall of doors. What must it have been like the first time Hard opened that door and saw the other side? How many years had he studied? Fifty? Painters—especially true artists like Hard—didn’t age the way regular people did. Hard had been in Arcanus for sixty years before I even knew him. All that time obsessed by the door at the back of the library. 

      “Where did it take him?” I asked softly. I couldn’t take my eyes off the picture of the room of doors. If going through the doorway in Arcanus led there, where would one of these other doors lead? Would they even cross the Threshold, or was this something different?

      “I didn’t see,” Taylor said. “He went alone.”

      I breathed out softly and handed the book back to her. She took it and leaned forward, cradling it against her body. “He didn’t return, did he?” That was the reason she was here. Hard was stuck someplace, likely on the other side of the Threshold. “And now you don’t know where he is.”

      “I need your help finding him.”

      I suppressed a groan. Help Hard. Two words I never thought I’d even consider, but with Taylor sitting across from me and the potential knowledge that she had in the book, the desire to return to Arcanus flared within me. And the room of doors, well, that was something different. If nothing else, they proved the original founders of Arcanus had known more about the magical world that the current Masters. It was more than that. If I had access to the library there, how much more quickly could I learn what I needed to find my father? 

      Taylor hadn’t noticed how conflicted I was and kept talking. 

      “When I showed him what I discovered, he was the one who figured out how to activate the second door. When it opened, he—”

      A loud banging came from my front door and she jumped.

      I hopped to my feet and hurried to the door, pausing to peer through the peephole. 

      Devan stood on the other side, her head tipped toward the peephole. Devan was short and thin and had deep blue eyes. She wore a thin jacket of dark green material that seemed to shimmer in the darkness. It hung open to reveal a faded t-shirt with some obscure band on it. Probably something she’d never even heard before. 

      “Why’s it locked?”

      “Just a minute,” I said, wishing I could have warned Devan about Taylor, though knowing Devan, she likely sensed the mess from the park.

      “Open the door, Ollie! You’re going to want to see what I made.”

      I glanced at Taylor. She sat, eyes locked on the book in her lap. Tension had drained from her and she seemed somehow frailer than she’d been. How much had it taken for her to convince the others to come to me for help finding Hard? 

      Or maybe I had it wrong. Maybe they had sent her. 

      If they had, I wasn’t sure I wanted anything to do with Arcanus, not anymore. Once, I would have wanted nothing more than to return, to learn the secrets the Masters could teach, but that was before I’d discovered there were even more secrets than even Arcanus understood.

      And why me? The other Masters were all talented artists, each more skilled than I was. Mac and Reem would likely be able to pick up on Hard’s work, enough that they could reopen the door. 

      “Damn, Ollie!” Devan yelled, pounding on the door again. “Open up.”

      I pulled the door open and she barreled through me, nearly knocking me down. She carried a clear plastic container with a pile of silver metallic sculptures. One looked a bit like Agony. 

      She pushed it toward me. “These are like the others, only I tinkered with them a little, trying to get them to be a little more precise, knowing who might be using it.” I made a point of ignoring the dig and let her continue. “This one,” she took a short, thin cylinder out from the bin and rolled it between her fingers, “will create damn near a perfect circle if you hold it over your head. These others make different shapes, just like you asked. And this,” she pulled the one that looked something like Agony’s head, “makes that pattern you requested. You’ll have to test it out and see if it works.” 

      As I took the bin from her, she kicked the door closed and started toward the kitchen. “Missed lunch today finishing this for you. You still have some of that pizza?”

      “That’s from three nights ago.”

      “So?” She stopped short and turned toward Taylor, as if only now realizing she was there. I wasn’t sure I believed that. “Shit, Ollie, I didn’t know you had a girl here. Didn’t know you knew any girls here. She one of your old girlfriends?” She dragged her eyes across Taylor before nodding approvingly. “If you two are busy, I can come back later.”

      I stepped past Devan and punched her in the shoulder. “This is Taylor. She’s from Arcanus.”

      Devan’s lips pinched together. “Thought that place wanted nothing to do with you.”

      “They don’t. Or didn’t.”

      “Then what’s she doing here?” The dark stare she shot Taylor as she asked told me that she had sensed the commotion from the park earlier. It left me wondering why she hadn’t come to help. Usually Devan raced to help me.

      “A long story.” I grabbed the folding chair and sat, eyeing the charms she had made. “If these work as you say, I might have to take back some of the things I’ve said about you.”

      She leaned against the wall, hands hooked into the pockets of her black jeans, and glared at me. “Like what? That I’m awesome and you’re a piece of shit?”

      Taylor gaped at Devan before turning to me. “Who is she?” 

      Devan shrugged. “I’m Ollie’s friend. I make stuff.”

      I suppressed a grin. The better question would have been what is she, but Taylor didn’t know to ask. Most from Arcanus thought painting all there was to know about magic.

      Taylor leaned toward the plastic bin on my lap and grabbed the pyramid-shaped one. She twisted it in her hand before pressing down on the top. A streak of green ink shot across my floor. I wasn’t surprised Devan had used green in it even though it was a color I wasn’t terribly partial to. If I had any furniture, it would have gotten all over everything. Instead, it soaked into the faded hardwood. 

      Taylor’s eyes widened and she smiled. “That’s incredible.” She looked up at Devan. “You made this?”

      Devan pushed away from the wall and grabbed a chair, settling herself on it across from Taylor, as if the comment had decided something for her. “I made all of these.” She took the pyramid shape out of Taylor’s hand and stuffed it back into the plastic bin. “For Ollie. Not for you Arcanus turds.”

      Taylor had been staring at the bin and jerked her head up. “I’m not the reason he’s not in Arcanus. I came here because I needed his help.”

      Devan snorted and flicked an annoyed glance over to me. “You really gonna help her after what they did to you?”

      “It’s complicated, Devan.”

      “She the reason that damn dog is prowling outside?”

      I frowned. “What dog?”

      Devan thumbed toward my door. “Big wolfhound. Maybe even a wolf. Saw it slinking around outside. I thought it might be your new neighbor at first, but it looks a little bit rough for this neighborhood. So did she bring it?”

      I went to the window and pulled back the heavy blankets covering them and peered outside. Night had settled fully and it was dark other than the rim of lanterns placed around the outside of the house. Presumably they were landscape lanterns, but seeing as how I didn’t have much in the way of landscape, they didn’t really hide their real purpose very well. A trickle of light spilled off them, pushing back the darkness. 

      “I don’t see anything. Are you sure—”

      Devan shot me a look that would have made anyone else wilt, but I’d known her a long time. Nearly my whole life outside of Arcanus. She was one of the first friends I made when I left there. Without her, I might never have survived once I left Arcanus.

      “Now you’re questioning my sight?”

      I stared out the window, straining to see anything moving in the shadows. “You know I don’t,” I said absently. 

      Devan had abilities, too. Like I said, there are other magical entities out in the world. Devan was one of them. Not quite human. In addition to the magic she possessed—real magic, not the kind that required painting—her kind had sight and speed and she could work wonders with anything small, like the charms she made for me. Books would probably have referred to her people as elves or maybe fairies, but she didn’t have the pointy ears or slanting eyes. All she had were slight features that belied her strength. 

      “You want me to go see if it’s still there?” she asked.

      I shook my head. After what happened tonight, I didn’t want her out around some strange wolf, regardless of whatever skills she might have, not until I knew what had tried getting through the plate in the park. The protections around my house would hold back most anything anyway. The house was one of the last gifts my father had given me, and the place I had gone to first when Arcanus kicked me out. Somehow, the house itself was better protected than anything I could concoct. Now that I was back, I was determined to learn some of his secrets. If I didn’t, we might never survive what Devan’s father intended for us now that we’d managed to escape him. 

      Yeah, we were essentially on the run. And while Devan was powerful in her own way, the magic her father could sling around was on a whole other level. 

      Taylor came and stood next to me, peering through the window as if her sight were as good as Devan’s. She wiped at the window with her sleeve. 

      Devan laughed softly. “You’re not going to clear his ink off with your sleeve.”

      Taylor lowered her face to the glass and studied it, tracing a finger around the outer edge. She twisted her head as she studied the subtle markings made within the paint. I had done the same long ago and then again when I’d returned. I might be able to recognize some of the patterns, but I couldn’t recreate them with the same level of detail. “You did this?” 

      “You think a tagger could do that?” 

      She stood and wiped her hands on her pants. When she met my eyes, there was a hint of respect there. “From what I’ve seen, the answer would be yes.”

      I turned away and stared out into the night, ignoring the questions her glance asked. Someone from Arcanus wasn’t ready for the things I’d seen. “Then you’d be wrong. This house was my father’s. Since you were in Arcanus, you probably heard about him.”

      “The Elder.”

      I chuckled. I loved the names the Masters assumed. Hard. Reem. Mac. Ash. And the Elder. I never learned if he named himself or if someone gave him the name. Either way, it had stuck. Most never knew his real name. Hell, I’m no longer sure I knew his real name. “Yeah, that’s him.”

      “This was his house?” 

      She looked around, a curious tone to her voice. It was almost enough for me to kick her out. Let her deal with what might be out in the night. But I didn’t. I still hadn’t decided whether I was going to help her find Hard, but that was mostly because I didn’t know if there was anything I could do to help.

      “This was his palace. He and my mom were here before he took me to Arcanus.”

      That was a long time ago. Probably longer than Taylor even knew. 

      “Where did she go?” 

      I shook my head. “She’s gone.” Unlike with my father, there was no question about what happened to her. It was the reason my father had brought me to Arcanus. He’d never really told me other than blaming himself. 

      I started to let the curtain slip closed again as I turned to Devan. That was when the lanterns circling the house began to flicker. They went out with a soft pop. 

      Something was outside. Extinguishing my protections would take serious power, power of the kind I’d seen in the park. And it was power I wasn’t equipped to stop if it could get past those protections.
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      I stared out the window, waiting to see if the lights would come back, not really convinced that they would. The energy pulsing around the house left the hairs on my arms standing taut. The ozone stink to the air told me what was coming next. 

      Shit. 

      The plastic bin Devan brought rested on one of the folding chairs. I grabbed it and flipped through, looking for one that might help if needed. It was possible I was wrong. Unlikely, but possible. 

      What did it mean that I’d been here nearly two months and been left alone the entire time? Then she shows up and shit hits the magical fan. I didn’t think they could get into the house—it might not look like much, but my father had placed some serious protections on this place—but I had a sneaking suspicion that whatever was out there didn’t want to get into the house. Either they wanted beneath it, to the place my father had hidden, or there really was something or someone after Taylor. The entire house served as a sort of pattern protecting a simple basement, one I never knew about until he was long gone. 

      I slipped the charms into my pockets, instinctively reaching for the hooks on my belt so I could hang powdered inks for easy reach. There wasn’t time to restock. “Devan? Can you tell me what we’re up against?”

      “Not yet, but I’ll find out.” She shifted her jacket off her shoulders and slipped out the door and into the night, pulling the door closed behind her as she went. 

      “What is it, Escher?” Taylor asked. “What’s happening?”

      I shook my head in annoyance. “Oliver,” I snapped. “And Devan is going to see why my protections failed.”

      “They failed?” Her eyes searched around the house, as if looking for a way out. “Why would you send her out on her own?”

      I leaned my head against the glass window and stared outside. The only light now visible came from the lamps in the house leaking out the window. Devan’s faded white shirt caught that light and amplified it, making her seem to glow in the darkness. 

      “She’ll be fine,” I muttered. I’d seen her through worse. 

      Taylor rubbed an arm across the glass again, this time with more force, as she tried to peer out. I grabbed her arm, pulling it back. Anyone else, I wouldn’t be concerned that she could wipe away the layer of milky white paint my father placed there, but I still didn’t know the extent of Taylor’s power, or her control. Either might be enough to disrupt what had preserved me for so long.

      “Won’t they—”

      Hunters. That was what she feared, what most from Arcanus feared. “They aren’t out there. And if they were, they wouldn’t be able to reach the house, let alone harm Devan. Whatever is out there is something else. And Devan will learn what it is.” Once we knew what we were dealing with, I could figure out a way to stop it. At least slow it down. 

      That’s sort of my thing. It was why I’d been allowed to live for as long as I had. 

      Devan’s kind had certain protections. A sort of magical immunity. It didn’t mean she still wasn’t careful, but she would be safe so long as she didn’t do something stupid. She had the ability to detect other magical things. She had other powers, but they were different for her here and from they way she explained it, she hadn’t fully understood the changes. When it came time to knock things back, that’s where I stepped in. 

      Devan disappeared around the corner of the house. I waited. If everything went fine, she’d circle back around in a minute. Like I said, it’s not a very big house. 

      A muffled shout rang from the other side of the house.

      Damn. 

      I sprinted for the door and threw it open. Taylor tried grabbing my arm but I shook her off. I wasn’t about to let her keep me from reaching my friend. “Lock it behind me,” I said.

      I didn’t wait to see how Taylor would react. 

      Outside the house, the air had a cool and damp feel to it. The rain from earlier had left a chill as the storm moved out. A sliver of moon lit the sky, not enough to mask the twinkling of stars. Any other night, I might have stared. 

      I searched for signs of Devan, pressing through the detection pattern crisscrossing through the house. How was it that we’d survived everything on the other side only to find her in real danger here? Maybe it would have been better for her to stay behind. Difficult, but at least she wouldn’t be hunted like this. 

      There was nothing. 

      Not that I didn’t feel Devan. I felt nothing. Drawing the detection pattern—a simple cross I’d worked through the house and out, stretching across the lawn—I should be able to sense movement of something, even if it were little more than the wind. Whatever was out there blocked me.

      More power than I could sling. And I was walking right toward it. 

      As I made my way along the rim of my house, I grabbed two of the charms Devan had made for me and squeezed them in my fist. There wouldn’t be enough powder for me to do much. Maybe enough to scare whatever was out there away. And after the energy I’d drawn in the park when I first came across Taylor, I wasn’t sure how much I’d be able to do anyway. It didn’t matter. For Devan, I’d try. Without her, I might not be here.

      See, when I left Arcanus, I’d been in a dark place. Anger that no one believed my father still lived made me violent at times. I like to convince myself that Arcanus threw me out, but the truth was that I forced them to. There are natural patterns, things like simple circles and squares and crosses, all of which can be used to draw power from a painter, to augment it to create the magic, sort of like our spells. Then there are what Arcanus referred to as unnatural patterns. Shapes meant to deceive the eye, to distort. Arcane patterns. 

      The Masters in Arcanus forbid studying these patterns. Too many painters have destroyed themselves pulling power through them. It was what they claimed killed my father.

      I knew better. My father was an artist. Any pattern he created—any paint he mixed—simply worked. There was a reason he sat above the Masters, the same reason they called him the Elder. 

      When he disappeared, I began studying the arcane patterns with a fervor bordering on obsession. If that was how my father disappeared, then I was going to understand, no matter what the Masters said. But I’m nothing more than a tagger. If I were an artist, they might have given me a little more slack. Had they not caught me working one of the forbidden patterns, I might have been able to stay. Of course, had I not attempted those patterns, I would never have known Devan. She was drawn to it somehow. 

      The magic in the world is complicated. Painters like myself and Taylor pull on power within ourselves. We use color and shapes and patterns to amplify that power, to give it meaning, but it has to come from within. The hunters are said to feed on that power. It gives them life. 

      Then there are those like Devan. When I first met her, I knew little more than painter magic. As I spent time with her people, the Te’alan—enough to understand that Arcanus only scratched the surface of what was possible—I learned to become something more. Now I was something of a bruiser in the magical world. We were already on the run from her father, a powerful being known as the Trelking, but if anything happened to Devan, I had no doubt what her father would do to me. 

      And besides, we were friends. So for her, I’d risk whatever terrifying power was out in the night. 

      I might not feel anything else, but the power that was out there pressed against me like a raw nerve. For me to feel it like that meant enormous power. 

      A soft moan came from around the side of the house. I moved silently, keeping my feet twisted in such a way that each step formed a pattern, pressing through my shoes as I walked to solidify it. Another trick I hadn’t learned from Arcanus. 

      With the charm in my hand, I reached the corner of the house. The power out there practically buzzed like a fluorescent bulb. It came from nearby, close enough that I could touch. Goosebumps rippled across my skin and I swallowed the nervous lump in my throat. 

      As I stepped forward, I thrust both charms overhead. If Devan’s charms didn’t work, both of us would be dead. Guess it wouldn’t matter then. 

      I squeezed, ejecting the ink, letting it spray up and out in the preset patterns.

      When it struck the ground, I pressed through the ink, solidifying the connection. The effort was nearly more than I could stand. 

      The protections held. Barely, but they pushed back what I felt hiding in the night. 

      My legs trembled and I nearly fell. Devan coughed quietly and I nudged her with my toe. “Devan? Don’t tell me I’ve lost you already,” I said.

      “You’re an idiot.” Her voice was weak, and she coughed. 

      “I know. But can you stand?”

      She grabbed my leg and pulled herself up, pressing up against me as she went. Unlike me, she couldn’t feel the edges of the patterns the ink made. From working with the charms, she likely had an idea, but she needed to be close to be safe within them.

      “You shouldn’t have come out here,” she said. “I was fine.”

      “What happened?” 

      Her shirt glowed, this time not catching the light from the window. Devan infused it with her power, one that was so different from mine. The medallion she had made me pressed with cold energy against my chest.

      Light reflected off greenish-gold eyes not a dozen steps from me. 

      “What the hell is that?” I whispered. “I thought you said it was a wolfhound!”

      The creature stood nearly as high as my chest. Each eye had to be nearly the size of my fist. Now that I saw where it was, I could make out its outline against the night. Whatever it was, the thing was enormous.

      “Don’t know,” Devan said. “Maybe I should’ve stayed inside. He sensed me as soon as I left the house.”

      I shot her a sharp look and she shrugged. What she suggested shouldn’t be possible. “And you don’t know what it is?” 

      She didn’t answer.

      I studied the creature, trying to think of how to get us back to the house. From the size, I had a vague notion of what it might be, but hadn’t expected to see any of their kind here in Conlin. And I was surprised Devan couldn’t detect it.

      “Let’s get back to the house,” I said. 

      “Good idea. Any suggestions as to how?” 

      Devan twisted and I followed her eyes. I hadn’t realized it, but I’d gone farther from the house than I intended while trying to reach her. We were probably twenty feet from the corner. It would be another twenty to the door. And the creature just sat there, watching us. 

      My hand went to my belt, feeling for a satchel of ink. None. I checked my pockets. No ink. I had the charms she’d made me, but only one would give us a chance of reaching the door. And that was if it worked. 

      They hadn’t been tested. I was lucky the ones I’d used to reach Devan worked as expected. Maybe not lucky. With Devan, there’s more than luck involved, especially when it came to her creations. But if they hadn’t worked, what would the creature have done? For the most part, Devan seemed unharmed.

      I’d have to figure that out later. For now, we needed to reach the house. We’d be safe there. Reaching it meant testing the other charm, the one I wasn’t as certain would work.

      Guess there was no time but the present. 

      “I’m going to try it.” 

      Devan sucked in a breath. “Ollie—do you really think it’s a good idea to experiment with one of your charms right now?”

      “Not really, but what other choice do we have? If it works like I planned, the blast should give us enough time.”

      “That’s counting on your father’s protections holding.”

      I grunted. “I don’t think anything I can summon will rival him.”

      Devan touched my arm. Her fingers were hot and dry. “You’re an idiot.”

      I smiled and pulled the strangely shaped charm out of my pocket, the one that resembled Agony. If it worked as I hoped, it should create an explosive pressure in a twenty-five-foot radius. We could run behind the blast and reach the door. If it worked.

      “Be ready,” I said.

      “Damn it, Ollie.”

      I felt her tense as she prepared. 

      Raising the charm overhead, I clenched my jaw and squeezed down. 

      The ink expelled in a flash. As it struck, I infused it with intent, pressing what was left of my power through it. After this, I wouldn’t be able to do much else. So this better work.

      White light exploded outward in an irregular circle, slowly spiraling out. 

      “Now, Devan!” 

      We ran toward the house. 

      A low growl erupted but I ignored it as I ran. If the wolfhound reached me, nothing else would matter. 

      Devan sprinted ahead of me. She’d probably reach the house before me. Hell, with her speed, I might have to worry about her outrunning the blast. 

      She kicked the door open and fell through as the blast struck the house. The protections worked into it held, pushing back against the explosion. A sizzling energy shimmered along the house as I reached the door. Some of the paint had flaked off in places around the doorframe. Streaks of char ran along the siding. 

      I tripped and fell forward, unable to take my eyes off the house. The paint shouldn’t have been damaged. 

      Strong hands grabbed me and pulled me into the house. The door slammed shut behind me. Devan knelt next to me. Worry lined her deep blue eyes. 

      “What the hell was that?”

      I pushed myself up, cupping the charm she’d made. I had predicted a twenty-five-foot blast radius, but from what I could tell, it had gone double. And the power focused within it was more than I had calculated when sketching the shape the charm should take. 

      “A little more juice than I wanted, but it worked,” I said. 

      Devan pushed me back down and stood. “A little more juice? That’s all you’ve got?”

      I dusted my hands across my pants as I stood. “What else do you want me to say? I’m not an artist, not like—”

      I cut off, suddenly realizing we were alone. 

      “Where’s Taylor?”

      Devan glared at me. “I don’t keep track of your girls, Ollie.”

      “She’s not my girl.”

      “I saw that look you were giving her. With her dark hair and those eyes, same thing I saw on my side too often.”

      Maybe I had stared at Taylor a little more than needed. “Whatever. Besides, when have I ever brought another girl around you?”

      Devan shrugged. “Usually you find some other place out of the way. Better to keep their brothers from knowing.” She moved slowly around the perimeter of the walls, neck stretched forward and nose upturned slightly, almost as if smelling for something. As she did, her skin glowed softly. The medallion went cold.

      “That was one time,” I said. And had Devan not intervened, it might have been my last time. I should know better than to mess around with sirens. Not as deadly as the stories made them out, but their families were fiercely protective of them.

      She tipped her head when she reached the window and pulled back the curtain. I started toward her, pain cramping in my leg forcing me to limp over to her. 

      “What is it?” 

      Devan pointed to the glass. 

      I leaned in to study it. It didn’t take me long to see what Devan had detected. The painting placed on the glass by my father was smudged. Streaks of brown worked across it. Taylor’s swirls mixed against the nearly translucent markings left by my father all those years ago, markings that had gone undamaged in the time since he made them.

      The pattern she’d placed on the glass changed that. 

      “Damn her,” I hissed, testing the window. Unlike before the marks were made, it opened freely. Likely the same could happen on the other side. 

      Had I not spent so much of the last two months of my life studying the house, I might not have known a way to undo the damage. When I first left Arcanus, fixing a distorted pattern—especially one made by my father—would have been impossible for me. Thankfully, I had learned much since then, things the Masters couldn’t—and wouldn’t—teach. 

      “Can you grab the ink?” I asked Devan. I didn’t take my eyes off the glass, not wanting to lose sight of what I needed to do. I could see it in my mind and was afraid that if I turned, it would fade. 

      “Which color?”

      “Something lighter. Green or yellow or…”

      Devan hurried to the kitchen, where I kept my inks, without waiting for me to finish.

      For what I needed to do, the color wouldn’t make too much difference. I needed gray, the one color that would resurrect the protections my father had worked onto the window. Sure, it could help to have gray ink, but I struggled mixing pure gray. I’d have to use what I could to turn the brown staining the window into gray.

      I hoped Devan would hurry. The blast might have pushed the wolfhound back, but it hadn’t stopped it. I’m not sure I could stop it, not with my power and definitely not as weakened as I was, and not with what I feared it might be. I should have enough strength to fix the protections on the window, but even with that, I needed concentration and focus almost as much as I needed painting strength. 

      I heard the cabinet creak open and closed as Devan grabbed inks. 

      The stink of ozone burned the air again. Power built. The hairs on my arm and head stood on end like when kids touch those Van de Graaff generators in museums. Whatever was happening would be soon.

      Devan felt it too. 

      She slipped a glass bottle into my hand. “How quickly can you repair it?” 

      I shook my head. “Don’t know. I’m not even sure I can.”

      Devan shot me a glare. “You’re an idiot. You know that, don’t you?”

      “I know.” 

      I pulled the stopper off the bottle and glanced down. She’d grabbed green ink. It shouldn’t surprise me that Devan would have chosen green, even if by chance. The color of nature, of hope and growth, it was the color she preferred. 

      I dipped my finger into it, bringing it to the window and working in an octagonal pattern around the one Taylor had added. This would isolate what she’d done. I still didn’t know if she had done it intentionally—or where she had gone, for that matter. What mattered now was reversing the effect. If I could isolate it, I might be able to then use the brown, but in doing so, I’d have to mix on the fly. That wasn’t my strength. 

      A surge of energy told me the pattern held. Now the hard part began.

      Colors flashed on the other side of the window. Power practically sang in the air. As a painter—even a tagger—a part of me wanted nothing more than to go out and see what was happening. What would it look like to see such power created? What kind of creature had such ability? Even in Arcanus, I’d never seen anything like it. 

      I pushed the thoughts away. They were dangerous thoughts that would do nothing but drag me to my death. Right now, I needed to focus on staying alive. 

      With a delicate touch, I added a dab of green to the brown. Using a clean finger, I swirled them together, drawing them into a different pattern, a slow spiral that worked up to the edges of the octagon. With a careful twist, I inverted it, making it so the spiral seemed to spin, a trick of the eye. It was an arcane pattern, the only thing I knew that might hold.

      “Try it,” I said, sinking to the floor. How much more would I be forced to do tonight? 

      My hands trembled in my lap. Green and brown inks smeared across my fingers and I tried wiping them on my pants, but they kept shaking so hard, I couldn’t clean them off. 

      Devan grabbed the window and lifted. It budged slightly but even with her enhanced strength, she couldn’t open it. “See? Not so dumb after all.”

      “I thought you said I was an idiot?”

      She crouched and grabbed me by my shirt, pulling me to the center of the floor. Another circle worked there, this carved by me into the hardwood when we first returned to Conlin. The marking was subtle; unless you knew where to look, you’d never see it. 

      She made certain to settle me in place before sitting alongside me. “You are an idiot,” she said, taking my hand. Her fingers felt hot and thin. “But not for the reasons you like to think.”

      I was tired and forced myself to focus on the windows and door. “Will it hold?”

      The power reached a crescendo. I held my breath. Whatever happened would be soon. 

      Devan stared at the window. “I don’t know. I’ve felt something like it once before, but that’s been so long ago and not…” 

      She trailed off, leaving me wondering where else she might have known power like this. 

      “Where do you think she went?” I asked.

      Devan’s eyes went to the back room and the hidden entrance to the basement. “I hope she’s down there. Otherwise, only two explanations fit.”

      In that, we agreed. Either Taylor had used the painting on the window and escaped—with the door attuned to me, she might not have been able to open it—or something had come in and taken her. With no sign of a struggle, I worried that it might be the first. 

      “Maybe she’s down there,” I agreed. Only, neither of us thought she was. To access those rooms required knowing—and using—patterns forbidden by Arcanus. 

      I tensed uncontrollably as the power outside the house released. 

      It struck like a hammer, like a thunderclap in the midst of a raging storm. I halfway expected the house to split open and Devan and I to be tossed into the night. Power poured over us like a torrential rain, but it seemed like the focus wasn’t on the house.

      The house shuddered against it and pushed back. I could feel it push against the magic. Somehow, it held.

      Like I said, my father was an artist.

      We waited, neither of us speaking. I think both of us feared another attack. I wasn’t sure the house could take another one like that. Hell, given how strong that attack had been, I’m somewhat surprised it held up as well as it did. Even my pattern had peeled paint off the doorframe. What must the outside of the house look like?

      Nothing followed.

      I finally let out the breath I’d been holding. Devan let go of my hand and scooted away. She stood and wiped her hands on her pants. “We need to find her.”

      I crawled to my knees and crouched there, my body trembling. I wasn’t going anywhere for a while. “Yeah, about that.”

      Devan faced me and planted her hands on her hips. “Now you want to sleep?”

      I did, but I knew I couldn’t. Whatever was out there—whatever that wolfhound was—was still outside my house. Or maybe it wasn’t. Could it have used all its power in the last attack, too? 

      “Can you check the basement?”

      Devan started toward the back room. There was a soft surge of her power—a sense so different than what I controlled with my painting, and so different than the violent explosion we’d just survived—and a soft snick as an invisible door pulled back. Her steps thudded down the stairs, quickly going muffled. I counted while I waited, mostly to force myself to stay awake. I reached seventy-two by the time I heard her starting back up the stairs. When she stepped around to this side of the wall, her face was white.

      “She there?” I didn’t really expect Devan to find her, but she needed to check.

      Devan shook her head. “Not there. And neither is your book.”

      A surge of fear went through me, sending my heart racing and giving me enough strength to stand. “What do you mean the book is gone?” Only someone able to unravel the arcane patterns could open the door. 

      She stopped at the window and peeled back the blanket. “The book is gone. I can’t tell if anything else is missing, but it’s not there.”

      What a shitty night. Taylor shows up in Conlin. Something tries pushing through a plate I never knew was a doorway. We’re attacked at my house—the house nearly destroyed. And now Taylor is gone, and with her, the one thing I had brought from Arcanus, the one thing I thought might help me understand what my father had been working on when he disappeared: a book of the symbols in his handwriting.
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      The thin roll of mattress smelled musty and stale. With my fatigue, I didn’t care. A steady pounding sounded against my skull and I wasn’t sure whether it came from my dream or from reality. Either way, I wanted it to stop.

      I sat up slowly. Sunlight streamed through the heavy blankets hanging in front of the windows, leaking around the edges and piercing my eyes. My head throbbed like a bad hangover. My mouth felt dry and I tried working my tongue around my lips, but I had no moisture to spare. 

      “Devan?” 

      My voice came out in a croak. The sparse living room was empty. 

      Last thing I remembered, she was sitting with me, watching over me with the concerned look on her face she gets when she knows I’ve done too much. Then I drifted to sleep on the old bedroll she’d pulled from the back closet, keeping it within the carved circle in the middle of the living room. I hadn’t the strength to argue with her. It wouldn’t have mattered if I had; when Devan set her mind on keeping me safe, I had no choice in the matter. And she was supposed to be my charge. Too often, it didn’t work like that.

      Arranged around the outside of the bedroll were three different carved metal figurines. I studied them for a moment before trying to push out with a force of energy and will through the cross worked down the length of the house, but I still had nothing left. Likely it would take another day or more for me to recover. After what happened last night, it was time I didn’t have. 

      The pounding continued as I pushed up to my knees and forced myself up. I made my way to the door, pleased I only tottered a little, and pressed my head against the peephole. A local cop stood on the other side, dressed in full uniform. He had dark hair combed neatly to the side and aviator sunglasses that slid down on the bridge of his nose as he studied the door. He was tall—probably a good three inches taller than me, and I’m a little over six feet—and his arms strained at his uniform. I recognized him but couldn’t remember his name.

      Why would a local police officer be at my house? What else had happened last night?

      “Just a minute,” I grunted and pulled the door open. The officer studied me, hand raised to knock again, before lowering it to rest on his pistol. I eyed the gun warily. “Can I help you?” 

      He pushed the shades back up his nose. “This your place?” He had a deep voice, but spoke more softly than I would have expected out of him.

      “Not impressed?” I asked.

      A half-smile distorted his lips. “Just move in?”

      I twisted to look over my shoulder. The living room looked little different than usual. Other than the bedroll, the only furniture I kept here were the folding chairs and the lanterns. Too much of my time was spent experimenting in the middle of the floor, using the circle to keep accidents from spreading.

      “I’ve been here a while,” I said.

      The officer tipped his head and I waited for the inevitable questions about why I didn’t have more stuff in my house. As if that stuff mattered. A comfy sofa would be nice, but other than that, I didn’t have much need for anything more. 

      Instead of asking about that, he tipped a thumb over his shoulder. “You here last night?”

      I nodded carefully. 

      “Neighbors report some kind of explosion. From the looks of the yard and the house, I would have expected a gas leak or something, but seeing as how the house is still standing, figure that can’t be it.”

      Gas leak? How bad was the attack last night? 

      Strong enough for the neighbors to notice. Normally, magical attacks were invisible to those who couldn’t detect it. How much power must have been used for them to detect it?

      I shuffled out the door and felt a tingle of energy as I passed across the protections built into the house. Stepping into the sunlight, I raised my hand over my forehead and stared at the house. My mouth dropped open. 

      The siding looked as if someone had taken a blowtorch to it. Gray paint peeled back. Streaks of black ash worked along the edges. The steel roofing—always before I’d been thankful that it wasn’t shingles that would have needed replacing—had warped and rippled. The windows were intact, but I wondered how much damage they had sustained. 

      Here I had thought my father’s house could withstand anything. What the hell else had attacked us last night? 

      “From the look on your face, I can tell you didn’t know.”

      I shook my head. “Not really, Officer…”

      “Jakes. Sam Jakes.” The officer tipped his head toward my backyard. “Come with me.”

      I glanced back into the house before closing the door and following him silently as he made his way around the house toward the back. Now that he gave me his name, I knew where I’d seen him. His father had been sheriff in town back when I was a kid. I’d seen him out at the house a time or two, and then more often after my mother disappeared. I knew old Bill Jakes had a son, but hadn’t heard that he’d come back to Conlin or that he had followed after his father. In the shape I was in, I didn’t think I could even summon enough energy to throw him off if I needed to. 

      A few pine trees grew throughout my yard, sort of a prelude to the park. A small stone fire pit that hadn’t been used in a while now lay in a heap of rock. The grass all seemed withered. It wasn’t until I neared the back of my lot that I saw why. A massive rim of burnt grass was worked in an irregular shape—not quite a circle—that I could trace all the way around my house.

      I touched the grass expecting to detect whatever energy had attacked, and was surprised to find it was mine. This was the pattern that charm had made? I thought the blast circumference would be about fifty feet. This was more like two hundred. No wonder I was feeling so drained today.

      “Still don’t know what happened?” Officer Jakes asked.

      I traced along the edge of the burnt grass, following it to where it met the edge of the park. There it simply stopped. I turned and looked back at the house. The backside of the house looked different than the front. There was no sign of the blowtorch effect. 

      “Were you here last night?” he asked.

      If I answered him honestly, I only opened myself to more questions. But if I told him no, then he’d know I was lying about something. How else would I explain the fact that I hadn’t seen what happened to the house before now? I could always chalk it up to drinking too heavily—at least I felt like I’d gone on a bender—but the way he studied me told me I needed to be careful.

      “I got in late. It was dark.”

      “Hmm.”

      He started back toward the house, not waiting to see if I would follow. A flash of color caught my eye as I started to turn, and I hesitated. A streak of blue ink worked up the trunk on one of the trees in the park. As I hurried around the edge of the lawn, I saw two others like it, each with the same streak worked along the bark. Each marking was done on pine trees, though I didn’t know if that mattered. Probably. With painting, everything had meaning.

      I’d seen the color before. It was the color Taylor had used. To be certain, I’d need to check the markings more closely, but that would have to wait until Jakes left. If he saw me sniffing around a couple pine trees while he struggled to figure out what happened, he might suddenly have a few different questions for me. 

      I kept my head down as I started back toward the house, trying to make sense of what I knew. My brain felt slower than usual today as I played a game of true or false with myself. Taylor shows up at the park looking for me with a book of symbols, claiming the Masters sent her to me. True. Hard is missing. Don’t know. And then some mysterious attack hits not only the park, but my house, and with more power than I’ve ever seen, enough to peel away the paint my father had placed on the house himself. Definitely true.

      From the markings on the trees, I suddenly understood that whatever happened here had been planned. The bold, blue stripes along the pines were too perfect to be made in a hurry. I didn’t know for certain, but there had to be some sort of pattern to the trees, but if that was the case, it meant Taylor was in on it. 

      Could the whole thing have been coordinated? The book was missing, but what if there had been another reason, something I hadn’t discovered in my time back?

      I needed to get down to the basement. 

      When I reached the front of the yard, Officer Jakes stood studying me. “What kind of work do you do?” 

      I wanted to get back inside, to get down to the basement. I needed to get Jakes to leave, but I had a sneaking suspicion that if I said the wrong thing, he’d be back. “I’m a painter.” At least in that I could tell the truth.

      “Hmm. Not many painters around here.” He stared at my house as if appraising my work. 

      “Like house painting.” I made the universal symbol for house painting, miming working a brush up and down, just like the Karate Kid—the old one, not the reboot where the kid never learns to do any work. “Why? Have some rooms you need redone? I could really use the work.”

      Jakes eyed the house for a moment and then laughed. “If your house is any indication of your work, I think I’ll pass.”

      “It used to look better,” I muttered, turning back to the house.

      Jakes stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. “You’ve got neighbors feeling a little uncertain right about now. Mind if I take a look inside?”

      I tensed. That was the last thing I wanted. Letting him inside would only lead to questions. Not only the obvious ones—things like Where’s your furniture or Why don’t you have any food—but questions asking why the circle was carved into the floor, or why did symbols take up one entire hallway wall? 

      “Not much to show,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant.

      Jakes slipped his sunglasses off as he stared at the house. The way his eyes flickered from the paint to the doorway and back to me spoke volumes. “Anything you want to tell me might help ease their minds.”

      My neighbors barely knew I existed, which was how I liked it. My house sat on an old, oversized lot, giving plenty of space between my house and the next. As far as they knew, it had been empty for years. I’m sure they were curious where I’d been and why I returned, but for them to have seen the explosion meant that it had been much bigger than intended. 

      Unless they saw the other explosion. Even I hadn’t seen that.

      “I’m sorry I can’t help you.”

      Jakes nodded and flipped his sunglasses back onto his face, hiding his eyes. “If you come up with anything or think of anything else I should know.” He pulled a card from his pocket and handed it over to me. 

      I paused long enough to take it from him and headed back into the house. As I crossed back over the protections, I saw Officer Jakes leaning against his car, tapping his hand on his leg. His brow furrowed as he looked from the house to the yard, finally settling on me. He tipped his head toward me.

      I closed the door and let out a long sigh.

      “Who was that?” 

      Devan stepped out of the kitchen. She wore the same clothes as yesterday. Her dark hair brushed forward, leaving one eye covered. Had she been here when Jakes knocked?

      “Cop.”

      Devan went to the window and peered outside. “Kinda hot, if you like big muscles and angular jaw.”

      I snorted. “Said the neighbors called about what they thought was a gas leak.”

      “That’s what they always say.”

      “Who?”

      Devan slipped the curtain closed and turned back to me. “Movies, mostly.”

      “You don’t watch any movies.”

      Devan shrugged and started back toward the kitchen. “Don’t need to watch many to know what happens. Most of them are the same.”

      I laughed. “They’re not the same. Besides, the movies you’ve seen were some late night show while you worked in your shop. You probably had no idea what you were watching.”

      I stopped inside the kitchen. It looked like someone had been murdered. Powdered red ink was spilled all over the counters and floor, heaped in places. What would Jakes have thought had I let him in? “Umm, Devan? What were you doing in here?”

      She glanced at the ink on the floor and shrugged. “Figured after last night, you might need to be ready. I was trying to refill some of your charms.”

      “By spilling ink all over them?”

      I glanced at the tall oak cupboard. It didn’t look like much. Stain had long ago worn away and there were gouges in the wood, but I’d worked the surface in a series of interlocking patterns that kept almost anyone out unless I released the energy infusing it. Devan pretty much ignored every protection I placed on it. Another of her gifts. 

      “Listen. What happened last night—”

      “Yeah,” I started. “About that. Do you know what was out there?” I suspected she did, but wanted to make certain we were on the same page.

      Devan pushed her hair out of her eyes and looked up at me. “Something stronger than me.”

      “Seeing how I found you on the ground, I gathered that.”

      She shook her head and fixed me with a hard gaze. “That’s not what I mean. What was out there got past me. I thought it was some kind of wolfhound. For me not to even know what it was…”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” I told her.

      She frowned at me, pausing near the sink. “You knew what it was?”

      “Not at first. And maybe I’m wrong, but I should’ve made the connection when you mentioned seeing the wolf prowling outside. Not too many things with that sort of power, certainly not around here. And the way it looked at me told me that it knew what we were doing.”

      Devan’s eyes widened as understanding came to her. “No, Ollie, they don’t exist here.”

      I smiled. “Like your people don’t? And painters and hunters and magi and—”

      She didn’t have a good answer as she cut me off, gripping the counter. “But why would it have come here?” 

      I didn’t have the answer yet. Maybe once I had a chance to see what Taylor had been up to near the park, I might get a better idea. “Taylor, I suspect. I just don’t know why they’d be working with her.”

      “Are you sure they were?”

      Now that she asked, I wasn’t. It was possible that the shifter came for Taylor rather than with her, but for her to risk going out into the night while it was here meant she was a different kind of crazy than I first thought. 

      “Why couldn’t it have tracked her here? You saw the look on her face when I mentioned it.”

      I hadn’t paid attention to Taylor then. I’d been so fixated on the charms Devan had made. “We need to know if it did.”

      “You really want to get mixed up with whatever it is she brought here?”

      I slipped across the kitchen, moving carefully so I didn’t coat my shoes in ink. “It attacked my house, Devan. If it’s what I think, then it knows about us.”

      “A shifter?” Devan asked. “Let’s just get that out there. Even if we understand why they’d be on this side of the Threshold, we still don’t know why it would come here? How would it have come here?”

      They were good questions. Shifters were nearly mythical in the magical world. Most had heard of them, but none had ever seen them. Partly that had to do with an inherent protection they had that kept them from being detected, but partly it was the sheer power they could draw. It was different than anything I could manage. My power came from within, augmented by the colors and patterns I used in my paintings. Even Devan’s magic was tied to her, though I suspected she could draw from sources of power around her. But shifters? From the stories that were out there, they were altogether different. I’d come across them only one time before, and then only by way of rumor.

      But the creature last night wanted us to know it was there. And it hadn’t attacked directly. 

      “It’s the only explanation I can come up with. They’re supposed to be powerful. What hit us last night has more power than any painter I ever met—”

      “Even your father?”

      From the way the house had nearly been burned to ash, it was easy to believe it was stronger than my father. He might have been an artist—a painter of exquisite skill—but even his magic had limits. “Probably even him.”

      Devan turned to the kitchen and made her way to the sink. Her feet made tiny prints in the maroon ink as she walked, creating a trail. I wondered if she recognized that pattern in her steps, or if that was something I had simply borrowed from her. She seemed to shrink in upon herself as she walked.

      She was scared.

      Devan grabbed a glass and filled it with tap water. She leaned over the counter, staring at the window—or, more likely, beyond it. I’d never bothered hanging any window coverings here. Thick paint swirled onto the window made it difficult for much light to sneak through. Only a few spots were open enough to look out.

      “Why didn’t it attack?”

      I’d been thinking about that. The longer I was awake, the more my mind got back into gear. When Devan had gone outside to try and learn what was out there, the shifter had left her alone. Oh, she’d been knocked down. Doing that to one of her kind took a certain type of power—and, let’s face it, considering the repercussions, balls—but it had left her. And me. 

      Until we got into the house. 

      The way I figured, there were two possibilities. Either the shifter worked with Taylor, or the shifter came after Taylor. And now she was gone.

      “If they were working together,” I said, “it means she’s working outside of Arcanus.”

      Devan paused while setting the glass onto the counter, smearing across the ink. Water dripped down the side of the glass and into the ink, turning it a brighter red, the powder slowly congealing. “You’re sure she said she came from Arcanus?”

      Hadn’t she? Or had I simply assumed it?

      But why make up something about Hard? The Masters, at least, knew how I felt about him, which made me wonder if maybe part of it weren’t true. 

      “Damn it,” I muttered. I hated getting pulled into this, especially not knowing what I was getting into. After the last few years, all I wanted was some time to recuperate and prepare. That was the reason I had returned to Conlin. Considering what we ultimately faced, the promise Devan’s father had made to me, this wasn’t the sort of distraction either of us needed. 

      Devan stared at me while I considered my options, dragging her finger through the ink, letting it swirl into a quick pattern. A shape that resembled a massive wolf took shape before slowly spinning into something that resembled a man. With a flick of her wrist, the ink smoothed back out, as if she’d never drawn anything.

      Devan rarely dabbled in inks. When I’d seen her work with it before, I could always tell she would have had skills somewhere above your average tagger. She had to in order to create the charms she made. What I’d just seen her create in the ink rivaled anything an artist could make. If she could press her will into the ink as I did, she could be a powerful painter, except her magic didn’t work like that. 

      She peered down at the counter and whispered something I couldn’t hear. A soft, rolling energy spread through the kitchen like a breath of air, sweeping up the ink until it formed a neat pile. 

      “What are you going to do?” she asked, kneeling in front of the pile of maroon ink and scooping it into a large jar. An amused smile twisted her lips. 

      Devan already knew what I needed to do. She was smart, but more than that, she was clever. The combination made her dangerous. And the perfect friend.

      “Do you think she lied about the other doors?” I asked.

      “Who knows? Doorways across the Threshold aren’t necessarily uncommon, only difficult to detect, especially from this side.”

      “And if someone had crossed, we would have heard.”

      Devan shrugged. “Not necessarily. There are crossings all the time that we don’t hear about.”

      “You think a painter could cross the Threshold and your father wouldn’t hear of it?”

      “I don’t know what my father might know,” she said bitterly.

      “Yeah. Considering what he intends, we’re better off here. Nothing good comes from the other side.”

      She glared at me. “Nothing?”

      “You don’t count,” I said.

      “You’re an idiot. I’m the only one who counts.”

      I laughed. She was right. 

      I stepped over to the window and peered through the glass. Officer Jakes’s car was gone. “Want to go figure out what she did?”

      “You don’t think you need to figure out what she wanted first?”

      “From what I can tell, that book was enough reason to come. And if she opened one of the other doors…” 

      If she opened one of the other doors, why wouldn’t we have known? We’d only been here two months. There would have been some warning had a painter crossed the Threshold a year ago, enough that Devan’s father would have sent me to investigate. For me not to have heard anything made me wonder if the doors in Arcanus opened somewhere else entirely. 

      “Too bad your pretty little girl didn’t tell you everything.”

      I laughed. “You almost sound jealous.”

      Devan pushed me with enough strength to turn me away from the window. “Not jealous. I just don’t want to see you get yourself killed for that place. It almost happened once.”

      “What happened when I left wasn’t their fault.”

      “No? And they made certain you were so well-trained that you could protect yourself against the other things out in the world? Before you rush to return, don’t you think you should figure out why she came here, of all places?”

      I thought she’d come for my help, but what I’d seen of Taylor told me she didn’t really need it. And if the first thing she did when realizing this was the Elder’s house was to sneak down and steal the book, it meant the real reason she’d come hadn’t been me. It had been my father.

      “Come on. I’ll need your help.”
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      We stood at the back of my yard, where the park edged up against it. I stared at the wide pine tree with blue ink staining the bark. A rim of faint yellow ink in the shape of a narrow pentagram worked around its base. With what strength I could muster, I infused my will into the yellow ink, straining through it as I struggled to understand the purpose of her marking.

      It didn’t work. I was too weakened from last night. 

      Part of me hadn’t really expected it to work. For me, painting took real physical strength, and I felt sapped. It might be days before I was back operating a full speed. In that time, Taylor would be long gone, and with her, any chance I had that I might recover the book. 

      I cared about the book. It was about the only thing I had that could tell me what my father had studied before he disappeared. Notes he’d made. Patterns he discovered. Even more than most of the Masters, the Elder was an artist. I might never be able to manage his skill, but I could understand what had happened to him. And why he’d left it to me in the first place.

      But it was more than that. In the time I’d left Arcanus, I’d developed my own set of skills. I wasn’t an artist, but I was more than a simple tagger now, too. Time living with people like Devan, serving her father, had taught me that there was much more than painters knew. Working with Devan, I’d come to understand how small painters were in the grand scope of the world. 

      I’d crossed over the Threshold twice before. The first brought me to Devan, the way probably opened by her people and I had basically stumbled through it. Devan sat watching, as if she knew I was about to arrive. I never learned if she had or not. Given what I knew of her father, I wouldn’t put premonition like that past her people. My second crossing had returned us to Conlin. 

      “Can you sense anything?” I asked her.

      She made her way around the tree. Beneath the shadows, light shimmered off her skin, making it glow. Her chin thrust forward as she sniffed, taking long, slow breaths as if to inhale the magic Taylor had worked. 

      “There should be others,” she said, studying the nearby trees.

      I motioned to the pine a few trees over. A matching blue stripe worked up its surface. Beyond it was another. They formed the outline of a pattern I hadn’t yet worked out. 

      Devan slipped between the trees. She moved silently in the woods, her steps barely disturbing the needles and leaving no prints. With the rain the night before, the ground was soft and soggy. Each step I took sunk deeply into the ground.

      I paused and looked around the tree for other prints. Mine were clear, mucking through the needles and making deep depressions as I worked the yellow ink around the tree, but there weren’t any others. 

      How would Taylor have marked the tree?

      The rain should have washed the marking away. It would have washed away any of the powdered inks I used, but then, Taylor had shown she was an artist. Maybe she knew of different inks or maybe she’d worked with paint. It wasn’t as neat or as easy to mix, but there were uses for paints.

      I slogged back over to the tree and stepped carefully over the pentagram, bending between boughs laden with dry needles as I edged up to the trunk. Leaning toward the tree, I sniffed the bark. Nothing but pine assaulted my nostrils. 

      I touched the blue mark, careful not to disrupt the pattern. If I was going to understand what intent Taylor had with it, I couldn’t upset it too much. Powdered inks would smear, but this wasn’t any powdered ink. The marking on the tree felt thick and sticky. A shiny coat of something like varnish protected it. I twisted my head before I realized what she had done, laughing softly to myself as I did. 

      Tree sap. Clever for a painter. 

      Taylor had worked with the powdered ink I saw her use, but she’d smeared sap over it, protecting it. It left the ink glistening and solidly in place, protected from the rain. I didn’t know if the sap would have any other effect, but from what we’d seen of her last night, I doubted it diminished her intent too much.

      Devan stopped at the next tree and studied its higher branches. I made my way over to her, impressed as always that she hadn’t left any prints in the soil, and followed her gaze. The wide pine tree pointed toward the sky. Pinecones hung on branches. With a little snow in a few months, it would look practically decorative. 

      “What is it?” I asked her.

      She took a deep breath, but her eyes remained drawn upward. “There is something here. I just can’t tell what it is.”

      “She sealed the marks in sap.” The mark on this tree was the same as the other, worked into the trunk and then sealed over with thick sap. 

      “Bet you wish you would’ve thought of that.”

      I shrugged. I had actually. “What’s the pattern?” 

      I asked the question mostly to myself as I circled around the tree. The lower branches held nothing but dried needles, just like with the other tree. Higher up, long, green needles remained. 

      I glanced at nearby trees, but none of them were dried like this one. 

      I did a mental recount and compared to what I’d noticed earlier. There had been one more tree. Hurrying back into the yard, I found it quickly. Like the others, the blue ink faced my yard. And like the others, the lower branches were dried out and dead, as if some pestilence had worked through them. Trees all around were otherwise healthy. I couldn’t remember if they had been damaged before last night.

      Moving to the center of my yard, I stopped and spun slowly in place, looking for any signs of similar trees. As I worked my way around, I noted at least five additional trees marked like the other. I expected to find them in a pattern around my house, but that didn’t seem to be the case. 

      “Ollie?”

      I looked over to see Devan watching me from the within the shadows. 

      “I found something.”

      I pointed to the other trees. “Me too.”

      She waved me over. I stopped long enough to remember which trees were affected by the strange blight before hurrying over to her. She stood turned away from the marked tree, staring into the deeper woods of the park. Streamers of sunlight pierced through the trees and reached the forest floor. The pines and oaks mingled together, leaving a mixture of needles and fallen leaves. The rain had left a heavy, earthy scent on the air. Mixed with it was another scent I recognized, a hot, bitter odor of power.

      “What is it?” I asked.

       “I’m not sure. I thought the marks were odd. They seemed to draw power up the tree, but that didn’t really make much sense, you know? And why only these few trees? If she’d marked them as some way to weaken the defenses your father had placed, you’d think she would need to have focused the energy toward the house.”

      I spun back toward the house, trying to get an image of the marked trees in my mind. What pattern was there? As I thought about it, I realized that Devan was right. The focus of the painting wasn’t toward the house, but away. 

      What had Taylor been doing?

      Shifters didn’t use paint. Their power came from within, like mine, but they didn’t need a focus. Their body was the focus, especially when they were in their true form. And I’d seen the effect of the power they’d used last night.

      Or had I?

      I started through the woods, hurrying to the next tree marked with Taylor’s ink. Like the others, blue streaked across the bark, covered with a shiny layer of dried sap. Unlike the others, the marking worked across the bark rather than up. The next tree was similar. 

      The pattern started to form in my mind and I shook my head in disbelief. “Damn,” I muttered.

      Devan stopped next to me and studied the marking. “What is it?”

      “The pattern,” I said, pointing to the ink. I ran my finger through the sticky sap, reaching the blue ink. Now that I knew what it did, I didn’t really worry about disrupting it. The painting was spent, the power gone and dissipated, not to return in this form. I didn’t doubt Taylor could make another one like it, but she would have to use another series of trees. She’d drawn all she could out of these.

      Devan sniffed the air, eyes scrunching as she looked from tree to tree, likely seeing something that I could not. “I still don’t see it.”

      “An artist, but like none I’d ever seen,” I explained. “What she did here?” I motioned to the way the mark worked. “This is something like a sculpture. She drew through the trees, using them as she pulled power.”

      Devan frowned. “She shouldn’t be able to do that.”

      I knew she shouldn’t, but it didn’t change the fact that she had. “We were wrong. The explosion we saw last night? That wasn’t the shifter. That was Taylor.”

      

      I circled my property, looking for any other signs of Taylor’s work. Devan didn’t believe I fully understood the pattern, but I was certain of what I saw. It wasn’t flat, not like the paintings I made. What I did required color and shapes and intent. What had been worked into the bark of the tree had been something different, almost three-dimensional. Working a pattern that complex required painting skill I’d only seen one other time. 

      Streaks of black ash worked along the gray paint of the house. What I’d thought before to be an explosion pressing against the house now had a certain direction. Pressing what I could through the patterns worked into the siding, I could trace the effect of Taylor’s painting. More than ever, I was certain she had been the source of the massive power I’d felt last night. 

      And I had thought my father the only powerful painter I knew.

      Devan had disappeared into the garage, where we’d set up her shop. It hadn’t taken long to acquire the tools and equipment she needed, but really, with the skills she possessed, there wasn’t much she actually needed other than time and heat. With that—and with her natural ability—Devan could make pretty much anything. 

      I ran my hand along the side of the house. Power tingled beneath my fingers, giving me a connection to my father. Had he not disappeared, I never would have learned any of the things I had. Likely I’d still be in Arcanus, studying under the same Masters so afraid of the arcane patterns. Of course, had I remained in Arcanus, I might not have nearly died as often. 

      Trade-offs, I guess.

      When I pulled my hand away, some of the ash came with it. Only then did I appreciate the full extent of what Taylor had done. She hadn’t simply funneled power and energy toward the house, she had added strength to the house itself, coating it with a layer of dark ash in a pattern so intricate, I couldn’t even understand what had been intended.

      I almost couldn’t be mad at what she’d done. She might have taken my father’s book—and whatever else she’d found in the basement—but she did what she could to protect me from the shifter in the process. And here I thought she came to me looking for help. 

      I took another look around the yard before slipping back inside and making my way to the back hall. Swirling patterns were worked into the wall and mixed with a series of jagged lines, something like steps, that wove together in such a way that they seemed unending. It was an impressive pattern, a masterwork of arcane patterns, and done simply in stark black against the off-white paint. Over time, some of the paint had chipped and faded, but not much. 

      When I’d returned to Conlin, dust had settled over much of the house. Someone had kept up the lawn—I still didn’t know who, but likely one of the neighbors annoyed with the grasses getting too long—and the inside had a heavy, musty odor from a decade of dust. A single trail of footsteps had worked through the dust, leading toward this hall. I still hadn’t learned who had been here. Or where they had gone. 

      Questions and no answers. Typical when it came to my family.

      I tapped along the pattern, infusing it with a sharp draw of power as I did. The outline of a door formed in the middle, slowly revealing a handle. With another force of will, I opened the door. 

      A narrow stair led down from the door. I’d been down these stairs hundreds of times since returning and could make my way along them with my eyes closed. Even without touching the stairs, I felt something off. 

      I wished I hadn’t spent so much energy yesterday. Now I didn’t have enough strength to detect whatever Taylor might have done to the basement. 

      The hairs on my arm stood as I stepped along the stairs. Energy charged this place. Devan should have felt it too, but why hadn’t she said anything? Likely she knew what it was she felt, even more than I did. 

      In spite of the power, the air still smelled damp. When I reached the bottom stair, where wooden steps reached cold concrete, I flicked the switch. Faint yellow light spilled over the basement. Moisture seeped through the block walls, leaving strange swirls of dark along the stone. I’d wondered at first if the moisture pattern had any power, but I’d decided the water spilling into the basement was more due to poor construction. The house may be well protected magically, but it wasn’t much otherwise. 

      It was only through protections worked into the table and the shelves that the books lining them had survived moisture damage. A long table piled with books took up much of the center of the room. I hadn’t disturbed much as I tried to understand what my father had been working on. A few jars of caked-on colored inks sat beside the books. A box of unopened pencils rested on one end. A roll of blank parchment rested in the middle. My father had planned to return here. 

      The books on the shelves were mostly old tomes that reminded me of the books back in Arcanus. Some were nothing more than photos of Renaissance paintings. I’d scanned through these, looking for something that might explain why my father had them here, but discovered nothing more than a few marks along the margins, commenting on the use of scale or sweeps of color, nothing that told me he appreciated them for any other reason beside their artistic appeal. Other books were anything from ancient history to hand-drawn maps to books on mythology. Given everything I’d encountered since leaving Arcanus, I wondered if the mythology books should actually be considered historical works. There were others, like ledgers written in code, but I hadn’t figured out his intent with them.

      I stood in front of the table. The single working light bulb hung overhead. It was an old bulb, and dust still clung to it. Every so often, it surged, sending a flickering light through the basement. 

      The book had been here, lying where I’d left it. I’d never bothered to hide it. With the patterns restricting access to the basement, I wasn’t really worried about who might make it down here. It didn’t have anything I could use, anyway. Unlike the other books on the shelves, the one Taylor had taken was a thick, bound notebook filled with row after row of patterns. As far as I could tell, there was no way to decipher it, not without my father. I’d think it meaningless, as if he wrote it in some confusing language all his own, if not for the book I’d once found in Arcanus that looked much like it. 

      “She had to know it was here.”

      I looked up. Devan stood at the bottom of the stairs. She had a small wooden box in her hands that she held at arm’s length. Probably more charms, though I didn’t know why she’d hold them so carefully. Normally she threw them around as if they were harmless. For the most part, they were, at least until I infused my will and my energy into the painting formed by the ink stored within them. 

      “That’s what I keep telling myself.”

      “But how?”

      “I don’t know.” I hadn’t found anything in his records that indicated a reason for anyone to know what he kept down here. The only answer I could come up with was that she had discovered something in Arcanus that I had not. 

      “Is anything else missing?” 

      Devan set the box on the edge of the table. I glanced inside to see a series of shapes: impossible spirals, inverted triangles, connected squares, and combinations of each. She’d made similar ones before. All would be filled with ink I could trigger with a quick squeeze of my fingers. And once they fired, all I had to do was infuse the ink with my power. I barely had to worry about making the right shapes with Devan’s creations. It was her way of keeping us safe.

      “Not that I can tell, but you know I never really took a full inventory.”

      “She was quick.”

      “She shouldn’t have been. The pattern on that door should have kept her out.”

      “Unless she knew how to open it.”

      I looked down at the desk and stared at the roll of blank parchment. The book should have been resting next to it. “Unless she knew,” I agreed. 

      “Well?”

      “Well what?”

      Devan made her way around the desk and nodded toward the charms she’d made. “You should be ready.”

      “Devan, I’m still pretty tired from last night. You’re going to have to pretend I’m as dumb as you usually say I am.”

      “Who has to pretend?” She grabbed the box and set it in front of me. “If you’re going to return to Arcanus to find out what she wanted, you’d better be prepared.”
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      Preparing to leave took longer than I expected. I’d only been back in Conlin a few short months, but I had begun to feel a sense of being settled. Around the house, things had a place, I even had a place. There was comfort in that. I hadn’t felt that way for a long time, since leaving Arcanus a decade before, really. 

      I gathered my necessary supplies carefully. I filled waxed satchels with various colored inks and tacked them to my belt. A box of thick carpenters pencils went into the pockets of my long canvas jacket. The jacket had been with me since living in Arcanus and had more scars than I did, most of the time from protecting me. Wearing it made me feel like some sort of Western gunslinger, only I’d never shot a gun and had only ridden a horse a couple of times as a kid. At least I didn’t put on a wide-brimmed hat. The faded woven driver cap I wore suited me better. I grabbed a blank notebook from the basement and stuffed that into one of the pockets as well, not sure when I might need the ability to sketch something more formally.

      Then I sealed the door to the basement closed. 

      I worked with a thick band of black ink, tracing it along the trim of the wall, keeping it close against the edge so it couldn’t really be seen. Someone with enough skill would be able to reach past my protection, but it should fool a casual glance. Stopping casual attention was really all I wanted. 

      After taking a deep breath, I infused the ink with my will, sealing the pattern and leaving the illusion of a fresh coat of paint. Doing that took almost all the strength I had remaining. I would need to recover soon if I was to be of any use.

      While I prepared, Devan made her own arrangements. She managed to make another dozen charms, which she kept to herself. These were like the figurines I’d found around myself when I woke this morning. They were tiny figures, some looking like gargoyles or what I imagined trolls or dwarves would look like. Not all were humanoid in appearance. I didn’t know what they did—if anything—and Devan wouldn’t say. But she always made a point of keeping a couple with her at all times, sort of how I kept the charms in my pocket.

      Devan carried a green backpack that matched her jacket. A pair of barrettes pinned her short, cropped hair up and out of her face, leaving her looking more pixie-like than usual. A silver amulet shaped like a circle inside a triangle hung around her neck. She’d made it herself. I had a matching one, though mine was tucked under my shirt. Not because I didn’t like it—I loved that she’d made it for me—but because I didn’t want anyone who might have enough magical draw to recognize the symbol. Besides some of its other uses, it allowed me to know when she used her power. With Devan, I might be attuned to her anyway, but the amulet ensured I knew when she felt the need to protect herself. Usually that was when I needed to get involved.

      “What else do you need to do?” Devan asked.

      I stopped at the front door and turned to look over the house. It had been emptier when we first came, but neater in a way. Now that we’d been here a few months, it had a lived-in vibe, even though there wasn’t much in the way of furniture. The circle scratched into the living room floor had taken me the better part of a week, but it was mine. 

      I let out an annoyed sigh. “I guess nothing.”

      “You don’t have to go after her.”

      “And I probably shouldn’t. But I want that book back.” If we were going to learn enough from my father to stay alive—from the Elder—we needed that back.

      Devan laughed and pushed me with a little more force than needed as she slipped past me and out the door. “But you will. Never could pass up a pretty face.”

      “It’s why I met you,” I said, pulling the door closed behind me. A quick flick of my wrist left a simple hexagonal pattern on the ground in front of the door. I tapped my toe through it, shifting the shape just enough and infusing it with a hint of power, enough to seal the door closed. It would keep your run-of-the-mill thieves out of the house, but not much else. It was the same pattern I’d found when we first returned to Conlin.

      “Like your flattery would work on me,” Devan said. 

      “Couldn’t hurt.”

      She snorted. “You’re an idiot.”

      “What? Tall, pale, and not quite handsome doesn’t work for you?”

      Devan shot me a look as we walked toward the garage. The sun beat down, warmer than usual for late September. Already, I was starting to sweat in the duster. At least the truck had air conditioning, so long as Devan had repurposed some part for it. That was why the chest freezer that used to be in the house no longer worked. She’d needed parts and took what she needed to finish her charm. Since quite a few of her charms were for me, I wasn’t about to argue, especially since I wasn’t really sure how she made them work. 

      “You’ve got a bit more baggage than I like.”

      “Hey—”

      She punched me on the shoulder. “Besides, I like to keep things simple. And with you… there’s nothing simple about you, Ollie.”

      I laughed again as I lifted the garage door. Devan had been with me through some strange times. And she was right: I did have baggage. Part of it came from losing my father, but part of it came from what I’d gone through on the other side. Devan never blamed me for the things I’d done—for what her father had required of me—but she didn’t need to. I blamed myself enough for both of us. 

      Heat washed over us as we stepped into the garage. It was stale and stuffy, but not completely because of how warm it was outside. Devan’s tools occupied over half of the garage. Where I worked in inks and pencils and sometimes brushes, she used long metal shapers and heat and something that came from deep inside her. An aging bench lined the far wall. We’d found it there when we returned, though I didn’t remember my father ever having a bench like that, and Devan claimed it was perfect. Atop the bench were the remnants of her recent projects. A smattering of colored dust remained after she’d loaded the charms.

      Older, more traditional tools lined the wall on a neat pegboard. Those had been my father’s, and I was somewhat surprised to find them mostly untouched. Considering how empty the house had been, what was in the garage was about the only thing worth stealing. Well, besides the truck.

      The truck wasn’t anything too exotic, an old, faded red Ford F150, but it had a solid motor. When we’d found it in the garage, both of us had been pleased. Devan hadn’t needed more than a few hours to get it running. Considering her ability, it was probably better than new. I think she took it as a challenge.

      “Does Big Red do anything… fun?” I asked.

      Devan tapped the passenger side panel and ran her fingers along the edge. “Nothing you’ll care too much about.”

      “Besides keeping us safe?”

      “You don’t think you’ll be safe?”

      If we made it into Arcanus, we’d be safe enough. And then I could ask about Taylor, find out why she’d come for the book. She’d stolen it from me, the one thing of my father’s that I considered irreplaceable. Had she asked, I might have been willing to share it with her. 

      I hopped into the driver’s seat. The engine started with a soft rumble. The truck was built in the late eighties and had that stale odor to it, a mixture of rotting foam from the seats and the sickly air freshener Devan had picked up at a gas station because she thought we needed to overpower it. Devan shifted in her seat, not bothering with the buckle. The braided seat cover twisted as she tried to get comfortable.

      Subtle lines were worked into the steering wheel that hadn’t been there before. The wheel itself provided some protection, especially as long as I drove, but with the pattern Devan had added, I could amplify any protective painting tenfold. Other lines were etched into the dash, stretching down either side and wrapping onto the doors. 

      “Nice work,” I said eyeing the inside of the truck carefully. She’d even painted a simple pentagram on the gear shifter.

      Devan shook her head. “Didn’t mess with the transmission.” 

      “I wouldn’t put it past you.” 

      “Maybe if I would’ve been a bit more bored, I’d change the gearing to match.”

      I tested it to be sure, shifting into each gear to ensure it worked as I expected. It wouldn’t do us much good to have me stripping the clutch fumbling around. After backing out of the garage, Devan hopped out and pulled the door closed, locking it with one of her protective rituals. I felt the drawing of her energy, the familiar way it tingled against my skin even though I couldn’t see what it was she did. 

      As she started to hop back into the truck, she paused and turned. “You expecting someone?”

      I looked out the window. A white car with city markings made its way up the long drive. With a flash of red lights, my stomach sank. “Guess we’re not going anywhere too soon.”

      Officer Jakes stepped out of his patrol car. He didn’t wear the same sunglasses as the day before and sunlight caught his deep brown eyes, making them nearly glow. Otherwise, he was dressed crisply in his uniform. Devan’s eyes eased from his head down toward his waist, lingering when she saw his arms rippling beneath his uniform. 

      “You heading out?” Jakes asked, studying the truck. He looked over at Devan and nodded politely. 

      “Errands,” I said. “Anything I can help you with?”

      He grunted. “I’ve been thinking about what your neighbors saw last night. Some kind of explosion of light. You said you weren’t here?”

      I nodded. “That’s right. Got back late.”

      “Anyone able to corroborate that?”

      “Only Devan here,” I said. 

      Jakes shifted his attention to her. The thumbs of both hands were hooked into his belt and he considered her with an appraising eye. A slight smile spread across his face without quite reaching his eyes. “You were with him?”

      “I’m not with him, if that’s what you’re asking,” Devan said. She made her way around the truck and stopped in front of Jakes, looking up at him. The top of her head came to his chin and he was nearly twice as wide as her. Still, Devan made it seem like she could overpower him. Probably, she could. 

      Officer Jakes watched her for another moment before slowly turning to study the house. “Looks like you’ve got everything locked up.”

      I hesitated. Jakes shouldn’t know what we’d locked up. He shouldn’t be able to sense the protections I placed in front of the door or the charms that locked the garage. 

      “Just for the day,” I said. Had I left any other signs that we were leaving for longer? “Why’d you come back, Officer Jakes?”

      “Found something odd. Thought you might want to take a look at it.”

      I glanced at Devan. She just shrugged. 

      “What kind of odd? And why would you think I’d want to look at it?”

      Jakes nodded toward the trees along the back of my lot. “Mostly because it’s right off the end of your lot there.”

      I scanned the trees, all too aware of how the marks Taylor had made on the trees left a particular pattern. I might not fully understand the pattern—yet—but whatever she had done drew a palpable energy. With enough time, I might even understand what she did, even if I never managed to replicate it. The longer we got away from the attack that night, the more the energy faded, leaving little more than a stale tang to the air. If I could still sense it, what was it like for Devan? She had a much more acute nose for things like that.

      “In the park?” 

      Jakes nodded. “Just past the first row of trees.”

      I could feel Devan readying something strong enough that would knock even Officer Jakes on his ass. As I turned to her, Jakes watched her with a half-smile on his face. 

      “Would you come with me?” he asked.

      If I said no, I suspected Jakes would simply disappear. That might be for the best. If he continued to harass us, I didn’t know what Devan might do. And if she attacked a local cop, there would be no returning to Conlin for either of us. That meant running. And I was getting tired of running. 

      I made a point of stepping away from the truck and closing the door. Devan shot me a hard glare. “Lead the way.”

      Jakes nodded, as if it had already been decided. 

      

      We stepped past the back of my lot, moving beyond the line of trees Taylor had marked. The air changed, growing cooler and earthier-smelling as we stepped deeper into the woods. Jakes moved comfortably, sliding around the tall oaks and weaving between pines, looking like he’d prowled these woods a hundred times. 

      Devan snuck up alongside me as we followed Jakes. “I’m not sure about this guy.” She spoke in a whisper, but I couldn’t help but notice Jakes seemed to tense slightly. 

      “He’s a local kid,” I said. “Father’s the chief.”

      “You know him?”

      I shook my head. “Heard of him. His father was out to the house a few times after my mother…” I cut off as Jakes paused, staring down at a smattering of loose needles scattered across the ground. “Before I went there. Don’t really know much about him after that.”

      Devan studied Jakes, moving with a careful grace as she slunk around the tree, always making certain to keep Jakes in her line of sight. He nodded to her and flickered his eyes to the ground, a puzzled frown furrowing his brow. 

      “What is it, Officer?” I asked.

      It drew his attention away from Devan. No use having more questions about her, especially ones I wasn’t particularly able to answer. 

      “You been out here?” he asked. 

      I looked at the tree Devan hid behind. A tall oak, maybe taller than most in the woods, but nothing about it seemed particularly interesting. I shrugged. “I’ve been all over these woods. Grew up around here.”

      The smile returned. “Thought you looked familiar. Morris, right?” I nodded. “I think my dad was friendly with yours.” He peered up at the tree, crossing his arms over his chest as he did. “That house of yours been empty for quite a while. Most folks around here thought it’d stay empty. Then you showed up.” 

      I shrugged. “Sometimes you need to come home, you know?”

      He tipped his head in a nod of agreement. 

      “You knew my father?” I asked. It never hurt to find out more about the Elder. I didn’t remember everything from that time too clearly, probably because of what had happened. 

      “I knew of him.”

      I thought that a strange response, but then again, wandering through the park behind my house with Officer Muscles was just as strange. “You know he disappeared about ten years ago?” 

      Jakes took a deep breath and looked over at me. His eyes had this full and sad expression to them. “Really sorry to hear that. Must have been hard on you.”

      “I managed.”

      Jakes glanced at Devan. She still stood on the other side of the tree but had backed away from us, giving some space. I couldn’t see exactly what she was doing but felt a soft draw of energy coming from her through the medallion. Even without it, I probably would have picked up on the subtle shift coming from her after all the time we’d spent together. 

      Jakes seemed to sense something. He tipped his head and scratched at his arms, slipping around the tree trunk, studying something I couldn’t see. 

      “What did you want to show me?” I asked Jakes.

      “Where’s your friend going?” 

      I turned to see Devan disappearing between the trees. Figured she’d simply take off. Probably for the best anyway. The way she looked at Jakes made me nervous. There was a mixture of longing and irritation that I’d seen from her before. Last guy she looked at like that ended up nearly dead. “I don’t really know.”

      “Hmm.”

      Jakes followed after Devan, moving more quickly than I would have expected for him. And more silently. I’d expect a man his size would lumber through the woods, but he had a dangerous sort of grace that belied his size. 

      “What brought you back to Conlin?” I asked Jakes as I caught up to him. The green of Devan’s backpack flashed in the darkness and glowed with a soft light. I wondered if Jakes noticed as I did. 

      “Same thing as you, I suspect.”

      I doubted that. Could Officer Jakes have come back looking for a way to stay alive from the magical creatures that might be after us? Could he have spent nearly ten years battling darkness that most couldn’t imagine? Did he have nights where he wanted nothing more than to curl up and die rather than face the things he had done and the questions he feared would never be answered?

      So yeah, I doubted Jakes returned to Conlin for the same reasons.

      “Cost of living?” I said instead. 

      Jakes laughed. “There is that. Plus familiarity. Family. Expectations. You know. And I like the challenge.”

      I looked at him askance, “Challenge? Like trying to figure out what the hell happened to my house last night?”

      He smiled. “You don’t think that’s a worthwhile challenge?”

      I tipped my head in a shrug. Probably not the same challenge as I saw it, but he didn’t need to know that. If Jakes wanted to think some strange explosion—or better yet, some kid wanting to vandalize the old abandoned house—was an interesting challenge, far be it from me to dissuade him from that. As far as I was concerned, it would be better if he let it drop, but even if he didn’t, I figured I could handle a local cop.

      “You still think it was a gas leak?” I asked. 

      Devan still hurried through the trees. From the way she moved, I could tell she led us toward the center of the park. I didn’t know why. And I still didn’t know what Jakes had wanted to show me. 

      “I never said I thought it was a gas leak.”

      “What do you think happened, then?”

      Jakes stopped chasing after Devan and waved me in a different direction through the woods. Had I not been equipped with my charms and my inks, I doubted I would have simply followed him. Too many bad things happen when following a giant of a man like Jakes, regardless of the badge he wore. 

      “Not sure what happened. The marks around the edge of your property are pretty hard to explain. And I’m not yet certain what happened to your house. The paint had never been quite so faded before.”

      He said before. 

      I nearly stumbled. How much did Jakes know about the house? For him to know about the color of the paint meant that he’d been there and recognized what the house should have looked like. The idea bothered me, but I realized it shouldn’t. Why wouldn’t the police check on an abandoned house? Likely the neighbors called and complained often enough about it. And then I come and return without much in the way of explanation, bringing a strange girl to town with me. 

      But Jakes mentioned the yard first. Something about that raised alarms in my head. 

      He nodded toward a large rock on the sloped hill in front of us. A few pine trees ringed the hill, but they didn’t grow too close to the rock, as if giving it space. Jakes stopped in front of it and peered down at it. “You see this before?” 

      I circled around the rock. It was set deep into the ground, barely anything more than the top edge showing through. At first it looked irregular, but that was only because of how it rested. As I moved around it, I noticed that it seemed flat and made of an odd shade of gray that looked slick, as if still wet from last night’s rain. It was the same stone that made up Agony. 

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Thought you might be able to tell me. I came through the park here as I went looking for what happened to your yard, and I stumbled on it.”

      I laughed. “Maybe it’s been here,” I said.

      “Nope.”

      “And you know everything in the park?”

      He fixed me with a serious gaze. Before, his eyes had seemed to glow from sunlight reflecting off them. Now, they were eerily dark, as if pulled back into his sockets. “I’ve been through the park often enough to know what doesn’t belong,” he said. He knelt in front of the flat stone and ran his hand just over the top of it, careful not to touch the stone itself. “This wasn’t here before. Not sure when it came, but seems strange that there was an explosion at your house and now I find this.”

      I knelt next to him and studied it. The slick surface reminded me of Agony, but I’d never seen stone like in that sculpture before. It wasn’t one of my father’s sculptures. Agony was the best known, but there were others around the park, though none quite as impressive. They were set at equal distances from Agony, though beyond that, I had failed to understand the significance of them. With my father, there was always significance, though I didn’t always know what it was. 

      Jakes grunted. “You’ve not seen it before.”

      I turned and met his eyes. “Not this one. It looks like the others, though. Same stone.”

      “Not the same. This has no markings on it.” He again waved his hand over the top it. I reached toward it, stretching out through my fingers as I did, but Jakes grabbed my hand and pushed it back. “Careful there, Morris. You don’t know what this is.”

      I laughed. “Maybe it got shot out here by the gas leak.”

      Jakes didn’t find that answer very funny. “It’s possible.”

      I stood and started away. “If that’s all you wanted to show me, Officer Jakes, I think I might go find out where my friend ran off to.”

      “You’re not curious why this would end up here?”

      The thing was, I was curious, but didn’t want Jakes to know. “There are plenty of oddities around Conlin, Officer Jakes. This is just another one.”

      I started off, not willing to wait for his permission to leave. Something about the intensity in his eyes bothered me. I’d seen men like him before, but I couldn’t quite place where. As I walked toward the center of the park and Agony, I felt his eyes on my back. I made a point of not turning around.

      When I’d gone about a dozen paces, a flash of color through the trees gave me pause. I veered off toward it. As I approached, I saw what caught my attention. 

      A streak of white worked around the trunk of a tall oak tree. From the way it fit in between the separations in the bark, it could have been chalk or paint, but I knew it wasn’t. It was ink, and like with the pine trees, a layer of clear sap covered it. 

      This wasn’t in a simple pattern, not like the blue markings had been. This had been worked in a long, narrow triangle pointing toward the ground. My eyes traced the direction of the triangle, as if it were some sort of arrow shot from the sky, but nothing disturbed the ground. 

      If the others had been Taylor, this would be her work, too, except I had no idea what she intended for this one.

      I stood studying the mark when something about the branches caught my attention. 

      I followed the lowest hanging branch away from the tree before I realized what it was. The leaves were still green and vibrant, not dried like the needles had been on the lower branches of the pines around my house. Whatever she’d intended this pattern for, she hadn’t triggered it yet.

      Would there be others? There had been at least seven on the trees around my house, though I hadn’t spent much time searching for too many others. I didn’t need additional proof that Taylor’s ability exceeded my own. But if this pattern hadn’t been used…

      I needed to find Devan.

      I hurried through the trees toward Agony. The sculpture had a certain signature, an energy that shimmered in the air. There was something magical about it, but I didn’t know exactly what. Had there not been, I suspected Agony would have been moved years ago.

      When I reached the clearing, I paused. Devan stood on the far side, studying Agony. She held one of her figurines and seemed to be talking to it. Whatever power she used mingled with that coming from Agony, leaving my skin feeling dry and hot. 

      Another couple sat on one of the benches. The man was probably in his twenties and had thick, shaggy hair and a scruff of a beard. The woman had shoulder-length purple hair that reminded me in a way of Taylor. They stared at each other, whispering quietly. 

      I ignored them. Many people came to the park and sat. Some tried drawing Agony, confused like the rest of us when their attempts failed, while others simply wanted a quiet place to sit. There weren’t many quieter places in the city. 

      When I first returned to Arcanus, I’d spent a lot of time just studying Agony, trying to understand the meaning of it. After a while, that had changed to a desire to draw it, but I learned I wasn’t skilled enough for that. I might not be an artist, but that didn’t mean I had no talent. For me to struggle getting Agony right meant there was something about it that prevented me, if only I could understand what that was. In the time we’d been back, I hadn’t managed to figure it out. 

      Devan had better luck with her charms. The one I had in my pocket—the blasting charm that would likely wipe out half the trees in the park if I weren’t careful—was in a shape that more resembled Agony than anything I could make. 

      Devan made her way across the clearing while I knelt in front of the plate next to Agony. Last night, power had surged through this plate with enough strength to overwhelm anything I could throw at it. Symbols had appeared where today there were none. Now it was nothing more than a plain bronze plate, no different than it had ever been.

      “What did he want?” Devan asked.

      I stood and watched her. She kept her hands in her pockets. Power radiated from her. “Why did you take off?”

      She shook her head. “He didn’t want to talk to me. Said he wanted to show you something.”

      Her response was odd, but I let it go. It wouldn’t be the first time Devan said something odd. “There’s a flat stone he found. He claims it wasn’t there before.”

      “Was it?”

      I shook my head. “As far as I know, it wasn’t. You know how much time we spent in the park when we first returned. I’d know if there were other sculptures there.”

      “Besides the ones we already found.”

      “Besides those,” I said. Something pulled at my senses, as if the protection I’d triggered around the plaza was being tested. Hesitating, I listened but heard and felt nothing out of the ordinary. “There’s something else.”

      She looked over at me. Her hands remained in her pockets and I felt the energy she drew. Something bothered her.

      “I found another mark.”

      “Where?”

      I motioned toward the tree across the park. From where we stood, it was just visible. “Thing is, it’s different than the other ones.” Her eyes narrowed as she waited for me to explain. “With the others, the dead branches told me she’d drawn on the pattern already. With this, the tree isn’t affected.”

      “Yet.”

      “Yet,” I agreed.

      “So you’re saying—”

      I met Devan’s eyes. “It’s possible Taylor hasn’t left Conlin yet.”

      Devan took a harsh breath. Her power built, the amulet burning cold against my chest. “What could she be after?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s about more than that book she stole.”

      Devan’s brow furrowed in a troubled expression. “Think there are other marks on the trees?”

      “If it’s anything like what we found earlier, then yeah.”

      Devan glanced at the sky, where the sun already dipped below the tops of the trees, fading light filtering through the branches. A cool breeze worked through the park. In a little while, the lanterns I’d placed around the park would surge back on. That is, unless whatever the shifter had done last night had shorted out my painting for good. 

      “So we’re not going to Arcanus today?” she asked.

      “Guess not.” 

      Strange that I felt a hint of disappointment in saying that.
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      Devan found the next marking in the park. 

      We’d split up, searching for any sign of other patterns carved or painted onto trees. I kept striking out, though I did find a few other things that were different than I remembered. 

      When I first returned to Conlin, I’d spent the first week preparing the park. The sculptures here were created by my father and I wanted to know anything I could about them. Not only Agony, although he was the best known of the park sculptures, but also the others. It was one of these that I came across.

      With the growing shadows, I nearly stumbled onto it. Like the others, it was made of the strange, slicked-looking stone, carved or shaped or possibly even painted into existence, though I didn’t have any idea how he would have managed to paint a sculpture into being. It was something like a hand or a claw stretching out of the ground. Fingers were thrust outward, twisted and bent, and long nails pointed toward the center of the park. More than any of the others, this one bothered me the most. 

      Most considered Agony a fearsome sculpture. It was the reason so few wanted to visit the park after dark. To me, two of the others were more frightening. The Claw—I don’t know what my father had named this piece—bothered me simply because it looked like something trapped in the ground was trying to escape. The sharpened nails would catch at you if you weren’t careful. Like me, now. 

      I winced as my foot kicked the claw and bounced back. 

      A hollow sound came from it, but nothing else. I didn’t worry about damaging it. Like with Agony, there wasn’t much that could damage it. The city had placed a sign nearby warning others to be careful with it, and most simply avoided it. 

      I gave the Claw a wide berth and studied the trees. If Taylor had been through here, I figured she would have stopped at each of the sculptures. It was what I would have done had I learned of a Master artist leaving sculptures in the park. 

      Nothing told me that she’d been through here. I saw no sign of footprints, even though it had rained the day before, and there were no markings on any of the trees. 

      Could I have found the only one she’d marked? 

      That seemed unlikely. The markings on the pine trees had taken a specific pattern. The long, thin triangle she’d made on the lone tree wouldn’t be effective for much, but as part of something else, it was possible the pattern would be more powerful, especially to an artist like Taylor. 

      I hurried through the park, looking for anything that might draw my eye. If Jakes saw me, he’d likely have more questions of the kind I didn’t really want to answer. I suspected he knew more than he let on, though I wasn’t sure what he might know. Could he really know that a shifter had battled a painter and one of the Te’alan last night? Even with what I’d been through over the years, that sounded pretty incredible.

      Devan met me before I reached the next sculpture. “Found something.”

      She started off without waiting for me to follow, forcing me to run after her. She had shorter legs but moved more quickly than I could manage. 

      “What did you find?” I asked as I caught her.

      She didn’t even seem to be winded. “You said the one you found was a white triangle?” I nodded. “Well, I found its counterpart.”

      We made our way toward the back edge of the park, nearly to the low, stone wall that established the park’s perimeter, before she stopped and turned, motioning to a tree. Like the other, it was an oak with branches that swayed in the late evening breeze. 

      A series of perfect squares worked around the entire trunk at the level of my neck. They were made with the same white ink and covered with sap. Down near the base was another symbol, that of a pentagram surrounded by a circle, though this was drawn in black ink and practically encircled the tree. 

      “What do you think this is meant to do?” Devan asked.

      I didn’t know. The triangle on the other tree could be a summoning shape or, given the way it pointed, an anchor to earth. The shape was wrong for either, the angles comprising the triangle odd for either summoning or anchoring. When you learn in school the different types of triangles, you never think they’ll really matter, but for painters, they do. An equilateral triangle pulls a different type of force than an isosceles, which is much different than a scalene triangle. The other tree had a scalene triangle. No summoning or anchoring I knew could be done with such a shape. 

      But a perfect square? It created solidity and generated a type of strength. With the square and the right infusion of will, I suspected Taylor could draw energy from the tree, though I still didn’t know how she intended to do it, or why. And I didn’t know what purpose she had with the repeating squares or how they linked together. 

      Like I said, Taylor is an artist, and it was becoming increasingly clear that she was incredibly skilled. 

      “There’s got to be more,” I said. 

      Devan nodded. “How far from the other mark do you think this is?”

      “I don’t know. A hundred feet? Maybe two hundred?”

      “There will be a pattern to them. We just have to understand what it is,” Devan said.

      A pattern comprised of patterns. Making something like that was difficult enough when working on a flat surface. You needed to ensure that the shapes you made tied together the way you intended. If shapes or lengths or colors were off, then the power a painter pulled could be distorted, possibly even enough to throw off the entire thing. Working in space like this where she used trees as her canvas? She was either very confident or the intent didn’t matter so much. Either way, I worried about what this was meant to do.

      Devan fidgeted. “Come on. Let’s see if we can’t find the next one.”

      “What are you worried about?”

      “The same thing you should be. We don’t really know what happened last night. Taylor was involved, I think we’re pretty clear on that, but the,” she lowered her voice as her eyes darted around, as if searching through the shadows for someone who might be watching, “shifter that attacked last night might still be here. Probably is unless she killed it.”

      “I don’t think a painter can pull enough power to kill a shifter. From what I remember, they’re almost pure power.”

      “If it’s not dead, then it stands to reason that it’s still out there. And we don’t know if it came after you or after her. Either way, I don’t want to be stuck out in the open if it returns.”

      “They aren’t werewolves,” I chided. “If a shifter wanted to come out in the daylight, it could.”

      “Are you prepared to fight it?”

      I was still pretty drained from the attack. “I’ll do what’s needed to keep you safe. You know I will.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      I shrugged. “That’s why you’re with me.”

      “There are many reasons I’m with you.”

      “Including my charm.”

      She laughed, dragging me by my arm deeper into the woods, veering us in a wide circle away from the fence at the back of the park. “The last mark wasn’t near one of the sculptures.”

      I’d noticed that. For some reason, I thought it might be, but so far, neither of the patterns had been close to sculptures. 

      Devan moved more surefootedly than I could manage and I stumbled a couple of times. I’d like to think I managed to catch myself, that Devan hadn’t needed to prop me up to keep me from falling, but that wouldn’t necessarily be the truth. As we neared Thistle Street, we found the next mark. 

      This was stranger than the others. A series of interlocking spirals worked themselves around another oak. This one stood near the street, but not so close that we couldn’t see the pattern surrounding the spirals: another triangle, though this was an equilateral triangle. Power thrummed from this one. 

      Devan wouldn’t go too close to it. 

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “You feel it.”

      “I feel something, but I’m not sure what it is.”

      Devan circled the tree before stopping back where she’d started. Her mouth was drawn in a tight line as she studied the trunk. “This marking. I’ve seen it before.”

      I decided it was time to start taking notes so I could visualize the intent of the pattern. I pulled out the notepad I’d brought and quickly sketched the patterns from the first and second trees, indicating on the page roughly where we found them. Then I started on this one. As I did, I realized the spirals weren’t as I expected. They were inverted, twisted to draw the eye inward. An arcane pattern. 

      In my time with Devan, I’d become skilled with arcane patterns. For the right painter, such patterns could focus even more power than traditional patterns, but there was always a risk. If the pattern was made wrong—even slightly wrong—then the power could rebound back at the painter. It was this reason Arcanus refused to teach them. I’d often wondered if the Masters ever studied them. My father had, but then, he wasn’t exactly the same as many of the other Masters. 

      If Taylor really did study at Arcanus—and I still wasn’t certain—seeing a pattern like this made me suspect that at least some of the other Masters worked with them. 

      Another thing jumped out at me as I drew the shapes that had been marked on the tree. Painting had intent, at least the way I did it. Colors mattered. Shapes mattered. Even repetition mattered. Each thing a painter did carried with it the intent of the painter, a way of augmenting their personal power. Some powerful painters barely had to use anything to create impressive effects. Others needed elaborate paintings to accomplish the most mundane task. But everything had a certain intent. When you were skilled enough at recognizing color and pattern, you began to understand intent even if you didn’t know the painter. That was why the book of my father’s was valuable. If anyone could understand what he’d been doing, the patterns would not only allow increased potential for the painter, but would help that person recognize intent even better. 

      I’d worked with enough offensive patterns—things like the marks on the trees around my place—to recognize them. I might not know what the pattern was intended to do, but I recognized the way it drew power, and how that power could be pushed outward. These patterns were different. 

      “You’re quiet,” Devan said.

      I tapped the page, my pencil hovering over the top. Working in pencil was impermanent, leaving the painter free to practice without fear of harming themselves. There could still be power to such drawings, but not like there was with paint. Most novices started with pencil. Few graduated to inks. While I’d been in Arcanus, no one had allowed me to touch ink. I was nothing more than a tagger. 

      “It creates a focus,” I said. “And this one,” I motioned toward the scalene triangle, “anchors it all to the park.”

      As I studied it, I realized there would be at least one more pattern. Possibly two, depending on what Taylor had intended. I still didn’t know why she’d left the marks in the first place, but I thought I knew what it would do. 

      “Well?”

      I looked up from the page. “It’s containment of some kind.”

      Devan frowned. “Like a circle?”

      “A circle is simple containment. Done right, it can be protective as well. This is something different.” I pointed to the spirals on the tree. “These draw some of that power, but the way they’re inverted casts that power away from the tree, sending it through similar marks.”

      “None of these have been similar,” Devan argued. “They’re all white, but the shapes are all so different.”

      “But they’re connected.” That would be the missing pattern. “If we can learn how, maybe we can figure out what the pattern does.”

      I started to turn back toward the center of the park. If I was right, these marks should circle the park in some fashion. That pattern wouldn’t matter quite as much, not with the way Taylor had made the markings, but there would need to be one more to finish the outer edge. Otherwise she’d be left with a triangle, and with what we saw on this tree, I didn’t think that was her intent. 

      Devan grabbed my arm. “Are you sure we should keep after this?”

      There was another layer to her question, the fear Devan had. She wanted to keep me safe. As much as I might think I could protect her, when it came down to it, Devan protected me nearly as much as I protected her. “We need to know what she was doing.”

      “Was?”

      “Or is,” I said. “Either way, I don’t like the fact that it’s here and we don’t know why.”

      “What if she’s here?”

      I had the growing suspicion that she was still in Conlin. Either she had made these marks before finding me—before going back to my house and stealing the book—and hadn’t needed to use them, or she’d made them afterward. 

      And if she’d done it afterward, that meant whatever reason she’d made them—whatever she’d hoped to contain—still hadn’t been done. After last night, I could think of only one thing that would require something as complex as this appeared. But there weren’t any doors here, so why would she try to create a crossing in the middle of the park?

      “I don’t like that look on your face,” Devan said.

      We hurried across the front wall. Thistle Street ran on the other side, but the wall here was high enough that it blocked the passing cars from view. The sound of engines racing past filtered over the wall, but not much else. “Why do you think she’d need a containment pattern?” I asked Devan.

      She ran easily next to me, her skin shining with a faint glow. I wondered how many others would have noticed besides me. With the question, she nearly stumbled. “She wouldn’t…”

      “I don’t know. What if all of this was planned? She had to know about the protections I’d placed here. She’s too skilled not to notice. And she summoned me to the park. Whatever tried coming through that door had been powerful.”

      “Powerful like a shifter?”

      I turned toward Agony. When we’d been there today, the plate had looked no different than usual, but there had been no questioning the power straining against it last night. It was power I hadn’t managed to contain on my own, but Taylor had. At least, I thought she had. 

      “You think a shifter came through across the Threshold?”

      I shrugged. “What if it did? What if it chased her here and now she’s trying to catch it?”

      Devan glanced at the notebook I clutched in my hand. “Will it work?”

      “That’s the question, isn’t it?” We slowed near the far corner. “We need to find the next mark. Then we might be able to tell.”

      “Or if she’ll just piss it off.”

      “Or that,” I agreed. “Better not waste too much time.”

      It had gotten dark enough that I couldn’t see the trees clearly. Devan didn’t have the same trouble. Her eyesight was much better than mine both during the day and at night, but she recognized my limitations. She stayed close to me and her glowing skin, from power pressed away, gave off enough light for me to see. 

      We moved carefully. I infused one of the charms that I’d linked to the lanterns with a trickle of power, just enough for me to be aware if anyone else made their way through the park. If anyone saw Devan glowing as she was, there’d be questions. Better to avoid them altogether. The couple that I’d seen earlier seemed to be gone. I didn’t sense anything else, though I no longer felt certain I could trust that completely. The shifter had escaped my detection.

      “There,” Devan whispered.

      She moved toward a nearby oak tree that rose high overhead. Branches rustled in the steadily gusting breeze, but they were green and vibrant, unlike those on the pine tree near my house. 

      Devan ran her hand over the bark. “Look at what they did here,” she said.

      This was different than the others. Maybe we wouldn’t have seen it except at night. Rather than marked with ink, this was carved into the bark, deep enough to solidify the pattern. I suspected she’d used some ink in the process, something to press power through, but wasn’t able to tell, not without either setting off what she’d done or making clear that we knew about the patterns. 

      This one was more complicated than any of the others. It was a series of interlocked shapes, without anything that made sense as a pattern. The steady sense of power came from it, pressing away from the tree. 

      “Come closer,” I said to Devan.

      She moved close enough for me to make out most of the shape. “Can you copy it? We can go back to the house and figure out what she intended.”

      “Not this,” I said. I wouldn’t even know where to begin. Maybe in the daytime I could copy it, but with as dark as it was and as tired as I’d been, I didn’t think I’d be able to manage anything nearly as complex. I might not even be able to do it fully rested. The marking was incredibly complex and I wondered if only a real artist could manage it.

      If only I had a camera. I didn’t keep even so much as a phone on me. Most of the time, it didn’t matter. Who did I have to call anyway? But I would have liked the ability to take a picture of this shape. At least then I might be able to sit back and study it to see if I could recreate what Taylor had done.

      As I considered, I felt a slow buildup of power. 

      “Devan?” I asked, but I knew it wasn’t her.

      “I feel it too.”

      “What is it?”

      She sniffed the air as she tilted her chin toward the tree. “A painter. And powerful.”

      A painter meant Taylor, unless she really hadn’t been alone.

      I looked over toward Agony in the middle of the park before glancing back at the tree. When I did, I realized what I felt. The pattern on the tree had taken on a soft blue light. 

      “Shit. We need to get moving,” I said. 

      I grabbed Devan and at first started toward the back wall of the park. We could cross that and get back to the house, hunker down in the protections until whatever Taylor did was complete. But Devan jerked her arm away and headed toward the center of the park.

      “Not a good idea, Devan,” I said. 

      She ignored me as she hurried on, outpacing me as she so often managed. 

      “Devan!” I yelled at her and she paused. “Whatever she’s planning is focused on the park. We don’t want to be here when it’s released.”

      “You don’t think I can sense that?”

      I frowned and caught up to her. “Then you know we need to get away from here. Whatever this containment painting is intended to do, it’ll draw massive amounts of power.”

      “And she’s focusing it in the park. Toward the center.”

      She turned away from me and ran forward, leaving me wondering what the hell she meant. I raced after her. I’d made a promise to her when we left that I’d keep her safe. As much as she was capable of doing, there was just as much that she wasn’t able to do. Sometimes she let herself get carried away. I was afraid this was one of those times. 

      When I reached Agony, I found Devan standing in the middle of the stone circle. Energy crackled around her with enough energy to actually make her hair stand on end. She looked up toward the growing darkness and sniffed. 

      Power built from her, the effect of it leaving the amulet cold against my chest. 

      “Devan?”

      She didn’t look over at me. “It’s here, Ollie.”

      Had I been wrong? Was it not Taylor who worked some heavy-duty magic? 

      A low howl erupted in the night. 

      The shifter. 

      There wasn’t anything I could do to stop the power I’d felt last night, and certainly not as weakened as I was, but I wasn’t about to leave Devan. 

      I grabbed one of the satchels of ink and made a hasty pattern along the stones. I used a combination of a circle and a cross, infusing what I could through the ink to solidify it. One hand cupped the miniature Agony charm that we’d reloaded. If needed, I’d blast a way free, even if I wasn’t certain it would work.

      A growl came, eerie and deep, unlike anything I’d ever heard before. All I needed was to see the bright eyes flashing at me through the darkness, but the hairs on my neck stood up before that happened. 

      And then it did. I saw the eyes. 

      Everything seemed to happen at the same time. 

      I sent a surge of power through the pattern on the ground, stretching through it to my lanterns around the perimeter. The shifter growled and jumped. It came as a flash of darkness moving quickly toward Agony. And then Taylor’s pattern reached a crescendo. 

      We’d be crushed. 

      Devan backed into me. “Ollie?”

      I grabbed her, wrapping my arm around her. “Hold on,” I said. 

      Then I thrust the Agony charm overhead, hating that I had to do this here, not knowing how many trees the blast would take out. When I squeezed down, feeling the soft click as I did, I waited until the ink settled to infuse what strength I had remaining into it.

       The explosion lit the night with bright light. 

      My first thought was that I hoped Jakes wasn’t watching. What new questions would I get? How would I explain another “gas leak” to him?

      The next was trying to hold onto Devan.

      Winds swirled around us, pummeling me and threatening to throw me to the ground. Had it not been for my first circle, I might have fallen. As it was, the circle held back wind and fragments of rock and branches. 

      Somewhere nearby, lightning crackled and struck the ground. My ears felt like they’d burst. The skin on my arms felt thick and tight, stretched by the magical power being thrown around, shaper and painter powers colliding. My weak explosion was likely nothing compared to what the other two did.

      Then it stopped. The wind died suddenly. The light from the explosion faded, leaving me with a faint afterimage. The air held only a bit of residual energy. 

      Devan trembled against me. I wasn’t sure if she was scared—probably not, considering Devan—or simply reacting to the magical power she felt.

      “You okay?” I asked. My voice was hoarse and weak. In another minute, I wouldn’t be able to stand. I’d used too much power the last two days, more than I had in a very long time. 

      “I think so.” Devan twisted, peering into the night. “Do you think it’s still out there?” 

      I didn’t know. Whatever was out there had a whole hell of a lot more power than I could manage. “Do you see anything?”

      “No. Where’s the shifter?” she asked.

      “Yeah. I don’t know. I don’t think that was enough to scare off a shifter. Probably not even enough to slow a painter.”

      Devan raised her arm to point. 

      I followed the direction she indicated and squinted into the night. A dark figure took shape and came toward us. As it did, I reached into the pockets of my duster and readied a charm, holding it over my head. If it were a shifter, I wouldn’t stand much of a chance, not if it was even half as powerful as I suspected. 

      When the figure entered the light, I lowered my arm. I felt Devan tense and her magic built, pressing cold against my chest through the amulet. “Taylor,” I said.
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      Taylor studied me with dark eyes, a long, black jacket hanging loose around her, and the wind catching her hair. Streaks of blue still worked through it. Not accidental, then. I should have known when I first saw her what she was capable of doing, but I’d missed the signs. I’d spent too many years away from painters so when I finally encountered one with real skill, I’d missed the potential for danger. She glanced at Devan and then spun, hurrying into the park. She disappeared into the darkness without saying anything.

      I let go of Devan and started after her. 

      “Ollie—” She grabbed my arm and kept me from going too far.

      I twisted my head to meet Devan’s eyes. “I have to know what this is about.”

      “Just… be careful,” she said. 

      “You know I will.”

      She snorted. “You’re an idiot.” I shrugged. “Don’t be fooled by the girl.”

      “I—”

      “I know you, Ollie. That’s what happened with Lacy. But you’ve seen what she’s able to do. What she’s willing to do.” She jabbed me in the chest and I winced, trying to hide how much her pokes hurt. “Just be ready, okay?”

      At that, Devan walked to the edge of the plaza and took a seat on one of the cement benches, turning to study Agony. She crossed her legs and flickered her eyes over to me. I sensed the power she pulled, but didn’t know what else I could do. 

       I hurried into the darkness. Fatigue threatened to knock me down, but I needed answers. With what strength I could muster, I let a trickle into the lanterns surrounding the park, and they flickered on. At the same time, I used the power stored there to follow Taylor as she made her way in the dark. There seemed to be only one place she would be going. 

      As I suspected, she moved toward the flat stone Jakes had shown me earlier. 

      I caught up to her as she crouched over it. My lanterns couldn’t illuminate much out here, but there was enough diffused light for me to see her flicking her wrist in a steady motion, splashing ink over the stone. Somehow, even after the power she’d just used, she still had strength remaining. 

      “What’s this about, Taylor?” 

      She paused long enough to look up. “You shouldn’t have interfered.”

      “Interfered?” I repeated, taking a step toward her. I wouldn’t have enough strength to do anything to her, but she wouldn’t know that. “You came to me. And you’re the one who came into my house, who stole from me.”

      Her breath caught and she looked back down at the stone. She swirled a finger in the paint, creating a series of patterns more quickly than I could accomplish. “I’m sorry about that. If there had been any other way—”

      I took a step toward the flat stone. “You could have asked me. That would have been another way.”

      Taylor tilted her head. “Would you have simply let me have it?”

      I wouldn’t have, but that’s not what I said. “Why do you need it?”

      In answer, she flared power through the painting she had just made on the stone. Symbols that hadn’t been there before suddenly appeared, working across the surface. In spite of myself, I moved forward, staring at them, recognizing some of them. I’d seen them in the book she’d stolen. 

      “What is that?” 

      “A doorway,” Taylor answered.

      “There’s no doorway here,” I said. I would have known. “Not in Conlin.”

      There were doors near Conlin. That was how I’d gotten here. Possibly how Taylor had gotten here, but there weren’t doorways in the town itself. Outside the town was a different matter.

      But I couldn’t deny what I saw in front of me. 

      “Trust me, Escher. This is a doorway.”

      “Oliver,” I said reflexively. “This? This is why you came?” 

      It looked nothing like the other doorways I’d seen. This was set into the ground rather than standing upright, as if the ground tried to swallow it.

      “Partly.”

      “And the shifter?”

      She tensed. The painting she’d been working stopped. She glanced up at me, looking through hair sweeping into her face, across her eyes. “Your friend shouldn’t have seen it.”

      “Why? You think we couldn’t feel the energy that thing was controlling?”

      “I expect everyone could feel it. But she shouldn’t have seen it.”

      “Well, she’s not exactly human, so you’ll have to cut her a little slack.”

      Taylor shifted her feet as she frowned at my comment, widening her stance. I’d done the same thing as soon as I stopped at the flat stone. Now I knew she’d had more training than she let on.

      “Are you really from Arcanus?” I asked.

      She tipped her head. “Don’t worry, Escher. I’m not here to drag you back.”

      “You could try.” I felt stupid saying it that way. If Taylor wanted to drag me back to Arcanus, I suspected she had the strength to do it. There wouldn’t be much I could do to stop her, especially if she wanted to do it now, while my power was still weak.

      “Do you think you’re the only one who struggled to learn what they wanted in Arcanus?”

      “Like how to stop a shifter?”

      She shook her head and her hair slipped farther in front of her eyes. “Not stop one.”

      The offhand way she said it caught me off guard. “If you’re not here to stop it…” I trailed off, the patterns she’d placed around the park suddenly making a different kind of sense. “You can’t think to capture it.”

      Taylor finished her painting on the doorway and stood, dusting her hands on her pants. She kept looking down, staring at the patterns she’d made. “It was a mistake.”

      “What was?”

      She looked up. “Coming here.”

      “Why did you come here? Is Hard really gone?”

      She sighed and stepped away from the doorway. “Hard opened the door in Arcanus about a year ago. And then he disappeared. I’ve been looking for him since.”

      “And the other side of the doorway in Arcanus?”

      She shook her head. “It’s there. As I showed you.”

      “If it’s there, then why did you leave?”

      “Because I needed to learn more than they could teach in Arcanus. If I was going to find Hard, I needed to know things I couldn’t learn in Arcanus.”

      I glanced at the pattern she’d made on the doorway before noting the way she placed her feet. I hadn’t noticed at first, but she moved slightly in a subtle shifting pattern that I recognized would give her even more focus. “Seems like you’ve learned quite a bit in your time away.”

      “Not enough to find Hard.”

      There was a hurt to her words that I understood. With what happened with my father, I’d felt the same. The Masters all thought he’d died, but I knew he hadn’t. None of the Masters believed. If Hard returned, maybe he finally might. 

      “Why do you need my father’s book?”

      Taylor turned from side to side, looking out into the trees, before turning her attention back to me. “The Elder left a few notes in Arcanus. What I found there indicated there would be others.”

      “What kind of notes?”

      She motioned toward the doorway. The paintings she’d made shimmered with an internal light. Power emanated from them. If she pressed part of her will into them, she would infuse them with more power. I didn’t know what would happen if she did.

      “Where did this come from? It wasn’t here before.”

      A half-smile turned on Taylor’s mouth and she licked her lips. Maybe Devan was right. I had to be careful with Taylor or I’d be dragged along because of some pretty girl again. 

      “Are you sure it wasn’t?”

      “I grew up in these woods. And since returning, I’ve wandered through here more times than I can count, trying to understand the sculptures my father placed here.” I circled around the stone to get a better vantage. As I did, a thought came to me. “Wait—this has been here all along?”

      Taylor nodded. “Buried.”

      The way she said it told me that it wasn’t just buried, but hidden by a painting. “And you figured out how to free it?”

      “The Elder was clever. Probably too clever,” Taylor said. “But he probably needed to be with this doorway.”

      “Explain it to me,” I demanded. “Tell me what my father did.”

      Taylor tipped her head to the stone. “I think he protected this. For all I know, the Elder put it here in the first place. With his paintings, he obscured it, ensuring that only another painter would discover it. He left notes, but not enough for me to understand how to find the door.” She turned and met my eyes. 

      When I first saw her, I thought she was young, but I think she’d only wanted me to think that. Now I saw her age. It was in her eyes, buried with knowledge only gained through experience. The type of knowledge I’d gained over ten years. Could she really have learned what she needed in only a year? 

      A painter like her could. The difference between her skill and mine was like the difference between a child’s spelling and that of a college-educated adult. And I was the child.

      “What did you do?” I wanted to know. If this was something my father had done, then I needed to know. 

      “What I had to.”

      She crouched and reached toward the stone door, already summoning power. In another moment, she would open the doorway. 

      And if she opened it, she could cross the Threshold. Suddenly I understood why she set the patterns, what purpose they had. “You want the shifter’s power to open this, don’t you? All of this,” I swept my arm around the park, motioning to the patterns on the trees, “was to capture that power, wasn’t it?”

      “I’m not the Elder,” she answered.

      “How did you know there would be a shifter here?” 

      “Let’s just say I had some help.”

      That didn’t bode well. What kind of help would Taylor have found that would have known about a shifter in Conlin? What kind of help would she have that would show her how to trap a shifter?

       I grabbed Taylor’s arm. She tried pulling against me, but I had set my feet in such a way that she couldn’t overpower me. With one free hand, I tossed a pattern of brown ink atop hers, distorting the pattern so she couldn’t simply disappear. “You don’t even know where this leads.” If it was like any of the others, I knew she couldn’t open it. Not without repercussions. 

      “Let go of me, Escher. I know you’ve experienced quite a bit since leaving Arcanus, but trust me when I tell you that you haven’t seen a tenth of what I’ve seen.”

      I wondered how true that might be. She hadn’t recognized Devan. Had she crossed the Threshold, she would have recognized one of the Te’alan, especially Devan. And if she’d never crossed the Threshold, there was no way she’d seen the same things that I had seen. 

      “And still you were scared when you came here.” I pulled her back, twisting her so she had to look at me. “Don’t think I didn’t recognize the fear. It was real. I’ve seen it before. Hell, I’ve felt it before. You can’t fake that sort of emotion.” I relaxed my grip on her arm when I realized she wasn’t going anywhere. “So what are you afraid of?”

      Taylor leaned back on her hands. Her eyes drifted from the doorway over to me. “Hard opened one of the doors in Arcanus, but I wasn’t certain which one. Without knowing that, we tried opening the others until we realized where Hard would have gone.”

      “We?”

      She nodded, but hesitated. “Ash and Reem.”

      Ash. Now I knew why she’d hesitated telling me. His interest was in inks and finding more powerful ways to use the powdered inks painters favored. Probably other things too, but I never had the opportunity to study with him. Ash had been the one to push me away from Arcanus. He’d felt the most strongly about taggers not learning arcane patterns, and I don’t think he ever liked me. “Not Mac?”

      “Mac thought it was too dangerous without studying it more.”

      Sounds about right. When I was in Arcanus, Mac was nearly as skilled as Devan at using patterns and painting to take everyday objects—things like clocks or pens or cars—and infusing them with enough magical power that they did extraordinary things even without a painter’s involvement. But Mac recognized the need to understand the intent of the pattern before jumping in. He always used to say it kept him alive.

      It was from him that I got the idea of the charms. When we returned to Conlin and I mentioned it to Devan, she’d jumped in with a knack for it that surprised her, I think.

      Then there was Reem. The strangest of the Masters, she kept mostly to herself. She rarely taught, and when she did, she spoke so softly that few understood her. She could go on for hours about painting styles and techniques, focused more on the actual painting, as if she intended to sell her work to galleries. Not that she couldn’t. Reem might be the most technically competent painter in Arcanus. 

      I thought of the picture Taylor had shown me and wondered how accurate it was. Why would she have shown it to me if she was just going to take the book anyway? “What happened when you tried opening the other doors?”

      “For most of them, nothing.”

      “Most?”

      She shrugged. “None of us had the same commitment to studying the doors as Hard.”

      “Commitment? You mean obsession.”

      “Whatever. Hard devoted everything to understanding the patterns on the door. When we found the other book, combined with what we learned from the Elder, we think he managed to open one of the other doors.”

      I thought that I knew everything that my father had left in Arcanus, but apparently I didn’t. “What else did you learn from the Elder?”

      Taylor glanced away. “Hard took some scraps of paper left in his room. Nothing too useful. But he had a bowl. It took Mac to realize there were patterns worked around the inside of it. Hard used this to help him solve the last piece of the door. And from there, it didn’t take long to understand what we needed to do to open it.”

      I remembered that bowl. My father had kept it stashed toward the back of his desk in his room at home. When we’d gone to Arcanus, he’d brought it with him, though I never asked him why. It looked like something you’d find at a thrift store. White ceramic, one piece of the lip chipped away. Faded lettering along the inside. Could he really have hidden a series of patterns there that would solve the mystery of opening the door in Arcanus?

      And if he had, why would he not have opened it himself? 

      My father knew more about painting than any of the Masters I’d met. For him to have known and not used the knowledge seemed unlikely. That meant he had known. 

      I ignored the fluttering in my chest. If he had known, that was even more reason to think he might still be alive. “What happened with the door you opened?” 

      Taylor’s eyes widened, taking on a haunted expression. “Reem helped determine the pattern, but I’d worked with Hard long enough that I recognized some of the necessary components. The patterns on the other doors had taken immense power to trigger the patterns, but this one didn’t, almost like it was powered differently. I think it drew Hard to it.”

      What Taylor described didn’t sound like my experience. The only time I’d seen anything like that had been when I found her near Agony. Most of the doors crossing the Threshold required tremendous power.

      “They pushed through?” I asked.

      Her eyes widened. “Not quite. We started to activate the door. As we did, we recognized Hard’s influence and knew we were right. He had opened the door. But then it began to glow too quickly, the doorway trying to resolve itself without any influence from us, as if whatever was on the other side wanted through.” She had a faraway look to her eyes. “Reem stopped us before they had the chance to get through. She and Ash placed what protections they could around the door, but it wasn’t enough. Something came through. Ash—” She cut herself off and took a deep breath, swallowing as she did. “Something pulled Ash through. Reem did… something… that destroyed the remaining symbols. Then we went back through the door to library and sealed it shut. None have been through there since.”

      She pulled her legs up and wrapped her arms around her knees. My imagination worked through what she’d told me, creating an image of a hand—one that in my mind looked too much like the Claw in the park—reaching through the door and grabbing Ash. Painters in Arcanus weren’t prepared for the nightmares that existed outside the walls. How would Ash have reacted? Would he have known any way to get help? Or was he already dead?

      “What do you think it was?” I considered the creatures I knew from the other side, but none had enough power to push through like that. Even Devan might not have had the power needed by herself. It had taken both of us to get across. 

      Taylor scanned the trees before turning toward Agony. “There aren’t too many beings of such power, are there?” she asked. “Reem wouldn’t do anything, but I had to. Hard was missing and Ash was now gone. Reem wanted me to stay behind. Arcanus needed its Masters, after all, but I wasn’t ready for the testing. Hard intended for me to follow him, but after seeing that…” She stared at the ground. “I’ve spent the last year trying to understand and managed to come up with only one answer.”

      There was too much to what she’d said, but what I took away was that Taylor was nearly a Master. Given what I’d seen of her skill, I shouldn’t have been surprised, but the other Masters—Hard, Reem, Ash, and Mac—weren’t too inclined to raise many to the level of Master. Doing so diluted some of their influence. That Taylor had Hard’s support meant she would likely have succeeded. She was skilled, I’d seen that. That I didn’t know her from my time in Arcanus told me that she learned quickly. Both made her dangerous. 

      “You think a shifter responsible for what happened to Ash? To Hard?” 

      Her expression hardened. “How long have you been out of Arcanus?”

      “I think we’ve well established the timeline.”

      She gave me a half-smile. “And what have you seen in your time away? Anything that would explain the kind of power you felt last night?”

      There were plenty of creatures of power. In my time away from Arcanus—in the time that I’d known Devan—I’d met many powerful magical beings. But nothing had pushed with nearly as much energy as I’d felt last night. 

      “No. But I don’t know why shifters would attack. They’ve never been known for doing anything like that.” Even on the other side of the Threshold, shifters were rare. Or maybe they weren’t. Maybe they were simply quiet. Either way, what she described wasn’t the work of shifters.

      “Until we violated their realm.”

      Could that be it? Could the shifters be angry that Hard had opened a doorway to them? “That seems a bit much.”

      “Really? And your friend would react so well if we opened a doorway to her realm?”

      I didn’t correct her to tell her that most doorways led to the same world. Really, they were all part of our world, just a part the Threshold protected us from. It kept the magical and the non-magical worlds mostly separated. 

      She tilted her head and I twisted to follow her gaze. Devan hunched among the trees, watching us. I hadn’t felt her approach, but then, she didn’t appear to be using any of her power. Instead I think she only watched, ready to protect me in case Taylor somehow put me in danger.

      Devan separated herself from the tree. As she did, her skin took on a soft glow. “He’s lucky to be alive,” she said. “Had it not been for his other talents, he might not be.”

      Taylor stared at Devan and nodded thoughtfully. “But you still help him.”

      Devan tipped her head to the side. “He has his uses.”

      “Are you talking about me?” I asked, interrupting them. I didn’t like the idea of Devan saying I had uses. 

      “You’re an idiot,” she chided.

      “What?”

      “You know you might not have survived when you crossed had I not been there. And if you hadn’t known how to stop the theln, you might have been sent back.”

      “You didn’t give me much choice. That’s why the door opened to me.”

      The theln. It was some sort of magical parasite that had attached to her father’s neck. I used black ink and an infusion of dark will to force it to wither. But he lived and thanked me. For that, he’d allowed me to live. And he’d offered to let me learn what I could. 

      “You saw the shifter,” Taylor said to Devan.

      Devan nodded. “But you’re wrong about it.”

      Taylor shook her head. “Am I? I’ve chased shifters for the last year. Do you know how hard it is to learn anything about creatures that powerful? There’s nothing but rumors of rumors. And now I’m close. It’s trying to reach through the doorway here. I can pull it out, contain it. And then force it to tell me where Hard and Ash are.”

      Devan barked a harsh laugh. “You think you can contain it?”

      “I did until he interrupted me. Had he not interfered, I would have captured it.”

      Devan dropped to the ground next to me. “And then what? Force a shifter to help you cross the Threshold? Or would you demand an exchange of it for your friend? You think something with that kind of power would bargain?” Devan snorted. “You don’t know anything about crossing the Threshold. Had you cared to ask, Ollie might have been able to tell you more than you’d ever want to know.”

      I glanced from Devan to Taylor. Both wore tight expressions. Devan leaned over me, as if using me to keep from attacking Taylor. Taylor kept her mouth pursed in a tight, thin line as she rested back on her hands. 

      There was something I was missing. I couldn’t tell what it was, only that Taylor didn’t explain everything. An exchange? No magical creatures would make such an exchange. Not for something like that. And what I’d seen attempting to press through the bronze plate was different than the super powerful shifter that Devan had seen in my yard. That left a different answer to the puzzle. 

      “What do you need the shifter for?” I asked Taylor. “What do you think to use it for?”

      She looked away, glancing toward the doorway. She ran a hand through her dark hair, pushing loose strands back behind her ear.

      “Taylor? It wasn’t the shifter that claimed Ash, was it? What did you release through the doorway into Arcanus?”

      She drew her eyes up and away from the doorway. “I don’t know,” she answered softly. “Whatever it was is powerful. Too powerful for two Masters. So powerful, we were forced to destroy one of the doors with no way of reaching back through. Now we have no way to find Hard or Ash.” She choked a little as she said it.

      “You think a shifter can help?”

      “I don’t know.” She met my gaze with defiance. “I came here looking for another access point. Your father’s notes suggested one might be here. After I triggered the statues, the door appeared, but I can’t open it. Even with his book, I can’t open it.”

      And here I thought I’d interrupted her, keeping her from triggering the door. “And the shifter?”

      “It only attacked when I came to Conlin. I don’t know why. I thought you might know, but it appears that isn’t something you learned during your time away.”

      “There are many things I didn’t learn in my time away from Conlin,” I said. I pushed myself up and wiped my hands across my pants. “If you’re done with the book, I’d like to have it back. There aren’t many things I still have of my father’s.”

      I waited, hand outstretched, until Taylor reached inside her jacket and pulled it out of a hidden pocket. I recognized it immediately. The faded brown cover marked with an eight-sided star. The slight brown staining near the bottom, where it looked like he’d spilled coffee. And the pages that practically pushed out the side of the binding. I snatched it back from her. 

      “Thanks.” I started into the trees, glancing briefly over my shoulder at Devan and nodding to her. “Come on, Devan. Let her figure out what she needs to do. I’m not helping.”

      After I’d gone nearly twenty feet, Taylor called out to me.

      “You think your father would want you to turn your back on Arcanus? You think the Elder would do that to Arcanus?”

      I paused long enough to answer. “They turned their back on me first.”
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      Where the park met my yard, I stopped and waited for Devan. The pine trees Taylor had damaged left an acrid odor in the air. Mixed with it was the musky scent of an animal and I briefly hoped it wasn’t the shifter from the night before. I didn’t have the strength to deal with it. 

      Devan didn’t take long to catch up. She looked over at me, a mixture of concern and amusement on her face. “I thought you wanted to help her.”

      I tapped my hand on my leg, bumping against the book now tucked into the pocket of my duster. A sense of relief washed over me at its return. Not that I needed the book—or that I could do anything with it—but it was important enough to my father that he had left it for me. With enough time, I hoped to be able to figure out what it meant, even if it took decades. I might not have the same lifespan as an artist, but taggers lived a long time, too.

      “When I thought she needed help. This…” I waved my hand toward where we’d left Taylor. “Whatever happens is on her.”

      “You’re still thinking about what she showed you of the other side of the door.”

      I didn’t answer. I suspected it meant a different way across the Threshold, each door to a different location. If so, Devan might be able to return. To stay safe. 

      “And your friends?” Devan asked. “You’ve never been the one to leave someone who needs help.”

      “They’re not my friends,” I answered. “Hard was the reason I left Arcanus.”

      Devan punched me on the shoulder. 

      “Ow!”

      “I think you’ve been feeding yourself the same lie so long, you’ve begun to believe it, Ollie. You really think Arcanus kicked you out, or did you simply outgrow what they could teach you?”

      “I hadn’t learned everything I could before I left.”

      “Really? And would it have changed the kind of painter you are?”

      Probably not. Arcanus was willing to teach taggers only so much. Beyond that, only artists really learned. I was too hurried, too willing to rush through things, to ever have the patience to become an artist. But I had an eye for patterns. That helped me understand the arcane patterns, allowed me to learn them quickly. Had I not left Arcanus, I doubt I would have learned half of what I had. 

      “See?” Devan said. “You’re an—”

      She cut off before finishing and jerked her head around, staring back into the park. A soft glow came to her skin and the amulet around my neck went cold. 

      “What is it?”

      “Don’t know. Something.”

      “Shifter?”

      The shifter had to be out there still. We’d seen it twice now, the second time only scared off by a combination of what I and Taylor had done. I didn’t know what she wanted with the creature, but I was beginning to doubt that it really meant us any harm. That didn’t mean it didn’t mean Taylor harm. 

      “Shit,” I muttered. 

      I checked the satchels of ink and grabbed two charms from the pocket of my duster, palming them. “Can you still sense her?”

      Devan tilted her head as if listening. “She’s still there. I don’t think she’s moved.”

      That could mean many things, but if the shifter was out there, I worried what it meant for Taylor. 

      I started forward. Devan kept pace. She smiled up at me. “I thought you were going to leave her to deal with this on her own?”

      “You can be a real pain in my ass, you know that?”

      She laughed softly. “Isn’t that why I’m here?”

      “I thought you were here so that I could keep you safe.”

      “Really? By constantly putting me in danger?”

      We veered through the trees. Devan’s soft light guided me. The trees were little more than shadows that reached branches toward me. As we ran, I felt a soft surge of power from somewhere in the distance. I didn’t know what it was. 

      “You’ve never really been in any danger,” I said.

      Devan laughed. “I’ll tell that to my father. Really, Dad, the shifter didn’t want to hurt me. We knew it was only going to knock me down, not actually kill me.”

      “After what happened, you think he’d believe you over me?”

      We stopped between a pair of trees. Devan’s glow had stopped, but I felt her holding onto her power. A shadow moved in the darkness in front of us, prowling around the area I suspected the doorway to be in. I slipped from tree to tree, moving as silently as I could, unable to match Devan in stealth. 

      Circling around, I saw it clearly.

      A massive wolf-like creature stalked the flat stone sculpture, pausing every so often to sniff at the air. Its back was to us, revealing a massive tail and powerful hind legs. Devan held onto my arm. I suspected she intended to drag me out of here if a magical shitstorm erupted. After the last few days of activity, she knew I wouldn’t have enough strength to do much else. 

      But I needed to know what the shifter intended with Taylor.

      With the toe of my shoe, I scratched a hasty cross into the dirt, moving as silently as I could. A cross gave me the necessary focus to sense, to reach beyond me, and with this I could determine if Taylor was still even here. Or alive.

      With a steadying breath, I pushed a soft focus of energy through the cross. 

      Awareness bloomed out. I could sense trees and an owl perched in a branch overhead and stone lying across the ground like a scar and Taylor lying atop it, unmoving. The shifter was a void to my senses, as if the magic I drew washed over it.

      But it sensed me. 

      It swung its head toward me and locked onto me with deep, brown eyes. When it blinked, I had the sense that it read me, as if it knew me better than I knew myself. 

      Devan pulled on my sleeve, already starting away. 

      I resisted. If I went, I had no idea what the shifter would do to Taylor. I wasn’t certain I cared, not with how she’d used me to get to my father’s knowledge, but I didn’t want her death on my conscious. Besides, I needed to know why a shifter was in Conlin. If it wasn’t the creature that had tried pushing through the plate, then there was another reason it was here.

      Devan pulled on me, harder and with more intensity. 

      I jerked my arm free and raised my hands in front of me, hoping to look as harmless as possible. The charms were still palmed carefully so I could trigger them if needed. One would spill out a perfect circle. If needed, I could use this to protect myself. 

      “Show yourself,” I said.

      The shifter snarled with a flash of sharp fangs. It lifted its chin and sniffed. Muscles tensed and for a moment, I thought it might leap at me, but then it sat next to Taylor. 

      I traced my foot around the stone in the ground, bringing a sharp line forward as I took a step toward the shifter. 

      “Ollie!” Devan hissed.

      I ignored her and took another step. 

      With a quick flip of my ankle, I linked the line with the ones I’d made only a short time ago. With a surge of power, I lashed the triangle I formed to the shifter. It wouldn’t have the strength to last long, but it might hold long enough for me to reach Taylor.

      The shifter snarled.

      The sound was sharp and piercing and unlike anything I’d ever heard. 

      It tried to stand, but my binding held. It was a good thing it did. I had nothing left to use against it if it attacked.

      I reached close to the shifter and grabbed Taylor’s legs and dragged her back toward me. I was surprised to find her lighter than I expected. When we reached the edge of the power-infused triangle, I hefted her and carried her across so we didn’t disrupt the pattern. She stirred as we moved. 

      On the other side, Devan grabbed her from me. “What are you thinking?” she demanded. “When your power sags and that thing crosses over, what do you think you’re going to do?”

      “It’s not going to hurt us,” I said, facing the shifter. 

      Devan kicked me. “I know I might have said that, but you don’t have to test the theory, you big dummy.”

      We backed away from the shifter. It sat on its haunches, watching us with knowing eyes. 

      I didn’t have much strength left to feed into the pattern. In another moment or two, I’d lose it and the shifter would be free to race away or attack. I wasn’t sure which it would do. 

      When we reached the trees, my power sagged. 

      The shifter stood, almost as if expecting this to happen. Its tail twitched and it looked at me with those deep, brown eyes that seemed to see through me, eyes I suddenly knew I had seen before.

      “Damn,” I whispered. With a quick motion, I flicked a cross of brown ink onto the ground and infused it with my remaining strength.

      “What is it, Ollie?” Devan stopped behind me, holding carefully onto Taylor.

      If I was wrong, I could be hurt. Bad. But if I was right, I had dozens of new questions. 

      I stepped toward the shifter, reaching through the pattern.

      The energy I sensed was faint, but I was certain it was there. 

      “Ollie!”

      I ignored her again and lowered myself down so that I was nearly at eye level with the shifter. Given the size, it didn’t take much. “Now I know why you were so interested in it,” I told it.

      It snarled and snapped its jaws, but I recognized an empty threat when I saw one. The shifter was powerful and dangerous, but he could have hurt me at any time he chose. 

      “Why go through all this? Why not ask for my help? Or at least explain what you’re doing?”

      The shifter snarled.

      I reached the pattern anchoring it in place. With a quick kick, I disrupted it, erasing it. The energy infused into it dissipated, leaving me even weaker than before. 

      “What is this doorway to you, Jakes?”

      Behind me, Devan sucked in a breath. 

      There was a flash of power, a surge that was almost more than I could manage, even with focus, and Officer Jakes stood before me, naked.

      I wanted to glance over my shoulder at Devan. From the heat I felt behind me, I was certain she was checking him out. 

      “You’re the shifter,” I said. 

      He stared past me, eyeing Taylor. 

      “Why did you attack last night?” 

      He swung a heavy gaze toward me. Power practically snapped in the air. “You think I attacked, Morris?”

      I didn’t, not really. Had a shifter attacked, I suspected Devan would have been injured. 

      “What do you want with her?”

      “She puts this place in danger.”

      I glanced back at Taylor. Devan held her carefully and leered at Jakes, eyes sliding up and down his naked form. 

      “Maybe you should put some pants on,” I suggested.

      There came another flash of energy and he stood fully clothed, or at least with the semblance of clothes. Likely, with Devan’s abilities, she could see past his magic. He chose the form of jeans and a tight-fitting t-shirt. Pointed boots poked out the bottom of his jeans.

      “How does she put this place in danger?” I asked. With clothes on, I could look at him. 

      “She intends to open the doorway. She cannot be allowed to do so.”

      I dropped my eyes to the stone doorway. “What is it you’re afraid of?”

      “You think the Elder hid this without reason?”

      Now even a shifter was referring to my father as the Elder. I wished I had known him at the height of his powers. Instead I was left with memories of his failed attempts at teaching me patterns and colors and the meaning of both. 

      “I don’t know why my father hid the doorway. Or how she managed to dig it up. She says she came here to help find a friend of hers, but why are you here?”

      Jakes fixed me with a heavy stare. “I have always been here.”

      “Really? Because I seem to remember hearing about you going off to college.”

      “You misunderstand. We have always been here. The Guardians.”

      He made it sound official, like some sort of title. “What are you the guardians of?”

      He tipped his head toward the doorway. “We protect the gate. Until she came to Conlin, there were none other than the Elder who knew of its existence. Much time has passed since we faced that danger. Now that she’s unearthed the gate, she’s opened this place to new danger.”

      “What kind of danger?”

      Even as I asked, I suspected I knew. The kind that almost pushed through the plate. That was what she was doing the night she came—trying to open the doorway, but she didn’t have enough knowledge to know how. The same kind of danger that had grabbed Ash and pulled him through the doorway. The kind that had likely as not killed Hard. Two Masters of Arcanus, taken by some dark power. 

      “The kind that must not be allowed into this world.” he said.

      “What happens if it is?”

      Jakes took a step toward me and stopped in front of Devan, staring down at Taylor’s unmoving form. “They once roamed this world more easily, but we have held them in check. Places like this where the crossing is easy have been guarded. Powerful magi like the Elder have secured them.”

      “You’re talking about hunters. But if they were on the other side of the Threshold, I would have known. Devan would have known.”

      He nodded. “You call them hunters. They are devourers of power. Ancient and hungry. They are like nothing you could imagine.”

      “I have a pretty good imagination,” I said. “You didn’t answer the question.”

      “You didn’t ask a question.” He fixed me with a hot stare, his eyes filled with power. “You’ve been on the other side. You know the power that exists. Don’t you think it exists for a reason?” 

      All I knew was that there was a magical battle on the other side, one that had waged for a long time. By that, I mean centuries. Millennia. For a while, I had played a part.

      Jakes touched a finger to Taylor’s head. A surge of power flowed from him, shooting through her. Her back arched and she gasped before I could do anything more than watch.

      That didn’t mean I did nothing.

      A charm flew into my hand and I jerked toward Jakes, already starting to squeeze. As I did, he twisted, moving almost casually, and grabbed my wrist with more strength than I thought possible. Pain froze me in place and I dropped the charm. 

      “Pay attention, Morris,” he said. 

      Wincing, I looked over at him. My other hand was still free and I grabbed a different charm, not so much to stop him, but really more because I wanted to be defiant. It suited me. Jakes must have known what I intended because he jerked on my arm, pulling me forward. 

      “The gate is safe now,” he said. 

      “And it wasn’t before?”

      He fixed his hard, brown eyes on Taylor. “It has been in danger since she arrived.”

      

      We sat at my house. The two halogen lights hummed with soft light. Jakes stood, pacing before the window, again wearing his uniform. I think he simply shifted into it rather than actually changing clothes. An ability like that would be useful.

      Taylor rested in the circle in the middle of the room. She breathed easily and I tried not to notice the way her chest rose and fell with each breath. Lying as she was, it was hard to notice anything but how attractive she was. Something about the blue streaks in her hair. Or maybe it was the way she so easily disarmed me with her painting. What can I say? I have a weakness for strong women. 

      Devan crouched outside the circle with her eyes locked on Jakes. No longer did she watch him with that wide-eyed hunger like when she’d first seen him. Since leaving the park, she’d given him a wide berth and kept a pair of figurines clutched in her hands. She whispered softly under her breath, but I couldn’t make out what she said. Possibly she spoke in her native language. It wouldn’t be the first time she did that around me. 

      When I was comfortable that Taylor was fine, I turned to Jakes. “What did you do to her?”

      He faced me with his arms crossed over his thick chest. “You think I did this to her?”

      “You attacked her the other night. So, yeah, I’m pretty sure I think you did this to her.”

      “You’re a fool, Morris.”

      “Call me Oliver,” I said. “And what did you do if you didn’t attack last night?”

      His arms relaxed to his sides and his eyes slipped past me to rest on Taylor. “You brought her to this place. The Elder considered it a place of safety. It is why we protected it for as long as we did.”

      “We?”

      He shifted his gaze to me. “You think me alone in guarding the gate?”

      There were others. 

      Holy hell, what kind of power resided in Conlin? And how had Taylor found it? That was the reason she’d come here—chasing the shifters—but how had she learned of them when I’d heard nothing?

      I had thought I was coming back to a peaceful small town, that I’d see nothing more exciting than a heavy snow and maybe a snowmobile accident while getting the chance to study my father’s work, hopefully learn enough to keep me and Devan alive, but if there were shifters here—and my father knew about them—that meant there was more to this place than I ever suspected.

      “Why would you care if I brought her here?” I asked.

      “The key to the gate has resided here since the Elder placed it. Without the key, the gate would not open. As long as the gate remained closed, the hunters could not come.”

      “You keep saying that, but there have been hunters here before. That’s why painters hide. They fear the night, they fear the coming of hunters.”

      This time, a smile actually turned on Jakes’s face. “They fear the memory of hunters. They don’t know real hunters.”

      “But…” 

      When was the last time I’d actually heard of the hunters taking a painter? Not during my life. It had been long enough that even the Masters spoke of it in the past tense, though they still feared the night. Long enough that doubted whether the hunters were even real. 

      I had no reason not to believe Jakes. Whatever he is, his power far exceeded what I could manage.

      “Why? Why create fear?”

      Jakes’s eyes skimmed past me to Taylor lying on the floor as he spun to look out the window. “That is not mine to tell. Ask the Elder.”

      “He’s gone.”

      “He will return. He has always returned.”

      I shivered. How much did Jakes know about my father? 

      “Let’s say he doesn’t,” I said. 

      “Then we must seal the gate. Already she’s tampered too much. Doors that were meant to stay closed have opened. Darkness that has not been seen in this world for many years threatens to push through.”

      “That’s what I saw near Agony.”

      Jakes tensed when I mentioned the statue. “She nearly released them the night she came. She knew of the gateway and tried opening it.”

      “Yeah, and then I showed up.”

      “Had you not, we might already have seen their return. I don’t think she even knows what she does.” He turned from the window and drew in a deep breath, seeming somehow even more massive. “Ignorance is no excuse. That is why the Elder contained those unable to refrain from interfering.”

      “My father didn’t contain anyone.”

      Jakes turned a curious glance on me. “Are you so confident in your understanding of the world, Morris, that you are willing to disagree with everything I say?”

      Damn him, but he was right. Apparently I knew nothing about the world, especially about the small town I thought to call home. “They opened a doorway in Arcanus. That’s why this happened?”

      “That one remains closed. But this one she unearthed and attempted to open. We need to see it buried once more.”

      Taylor stirred, her foot dragging across the ground. “No. If you do that…”

      Jakes frowned at her. Power emanated from him. “The gate will be protected.”

      “But they will be lost,” she said. Her head twisted to the side and she tried rolling back, but couldn’t. 

      Jakes watched her. “They are already lost. The hunters will have claimed them.”

      Tears filled Taylor’s eyes. “They can’t be lost. He can’t be lost.”

      “Who is he to you?” I asked.

      She hesitated, looking away from me as she swallowed before answering. “He is my father.”
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      Devan looked over at me, pocketing her figurines as she did. “We need to move, Ollie.”

      “Why?”

      She tipped her head toward the door. “Something is out there. Different than before.”

      Jakes frowned. With a surge of energy, he shifted, the giant wolf form now standing in my living room. Any other time, I might have laughed at how ridiculous it was, but I heard the anxiety in Devan’s voice. Whatever she sensed was serious business. 

      The massive wolf sniffed the air and then swung his head toward me. Fangs as long as my finger flashed from beneath his mouth. Dark brown eyes—Jakes’s eyes—studied me. 

      His mouth rippled. That was the only way I could describe what he did. “What did she do?” he asked. His voice sounded like Jakes, but deeper, rougher. With Jakes, there was the sense of a gentle giant when he spoke. When the wolf spoke, it was a terrible, commanding sound. 

      He studied Taylor.

      “What’s he talking about?” I asked her.

      Her head rolled back so that she faced the ceiling. I’d stared at it a time or two myself. There wasn’t anything to see other than the spiderwebbing cracks worked through the drywall.

      I crossed the circle carved into the floor and knelt next to her. “Taylor—”

      A low howl from outside my house cut me off as I said her name. 

      I jerked my head around, looking to Jakes. “What was that?”

      He snarled, his snout rippling back into place. “That is what you call the hunters.”

      The howl came again, low and steady. Closer. 

      “How many?”

      The wolf shifted back into Jakes, who grabbed for the door. “There is one, but if they learn the gate has opened, there will be more.”

      “How? I thought you said the gate wasn’t opened?”

      Jakes looked over his shoulder at Taylor. “Ask her.”

      Taylor lay unmoving. “I wanted to reach him. To give him some sign that I searched. He needed to know that I hadn’t given up.”

      “What did you do?”

      She sighed and rolled toward me. “A page. Nothing more than a few notes. After I borrowed the book—”

      “You stole it,” I said. 

      “—I made a note for him. If the doorway wouldn’t open for me, at least I could push it through.”

      Jakes snarled again. It sounded different in his human form, but no less angry. “Your note created a map for them to follow. That is how they search. Others will be here soon unless we seal the gate and bury it.”

      “How do we do that?”

      He fixed me with eyes that no longer appeared warm. “I don’t know. The Elder had buried it.”

      I grabbed Taylor’s arm and turned her toward me. “How did you find the gate?” Typical of those from Arcanus to act without thinking of what might happen. The painters there might be powerful, but they were ignorant of the magical world around them. That was the reason so few true artists remained. 

      Another howl came. Jakes pulled the door open and shifted, racing out into the dark. 

      Devan simply went to the door and pulled it closed. “Whatever is out there is big. Powerful.”

      “You sense it?”

      Her forehead wrinkled as she considered. “It’s not like with him.” She pointed toward the door. “Captain Muscles doesn’t trigger anything for me.” I arched my brow at her and she pounded her fist to her chest, basically giving me the finger. “Whatever’s out there pulls power. A lot of it.”

      “Not something you’ve seen?” I asked.

      Devan’s skin glowed for a moment as she pulled power. “Not that I’ve seen, but Father has kept me from the front.”

      He’d kept me back as well, always claiming that I wasn’t ready. I was finally beginning to believe him. “Can we stop it?”

      Devan shrugged. “I’m not sure, but we have to try.”

      “He said he was a Guardian. Seems like that’s his job, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah, but he doesn’t put off any magical energy. Had it not been for her,” she waved an annoyed hand at Taylor, “we probably would never have known he was here. If what’s out there is the hunters you’ve always feared, then it’ll be drawn to power.”

      Not so much to me. I’m only a tagger. But Taylor… she was an artist. Almost a Master. 

      A hunter would be drawn to her.

      “We need to get her out of here.”

      Taylor managed to sit up and shook her head weakly. “Where do you think you can take me? This is the home of the Elder. What safer place is there than this?”

      Had she asked me only a few nights ago, I might have said none. But since then, I’ve seen what a powerful painter and a shifter can do when they attack, with my home stuck in the middle. 

      There came a loud, angry snarling followed by another howl. This was close. Too close.

      I jumped to my feet. I was bone weary and weakened, but the sound of the howling sent adrenaline rushing through my veins, if not strengthening me, at least waking me up. 

      Reaching the window, I pulled back the blanket covering the glass. The blanket did nothing but block light coming through. Right now, I wanted to see what might be out there. 

      The lanterns around my house glowed with a soft light. Not like the last time Jakes had been here at night and he’d shorted them out. This time, they hummed with soft energy, pulsing out with the charged pattern I’d added around the house. What my father had placed here long ago should hold, but then again, I had thought that nothing could really damage the house. All it took was one shifter and one powerful painter to prove me wrong. 

      A flash of fur streaked across my yard. 

      Devan stood next to me, body tensed. Power pulled through her, leaving the amulet cool against my chest. 

      “Do you think he needs help?” she asked.

      I cast a sideways glance at her. Devan was always trying to keep me safe, but now here she was wanting to throw me into danger. “After what we saw last night? I’m not sure anything can hurt him.”

      “Everything has a weakness, Ollie. You should know that.”

      Jakes prowled just beyond the light, nothing more than flashes of fur. “I’m not sure he does. Look at him—”

      A roar, like rumbling thunder, cut me off. 

      Power built, leaving my hair standing on end. Jakes snarled but it trailed off to something akin to a whimper.

      Shit.

      I reached toward my belt and checked my ink. I had three: red, brown, and—if everything really went sideways—black. Red gave pure destructive power. I’d used that a lot in the time since leaving Arcanus. Brown connected me to the earth, increasing strength, among other things. There was little else black ink was good for except causing pain and death. I didn’t love using it, but there were times. This was one of them.

      “Keep the door closed. Don’t let her outside.”

      Devan’s grim expression was answer enough. 

      “You’re not even an artist! What makes you think you can do anything against it?” Taylor said.

      I hesitated with my hand on the door. “You said you left Arcanus a year ago? Well, I’ve been gone for ten. None of it was spent on this side.”

      I’d gone against some nightmares before, but part of me recognized there had been nothing like this. Most things I’d faced wanted to kill those with me, not quite as concerned about me. What was out there would want me.

      Beyond the reach of the lanterns, inky darkness surrounded the house. Shifters might be able to see well enough in the darkness, but painters didn’t have that ability. Human eyesight limited them. Thankfully, I had ways around it. Reaching into my pocket, I palmed one of Devan’s charms as I started outside. With a click as I triggered it, I tossed it into the air. This charm was different than many of the others she’d made but was perfect for nights like this. A spray of yellow ink spread in a wide arc overhead. With a touch of power, I infused it. Thin light, little more than what an average nightlight would make, pierced the darkness. Enough for me to see. 

      Immediately, I wished I couldn’t.

      Wolf Jakes fought something. I couldn’t tell what it was. The creature looked like night folded against itself, like black bent upon black, and nebulous like a cloud. At least to me. 

      Jakes seemed to know where to attack. He snarled and twisted, his head shifting, growing longer then shorter as he attacked. Claws ripped at the night. The creature howled, but I couldn’t tell where any sound came from. 

      There wasn’t anything I could do to help. I’m not sure I wanted to even if I could. Whatever Jakes fought came straight out of horror stories, like tales of darkness attacking, leaving nothing but memories of the vanished. This was the reason people feared the dark without reason or explanation, the reason man has striven for fire and light during its entire existence. 

      Then the creature saw me. 

      It slipped away from Jakes, shifting on the wind and coming straight toward me. I felt it, though I had no idea what it was.

      Jakes roared.

      There wasn’t time for me to reach for my satchel, not time to grab anything other than one of Devan’s charms. I prayed I grabbed the right one and stretched high overhead, squeezing it. As soon as the ink was free, I sent a force of energy and will through it.

      An explosion of light radiated from me. 

      It was nothing like the Agony-shaped charm could create. Man, I wished I had that one with me. But this had its own sort of dangerous power. 

      Wind whistled, sending the creature tumbling before being suddenly drawn back and toward me. This was the reason the pattern was so dangerous. Done wrong, I could be sucked in by its force. Done right, and whatever I used it on would be drawn into a sort of holding place.

      Jakes seemed to know what I was doing. With a powerful lunge from his back legs, he leapt over me and collided with the darkness, tearing it with claws and fangs, faster than I could see. A terrible cry worked from the creature, but Jakes did not relent, slashing and tearing while making sounds I knew I’d never forget. 

      Then it stopped. Night pressed back, darkness again fading behind the lanterns ringing the house and the yellow ink still lingering in the air. 

      Jakes shifted back to his human shape. A long gash worked across his stomach. 

      “Can’t you shift that away?”

      He fixed me with a hard glare. “I can be harmed like anything else.”

      Probably not quite like anything else, but it worried me that a single one of those creatures took so much force to bring down. “So. That’s a hunter?”

      “We have a different name for them, but yes. That is what you call a hunter. You see now why the gate must be sealed?”

      I hadn’t disagreed before. Now I felt even more certain he was right. 

      Another howl pierced the night, this one low and haunting. A second followed it.

      Jakes shifted into wolf form and turned toward the sound in the same motion. 

      I reached for him, touching his fur. It felt sharp and painful. He jerked his head back, fangs bared. “You nearly couldn’t handle one,” I said. “There’s at least two more out there.”

      “And you think you can stop them, Morris?” he snarled.

      I had no misconception about my capacity to stop that. “You need help.”

      “And I’ll have it. As I said, I’m not the only Guardian in Conlin,” he answered. “Morris, I will contain the hunters, but you need to bury the gate.” He tipped his head toward the sky and howled, long and loud. Then he loped off toward the woods. 

      I watched him for a moment before turning back to the house. Before I reached the porch, the door opened and Devan grabbed me and pulled me back inside. She gave me a quick hug before releasing me and pushing me away with a punch on my shoulder for good measure. 

      “I thought you…”

      “Yeah. I thought the same,” I said. 

      No way I could have survived what was outside without Jakes’s help. And he might feel confident that he could stop another hunter or two, but I saw how difficult it had been. Now I understood the fear the Masters felt when it came to the hunters. 

      I turned to Taylor. She sat on the floor, legs crossed while she looked up at me with an unreadable expression. Her arms hung at her sides. 

      “Listen,” I said to Taylor. “Jakes is right. The gate needs to be buried. You saw how hard one was to stop. Now there are at least two more that have come through.”

      She tensed. “If we do, then we’ll never—”

      “You think that’s the only crossing?” I turned to Devan. “And you think I’m the idiot?” I shifted my gaze back to Taylor. “There are others. Had you only thought to ask, you might have gotten help. Now we need to help Jakes seal the gate. If we don’t, everything you know will be destroyed.”

      She closed her eyes. “If we do, then he’ll be trapped.”

      I resisted the urge to tell her that he was probably already dead. If he’d crossed the Threshold outside of the Te’alan realm, then Hard wouldn’t have had much of a chance. Ash either. Especially if there were hunters.

      “There are other crossings,” I said.

      Tear-stained eyes opened. “You’ll help me?”

      “I—”

      Damn it, but Devan was right. Why did beautiful women keep sucking me in?

      “I’ll do what I can, but for now, you need to help us. I need to know what you did to reveal the gate. How did you find it in the first place?”

      “The book,” she started. “There are a series of symbols in the book that matched those on the sculptures. I used those and the gate appeared.”

      At least now I knew why the sculptures were scattered around the park. “When?”

      “The night you found me.”

      “After the attack?”

      She shook her head. “I’d already come to the house. I didn’t know you were here, only that this was the Elder’s house.”

      And now I knew how I’d felt the summons. “Thanks for noticing,” I said to Devan.

      “Hey, for all I knew, there was only one painter in Conlin.”

      “Can you do it again?” I asked. “Can you close the doorway?”

      “I don’t know. There weren’t other patterns in the book that I could use.”

      “We have to try. And we need to move quickly. If we don’t, then Jakes will fall. Once he does, there’s nothing between us and them.”

      Devan squared her shoulders. “I’ll keep watch,” she said, heading for the stairs where the view was better. 

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “You’ve got no dog in the race. You stay here. I think the house will keep you safe. If it goes wrong, you stay here as long as you need to. Stay safe.” We both knew what would happen to her if she crossed the Threshold again.

      “No dog in the race? What do you think you are, Ollie?”

      I smiled and took her by the shoulders. “You know I can’t let you do that. It’s too dangerous.”

      “You really are an idiot.”

      “I know.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “You really think you get to tell me what I get to do? Has that ever worked for you?”

      “Well, no. I thought maybe this once it might. You know, when nightmare invisible Hell creatures who want to suck our magical power attacked. That sort of thing.”

      Devan punched me. “They might be invisible to you, but they’re not to me. You need me. I can’t seal the gate and you can’t see the nightmare Hell creatures.”

      “Invisible nightmare Hell creatures,” I corrected.

      Devan snorted. “Whatever.”

      I lowered my voice and leaned in toward her. “I’m not sure I can seal the gate.” I nodded slightly toward Taylor. “If she can’t determine the containment my father used, then we’re probably fucked.”

      “You don’t think you could figure it out?”

      “This is the Elder we’re talking about. One of the greatest of the Arcanus Masters.”

      “And you’re his son.”

      “His tagger son,” I said. “Not the same.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      I smiled. “And what does that make you for wanting to come along?”

      She looked me in the eyes. When a creature like Devan does that, there’s a certain power and connection that draws you together. I couldn’t look away if I wanted to. Within that stare, there was warmth and affection and closeness and frustration and annoyance and love. Everything we’d been through over the years. 

      “Someone who cares about that idiot,” she said.

      I took a deep breath. “Thank you.” I held her gaze for a moment longer, letting her drop it. Then I turned my attention to Taylor. “Are you ready?”

      She pulled herself to her feet, studying me and Devan, but I wasn’t sure what clues we were giving her. “I’m not sure we can do this,” she said. “Without knowing what the Elder did, we won’t be able to bury the gate.”

      A long howl erupted. It was close. 

      I shot Taylor a glare. “Maybe not. But it’s the only plan we’ve got.”

      I pulled the door open and headed into the night. Devan followed behind me. Taylor lagged, moving more slowly than she should. “You know they sense your power. The one that attacked here noticed me pretty quickly. Imagine how long it’ll take them to sense you,” I said. 

      That did the trick.

      Devan elbowed me. “That was surprisingly cruel of you. I thought you liked this one.”

      I fixed my eyes straight ahead as we ran. Devan’s soft glow lit the way. “That’s the problem. I think I’m liking the wrong ones.”

      “You mean the women who need help?”

      I snorted, turning toward the nearest sculpture. At the back edge of the park, toward the north, was the Claw. Why did it have to be the Claw first? 

      “I mean women who can get me killed.”

      Devan barked out a laugh before catching herself and clamping a hand over her mouth. 

      We ran, trees streaking past. No other sounds of the hunters followed, but I had little doubt that they’d pick up on either Taylor’s magic or mine. I didn’t know if they’d pick Devan out the same way. Hopefully, having her with us presented the advantage she expected. 

      By the time we reached the first sculpture, my heart was racing. It could have been the pace or the fact that I’d just battled a creature from my childhood fears, or the steady, low, rolling howls that seemed to fill the park. Either way, when we stopped, I leaned forward on my knees and panted. 

      Devan looked at me with amusement. The run hadn’t tired her one bit. Not that I expected it to. She could run for hours, and in fact, I’d seen her do that. It was Taylor who surprisingly managed to keep up . She breathed heavy, but not quite so heavy as me. 

      I needed to pull it together. “Can’t all be Officer Jakes,” I muttered to myself. 

      Devan’s twisted smile told me she’d heard.

      “You don’t have to act like you enjoy it.”

      She shrugged. “What can I say? I like watching him shift.”

      I ignored her and turned to the sculpture. Taylor said she’d triggered symbols on it, and that had revealed the gate. But there were no symbols on it. At least, none that I could see. I’d looked at it long enough in my time since returning to Conlin. The sculpture, like the others around here, was nothing but smooth stone. 

      “Taylor,” I said. “I don’t see any patterns here.”

      She crouched next to me. I was immediately aware of the mixture of her perfume and sweat and her magical presence. I forced those thoughts away. They were nothing but distracting right now. Besides, she was Hard’s daughter. If we ever found him, he’d kill me.

      Her long fingers ran over the top of the sculpture. “See the way the fingers form this shape? It was like this when I found it. All I had to do was press through it like a painting.”

      I tipped my head until I saw it. There, between the fingers that pointed down, was the distinct shape of a triangle pointing toward the sky. Not just any triangle, but an equilateral triangle. It was a shape that carried with it power, and with the right touch, would be able to instigate many different intents. 

      Reaching past her, I traced my finger around the triangle. My fingers brushed Taylor’s and I imagined I felt a tingle before she pulled her hand back. At least she didn’t jerk it away. My father had made this. My father had known about the gate, had known about the shifters, and had buried it in the park. And here I’d been thinking I barely knew him. Turns out I knew even less about him than I imagined.

      “There needs to be a different way to trigger this,” I said. “An opposite. Otherwise, all this will do is summon the gate.”

      Taylor shifted next to me. “There aren’t any other shapes on this, Escher.”

      “Oliver,” I corrected again. 

      But she was right. There weren’t any other shapes we could trigger. If we couldn’t find any, then we would have no way of burying the gate.
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      There had to be another answer. With my father, there was always another answer, if only I could look hard enough—and smart enough—to find it. Closing my eyes, I created an image of the Claw in my head and placed it in the center. Then I stepped back, like a camera going out for a wide-angle view. In my mind, I circled around the sculpture, looking for any other patterns I could detect, but found none.

      Another low howl caused me to snap my eyes open. The hunter was nearer this time. 

      “Where’s Jakes?” I asked Devan.

      She stared into the darkness for a moment before shaking her head. “I don’t see him.”

      “Do you see anything?”

      She turned back to me. “Nothing to worry about.”

      “Yet.”

      She shrugged. “Yet.”

      “Come on,” I said, standing and moving away from the Claw. “Let’s come back to this one. Maybe the other sculptures will be more helpful.”

      I stretched out my hand to help Taylor to her feet. She took it and wiped her hands across her pants. “I should have asked first. I’m sorry. And then when you helped… all I could think of was catching the shifter. Saving Hard.”

      Devan grunted and I shot her a hard look. “Listen. I know what it’s like when your father disappears. I know the urge to do whatever you can—whatever it takes—to get him back. I get that. And now we’re all in this together. If what Jakes says about the gate is right, then if we fail, everyone with our ability is in danger. I’m not going to stand by and wait for that to happen.”

      Taylor studied me with an odd expression before nodding.

      Devan walked past me and elbowed me in the stomach as she did. “Are you done? Because we’ve got a gate to hide and your nightmare Hell creatures are out there.”

      “Invisible nightmare Hell creatures,” I corrected.

      “Whatever.”

      I pulled Taylor along with me as I ran. I’d like to say I kept up with Devan, but she’s nearly immortal and has the speed of a racehorse, so that would just be lying. I did manage to keep from panting like some out-of-shape schlub as we hurried toward the front side of the park. 

      The statue here was a simple orb set atop a thick stalk. Most called it Globe. I called it blah. But my father had made it, just like the others, so the local townsfolk fawned over it. If there were many more like Jakes, I began to understand why. Maybe my father was higher up in the magical world than I thought. I mean, it’s one thing to be an Arcanus Master and lead the painters, but Arcanus was pretty low in the magical world. Most painters didn’t even realize there was a magical world, and certainly nothing like the one I’d experienced since leaving Arcanus. They all thought the pinnacle of what they could do meant being known as an artist. But artists had limits. 

      I glanced over at Taylor. Well, maybe not as many limits as I had always thought, but then again, I’d been duped into thinking the hunters still roamed at night and that I had somehow escaped their attention.

      What did you use?” I asked, nodding to the Globe. 

      Taylor leaned toward it and ran her fingers across it. “This was different than the last. With a little,” she paused and pulled a pinch of ink from beneath her coat, “I used blue and swirled it around the base like this.”

      The complex pattern she made was like nothing I’d ever seen. There was something like a pentagram mixed with spirals and possibly an irregular square around it. Parts of it repeated, and like everything with painting, numbers mattered. I might be decent at patterns, but I would never manage something with that level of complexity. 

      “Where did you see that?”

      “His book.”

      I pulled the book from my pocket and flipped open the cover. Scrawled across each page were a series of patterns. Most were simple shapes, but they gradually increased in complexity the farther down the page you went. “How did you know which one to use?”

      She grabbed the book from me and flipped through the pages. “The patterns here,” she said, pointing to the first few pages, “they repeat, almost like they’re meant to guide the artist. Once you get past them, there are other pages, each with a single symbol marking the corner.”

      Now that she’d said it, I realized she was right. I hadn’t seen it before. I turned the pages quickly and there it was, a symbol that looked like the Globe: a solid circle atop a thick post. The rest of the page consisted of repeating symbols leading to one at the bottom of the page.

      “Well, shit,” I whispered.

      Devan leaned over my arm. “What is it?”

      “It’s a lesson book.”

      Devan frowned. “A what?”

      I pointed to the first few patterns on the page. They might be complex, but they were easier than the patterns farther down the page. Each one grew increasingly complicated, adding to the previous, until you reached the final pattern. “It’s a way to draw that,” I said, pointing to the symbol Taylor had made on the ground around the base of the Globe. 

      Turning the pages, I saw that each page was more of the same. Each one was meant to guide the painter into creating increasingly complicated patterns. With something like this, I might be able to replicate the pattern Taylor had so quickly drawn, though I wouldn’t have any idea what it was meant to do.

      “How did you know what it would do?” I asked Taylor.

      She touched the page, careful not to disturb the marks she’d made on the ground. “These,” she started, touching a series of triangles, “and these,” she pointed to the tight spirals, “work together.”

      I breathed out a laugh. “A summons.”

      Taylor nodded. “Complicated as hell, but what else would you expect from the Elder?”

      What indeed, I wondered. “So you triggered it and then what?”

      Taylor started toward the pattern she’d made but I grabbed her, pulling her back.

      “As soon as you infuse will into that, they will know we’re here. I want to be damn sure I know what our plan is when we do that.”

      Taylor pulled her hand away and breathed out slowly. “The summons called a series of patterns,” she answered. 

      “Any I’d know?”

      She looked at me sharply. “You’re the son of the Elder. Why wouldn’t you know?”

      In spite of my nerves, I laughed. “You’ve seen what I can do. I’m not much more than a tagger. My father… well, he was a whole lot more than just a simple tagger.”

      And from what I gathered tonight, he was much more than I had ever known. 

      Taylor touched my arm. Her hand felt warm and soft and made me all too aware of how she pressed close to me. “I’ve seen what you can do, Escher. You’re far more than any tagger we have in Arcanus.”

      “Yeah, well I’ve sort of had to be since I left. You don’t survive on the other side too long if you don’t pick up a few tricks.” I elbowed Devan for emphasis and took a twisted satisfaction in her yelp and the glare she gave me. 

      “When this is over, I’d like to know more about you,” Taylor said to Devan.

      Devan laughed. “I’m sure you would, painter girl. We’ll see what Ollie has to say about that when we’re all done and after I’ve chatted with him.”

      I focused on the Globe again. “Were the patterns it summoned in his book?”

      “No. They were on the bowl.”

      Of course. Something we didn’t have with us.

      Taylor pulled a scrap of paper from her pocket and unfolded it. There, worked across the page, was an interlocked series of shapes. Beneath that was another series, much like the one in his book. 

      “Okay,” I said.

      Taylor frowned.

      “Trigger your pattern.”

      Taylor touched the pattern with the tips of two fingers. Power surged through her, making the skin on my arms tight. The Globe spun. The sculpture actually spun. As it did, new patterns emerged. 

      Taylor pointed to one on the page she held. “This one.”

      She started to shift her focus to that pattern when I stopped her. “But that’s for summoning the gate.” There was another pattern on the globe, one that seemed out of place with the others. “See that?” I asked, pointing.

      Taylor’s eyes narrowed as she studied it and then shook her head.

      At least I had something on her. “Maybe because it’s arcane.” Without waiting to explain, I sent a surge of power into that symbol. 

      The Globe stopped spinning. Then it reversed directions, spinning the opposite way. 

      I laughed. I’d actually figured out something of my father’s. Maybe I wasn’t quite the disappointment to him that I’d always thought. 

      “Come on, Ollie,” Devan said.

      She pulled on my arm. As she did, I heard the soft howl coming from the darkness in front of us. It was close. Too close. 

      We wouldn’t be able to get away.

      “Go, take her to the next one,” I said to Devan. “I’ll do what I can to slow it down.” Taylor’s eyes widened. “It’ll be fine,” I said to her, trying to sound confident. “Maybe Jakes will get here.”

      But I’d seen how fast the other one had moved. Or, to put it correctly, I hadn’t seen how fast the other hunter had moved. Without another containment charm, I didn’t think there was anything I’d be able to do to stop it.

      “You’re an idiot, Ollie,” Devan said.

      With that, she pulled something out of her pocket—the tiny figurines she carved—and whispered something I couldn’t hear. 

      “Go,” she said without turning back to me. “I’ll be there in a second.”

      “Devan?”

      “Don’t be stupid, Ollie. I’m faster than you. And you know I’m not completely helpless.”

      I did know that, but I didn’t like the idea of her staying behind while I went off with Taylor to the relative safety of another sculpture. “You can’t attack,” I reminded her.

      “I don’t have to attack. Go, Ollie.”

      A low rumbling came from behind me, something I’d heard once before, but never here, and I almost turned when Taylor jerked me forward. 

      We ran.

      Trees whipped by in the darkness. Without Devan with us, there were only the distant lights near the center of the park and a faint light filtering through the trees from streetlights on the other side of the wall. 

      Taylor seemed to know where she was going, so I let her lead. She also seemed better able to see in the darkness and I wondered about that until I realized her hair had a slight shimmering effect to it. 

      “They’re going to track us by your hair,” I said.

      Taylor twisted over to look at me. “What do you want me to do, shave it off?”

      “Can’t you, you know, not power it?”

      She shook her head. “Not this one. I twisted it into the fibers so I didn’t have to think about it. It gives me better sight and stamina.”

      Well, at least that explained why she moved so easily. “Then we’d better hurry,” I said. 

      The sculpture on this corner of the park was an obelisk that rose up from the ground. Usually, the sculpture rose no higher than my waist. Now it rose nearly to my head. Whatever Taylor had done had changed it. 

      Its edges were flattened as it went up, making it look almost eight-sided from a distance. Up close, you could more easily make out how two rectangles sat atop each other, twisted forty-five degrees to make the sculpture work. Like the others, no patterns were etched into the stone. 

      “What’s the summons for this?” I asked.

      She pulled a pinch of blue ink from beneath her coat and traced a quick pattern. Like the last, the complexity to it was more than I could make without weeks of practice. With a quick infusion of power, Taylor worked the proper symbols along each of the sides of the obelisk.

      “These were what I used to summon the gate.” She pointed to a series on each of the sides. The patterns were complex, but less so than the one she had used to summon. They were all primary shapes—angles and spirals and circles—but were connected like someone had taken a Spirograph set and created them.

      I made my way around the obelisk. As I did, Devan skidded to a stop just outside the line the shadows made. Her skin had a slight sheen to it. The amulet hadn’t gone cold, so I didn’t think she’d been using her power, but somehow she’d gotten away from the hunters.

      “Did you lose them?”

      “They have their hands full.”

      “You’ll have to tell me what you did later.”

      She tipped her chin forward and shrugged. “We’ll see.”

      Another howl pierced the night. A loud snarl chased it. At least I knew Jakes was still out there. And still alive. 

      “Do you see anything?” I asked Taylor.

      “Nothing that wasn’t here before.”

      That wasn’t the answer. Somehow, I knew that. I might not know how to trigger the power stored in the obelisk, use that to bury the gate, but I sensed there was something like what we’d seen on the globe. 

      But what?

      I had to think like my father. The trouble was, I was nothing like my father. He was a painter, an artist, whereas I was a tagger. 

      But he worked in patterns. I worked in patterns. I could do this.

      As I made another loop around the obelisk, I stumbled and dropped to my knees. Devan caught me, lifting me easily. I offered her a quick smile of thanks before turning to closely study the sculpture. 

      Of course. 

      Worked along the edge where the ground met the stone was a series of symbols that mirrored those Taylor had triggered. I suspected hers had been at ground level when she triggered them. 

      I touched the first and pushed out with a finger of power and intent. If I was wrong, there would be resistance. The symbol surged with power. I touched the next and the same happened. Within moments, I’d triggered them all.

      The obelisk rumbled and began to sink back into the ground. 

      Another howl came, close again. 

      “Come on,” I urged.

      We had two left. I still didn’t know what to do with the Claw. If we managed to make it to the next—and survive—we could figure it out. 

      The last sculpture was near the far back corner of the park. It was different than nearly anything else, shaped something like a child with a blank face looking out and away, and short arms, though it took a twisted imagination to get there. My father had called it the Child, though, so maybe I got my imagination from him. 

      Taylor didn’t wait for my urging and quickly placed the summons on the ground. Symbols burst into being, worked onto the Child’s face like grotesque tattoos. 

      “Sort of a sick sense of humor, don’t you think?” I asked Devan.

      “Explains where you got yours,” she answered.

      “What did you do here?” I asked Taylor.

      She pointed to the Child’s ears. Two long lines worked along the sides of his cheeks. 

      “A bit simpler than the others, don’t you think?”

      “The patterns might be, but the sculpture is not.”

      She was right. Maybe that would help me find the patterns we needed to bury the gate. I looked around the sculpture, but saw nothing else as simple as the lines along the ears. There was nothing. 

      A snarl startled me and I jerked around.

      A long, lean shifter jumped from behind one of the trees, leaping over Devan and crashing into something behind Taylor. 

      Devan surged power, making my amulet grow cold. Light bloomed from her skin. 

      Behind Taylor, darkness folded, twisting around the shifter. They fought, snarls and fangs and howls. 

      “Ollie!” 

      I shook myself away from the fight and focused on the sculpture. If we couldn’t do this, other hunters would get through. 

      “Sorry,” I said. 

      Taylor pushed against me, staring at the sculpture. “You went out and fought that?”

      “Not so much me but the big man,” I said. “I only helped a little.”

      “I think I’ve not been giving you enough credit,” she said. 

      “Come on. We need to figure this out. What aren’t we seeing?”

      As I said it, I realized my problem. I needed to think like the Elder. 

      “The first two marks were over the ears. What about the eyes?” I asked Taylor.

      “There’s nothing there,” she said. “Just eyes.”

      I smiled darkly. The Child had no eyes. 

      With a surge of power, I pressed on the sculpture’s eyes, feeling a little creepy as I did. Why would my father make me poke the eyes of a little kid? A sick sense of humor was right.

      The sculpture trembled and then twisted slowly around, pivoting until it faced toward the center of the park. Toward the gate. 

      “Well, damn. I hadn’t realized he faced the wrong direction,” I said.

      Devan grabbed my wrist to pull me and Taylor away. “There’s one remaining. You better figure out how to trigger it or we’re going to be overrun here.”

      As we went, I thought about what I had to do. The others all had something about them that we could trigger. They all had symbols, but the Claw was different. 

      “You didn’t have to summon anything?” I asked Taylor.

      “Not with that one. There was a page in the book, but it didn’t do anything. Had I not done the others first, I think I would have worried I was wrong. But since it was the last one I came to—”

      “Not Agony?” I asked.

      I’d worried what we would have to do with Agony. Something about the sculpture made me more nervous than anything. More than the others, there was a darkness to it, an energy that scared many away from even trying to draw it. 

      “Not that one. It wasn’t needed.”

      I wondered why that would be. If the other sculptures all called the gate, why wasn’t Agony involved in it somehow?

      We reached the Claw. Nothing had changed for me. I still had no answers about how to trigger it. 

      “Morris.”

      I turned in time to see Jakes get attacked. 

      In one moment, he stood, half naked—at least he gave me that—the next, something wrapped around him, dark and horrifying. He didn’t have the chance to shift. 

      I jumped toward Jakes without thinking.

      When I crashed into him, I felt the hunter. There was a thick, almost oily sense to it. Mixed with it was something like a hunger. 

      And then it was gone. 

      Jakes shifted, fangs snapping and tearing. A solid kick pushed all the air from my lungs and sent me flying away until I sprawled across the ground. My head struck the Claw. The pain of it drew tears to my eyes, and they watered. I rolled over, and as I did, I knew what had to be done. 

      I pushed to my knees. “Invert it,” I croaked. 

      Taylor leaned toward me. “Escher?”

      I didn’t have the strength to correct her. “Invert. It.” 

      A look of understanding spread across her face. 

      I didn’t see what she did next, but I heard it. Stone groaned as she pushed on the Claw’s fingers, tilting them down, flipping the triangle toward the ground. An anchoring symbol. 

      Power surged through her as she triggered it.

      I tensed, waiting for something, anything, to tell me that what we’d done made a difference. I don’t know what I expected. Maybe a surge of power or a flash of light, but something.

      Instead, all I heard were repeated low howls of the hunters.
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      Taylor and Devan reached under my arms and lifted me. Devan looked at me with a scolding expression on her face. “What did you think you were doing, Ollie? Bull rushing a nightmare Hell creature? Did you want to die?”

      I tried taking a deep breath but I think Jakes’s kick broke a rib or two. A painful cough wracked me instead of letting me breathe. When it eased, I twisted to see Jakes finishing with the hunter, tearing at what seemed like nothingness with sharp claws. “Invisible nightmare Hell creature,” I said. “And I was doing what I could to help your boyfriend.”

      Jakes shifted back into his human form as I said it. Pants covered him below the waist, but his well-muscled upper body glistened with sweat. The long gash he had acquired fighting the hunter near my house now had a matching mark along his shoulder. 

      “Is it done?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” I answered. “We’ve triggered each of the sculptures, but I can’t tell if it did anything.”

      Jakes tipped his head to the side and sniffed the air, looking like the wolf part of him as he did. As he did, howls met with loud snarls somewhere near the center of the park. He paused long enough to meet my eyes. 

      “You’ve done what you can, Morris. Now you must leave. The Guardians will take care of the rest.”

      Jakes shifted back to wolf form. One leg didn’t work quite right. 

      “What if it didn’t work?” I asked.

      He swung his massive head toward me. “There is nothing more you can do here but die.”

      Then he started toward the sounds of the fight.

      I shivered. 

      Devan held my arm as she stared after Jakes. “The door remains open,” she said. 

      “How do you know?” Taylor asked. 

      Devan turned to her and fixed her with a hard expression. “There’s power coming through it. It’s drawn here.”

      Taylor stared blankly. “I didn’t know. Had I not come… had I not tried opening the gate… none of this would have happened.”

      “Yes,” Devan said. 

      I shook off the women holding me up and started after Jakes. Devan raced after me and jumped in front of me to stop me. I veered around her. 

      My head throbbed where I had hit the Claw and my body ached from running through the park. The effort of painting as much as I had over the last few days threatened to drop me into a sleep whether I wanted to or not. But I couldn’t leave Jakes battling this on his own. He was injured. 

      “Ollie. You can’t do this,” she said, pulling on my arm.

      “What choice do I have?” I asked. “Need to close the door. How many more of those creatures are coming through if I don’t?”

      “Let the shifters take care of it. That’s their task.”

      “Like the task your father assigned you?”

      Devan slowed. 

      I heard her whisper something but couldn’t make out the words. Taylor walked next to me, keeping pace. I glanced over at her. “You don’t need to be here,” I said.

      “Don’t I? This is my fault.”

      “Go back to Arcanus. Warn the others. I’ll do what I can,” I said. 

      I didn’t think the odds were in my favor here, but all I needed was a chance. There was one pattern I knew that might help. 

      Taylor ignored me. 

      We reached the center of the park. Lights glowed softly. Agony pulled on me from the center of the plaza, whatever magical energy my father had infused in it trying to draw me closer. The gate was nearby, barely more than a shadow sticking up out of the ground. 

      Neither of those drew my eye.

      Chaos moved behind me. Three massive shifters jumped and tore at patches of darkness. Howls and snarls alternated. A long form lay unmoving near the gate and I realized it was the body of a shifter, sacrificed to keep back the hunters.

      Taylor gasped. 

      I stared at the gate. It was there, fixed in place. Power held it in place. 

      “They’re forcing it open,” I realized. 

      “How? What do you think we can do to stop them?”

      I didn’t know. There didn’t seem any way I could even reach it. Shifters fought with hunters and moved too fast for me to see anything. If I risked running toward it, I had no doubt I would be torn apart before I had a chance to do anything. 

      It was so tantalizingly close and left me with no other options.

      “I’m going to create a diversion,” I said to Taylor.

      “No—”

      “You’re going to reach the gate and see what they did to prop it open. You’re the artist. Use whatever you need to do to seal it closed. Whatever you do, make certain it’s buried before you run. As soon as it recedes—as soon as it’s buried—run. Get back to the house.”

      “Escher—what you’re talking about is a suicide run.”

      I smiled. After everything I’d been through, why should my last act be one that protected Arcanus and those who lived there? 

      But it wasn’t. There were others like me, others who could never reach the skill of artist but who had their own unique talents. Taggers, but taggers with flair. If the hunters escaped, anyone with any painting ability would be in danger. If there was something I could do to stop that, shouldn’t I? 

      “Oliver,” I corrected. 

      She took my hand, wrapping her fingers around mine. 

      I met her eyes. Damn, she was beautiful. 

      Then I ran toward the shifters. 

      I grabbed for the satchel of black ink. If I was going down, I was going down with as much fight as I could dish out. At this point, it might not be much, but I would throw a few jabs. 

      Nightmare Hell creatures tore away from the shifters. Check that: invisible nightmare Hell creatures tore away from the shifters, the only sign a slight shimmering of the black of night. Without the lanterns, I might not be able to see even that, but I’d prepped this park. Maybe not for this, but for something. 

      I splashed black ink onto the ground. One foot dragged in a quick circle around me. I infused will and power through it. 

      Start with whatever protection I could muster. Then I could work from there.

      With a flick of my wrist, I trailed black ink around the circle, creating what would have to work as a star. Through this, I surged another blast of power and will. 

      Black augmented my power better than most colors. With painters, there was always a preference, one color that worked better based on their specific temperament. I suspected Taylor’s was blue. I usually used red, but only because I hated the way black made me feel.

      Nightmare Hell creatures slammed against the shimmering wall of my circle but were held back. With a twist of my foot, I inverted the star pattern, dragging the hunters with it. Power fought against my pattern, but this was an arcane pattern made in black ink. 

      They fought, but in this moment, I was stronger.

      Then Jakes attacked.

      I recognized his shape, the way his front leg limped. He jumped into my pattern, throwing himself against the hunters.

      Damn him. Now he’d gone and fucked up a perfectly terrible plan.

      “No!” I screamed.

      Jakes howled. 

      The other shifters started toward me. 

      If I didn’t release the pattern, Jakes would be destroyed along with the hunters. Worse, if I didn’t release it, the other shifters would likely get caught as well. I didn’t know any of them—or at least, I didn’t think that I knew them—but they had come to the fight when the hunters escaped through the gate. They had come, willing to die, but that didn’t mean I had to be the one who killed them. 

      At least if I released it, the shifters would have a chance to end this. Problem was, I probably wouldn’t survive.

      Not much of a decision, was it?

      I kicked my foot over the protective circle, obliterating it and releasing the protection. With another kick, the star disappeared. 

      Jakes’s howl cut off, changing to a throaty roar. 

      I only heard part of it.

      Darkness enveloped me. Pain like nothing I’d ever experienced surrounded me, covering my mouth and eyes and squeezing, drawing everything that I was. I might have screamed, though I couldn’t be certain. The hunter or hunters tore at me. My sense of being, the sense of my power, was torn away from me. Worse, as it was, I felt a sick sense of satisfaction from the hunters.

      This was how I would die.

      I’d thought about it often enough. When you leave Arcanus as a painter without much of a plan, you start to think about mortality. And then joining with Devan and her father, learning about things that not even Arcanus cared to admit existed, I began to expect to die. Somehow, I had survived. 

      Not this time. Nothing I could do would save me this time.

      I could end it on my terms, though. 

      There was one pattern left. The death pattern, or Death Pattern, to call it by its formal name. With it, I would destroy myself, but I’d likely destroy everything else touching me as well.

      To take out the hunters, it might be worth it. 

      Not all painters learned the pattern, but it was one my father had taught me, warning me that there would be no coming back from using it.

      Now would be that time.

      I flicked my wrist quickly. Black ink dripped from my hand, coating me. With a quick stroke, my finger made the pattern, tracing it against my chest. 

      This was one of the few patterns a painter did upon themselves. I infused the ink with power and felt it take hold, glowing against me, burning through my chest. 

      Power bloomed outward, burning with a painful bright light. Hunters howled. I smiled. 

      Someone screamed and I realized distantly that it was me. Hopefully it was one of those manly, guttural screams, not some high-pitched embarrassing scream. I didn’t want Devan to hear that out of me, not at the end. Not that it would matter. Once I was gone, there would be no more Escher Oliver Morris, embarrassment to the Elder. 

      Light and power poured off me, drawing away my power, burning through it as it surged through the hunters. No longer did their inky darkness surround me. Now, light pulsed away from me.

      I saw Taylor near the gate. As I watched, it closed and sunk back into the ground. She had done it. Shifters circled me, one of them Jakes with his mangled leg. Hopefully it would heal. With the gate finally closed, he would have time to heal.

      And then Devan was streaking toward me. Her mouth opened in a scream as she shouted my name.

      “No! Ollie!”

      She crashed into me. 

      My heart sunk. I couldn’t control this pattern. It would burn away everything within me, taking out anything in contact with me as it did. 

      “Let me go, Devan,” I tried to say, but my mouth didn’t work as it should. 

      She clung to me, arms wrapped around me. “You’re an idiot,” she whispered. Tears streamed from her eyes. 

      And then she glowed.

      I’d seen Devan work her power before. Like the shifters, she was a creature of magic and power, one who didn’t need ink or patterns or numbers to augment her abilities. What she did now was unlike anything I’d ever seen from her. 

      Warmth and power and energy surged. It pushed against me, pushed against the pattern now worked into my chest. Painful and powerful, I wondered if what Devan did was meant to finish me sooner.

      Another surge hit me, stronger than before. 

      I hugged Devan. Fitting I should die next to her. 

      In a flash of light, I saw no more.
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      I awoke in my house. 

      I knew it was my house from the soft hum of the halogen lamps. The air had a musty odor I recognized, and the hardwood floor beneath me was familiar. Near my head sat a pair of small carved figurines. Devan’s work. 

      My body ached. The area on my chest where I’d marked the pattern burned. Fatigue still washed over me, but I was awake. And alive.

      I wasn’t supposed to wake up. After using the Death Pattern, I shouldn’t have come back. Whatever Devan had done had overpowered what my father had once told me was the most powerful pattern a painter could use.

      I sat up. Renewed pain washed over me, shooting through my arms and back. I glanced down and saw that someone had removed my jacket and shirt, leaving me looking like Jakes in the park, only I didn’t have quite the level of definition he managed. At least I could console myself with the fact that mine wasn’t shifted into place. 

      Devan sat cross-legged watching me. “Finally come around?”

      It hurt when I took a breath and I remembered Jakes kicking me away from one of the hunters. “What did you do?”

      “I kept you alive,” she answered. “Like I always seem to do.”

      “You shouldn’t have been able to stop that pattern.”

      “And you shouldn’t be as ignorant as you seem to remain.”

      “Did we do it?” 

      “What?”

      “Did we stop the hunters?”

      Devan relaxed her legs and came to sit next to me. “The hunters are gone. Most were destroyed. The other shifters went after one that escaped.”

      “And the gate?”

      “Your girlfriend closed it. It took a pretty impressive piece of work to do it.”

      She sounded genuine, so I knew Taylor had done something truly spectacular. Devan didn’t impress easily. “How? How did you stop the pattern?”

      “You’re not supposed to use it yet.”

      I wondered what she meant by that as I laughed. It hurt, but at least it was a good hurt. I was alive. For now, I was alive. “And when am I supposed to use it?”

      She shrugged. 

      “Where are the others?”

      She tipped her head toward the kitchen. “Muscles is waiting for you there. The girlfriend is in the basement.”

      I smiled at her. “I’m surprised you’re with me rather than in the kitchen.”

      “I couldn’t leave until I knew,” she said. Her voice was more serious than usual.

      “Thanks. I don’t know what you did—or how you did it—but… thanks.”

      She nodded and I grabbed her and pulled her into a hug. 

      Devan and I never really showed each other much in the way of emotion. She’d punch me or I’d tap her on the back of the head, things like that. Mostly we treated each other like siblings, because after all the time we’d spent together, it felt like we were. I’d never had a brother or sister and the family Devan had nearly killed her, so we both valued the relationship. But hugs were something else. 

      It was a measure of what we’d been through that she didn’t fight. Instead, she sagged against me for a moment and sighed softly. 

      “I’m sorry I put you through this,” I said. 

      That ended the moment. Devan pushed away and punched me on the shoulder. It seemed to set off the broken rib and I yelped, grabbing at my side. 

      “Serves you right.”

      “Help me up?” I asked. 

      She did, and then had to help me into the kitchen. Jakes leaned against the counter, an actual shirt covering his chest. I knew this because it was one of mine. It stretched over his arms, leaving him bulging like a bodybuilder. 

      When I entered, he started forward. A glare from Devan cut him short and he leaned back, watching.

      “Morris,” he said.

      “Officer Jakes.”

      What almost looked to be a smile parted his lips. “Sam. After what you did, you may call me Sam.”

      “And just what did I do?”

      He motioned to one of the folding chairs leaning against the wall. Devan pulled it out for me and hovered behind me, one hand resting on my shoulder. I’m not sure if she was trying to protect me or keep me from leaving. I chose to take it as reassurance.

      “You will have questions.”

      “That’s a bit of an understatement.”

      “I will answer what I can. Some is not mine to share.”

      “How many shifters are in Conlin? I saw at least three tonight.” I glanced over my shoulder at Devan. “It is still tonight, isn’t it?”

      She nodded. 

      “We are the Guardians,” Jakes answered. 

      “I saw that. You were willing to tangle with nightmare Hell creatures. I’m not sure anyone else would have survived.”

      “Invisible nightmare Hell creatures,” Devan corrected. 

      I smiled up at her. “That’s right. Invisible nightmare Hell creatures.”

      “You risked yourself to protect the gate. You would have made the Elder proud.”

      I grunted, surprised at how the comment made me feel. “Well, that’s what I aim to do each and every day.”

      Devan punched my shoulder. 

      “There’s one thing that troubles me,” I said to Jakes. He looked at me with a blank expression on his face. “The doorway. Taylor triggered it that night in the park, starting it open, but what did I see coming through the plate near Agony when I first met her?”

      His expression didn’t change.

      “That was you, wasn’t it?”

      He looked like he didn’t want to answer. “Your father placed many protections around this place. That was one of them. It connects us to the statues, lets us know if they’re being used.”

      It made sense why the shifter had shown up outside my house so quickly after we’d left the park. We hadn’t done anything other than slow him. 

      “What now?” I asked. “The gate is buried, so what now for you?”

      “The gate has been buried and we will keep it safe. The other painter claims they’ve found more.”

      “They said they sealed it closed again. That it wouldn’t be able to be opened.”

      Jakes frowned. “The gates are different than what you used to cross the Threshold. You know this, yes?”

      I nodded. I suspected that after seeing what came through the gate.

      “Crossings can be closed. Either side can seal them. But there are few other than the Elder who can actually seal one of the gates. The danger has returned. It’s why he asked us to stand watch. We’ll be vigilant.”

      That actually gave me comfort. If there were creatures like Jakes and the other shifters out there, creatures willing to fight the hunters, then others might actually have a chance. 

      “He? My father?”

      Jakes tipped his head. “You intend to search for the missing.” It wasn’t a question.

      I took a deep breath, hoping this didn’t piss off Devan too much. “I intend to see her out of Conlin. If she does anything else that places me and Devan in danger…”

      “But you will help.”

      I shrugged. “I might see what I can do. You may not know what it’s like to lose a father, Jakes. I do.”

      “I know more than you realize, Morris,” he said.

      The fallen shifter. The pain in his voice was too fresh and raw to be anything else. “Oh shit. I’m sorry, Sam.”

      He raised a hand, cutting me off. “No. He died fulfilling his promise.”

      I sat for a moment, unsure what to say. “Are you going to stop me?” I asked.

      He tipped his head. “I don’t think I could stop the son of the Elder.”

      I decided to let him believe that. “Will you help?” I looked over at Devan, thinking that if we had the shifter’s help, we might actually have a chance.  

      “My place is here,” Jakes said. “I will do what I can to keep you safe while here, but that is all I can promise.”

      Well, it was better than nothing. We might have time for me to study and learn, to finally understand why my father had left what he had for me. Maybe it would be enough. 

      I stood and extended a hand. My legs wobbled. Jakes took my hand in one that felt twice as large. “Thanks for, you know, not destroying the house,” I said. “For not killing me. And for stopping the hunters.”

      Jakes nodded as he shook my hand and then made his way toward the front door. The limp in his step was new, as was the slight arch to his back. I hoped he hadn’t been permanently injured, but seeing what he’d lost tonight, maybe he had been. 

      After he left, I turned to Devan. “So she’s downstairs?”

      “I figured it couldn’t hurt anything now.”

      I snorted. “I’ll go talk to her. Why don’t you go see if Officer Jakes needs any help.”

      She glared at me.

      “I’m fine. Really. Go.”

      Devan shook her head and left me alone in the kitchen. I turned to the hall with the symbols and paused long enough to trigger the hidden and inverted symbol. The door opened with a slight puff of air. 

      I started down, clinging tightly to the rail as I did. Symbols like those on the wall outside were etched along the rail. At the bottom of the stairs, I found Taylor sitting at my father’s desk, blue-tinted hair hanging in front of her eyes as she pored over one of his books. She looked up when I entered. Damn, but she was beautiful. I shouldn’t let her draw me back like this, but I couldn’t help myself.

      Maybe Devan was right. I was an idiot.

      Relief filled her eyes. “Escher—”

      I didn’t bother to correct her this time. 

      “I’m sorry. About all of this.”

      I swallowed. I was sorry, too. Jakes had lost his father. I’d nearly died. I didn’t know what it had cost Devan to save me. For all those reasons, I would see Taylor returned to Arcanus. 

      Still, I’d learned a few things. I could think like my father. All these years I’d spent thinking I could never live up to him, and I had managed to trigger the symbols needed to bury the gate. And I’d learned that even in Conlin, there was more to the world than it appeared. Maybe I could actually learn enough to keep Devan alive. 

      I didn’t say anything to Taylor. There really wasn’t much for me to say. I slumped into the chair on the other side of the desk and went back to sleep.
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      Oliver Morris has survived the hunter attack, creatures who feed on magical ability, nearly sacrificing himself to protect his best friend Devan. But to truly keep her safe, he’ll need to help Taylor to return to Arcanus before she releases any other dangers on his city. 

      Then Devan is abducted by a dangerous painter, one who might be more deadly than anyone he’s ever faced, and demands that Oliver hand over a mysterious and powerfully magical item. Oliver knows he can’t save her on his own. He will need to find a way to trust Taylor, forge new allies, and learn to control magic he believes beyond his ability if he wants to save his friend, or a fate worse than death awaits Devan.
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