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Origins

I used to think I was a factory defect. That I’d come out wrong, somehow. Wasn’t normal, wasn’t made like girls are supposed to be made.

My teachers used to say I had discipline problems. At recess, I’d wander too far from the group, and inside, I’d get so worked up during any kind of activity that I’d inevitably knock something over—potted plant, desk, classmate. We don’t mind that she’s excited, one said. But it would be nice if she weren’t quite so exuberant. Maybe you can get her tested for ADD.

What they wanted was for my parents to put me on medication. My mother was against it immediately. She felt sure her own discipline would be enough to tame me. Every time I misbehaved, she saw it as an affront to her, a deliberate offense. A deliberate show of disrespect. From a six-year-old. In my mother’s world, disrespect doesn’t go unpunished.

Every night before I went to bed, I had to visit my mother in the study. The first time, she gave me careful instructions. After that, I knew what to do.

I sat on the hard wooden bench she put out. I placed my hands in a neat line on the desk in front of me, and I closed my eyes. My mother would stand behind me, and when my eyes were closed, she’d take a long black scarf and tie it across my face to be sure I couldn’t peek.

I’d enjoy a moment of silence then. Sometimes it stretched for minutes, other times only seconds.

Then, inevitably, in quick succession, a switch would deliver ten hard raps across my knuckles. Sometimes that was it. Ten and done. But other times it was more. Ten, then a pause, then ten, then a pause. A set of ten for every sin she’d attributed to me that day.

When she was done, I had to wait. Sometimes I would hear her leave the room, sometimes I wouldn’t. But I could not leave until she took the scarf off. I never knew exactly how long I’d waited, but there were days when it felt like hours and hours.

This is how she taught me discipline.

I wish I could say it worked out for her, that my behavior improved. It didn’t. I didn’t. I went into the study every single night…for years.

Every time I shut my eyes, I wondered what would happen if my mother decided not to come back. If she left me there, wrapped in a blindfold, waiting for her to return.

I wondered how long I’d be alone in the dark.

 

 

When she was five years old, Judith Li set another girl on fire.

She didn’t mean to do it, though perhaps that particular phrasing is a little misleading: she did want it to happen. She just never thought that wanting could be enough to bring it to fruition. On that day, she discovered she was wrong.

Judith had a hard time fitting in right from the beginning. When she first started school, her family lived in Billings, Montana, in a tiny, one-bedroom house on the edge of town. Her parents never bought anything new; they were trying to save money, so that one day they could open a restaurant. So, everything that Judith Li played with, wore, or owned had once belonged to somebody else. Before she started school, the reused belongings never bothered her. Playing alone in their little backyard, woods and mountains to her back, it didn’t matter to her one bit where her toys came from or what she wore.

On the first day of school, when everyone else was dressed in their nicest, newest clothes, Judith wore nondescript brown pants and a free t-shirt several sizes too big. Her backpack had holes in it and her shoes smelled like someone else’s feet. As soon as she walked into the classroom, she could sense that everybody else was different somehow. They all seemed so excited to be there, and they were so colorful and shiny. She felt like a little brown dot of nothingness stuck to the corner of the page—a mistake that no one wanted.

She tried to make herself invisible, but it didn’t work. That wasn’t a power that came easily to her. Instead, she seemed to shine like a beacon to everybody else—to one other girl in particular.

That girl’s name was Maddy Simpson, and by the third week of school, her favorite playtime activity was tormenting Judith.

“Judy smells like poopie!” she called out as she ran through the playground. Judith was sitting on a swing, but she wasn’t swinging. She could feel a tightness in her chest that she couldn’t quite name.

Later, when they were walking back inside, Judith passed by a puddle and stopped for a moment, gazing down at her own reflection. Her brown, nondescript, nothing reflection. She only stopped for a moment, but a moment was enough.

Maddy ran up behind her and barreled into her, toppling her over and sending her into the puddle. Maddy’s laughter rang through the air, clear as a bell.

“Is that why you always wear brown, Judy-doody? Because you roll around in poop!” Another laugh, another bell chime.

Judith slowly pushed herself back up, wiped her useless hands against her sodden pants, and started her reluctant march back inside.

“Judith? Didn’t you hear the bell ring? Why are you so late?” Her teacher was tall, and she had a disapproving look about her. Judith tried to walk by her without answering, but the woman held out her arm and wouldn’t let her pass. “Judith. What happened?”

The tightness in her chest constricted even further.

“Maddy pushed me into a puddle. She said I smell like poop.”

The teacher’s eyes searched the rest of the class, gathered on just the other side of the door. She didn’t see it, but Judith did: Maddy, grabbing her friend’s hand, giving it a shake. A child’s signal.

“Maddy, is this true? Did you push Judith down?”

“No, I didn’t, I swear. Tell ’em, Tina!”

Maddy’s friend, the girl whose hand she still held, nodded solemnly.

“Yeah, she didn’t do it.”

Judith could feel the tightness swell. It threatened to take her over.

The teacher sighed. “All right, kids, everybody go back to the classroom right now. Go on.”

Judith started to walk with them, hoping that maybe the movement would help her breathe, help ease away the tightness. But her teacher reached out again, stopping her one more time.

“Judith, you mustn’t lie. It’s not nice to tattle on someone if they haven’t done anything. Do you understand?”

By now, the tightness in her chest had begun to burn. This isn’t fair, she thought. I know she did it. I know she did.

“But,” she sputtered, “but I’m not lying! Maddy’s lying! She is!”

“Judith, stop.” The woman shook her head. “Lying isn’t nice. Don’t you want to be a nice girl?”

The burning in Judith’s chest began to spread, and her breaths came in huffs. But she knew nobody would believe her now. The teacher had been her only hope, and that slim hope had blown out before her eyes. She let her head hang forward on her shoulders and she followed the woman in silence all the way back to the room. On the inside, her rage still burned.

When she sat back down again, she didn’t look at Maddy. Instead she stared out the window, at the rain that kept stopping and starting up again. She wished she could leave school and never come back. She didn’t want to be there…although she didn’t exactly want to go home either.

There’s nowhere for me.

She heard Maddy’s name come to her in a fog, and her whole body lit up in an instant. She turned back to the classroom just in time to watch Maddy get out of her own chair. When she passed by Judith, she turned to her and smiled, and stuck out her tongue as far as it would go.

The fire in Judith’s body roiled, rose, and spilled over. Maddy had just made it to the front of the classroom when a brilliant blaze erupted from her back, nearly engulfing her.

At first, Judith thought she was imagining it.

Then everyone started screaming.


Chapter One
Failure Makes Perfect

Even before she began to run, Jude could feel her heart beating a mile a minute. This was her first time, and she didn’t know what to expect yet. She steadied her stance and clenched her fists.

“And go!”

The shout came from somewhere to her left, but she didn’t turn to look. Ahead of her, a shimmering white shape appeared right in front of the trees. It hovered only a moment, and then it was gone—nothing but a silvery streak through the foliage.

Jude wasted no time. She launched forward, running at the highest speed she could manage. To her left, someone else was running, too—Logan. There was little doubt in Jude’s mind that Logan’s speed far surpassed her own, but she pushed forward anyway. More than a decade of soccer practice kicked into gear, and her leg muscles worked like pistons to carry her onward.

Ahead of her, she could see the silver specter that had emerged only moments ago. As she gained on it, she got a better sense of its shape. Like a monstrously oversized bulldog, its front end bulged compared to the back, resulting in massively long legs to keep it upright as it ran on all fours. It snapped its head back in her direction, and Jude got a brief glimpse of its face. She saw a gaping jaw, short but powerful, with two sharp, sweeping tusks on each side, and six small, beady eyes glinting wildly in the darkness. Its thick neck prevented it from turning for long, so in a moment its face was gone again, its body rocking as it barreled along through the underbrush.

Jude knew she was gaining on the monster, and she knew it would soon hit a wall—literally. She gripped the hilt of her knife and slipped it out of its sheath. She was as ready as she’d ever be.

Within moments, she burst into an open field. Just as she’d known it would, the beast stood just on the other end of the stretch, its way blocked by a brick wall on the far side. It gave a roar of frustration as it reached the wall, then spun back around toward the clearing, snarling and spitting.

This is it. You can do it.

Probably, anyway.

She ran a few paces closer, planted her feet firmly on the ground, and stuck the edge of her knife against the soft skin of her elbow, just like she’d been shown over and over again for weeks.

The tide of panic threatened to overwhelm her, so just for a moment, she paused and glanced around the clearing, searching for a sign of Logan. Spotting her just behind the line of trees, she felt her anxiety loosening its harsh grip.

Concentrating on the spell again, she drew a thin line of blood.

“Invoco ignis!” she cried, slashing the knife through the air so that tiny droplets of blood flew off in a wide arc, heading toward the beast.

For one shining, glorious moment, the spell worked perfectly. Fire burst through the air, tunneling right toward the monster before her, standing frozen in its spot.

But a moment was all she got. Just like that, the spell went out again. The monster blinked, uninjured, and turned its six cold eyes on her. She stumbled backward, trying to remember Logan’s advice about how to throw a knife at a moving target.

Imagine a long bow? Or was it—was it—oh no—

The monster pawed one leg at the ground, rearing up to head straight for her.

“Ignis,” she stammered, her voice weak, “invoco—invoco ignis—”

But she knew it was no good. The beast was too fast, and she wasn’t ready for it. As she realized how completely unprepared for this she was, she froze in place, no longer able to remember anything she’d been taught. It advanced, and she retreated, finally tripping over the uneven ground and sprawling backwards onto hard earth. The monster crouched back on its haunches, then sprang forward—

Right onto Logan’s waiting sword. While Jude had hesitated, Logan had closed the distance, slipping in between Jude and the beast and holding a broadsword firmly out ahead of her. The demon impaled itself on the blade, roaring furiously as it did so.

With a calm collectedness Jude doubted she would ever understand, Logan drove the beast backward before pulling a round stone disk out of a hidden pocket in her leather jacket.

“Finite,” she commanded.

The stone glowed, and so did the now-immobile beast. In a moment it was gone—sucked back up into its resting place. The stone continued to radiate a silvery light for a moment more before extinguishing. Logan slipped it back into her pocket and sheathed her sword.

“Okay,” she said patiently as she turned back around to face Jude. “Can you tell me what went wrong there?”

“I fucked up the cast,” mumbled Jude, trying to maintain her dignity as she scrambled to stand again. “I wasn’t ready for it, I haven’t practiced enough—”

“There were issues with the cast,” said Logan with a dismissive shrug. “But that’s not why you failed.”

Failed. Jude knew it was the right term, but it still felt like a blow to the chest.

“I mean, if I can’t cast, then I can’t cast,” said Jude, the defeated feeling infusing her tone. “I just—I need to train more, I need to—”

“The skills will come with practice, yes,” said Logan. “That’s not the real problem. You failed because you expected to fail. You stopped in the middle of what you were doing, and you looked at me.” She cocked her head to the side, raising one eyebrow as she gave Jude an appraising look. “You knew I would be there to bail you out, so you chose to rely on me, instead of relying on yourself.” She folded her arms tightly over her chest. “If you do that in a real fight, you’ll get yourself killed.”

Jude slipped her own knife back into its sheath and gave a resentful shrug. She hated feeling like a failure, but she got the sense that she might need to get used to it if she ever wanted to get any better at this.

“Fine,” she said. “But I still think the big issue is fucking up the cast.”

A wry smile took over Logan’s face. “Do you think every demon hunter in history has been a letha caster?”

Jude hesitated, uncertain. “Um…yeah? Who in their right mind would hunt demons if they couldn’t do magic?”

Logan’s smile broadened.

“I never said they were in their right minds.”

Jude felt her jaw drop open. Logan laughed quietly and shook her head, then she started forward, heading out of the clearing.

“Let’s get back to the house,” she said, as she passed Jude’s still unmoving form. “I think this lesson is over.”

Jude nodded reluctantly before turning to follow her.

“Wait,” she said as she rushed to catch up. “You didn’t tell me what was wrong with the cast.”

“Ah,” Logan nodded. She pushed aside a stray branch as she stepped into the trees once more. “It’s the same problem you’ve had a few times. You’re trying to access eira powers with a letha cast. Letha can’t summon fire, remember?”

“Oh, right,” said Jude with a sigh. She should have known that by now, but it was all a little confused and muddled to her. After all, Hugh Knatt had told her that on rare occasions, particularly powerful letha casters could summon eira abilities—but, of course, she couldn’t fool anyone into believing she was a particularly powerful letha caster. She could barely hold onto a cast even when she did it the right way. So even if it could be done, there was little point in her attempting it now.

“Remember—don’t let yourself feel defeated before you begin,” said Logan. They were making good time through the woods, getting closer to the edge of the estate. “For the next few days, you’re going to be training without casting. Knatt’s put a call in to a regular self-defense instructor he knows; she’ll be here tomorrow.”

“No more casting?”

“Just for a little while.”

Jude tried to silence her sigh, but some of it leaked out anyway. In truth, she felt equal parts disappointed and…relieved. She wanted so badly to get better at casting—but it took so much out of her to try that the idea of a break didn’t sound too bad. And she felt like a failure for thinking it.

“It’s not a punishment,” Logan assured her. “When you go out on a job, there are a number of different skills you need to be able to access. Casting is just one part of the whole.”

They reached a large fallen log that Jude couldn’t remember encountering on her run, but she was aware that the path Logan was setting for them may have already veered off from her own. As she watched in the speckled moonlight shining down through the trees, Logan leapt over the log in a fluid, graceful motion. Jude herself stumbled awkwardly over it, though her height should have given her an advantage over Logan.

Add that to the never-ending list of things she’s mysteriously perfect at.

“Yeah,” she muttered, brushing herself off as she righted again. “I just wish I was better at that part. Well, and all of it, I guess.”

“The physical training should actually help you with casting,” said Logan. “The more physically fit you are, the more energy you have, and the longer you’ll be able to hold a cast. Have you been in Knatt’s training room, up at the house?”

“Uh, no,” said Jude. “Didn’t realize he had one.”

“Well, I’m not sure he’s ever officially claimed it,” answered Logan with a shrug. “But he’s the main person who uses it. It’s got a punching bag and some other boxing stuff, and it’s got weights. I’ve used it a few times, but you might have noticed…I prefer to train outside.”

Jude paused. Along with Logan, Hugh Knatt was helping train Jude in letha casting and combat. He’d taught her all about how magic worked, a little bit of the history, and a little bit about demons. Despite the fact that he’d been helping teach her how to cast, and the fact that she’d seen him hold a cast for far longer than she could hope to, she hadn’t thought of him as a particularly active person. He seemed more…bookish than brawny. He had some bulk to him, but she had assumed that bulk to be the remainder of a more youthful athleticism, long since fallen into disuse.

“Huh. So, Mr. Knatt…boxes?” she asked.

“Daily,” said Logan.

“But I thought…” Jude hesitated, unsure if she was about to overstep her bounds.

“You thought what?”

“I thought he didn’t really…uh, go out into the field anymore.”

Logan took a beat to answer, and in her momentary silence, Jude feared the worst.

Oh no. I said something offensive. God, how could I be so stupid to mention that Knatt—

“He doesn’t go as often as he used to, that’s true.” Logan nodded thoughtfully. “But he does go sometimes. Sometimes I need backup. And sometimes he takes cases on his own, if I’m busy or he’s got a relationship with the client. And, of course, he’s got to stay ready, in case the zombies come.”

Jude nearly tripped on a low branch. “Zombies? For real?”

“No. That was my joke voice.”

“Oh, sarcasm. I, uh…I got excited.”

“Sorry.”

“No worries.”

For a few moments, they walked on in silence. Finally, they burst out of the tree line and onto the edge of the Logan property. Just ahead of them lay the complicated obstacle course that Logan liked to train on nearly every single day—except when she was out on a job, of course.

Jude tilted her gaze upward to where the rolling lawn slanted into a slight hill, before evening out again and giving way to a large patio. Beyond that, she could see the sprawling mansion-house she had called her home for a little over a month now. It also happened to be the house Logan had grown up in.

“Hey, Logan?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you train outside all year long? Like, when it’s raining—or snowing?”

A beat.

“I do, yes.”

“Is that necessary? I mean—does it help? Training in the snow?”

“It’s not necessary. But I like to do it. Keeps me sharp, keeps me on my toes.” She stretched her arms above her head, pulled her right arm down, and pressed on her elbow with her left hand. “I like to see the world as clearly as I can.”

Jude could feel something behind those words, but she wasn’t sure what it was. Resolution, maybe?

“Okay,” Jude nodded. “If you train outside in the snow, then so will I.”

Logan gave a low chuckle. “I appreciate the commitment, kid,” she said, “but let’s take it one day at a time, shall we?”

Jude nodded again, her sincerity doubling down on itself. “Starting with the self-defense trainer. Yes, sir.”

Logan didn’t laugh this time. Instead she gave an approving nod.

“That’s the spirit. Oh-eight-hundred, kid.”

Jude’s heart, for the briefest moment, soared.

 

 

When they reached the house and slipped in through the small side door, they parted ways. Jude moved toward the west wing, where her room waited for her on the second floor, while Logan drifted off into whatever shadowy corner she normally disappeared to.

Jude turned her own corner and slipped into the hidden recess behind it, climbing the spiral stairs inside with ease. Over the course of her time here, she’d concluded that these must have been servants’ stairs once upon a time, though she had no idea how recently. At the moment, the Logan estate’s only residents were herself, Hugh Knatt, and her brand new mentor, H.C. Logan. Of course, Logan was so rarely present that Jude couldn’t say with any certainty that she did, indeed, live there.

At the top of the stairs, she turned right and opened the first door to her left, then shut it firmly behind her. The light switch by the door turned on the antique lamp resting on her bedside table, and that soon illuminated the room. When Logan had first shown her this room, as one of many possible options, everything had been black: the duvet, the curtains, the rug on the hardwood floor. She’d been shocked to discover that the room boasted its own bathroom, though less shocked to discover that the toilet had a furry black cover on the lid. Both bedroom and attached bathroom were massive, far outstripping any bedroom she’d had before. The closet was a walk-in, which at first had seemed to underline Jude’s pitifully small wardrobe hanging within it.

Then, about a week prior, she’d woken up to find the closet full of clothes she’d never bought—all similar in style to her normal tastes, which largely consisted of oversized T-shirts and cargo pants, but with a twist. Each piece of clothing came with a double—one in the size she normally wore, which was about two sizes too big for her body, and one in a size that would fit her loosely, but closely.

At first, Jude had been mystified when she’d discovered them all. But after she thought about it, the message seemed clear: the choice is yours.

She stood now before her bed, which currently boasted a new navy-and-white striped comforter, and unhooked the button clasp on her shorts, which had stayed up all through the night of training, entirely of their own accord, without the aid of a belt. She had to concede that wearing fitted clothes came with a few advantages.

At long last, she collapsed down on top of the covers, grabbed the stuffed moose sitting up near the pillows, and gazed up at the lone poster adorning the wall above her bed. Apart from clothes and necessities, these were the two personal belongings she’d brought with her from her parents’ house. The moose, whose name was Mortimer, had been her favorite childhood toy. Though it was likely somewhere near to its fifteenth birthday, she’d found herself incapable of leaving it behind.

The poster, on the other hand, was a little more recent. It was a poster of her favorite musician, Layla Stone. The picture was a simple profile image of Stone wearing her signature white dress and blue suede jacket, sitting on a stool as she strummed her guitar and crooned into the mic. Jude had never actually been to see Layla Stone in concert, of course—her parents would never have allowed it. But she’d spent enough time listening to her music and staring up at the poster that she could almost convince herself she had.

Her parents. Her home. Wolf Creek. It all seemed far away, somehow. It had only been a few weeks, but already her old life almost felt like a dream—or, at least, most of it did. Still, she could remember the night she’d left with perfect clarity.

She had never ridden on a motorcycle before. Even as she rode that night, she couldn’t quite believe it. Yet she could hear the roar of the engine below her, she could see the lone headlight shining into the dark before them, and she could feel the wind as it whipped through her hair—or, at least, the ends of her hair. Logan, the motorcycle’s owner, had insisted she wear the only helmet they had, which, if it did nothing else, certainly kept the wind off her face.

Logan. That night, as they sped away from Wolf Creek, Jude hadn’t quite known what to make of her, and perhaps she still didn’t. Of course, by all accounts, she had become the most important person in Jude’s life. A little more than six weeks ago, she had shown up at Jude’s high school posing as a grief counselor. As it turned out, the real reason Logan had come to Wolf Creek was to investigate the sudden violent death of one of Jude’s classmates, a girl named Violet Buchanan. Jude herself had long hated Violet, which, unbeknownst to her, had made her Logan’s number one suspect.

While Logan had been eyeing Jude with suspicion, Jude, in turn, had eyed Logan with pure disbelief: how in the world had someone so forbidding and mysterious turned up, out of all places, in Nowheresville, Montana? Her teachers said she was a grief counselor who would only be around for a limited time, but even before she knew the truth, Jude hadn’t quite bought it.

Logan looked like she had walked out of a comic book: she wore all black and a leather jacket in the early summer heat, bore an impressive musculature, obvious even beneath long-sleeved blouses, and she rode off every evening on a neon green motorcycle. It didn’t help that her dark, angled hair made her look like a cartoon depiction of a spy.

She carried knives, too, but Jude didn’t find that out until later. In fact, if she thought about it, she would probably say that the moment she saw her supposed grief counselor wielding a giant battle knife in the woods was the moment her life changed completely. At the very least, that was one of the moments.

Before Logan showed up, Jude had always secretly believed magic was real—ever since she’d set a girl on fire in kindergarten, as a matter of fact. But she’d had no tangible proof: the incident in that classroom had been, by and large, chalked up to a “freak accident,” and the girl’s parents had been encouraged to buy her flame-retardant clothes to avoid another one. Jude vaguely remembered that they had threatened to sue the school, but as far as she knew, it never went anywhere.

The day that Logan had first shown up at her school, Jude had been standing at her locker after class when she felt someone watching her. She’d turned around and locked eyes with the mysterious woman in the leather jacket, and she’d heard what the woman had thought as though she’d spoken it out loud: You wish you could vanish like they want you to.

At the time, she’d already been furious, wrapped up in the rage and pain of her own life, like a straightjacket for her mind. When Logan’s thought pressed into her brain, she felt her rage swell and break into a sea of desolation—was she really so pitiful and useless and unwanted that even strangers could see it? She’d stormed out of the hallway and into the outside world—only to stop short as she remembered that she had nowhere to go.

Of course, she hadn’t known that barely a week later, she’d climb onto the back of Logan’s motorcycle and ride with her right out of town. Even as she’d made the decision, she hadn’t really been sure of what she was doing, where she was going, or what she would find when she got there. She knew there was nothing left for her in Wolf Creek, and she knew that Logan had made her an offer. She’d decided to take it.

The night they left, she questioned the decision more than once. The first moment came when Logan pulled off at an exit a few hours out of town. They turned left at the light, heading toward a small cluster of commercial buildings—blazing like a sun in the pitch-black night—that included three gas stations, a grocery store, and six different fast-food options.

Logan pulled into the parking lot of the fast-food place with a vaguely Americanized Mexican theme, boasting fried fish tacos and layered burritos.

When they came to a stop in a parking space near the door, Logan held the bike steady while Jude tumbled off it and righted herself, her backpack swinging wildly. She pushed the visor up, taking in the spill of florescent light onto the gray pavement beneath them. As she watched in dismay, Logan dismounted effortlessly before motioning toward the helmet still strapped to Jude’s head.

“I can take that, if you want,” she said, holding out her hand.

Jude scrambled to remove it. As she handed it over, she could feel her own awkwardness with painful clarity.

“Uh,” she said, glancing uncertainly up at the sun-bright sign above them, “I’m not crazy hungry yet. And, uh…I don’t have any money.”

As the last five words tumbled from her mouth, she realized how much of a problem that might be over the next few days—or for the rest of her life, really. When Logan had offered to bring her along, she hadn’t been completely explicit about all the financial details.

“Don’t worry about it,” said Logan easily. She shifted the helmet under her arm as she gave a shrug. “I’m taking you under my wing. Meals are included. Anyway, I know we just ate before we left, but honestly, I’m already starving. Sometimes demon hunting will do that to you, you know? So, hey, definitely feel free to order anything you want; it’s on me.”

Jude paused at that. It all seemed to flow off Logan so easily, but it wasn’t the same for her. Was she really ready to let this near stranger pay for her meals, keep her in house and home, without any idea how she would ever pay her back?

As Jude glanced back at her now-full closet and felt the brand new comforter beneath her skin, she wondered if she’d yet answered that question for herself.

Where would she be now, if she’d said no?

Her second moment of pause came only a little later, while Logan cleared her plate and headed for the restroom so they could take off again. As Jude stood to follow her, she felt something in her pants pocket begin to vibrate—her phone. She pulled it out and stared at the name on the brightly lit screen: Amy Williams.

When the monster had crashed through the woods and attacked her girlfriend—that had been a life-changing moment. Still, even in that moment, she hadn’t quite felt the tectonic shift of her life breaking into pieces and rearranging itself. All she’d felt was fear, and at the back of her mind, a voice had told her that this, too, was just another thing that everyone else would dismiss. They would call her crazy, or they would blame her somehow. They wouldn’t think it was real.

But then Logan had shown up. She’d chased the monster away, and when she’d come back, she was holding a knife so large it was practically a sword. If a grown-up saw it, then I’m not alone. I’m not crazy. Magic is real.

And just like that, her life turned into something new.

As the phone vibrated in her hand, Jude’s thumb had hovered over the screen, her guts twisting with uncertainty. She stared so long, failing to make a decision one way or another, that eventually the decision made itself. Her screen went dark as Amy was sent to voicemail.

I guess that’s my answer for now.

She wondered, then, what she was doing. Maybe she was walking away from something important after all—Amy. And yet…she hadn’t found it in herself to answer the phone.

Perhaps that’s just as well. She didn’t want to talk to Amy; she didn’t want to know what Amy had to say to her. Misgivings and all, she believed her future lay with the ever-mysterious woman who had just disappeared behind the bathroom door.

Or maybe I just hope it does.

When Jude entered the bathroom, she could hear Logan already finishing up in her stall. She popped into the other one, hanging her backpack on the hook inside. She paused to wonder what Logan’s take on bathroom discussion etiquette might be, but then she decided she might as well risk it and apologize later.

“So, uh, how often do you fight demons, anyway? I mean, like, is that the main thing you do?”

For a moment, Logan was quiet, and Jude considered that she may have gotten her answer about etiquette through the omission of a response. Then she heard a flush and the sound of Logan clearing her throat.

“I go where the work takes me. There are demons, yeah. I guess that’s the majority of it. Some monsters are native to different areas, so on occasion I’ll get called somewhere because a demon has started to encroach on human-inhabited territory, and they need help dealing with it. But, uh, most of the time, if it’s a paid job, I get the call because some bored, rich asshole summoned something he shouldn’t have, and then he found himself out of his depth.”

“If it’s a paid job? Do you take unpaid jobs? Wait, did you get paid to come to Wolf Creek?”

“Uh, no, that was pro bono. I guess you could call it my version of charity, if you want. I mean, it’s not like anyone else was gonna do it, you know? Well, I guess eventually the Order might have taken care of it, but I wouldn’t say they’re exactly efficient with their resources.”

Jude’s curiosity was piqued yet again. “The Order? What’s the Order?”

Logan didn’t immediately respond. Jude could hear water running, and then a funny, muffled thump sound.

“Logan? Are you okay?”

Still no response. Jude hurried to pull her pants back up and flush, then came out of her stall.

When she turned toward the sink, an unusual scene greeted her: Logan appeared to have fallen to her knees, her upper body slumped over the counter, with the sink still running.

“Uh, Logan? What’s—are you—”

Before she could finish the thought, Logan’s shoulders gave a shake, and she raised her head, glancing around the sterile brightness of the room. Then she sprang back to her feet and resumed washing her hands, as though nothing had happened.

“Are you okay?”

Logan met Jude’s eyes in the mirror, and for a moment, it looked like she had no idea who she was at all. Then she cracked a smile and shut off the sink.

“Yeah, I’m good. Bit tired, I guess. Here, sink’s all yours.” She stepped back, grabbing a paper towel as she did so.

And then she walked away, as if it had never happened.

Lying in her bed now, Jude still wondered what that moment meant. Maybe Logan really had been tired. After all, it was a long day.

But adding to the mystery was what happened next. When they left the taco place, Logan curtly informed Jude that they’d be backtracking on the highway so they could stay in some town to the east. She’d offered no further explanation than that, and Jude hadn’t been sure how to ask. They’d ended up at a town even smaller than Wolf Creek, and they’d pulled over at the first motel they saw.

This was where Jude experienced her last moment of pause.

While Jude settled in for bed, Logan kept her boots on. She slipped into the bathroom for a few minutes with her bag, but when she came back out, she looked exactly the same. Jude was already having trouble remaining conscious, but she kept her eyes on Logan as she passed by her bed and sat on the edge of her own, looking down at her phone screen.

“You going to sleep?” Jude asked.

Logan glanced over at her, then back at her phone.

“I’ll get to bed soon enough. Go ahead and get some sleep. Don’t worry about me.”

Jude found little satisfaction in this answer, but words were already difficult to form, and the lure of the first real bed she’d slept on in days was strong. She groped the bed beside her until her hand connected with her phone, and a part of her wondered if she should try calling Amy back.

Maybe I’ll do it in the morning.

Within seconds, she felt herself fading entirely. Just before she drifted off to sleep, she could have sworn she heard the room’s door open and quietly shut.

The next morning, when Jude struggled her way awake, Logan wasn’t there. Seeing the empty room around her, she got up and checked the bathroom. Also empty. She even peeked her head outside—no Logan, and, more worryingly, no motorcycle either.

For a brief moment, Jude had wondered if she’d been left alone after all. Perhaps Logan’s offer had been a trick from the start, and now Jude would be stranded—with no way back to her hometown and no future waiting for her there, anyway.

Her mind flashed to her parents, but it didn’t remain there long. Her parents probably didn’t even know she’d left town, and they wouldn’t care either way. Panic threatened to rise in her throat.

Until she remembered Amy. Maybe Amy didn’t know exactly where she was, but she would care. Jude plucked her phone off the nightstand and clicked it on, finding Amy’s name reassuringly resting at the top of her recent calls. A sigh of relief rolled out of her.

As her relief settled in, her eyes fell on Logan’s bed: a laptop and a messenger bag, neither of which belonged to Jude, were sitting right on top of it. Jude could have slapped herself.

What are you even doing right now? she’d thought. Logan will be back any minute. Cool your fucking jets, Judith.

As her heart rate had returned to normal, she’d decided to switch on the television. She clicked around for a few minutes, finding primarily commercials on every channel, until she finally settled on a local news broadcast.

“—and patients’ families have demanded immediate action in response to the rising number of confirmed infections. The state has threatened to revoke accreditation if official standards are not met. In other news, the family of a slain girl from the town of Wolf Creek may finally have some answers about their daughter’s gruesome and untimely death.”

As Jude stared in shock, a picture of Violet Buchanan flashed across the screen in front of her.

Well, that wasn’t exactly how I was planning to wake up this morning.

The broadcast went on to say that the carcass of a giant animal, believed to be a grizzly bear, had been discovered in the woods surrounding the town. Officials were unable to confirm the identity of the creature because somehow its remains had been mutilated to such a degree that a specialist needed to be called in to identify it.

Jude unconsciously glanced toward the front door, wondering where Logan was now. She couldn’t help but wonder how many demons Logan had hunted like that before, and how many different ways the truth had been obscured from public discourse.

While she sat contemplating in silence, the news report continued.

“As luck would have it, Wolf Creek is not the only Montana town currently under threat from its local wildlife. An area cattle farmer was found dead outside the town of Drummond this week, in an attack that bears many similarities to the tragedy in Wolf Creek. Local law enforcement officials are teaming up with park rangers and animal control, on the hunt for another possible grizzly gone wild. Area residents are being encouraged to remain indoors after nightfall, and to postpone any hiking or camping trips they may have planned for the foreseeable future, until more information has been gathered on what exactly killed this man. In other news, an opportunity to help alleviate part of our unemployment—”

Jude clicked the television off, finding she couldn’t quite listen to it anymore.

Another attack? What does that mean? Was there another demon roaming around Montana right at this very moment? Where had they said it was?

And where was Logan?

Drummond. Something had flashed through Jude’s mind, almost too quick for her to catch it—a road sign. Before they turned off the road last night, had she seen a road sign? Had it said Drummond?

At that moment, Logan had walked in the front door, carrying a disposable coffee cup and a paper bag bulging with something that smelled like food.

“Breakfast?” she said with a smile, offering the bag over to Jude. Jude accepted it gladly, trying her best to return Logan’s smile while her mind raced.

No way are we in Drummond right now. That makes no sense. Sure, Logan is cool, but how could she possibly know that something was happening here? Maybe it really was a wild bear attack, and it’s just a coincidence that it happened right after Kurt summoned a demon. That has to be the simplest explanation, right?

Something about the situation didn’t sit right with her, but Jude decided to set it aside. It didn’t matter anyway. Right?

“I don’t want to rush you,” said Logan, “but the faster you eat, the sooner we can get on the road. We’ve got about a seven-hour ride ahead of us, give or take.” She’d checked her phone. “And I don’t know about you, but I might need to stop and eat again in, like, an hour. We’ll see.”

Jude nodded numbly and opened up the paper bag. As she tore into her breakfast, Logan walked around to the other side of her bed, picked up her laptop, and opened her bag to slip it inside.

And Jude blinked. Had she seen what she thought she’d seen? She thought she’d seen Logan’s shirt inside the bag, covered in blood.

Stop being ridiculous, she told herself, taking a deep breath. She finished her breakfast in record time, then stood up and turned around to dress herself, facing back toward her own bed and away from Logan. As she did so, her eyes had rested for a moment on the little plastic sign sitting next to the remote on the table.

It read: The Sleepy Inn at Drummond.

Drummond. They were in the town on the news; there was no denying that.

At the time, she hadn’t made the further connection, but now, lying in her bed at the Logan estate, she could. Logan had been unusually ravenous that morning, just as she had the day before—just as she often was, right after a kill.

But there was another question behind that, one that Jude had been circling around for weeks now, but over and over again, she’d chosen not to ask it. Now, as the last vestiges of adrenaline left her body and exhaustion settled in fully, she pondered it again. It was a simple question, really.

How had Logan ever known to come to Wolf Creek in the first place?


Chapter Two
Down on the Estate

When Jude woke in the morning, she had one hand closed around Mortimer the moose’s neck, as tight and unmovable as rigor mortis. She forced herself to relax and took a breath, then used her other hand to reach for the alarm going off on her phone.

Self-defense training today, she thought to herself, trying not to feel disappointed. If someone had told her two months ago that she’d be starting out her day with a self-defense class, she would have been elated. Now, of course, she knew for sure that magic existed, and it seemed to make the rest of the world lose some luster.

Still, staying in bed wasn’t going to change her schedule or Logan’s mind. If she was ever going to get to go out in the field and face a real demon, instead of that creepy, translucent ghost Logan used for training, then she needed to get up and do as she was told—and she needed to kick ass at it. So, with a sigh and a grit of her teeth, she climbed out from under her covers. Propping Mortimer up on a pillow, she tucked a blanket edge around him and hoped he would forgive her for strangling him in her sleep.

Then she walked across the room to the heavy black curtains and pulled them wide. She couldn’t help but let out a small sigh at the sight that greeted her.

The first time Jude had laid eyes on the estate, she didn’t believe what she was seeing. As Logan’s motorcycle had flown down the lane leading up to the monolithic building before them, the sun had already begun to set, and Jude had had to blink several times to make sure she wasn’t imagining it.

It’s a fucking mansion, she’d thought. Thanks to the sheer size of the thing, she’d felt automatically uninvited, an unwanted intruder, even before she’d ever set foot inside. Its large stone façade was forbidding and stern, promising dark ritual and danger within. Even after sleeping in one of its rooms for a month, it still made Jude uneasy to look at it from afar.

Looking out from within it, however, was a different story. In every direction she looked, all she could see was natural beauty: tall evergreen trees lined the property, giving way to the thick forest in which they trained, and in the distance, Jude could see white-capped mountains sheathed in swirling clouds. Though it was June, the sky was gray, and a fog threatened to roll in from the east. By her estimate, the temperature here was anywhere between ten and twenty degrees cooler than Wolf Creek, though she knew they weren’t much farther north; they were simply closer to the coast.

Finally, she turned away from the window again and walked back to her enormous closet, where she picked out a cheerful green T-shirt and a pair of loose running shorts. She was about to slip on her running shoes and join Knatt downstairs when she decided to give her phone a quick check. As soon as she clicked on the screen, she saw a message from Amy.

I miss you. Call me soon?

Jude’s heart did a backflip in her chest. Amy. If she had a single regret about leaving Wolf Creek behind, that regret would be Amy-shaped.

Before Logan showed up, Jude would have said that the biggest change her life had ever undergone was the first time Amy had ever talked to her. In a roundabout way, magic had brought that into her life, too.

The first time Jude had ever been alone with an internet connection, she had used it to look up magic, and she’d been using it for that ever since. Over time, she’d accumulated a list of possible spells, casting ingredients, and magical symbols, and assembled them together in a handwritten notebook that she kept secret from her parents, moving it between a few different hiding spots throughout the house. Sometimes, when she was bored, she would doodle copies of some of the symbols, scrawling them over and over on the backs of scratch paper or the margins of other notebooks.

That was the only reason Amy had ever talked to her in the first place. One day in class, Amy looked over and saw Jude scribbling out a swirling, loopy symbol on the side of her notes. She tapped her on the shoulder and smiled.

“What are you drawing there?”

“Huh?”

“What are you drawing? There, that thing on your paper. What’s that?”

“Oh, uh, it’s just this thing—this, uh, this picture I found online. It’s uh, it’s an occult thing, I guess.”

Amy’s smile lit up her entire face, like she’d never heard of anything so exciting.

“Oh my god, that’s so cool! Where’d you find it? Can you draw me one?”

And just like that, a bridge formed between the two of them. Even now, Jude didn’t quite get it. What had Amy seen in her? Why had she ever bothered?

And what could she possibly see in her now?

I miss you. Call me soon?

Jude stared down at her phone a moment longer. She wanted to talk to Amy, didn’t she? Yes. Despite a looming but vague sense of dread, she did. So she tapped out a response.

Yeah, call you tonight.

With that, she put her phone away and marched out of the room.

 

 

The self-defense trainer turned out to be a short, curvy woman in her 40s, with thick, curly black hair falling nearly to her waist, wearing what could only be described as yoga-chic. Knatt introduced her as Adele Pendello and left them to it.

They stepped out onto the back patio to begin, and to Jude’s surprise and pleasure, Adele immediately demonstrated a baseline knowledge of casting.

“Let’s start with a quick centering meditation,” she said as she passed Jude a yoga mat to stand on. “Henri tells me you’ve been studying both fencing and letha casting, but that your knowledge of eira would be…limited. Tell me, have you ever read any of the Teirahan guided scripts?”

“Have I read—what?” Jude stopped halfway through laying out her mat, nonplussed.

Adele gave her an inquisitive look.

“The guided scripts…from Teirahan? The living refuge for Adherents of the Moon Temple?”

Jude stared at her blankly for a moment before she realized she was expected to respond.

“Uh, the Adherents of…um, what?”

Adele placed her hands on her hips and frowned.

“You do know what eira is, don’t you?”

Jude felt a wave of self-consciousness come over her. “Uh, I mean, I know it’s another form of casting, and—and Mr. Knatt said it doesn’t require all the catalysts that letha does.”

“That’s all?”

Jude took a breath and thought about what she knew. “Eira can summon the elements. And—well, you have to reach inner peace or something to be able to do it, right?”

A rueful smile broke over Adele’s face.

“Not quite—you don’t have to achieve complete inner peace just to summon eira. That’s only if you aim to become a true Master. But yes, eira casters tend to have a spiritual focus; many call themselves Adherents of the Moon Temple. They consider their true home to be a place called Teirahan, though it has a few other names. There’s no lone prescribed dogma, but the Masters at Teirahan do have a number of scripts to guide students through meditative subjects. Go ahead and sit where you are. We’ll start off easy.”

Jude felt her interest rising with every word that Adele said. By the time she got into Adele’s preferred seated position, she had forgotten all her misgivings about self-defense training.

 

 

Their training that morning traded between the physical tasks Jude had been expecting, and lengthy pauses to meditate. They trained for most of the morning: three hours in total. Though she did well enough with the cardio Adele set, as well as the forms and stances she put her through, Jude found meditation harder than she ever could have anticipated. As long as Adele was speaking, repeating the scripts she’d mentioned, Jude could focus on her words and the sound of her voice. But as soon as she stopped, everything went to hell.

Jude couldn’t focus, couldn’t clear her mind. If she had nothing external to focus on, her mind wandered to lunch, or her failure the night before, or whether that dusty television in the gigantic main room might actually work.

Every once in a while, she’d catch herself, force a deep breath, and try to walk it back. She refocused on her breathing, counting in and counting out. Four seconds passed, then five.

And then she remembered the message from Amy.

I wonder what Amy’s doing right now, one part of her brain thought, while another part continued to count out her breaths. She wondered what Logan was doing, too, and where she went on each of her frequent disappearances. She felt a pang of guilt that her mind strayed so quickly from Amy, and another pang over how suddenly she’d left town—

I wanted her to feel bad, she thought. I wanted her to feel like she drove me away. Why in the world would she want to be with somebody like that?

She caught herself again. With no resolution to the thought, she tried her best to let it go. Another pause, another self-shake. Another round of counting her breath.

And so it went. Every few minutes, her mind went around the exact same loop, never really landing in a new place before she brought it back and tried again. By the time they were done, Jude felt like her mind had gotten more of a workout than her body.

Knatt came out to greet them when their time was up, and then he escorted Adele to her car at the front of the house. Jude immediately made a beeline for the kitchen, her stomach growling like a maniac. There, she discovered that he’d already made her a sandwich, with a side of pear slices, and left it out on the counter for her.

She wondered if his conscientiousness would ever cease to amaze her.

As she settled herself into a high stool near the marble-topped island in the center of the surprisingly modern kitchen, her mind immediately found its way to the last time she’d spoken to Amy in person.

Jude had been staying on her couch under false pretenses for the previous six nights, with no break, and she’d wondered once or twice when Amy’s parents might get wise.

“I’m not sure how long they’re going to buy it,” Amy had said quietly, a little after third period. “Can you stay with someone else for at least, like, a night or two? Just so it looks like you went home for a while, you know? And then you can come back, and my parents won’t realize—”

“That I’m actually homeless?” Jude had spat back at her, the venom building in her voice faster than she could fight it.

“No, that’s not what I—”

“It’s fine, you don’t have to lie,” Jude had said, her face and her will turning swiftly to stone. “I’m not delusional. And yeah, whatever, I’ll get out of your hair. I know you don’t want me there anyway.”

She’d stormed off before Amy could respond. Amy had called after her, but she’d ignored it. Later that day, she’d gone to see Logan in her office, and that evening, she’d ended up helping a fellow classmate escape a demon. She’d stayed with the girl through the night, just to make sure she was safe, and she’d picked up her bags from Amy’s house the next morning. It was Amy’s mother who let her in, so she managed to slip in and out without coming face-to-face with Amy herself.

And then she’d decided to leave town with Logan. She’d called Amy to let her know, but she’d kept the conversation brief, even though she knew she was leaving Amy with a million unanswered questions. In fact, the thought of leaving Amy with lingering questions satisfied her. She knew it wasn’t really her fault, but that didn’t stop her from retaining her anger at Amy for the mere suggestion of kicking her out on the street. The thought that Amy might wonder, might worry about her, might feel bad for betraying her, even when she really hadn’t—it satisfied Jude.

Until she heard that sad, confused voicemail on her phone. Then she felt like an ass.

She’d listened to it the first night she’d stayed in her new room.

“Hey, Jude. Uh, man, I really wish you would just call me back already.” Amy’s small, sad laugh punctuated her speech. “I’m just worried, okay? I mean, I know we left things kinda weird, but I didn’t think you were just gonna take off like that, you know? I—when you called me, I didn’t—I didn’t think you were serious, or I would have said something. Something more, I guess. Look, we don’t have to—to talk, or whatever, but can you just call me? You didn’t even tell me where you were going. Can you just let me know you’re okay? That’s all, I guess. Bye.”

“We left things kinda weird.” You mean how I accused you of never wanting me around and then ran away? Yeah, I guess that’s weird.

What Amy hadn’t known when she’d asked Jude if she had anywhere else to stay for a night or two was that the answer was no. Jude had no one else. Her only friend at school had been Suzanne Grubb, and Suzanne had moved away a year before. They hadn’t kept in touch. Jude assumed Suzanne, like her, wanted to forget all about Wolf Creek as soon as she could.

Amy also hadn’t known that after her own parents had kicked her out, Jude had spent a night sleeping in the girls’ locker room at school. It was only the humiliation of that night that compelled her to ask Amy if she could stay with her in the first place. Even now, nobody but Jude knew about that night.

Now, of course, there was a whole universe of things that Amy didn’t know about her life.

“Ready for your quiz?” said a voice from somewhere behind her.

Yanked from her reverie, she startled and glanced around, her eyes eventually falling on Knatt’s serene, smiling face.

She remembered the mild sense of surprise she’d felt the first time she’d seen him. This guy was Logan’s partner? He dressed like a college professor, with the primness and poise of a royal. For a moment that first night, when she’d heard a male voice from the other end of the entry hall, she’d expected to see Logan’s father standing there. She quickly surmised, however, that he was most likely someone else, as she assumed that Logan’s biological father was neither British nor black.

She had, of course, completely forgotten about the test he’d prepared for her this afternoon. Her meditation-heavy morning had wiped it from her mind.

“Just about,” she said, clutching at the remains of her sandwich.

“Fantastic. Well, I’ll head over to the library, then, to get it all set up for you. Join me when you can.”

She nodded with feigned enthusiasm as he turned and walked out of the room.

Was I supposed to study for this? She couldn’t remember.

In far too short a time, the rest of her food disappeared. She took her time washing her plate, then reluctantly plodded toward the east wing, where the library was located.

As she walked, she wondered for the hundredth time what it must have been like to grow up in a house like this. To reach the east wing, the quickest route was through the great room, located at the center of the building, just beyond the entry hall if one came in through the front door. The great room, like its name suggested, was enormous, boasting floor-to-ceiling windows latticed with wrought iron, and furniture so ornate and stately that Jude would have bet money they came from a different century. The top row of window panels featured one long pictographic scene in stained glass, and the eastern wall of the room featured a tall fireplace with an impressive mantel decorated in sculptures of various pagan gods.

Jude crossed the room via the south side, nearest the entrance, which meant walking beneath the massive overhang that supported a kind of viewing balcony and thruway on the second floor.

When she reached the far side of the room, she passed through the doorway into the east wing. A majority of the doors on this side of the house had remained closed to her, but she headed straight for one that had not: the giant double oak doors on the south side of the hall, carved with a large, ornate image of a tree, its roots and branches reaching up and outward, until they came together to form a perfect circle, as the demarcated perimeter of the symbol.

She pushed through the doors. Behind them stood a now-familiar sight: the vast, perfectly circular, two-story chamber that made up the library. The walls were lined with shelves—including the second floor, which also boasted a slim balcony all along the perimeter, allowing potential readers to reach the higher-up books by way of a series of rickety ladders. Shelves also cluttered the interior of the room in a strangely ominous artificial pattern, arranged like a splay of sunbeams radiating out from the round oak table at the center.

As she looked, Jude could see that Knatt had arranged a number of items on the table—her test, of course. He stood just behind the table, giving her that irritatingly peaceful smile. Jude grunted when she saw it. Then she reluctantly made her way forward.

As she approached the table, she realized that the items were various letha accoutrements, each made out of a different material. A paper card sat before every item with three lines for her to fill out: what the item was, its most common uses, and its particular specialty, if it had one.

Okay, that’s not so bad. I can do this, I think.

So she got to work.

About twenty minutes in, she’d finished about half of the table. The next card she picked up belonged to a black blade resting atop a small square of silk. She was sure she remembered that blade; if she was right, it was made of obsidian. The special property of obsidian is—

At that moment, she heard a noise behind her, near the entrance to the room. Knatt’s head jerked in that direction, and her own followed suit.

Logan.

“Got a sec?” she said, her head tilting as her eyes locked with Knatt’s.

“Certainly.” He stood and began to cross to her, but he paused as he passed Jude. “I can trust you not to cheat, can’t I?”

“Scout’s honor,” said Jude, holding back an eye-roll.

With that, they walked out. Jude watched them go. Then she gave herself a small shake and turned back to the table, trying to remember that she was nearly halfway done.

The special property of obsidian is disruption, she wrote. A perfect blade can be difficult to create, and far more difficult to maintain, but it is generally considered the optimal shape for its use. When wielded correctly, a skilled caster can use it to disrupt or redirect another caster’s ritual.

She scribbled a little bit more until she’d filled out the card, then moved on to the next. It hardly seemed to take her any time at all to complete the second half of the table, so by the time Knatt finally returned, she was already putting the finishing touches on her last answer.

Logan wasn’t with him. Apparently, she’d only stayed long enough to impart her information before dissipating on the wind once more.

“Done so soon?” asked Knatt, gazing down at the table with approval in his eyes.

“Yes, sir,” she said with a nod.

“Lovely.”

Without another word, he picked up the card nearest to him and read it straight through. He nodded curtly and decisively before moving on to the next one. Again he nodded, again he pushed on. Soon enough he’d rounded the whole table this way. After the very last one, another calm and collected smile spread over his features.

“You seem to be a quick study, Miss Li. High marks all around.”

A breath she hadn’t known she was holding slowly hissed out of Jude’s pursed lips.

“Cool,” she said, with a relief more obvious than she would have liked. “Thank you.”

“Tell me,” he said, rotating on one heel to face her, “how would you like to accompany Logan out on a job tomorrow?”

Jude’s heart threatened to soar.

“Really? You mean it?”

“Oh, yes. It’s a simple enough job, and I—well, Logan believes it might benefit you to experience field work, as it were. And I concur. I take it you’re interested?”

“Very much, yes, please.”

“Very good.” He clapped his hands together and smiled. “Well, I’d say you’ve earned a bit of a break today. Why don’t you take the afternoon back? You can practice in here, if you’d like, or find something a little more recreational to do, if you’d prefer that. I should have dinner ready around seven.”

As Jude nodded her head in response, Knatt was already on his way out the door. She almost wondered if he were blowing her off, eager to move along to some other activity that didn’t involve a teenage ward.

So, not for the first time, she found herself left to her own devices, alone once again inside this endless, empty house.

She had the entire estate at her disposal: the obstacle training course on the lawn, the paths winding through the property and the woods beyond, the massive library, the main room decorated for another century, the well-stocked and modernized kitchen, the game room and home theater in the basement, and any number of other rooms she hadn’t explored yet.

So, where did she want to go?

She thought about it for a minute, hovering anxiously beside the circular table. Then she headed back upstairs, to the bedroom she now called her own.

Once she was safely hidden behind her door, Jude breathed a small sigh of relief. While the rest of the house still felt alien to her, this room, at least, was home.

She immediately collapsed onto the bed and picked up her phone. Though she saw the missed message flashing in the corner, she ignored it, clicking over to her downloaded music instead.

Logan had bought her the phone, of course. Jude’s parents switched off her old phone within days of kicking her out, but in a fortunate flash of genius, Jude had already copied her important numbers into a burner phone—the one Logan had slipped into her pocket during their search for Kurt Redmond and his monster. When her old phone stopped working, Jude let Logan know, and the next day, she woke up to a brand new smartphone sitting on her desk, with detailed instructions for how to switch the burner’s number over to it.

Naturally, a few days after that, she woke to a set of brand new speakers sitting on the same desk, this time with instructions for how to sync them to the new cell phone. The cell phone had made a certain amount of logistical sense, but the speakers left her somewhat at a loss. Did Logan think that expensive gadgets were simply the most appropriate housewarming gift for a teenage outcast?

For one surreal moment, Jude had looked at those brand new speakers and wondered if the apparently wealthy adult woman who had picked her out of her small town high school and whisked her away to a mansion in another state might somehow turn out to have ulterior motives.

Then she had gone downstairs to another one of Knatt’s full breakfast spreads and a long day of training, and she had forgotten all about it.

Because Logan had left both the phone and the speaker set in such a strangely anonymous fashion, Jude was at a loss for how to bring them up later, even to say thanks. So there they lay, unquestioned and unmentioned. And when Jude hit play on her favorite album, it blasted out from a bright yellow-and-silver cube reverberating on the desk near the far wall.

The desk itself had come to her in a slightly more reasonable manner. Knatt had insisted she have a place to study, and he and Logan had found an unused desk in some far corner of the house and moved it in. Of course, it was as old as most of the other furniture in the house, so Jude accepted the possibility that it was an antique worth thousands, if not more, but at least she knew that Logan hadn’t actively paid money for it. That was something.

Just as she had a million times in her old bedroom in Montana, Jude closed her eyes when the first few chords spread through the room, and a wave of calm spread accordingly through her body. The record was called Cold as Stone, Layla Stone’s second studio release. Jude had been about 13 when it came out, and she’d fallen completely in love with it the moment she’d heard the eponymous single on the radio. She didn’t figure out until a few years later that it was a breakup album.

Unwillingly but inevitably, her thoughts turned to Amy.

Call me soon?

She knew she should just do it, but her feelings on the subject were complicated. Though she still held a perfect, pristine image of Amy in her mind, and she still felt about her exactly as she always had, they had barely spoken since she’d left town. In fact, they’d spoken exactly once, right after Jude had gotten that pitiful message from her, and on that call, she’d told her that she was safe, and almost nothing else. Then she’d claimed she had to go and hung up.

There had been messages since then, all from Amy.

Are you still okay?

I ran into Bianca Graves today, and she asked about you. What’s that about?

My parents are thinking about getting a new dog. Pretty sure they’re trying to replace me, but I also kinda want the dog. What do you think?

Can you tell me where you are?

She hadn’t answered a single one, even though she’d wanted to. Every time she glanced at them, her twin senses of guilt and shame threatened to engulf her.

And yet…a part of her was still a little angry. She knew it wasn’t fair, but it was true. Amy had kicked her out, more or less. Perhaps worse than that, Amy knew that she’d been summarily kicked out of not one, but two houses. Jude felt embarrassed just thinking about her.

She should call her. She knew that. But her fingers hovered, resisting.

Then the choice was taken out of her hands. A shrill ring interrupted the music in her speakers, and Amy’s name showed up on the screen.

Fair enough, she thought, though she still hesitated.

Finally, on reckless impulse, she clicked the answer button. She regretted it immediately, and it took her several seconds to bring herself to speak.

“Hi,” she said at last, her voice quieter than she’d hoped. More vulnerable.

“Jude? Is that really you?”

“Yeah, it’s me. Hi.”

She heard a sigh of relief on the other end.

“Finally.”

Jude felt the weight of accusation in the word.

“I was going to call you tonight.”

“Sure you were.”

“I was.”

“It’s been weeks, Jude.” Amy let out an exasperated huff. “I’ve called you, I’ve sent you messages. And you just…you’ve just ignored me.”

“I’ve been kinda…busy.”

Amy scoffed. “Okay, great. Your brand new life keeps you just so busy that you can’t return a single text message. Must be rough, not having the one or two minutes it would take to respond. Sounds like a hard life.”

Jude bristled and clenched her hands, but for the moment, she said nothing. She knew she deserved this.

“I’m sorry,” she finally managed. “I…I didn’t know what to say to you. I’m sorry.”

Amy let out a long, slow breath. “I just wanted to know you were okay.”

“I know. I’m really, really sorry. It’s been…I don’t know, these last few weeks have been kind of a blur, you know?”

“No, I don’t, actually. You haven’t told me anything about it. Where are you, anyway?”

And here, she ran into a wall. Most of the reasons she’d avoided answering any of Amy’s attempts to reach out were emotional, but at least one was logistical: she didn’t know how much she was allowed to say. Logan had told her that, while not strictly a secret, magic wasn’t known to most people, and if she told anyone about it, she might be putting them in danger.

Maybe it’s best to keep things vague.

“Oh, yeah. Uh…I’m a little bit outside of Seattle.”

“Seattle? How’d you get to Seattle?”

Where do I begin?

“Well, I came here with—uh, you remember the grief counselor? With the motorcycle?”

“The grief counselor? You mean that woman who rescued us from that—that thing—that bear—in the woods?”

So she remembered the demon, in a way. But she thought it was a bear. Or at least she’d convinced herself it was a bear.

“Yeah. That’s the one.”

“Yeah, I remember her. I remember that whole night pretty well, actually.” Beneath the irritation in Amy’s voice, Jude detected the faintest hint of fear.

“She brought me here. I’m, uh, I’m kinda at her house.”

Silence. Finally, Amy clicked her tongue, either in disbelief or disapproval. “You’re at her house? In Seattle?”

“Well, not in Seattle, but—”

“Are you insane? What if she’s some kind of rapist? What if she sells you into the—the sex trade—human trafficking, or—or what if she’s into drugs or something?”

Jude fought the urge to laugh—both at the suggestion that Logan might be a pimp or a human trafficker, and at the idea that drugs would be even worse than that.

“Hey, Amy, slow down a bit, okay? I’m fine. I promise you, I’m not a dope fiend, and I have not been sold into the sex trade. And if she wanted to rape me, I’m guessing she would have done it while we were—uh—”

Far too late, Jude realized that her current line of defense was only going to upset Amy.

“While you were what?”

“Uh…sleeping in a hotel room together.”

For a moment, Amy was silent again. Jude no longer imagined her clutching her pearls.

“Jude, goddamn it, you are such a fucking idiot sometimes.”

“Yeah. I know. But nothing happened! Nothing’s happened this whole time, in fact. She’s just—she’s letting me live in her house, keeping me fed and clothed, mentoring me. I promise you, I’m completely safe with her.”

Amy let out a long-suffering sigh. “It doesn’t really matter what I think, does it? You’re your own person. And, anyway, it’s not like I could come and stop you when I don’t really know where you are.”

Something in Jude’s heart fluttered. “Would you…would you want to come and stop me? If you could, I mean.”

Another moment of hesitation. When Amy spoke, her voice was soft. “I still care about you, if that’s what you’re asking. I’m not the one who called to say we should take a break, and oh yeah, by the way, I’m leaving town. That was you, remember?”

The fluttering, fragile thing in Jude’s heart crumpled. She’d forgotten exactly what she’d said on that call, but now that Amy said it out loud, she remembered.

And she remembered the exact feeling of hurt that had compelled her to say it. She couldn’t not remember it now.

“No,” she replied, an unfamiliar, harsh edge to her voice, “you’re just the one who threw me out of your house.”

For a moment, Amy was deathly silent. Jude could feel the weight of her own words hanging between them, dragging them both down.

“Is that what you think happened?” Amy’s voice sounded strained, like a rubber band stretched too far. “Jude, I didn’t want you to leave. If it were up to me…I would have kept you here forever.”

Jude had a curious feeling then, as if she’d taken a step without looking and tumbled down an unforeseen downslope.

A small lump formed in her throat.

“I would have kept you, too,” she muttered, the words breaking as they fell from her lips.

They both went quiet after that. For the first time since she’d left, Jude wished she was back there, just so they could be in the same room. Something important seemed to be passing between them, and it pained her to feel how separated they were, even in that moment. Amy might as well have been on the other side of an ocean.

“Well,” said Amy, her voice now quiet and subdued, like the rubber band had finally broken and shrunk back. “Now that we’ve settled that…you want to tell me a little bit more about the grief counselor you ran off with? Who I still suspect may be some kind of kidnapper, by the way.”

“She’s not a kidnapper,” said Jude, feeling a small amount of good humor come back to her. “She’s, uh…well, she’s a private detective, actually.” Technically, this was the truth. “And she’s kind of taken me on as, like, her ward. Like an apprenticeship, you know?”

For a long moment, Amy didn’t respond. Jude only knew she was still there when she made a noise that sounded something like a sigh.

“An apprenticeship, as in…you want to learn to be a private detective from her, and, like, do that as a job?”

“Basically, yeah.”

Amy paused again. Jude imagined her furrowing her brow.

“Aren’t you going to go to college?”

“Maybe,” said Jude, though this was a little bit further from the truth. “Somewhere down the line, I mean, but not right now.”

“I thought you wanted to go.”

“My parents wanted me to go,” she said, trying to keep her tone neutral as her mother flashed in her mind. “I just wanted to get out of town, and when they were going to pay for it, I figured it was as good a way to go as any.”

“And now you are out of town,” said Amy, realization weighing heavy on her voice. “So you don’t need that anymore.”

“I don’t know,” Jude answered, shrugging even though she knew Amy couldn’t see her. “I’m just not thinking about it right now, I guess.”

“Okay,” said Amy. “I guess that’s…your call. I just…I mean, do private detectives make a lot of money? I mean, not that that’s important, but—how can she afford to just take on a…you said you’re her ward?”

“Yeah, kinda.”

“So how can she just afford a ward like that?”

“She has some pretty wealthy clients,” Jude answered vaguely.

In truth, she wasn’t totally sure what Logan’s overall financial situation was, but it was pretty safe to say she had a lot of family money. That answer, of course, was likely to make Amy more suspicious, not less.

“So, wait—she’s a grief counselor, and she’s a private detective?”

Ah, there it was. Logan’s charade, come back to bite her in the ass.

“She’s actually…just a private detective,” said Jude carefully. “The counselor thing…well, that was kind of her cover.”

“Her cover.”

“So she could interview the students.”

“Why?”

“Oh, she was investigating. Uh, she was investigating Violet Buchanan’s death.”

“Wasn’t Violet killed by that bear?”

“Yeah,” said Jude, thinking as fast as she could. “But it was, uh…it escaped from a private zoo. And, uh, it was, like, not a normal bear attack or something, so there were…questions. And Logan specializes in…exotic animals.”

“It was an…exotic bear?”

“Yep.”

Amy didn’t immediately respond, but Jude waited, forcibly keeping herself from offering more explanation than that. She couldn’t really think what else she could add, anyway.

Finally, Amy broke the silence.

“Well, it did look kinda different,” she said cautiously, as if she were merely trying the words out. “I guess…that kinda makes sense.”

“Yep,” said Jude, picking up steam again. “So, yeah, she was just there to investigate.”

“Okay,” said Amy. “Wait, so does that mean you’re going around investigating crazy animal attacks or something?”

“Well, no,” said Jude, a little sheepishly. “She doesn’t want me to go out in the field until I’m done with my training.”

She decided it was best not to mention the assignment she was about to go on.

“Well, that’s good, I guess.”

Silence fell between them again, and this time, it felt distinctly awkward. Unable to stand it much longer, Jude forced herself to speak.

“Well, uh, I think it’s getting late,” she said, though she was sure she had hours left before dinner. “Uh, maybe I can call you…tomorrow, or something?”

“Sure,” said Amy, and Jude honestly could not tell how sincere she was. “I’d like that. I was thinking—well—”

Jude felt herself tense.

“What were you thinking?”

“Well, maybe we could talk about…me coming to visit you, in Seattle?”

She relaxed, but not completely.

“Sure,” she said. “I’d like to see you.”

“Me, too. Well, I guess I’ll talk to you later, then.”

“Yeah. Bye.”

“Bye.”

With a click, Amy was gone. Jude stared blankly at the phone for a moment, feeling the weight of the empty room around her.

All of a sudden, she felt like she had more energy to burn after all. Without another thought, she located her running shoes, put them on, and headed for the back door.

Maybe, if she ran long and hard enough, she could shake the strangely hollow feeling Amy had left in her wake.


Chapter Three
The Working Week

Jude stood paralyzed in front of her closet. For the first time in living memory, she didn’t know what she wanted to wear. She was going out in public today—maybe not for very long, but for long enough. For the first time in a few weeks, she’d be going farther than the nearest grocery store. In fact, Knatt had said she would, at least briefly, be traveling through Seattle to get to their client’s house. Millions of strangers might be able to see her.

So she pulled down a pair of cargo pants in XXL and stared at them. Back in Wolf Creek, she would have had no doubt; she would have picked the pants that swamped her and paired them with a gray hoodie, and that would be that. But now?

She’d seen the way Logan moved, and she’d seen the way Logan dressed for movement. And when they trained, she knew that picking the better-fitting clothing was the more practical choice. Jude could just imagine her pants slipping down past her waist, the leg getting caught under her shoe and tripping her up. In the past month, it had happened twice.

So instead, she picked the pair’s twin: cargo pants in her actual size. Once they were on her body, she could tell that they were still loose enough to allow movement, and the huge pockets gave her options as well. Knatt had let her take a few sachets of powder back to her room, and she picked out a parcel of sage and ague root, which she’d successfully used to catalyze a number of casts now. Then she selected a canary-yellow T-shirt, also in the smaller size, and slipped it on.

Before heading downstairs to meet Logan, she walked into the bathroom to look at herself. In the mirror, she saw a nervous girl with a messy braid and twitchy hands—not exactly the powerful letha caster she was hoping she’d see.

Still, it could have been worse. She set her jaw and met her own gaze with defiance. If she wasn’t going to look powerful, then at least she’d look determined.

With that, she made her way down to the kitchen. Logan was waiting for her already, leaning against the counter as she gazed about the room. When Jude entered, she popped back up and glanced briefly at her phone screen.

“Good…ah, afternoon, apparently. You ready to go? Do you need to eat?”

Jude shook her head. She’d managed to get breakfast down earlier, but her nerves had formed an invisible band around her stomach since then, and it tightened with every moment that passed. She couldn’t have eaten even if she’d wanted to.

“All right, then. Follow me.”

With that, Logan was off. Jude hurried to keep up, assuming that they were headed toward Logan’s neon green motorcycle, probably parked right out front. She followed Logan through the great room and down the hall through the west wing, striding right past the lab and a few other doors she hadn’t yet opened. At the very end of the hallway stood one of those unopened doors, this one heavy and wooden.

This must be the garage, or maybe a mudroom.

As they approached, she could see the door was covered in an endless, intricate pattern, lines and images swirling all around the oak in some kind of dark ink. That’s a little odd.

Logan turned the handle and pushed the door open. The room on the other side was not either of the things Jude expected it to be.

It took her breath away with its magnitude: large and marble, it was perfectly circular, just like the library, with an arched ceiling high above them. Unlike the library, this room was completely empty and windowless. The round wall was lined with torches, all of them already lit, and in between each torch sconce stood another door. How had she never noticed this room before? Could it be seen from the outside?

And where do all the doors lead to? As Jude stepped inside, slowly turning around so she could take it all in, she tried to reconstruct her memory of the outside of the building. The house was huge, yes, but she thought she might have noticed if the western wing ended in a giant circular turret, like the east wing did.

“Where are we?” she asked breathlessly. Behind her, Logan shut the door they’d come in through.

“We call it the traveling room,” said Logan. “Pretty different, isn’t it? As a matter of fact, it’s nearly unique.”

A handful of pillars stood dispersed throughout the room, making a circle inside the circle. Jude drifted over to the nearest one, and as she closed in, she could see that it was covered in the same swirling, twisting markings that had emblazoned the door to the room.

One of the doors to the room, Jude corrected herself, clocking all the other doors set into the walls around them. Did each door lead to another room in the house? How is that possible?

“We’ll be going this way,” said Logan, turning toward the door just to the left of the one they’d entered through. “You coming?”

“Yeah,” said Jude, her voice sounding as dazed as she felt, “after you.”

Logan chuckled as she turned away, then pulled a set of keys from the pocket of her jacket. She picked out a skeleton key and slid it into the lock, then opened the door and stepped through.

Beyond the door, Jude could see some kind of hallway, though it looked different from the other halls in the house. While most of the house was dark-paneled and shadowy, with thick dark rugs covering the floors, this wall was plain white, the floor an unadorned wood. Jude approached with curiosity.

When she stepped through the door, her brain did a somersault. The short hallway let out into a broad living room with floor-to-ceiling windows, and through those windows, Jude could make out—

The outline of a city set against the sky.

“What the fuck?” she muttered. Logan closed the door behind them, and when Jude took in the rest of the hallway, she could see that from this side, the door looked like it belonged to a coat closet.

“Like I said,” Logan said, nonchalantly, “we call it the traveling room. You use it to travel.”

Jude blinked several times. At the other end of the hall stood a black door, complete with peephole and locking chain. Across from the magical passageway, a doorway into a long, narrow kitchen, and beyond that, a dining room.

She turned back around to the gigantic living room. She took a few halting steps toward it, still not believing her eyes.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“My apartment,” answered Logan. “Geographically, Seattle. Pioneer Square, to be specific, but don’t let that color your view of it.”

Jude had never heard of Pioneer Square, so she didn’t know what that meant. Unlike the estate, everything about this apartment screamed modern living. The furniture consisted of a gray couch and divan set, and a few high-backed chairs upholstered in black. The hardwood floor boasted a white area rug that looked like some sort of shiny fur, and the low coffee table was clear glass, decorated by a few pieces of uncut crystal and a small statue of a giraffe, made of silver metal. Beyond that, right in the middle of the wall of windows, stood a narrow fireplace, its black metal chimney creating a stark contrast line right in the middle of the view.

Drifting forward like a magnet drew her, Jude made her way over to the windows. A slim balcony stood on the other side of the glass, and the view before her consisted of bustling city streets, tall gray buildings, a stormy, quickly darkening sky, and a wide expanse of silver water far below.

“Wow,” said Jude. “You sleep here?”

“Staying at the estate makes me antsy,” said Logan. “Never know when you might need to find a diner at 3:00 a.m., you know?”

Jude turned back around slowly, now taking in the giant painting on the far wall. An abstract image roiling with blues and greens and a hint of yellow, it supplied the majority of the color in the room.

“But if you can just walk through a door to get here, then technically couldn’t you still do that if you stayed at the estate?”

“Yeah, I could,” said Logan with a shrug, before she turned on her heel and walked back into the hallway. “Come on, we’ve got to get going. Don’t want to miss the ferry.”

Jude blinked, mildly taken aback by Logan’s sidestep of her own implication. Then she remembered they’d come for a purpose. She spared one last look at the magnificent view before joining Logan across the room.

To her surprise, Logan had opened up the door they’d come through again, but this time, it opened into an actual coat closet.

“Wha—how—?”

Logan had been perusing the items inside the closet, but she paused as Jude stammered at her. For a moment, she gazed at Jude with a vaguely questioning expression, before comprehension dawned on her face.

“Oh, you have to use the key if you want it to take you back,” she said by way of explanation. “Otherwise, it’s just a regular closet.” She turned back to the coats hanging inside, then fished out a bulky black jacket and handed it over to Jude. “Motorcycle jacket. Wear it when we ride. I’ve also got boots for you.”

Jude slipped the jacket over her shoulders; it wasn’t leather, but she suspected it was waterproof. It fit her well enough. Logan passed her a pair of heavy boots as well, and Jude slipped them on. Finally, she got a helmet almost identical to the one she’d worn before.

After that, Logan led the way out the front door and into a spacious elevator. She pressed the button labeled G, and the elevator hummed to life.

They came out into a basement garage, and Logan led the way over to her motorcycle, parked in a slim corner spot next to somebody else’s bike. Jude made sure to secure her helmet as tightly as she could before climbing up behind Logan onto the bike.

She still wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to riding, but it felt a tiny bit less intimidating this time around. They exited the garage onto a steeply sloping one-way street, lined with cafes and restaurants. Logan turned into the traffic and followed it down the hill a few blocks, then turned north onto a flatter throughway.

Jude kept her eyes open as they rode; this was the first time she’d ever been to this city. For that matter, she’d barely ever been to a city, period. She wished the helmet would allow her to crane her neck a bit more: she wanted to take in every building that reached more than two or three stories up.

Unfortunately for Jude’s curiosity, the ride to the ferry only took a few minutes. They rode into a parking lot already filled with lines of cars, directed this way and that by men in yellow vests. Jude tried to look behind them at the city, but she couldn’t see much beyond the freeway overpass behind them. So instead she turned her attention toward the water—or what she could see of it beyond the chain link fence and the docs.

Eventually the parked cars came back to life and began filing into the bottom of the ferry. Logan and Jude were among the last to be let on, and the yellow vests ushered them into a marginal corner to the right.

Logan led the way through a labyrinth of waiting cars into the throng of people pushing up the metal staircase to the viewing platform above.

“Might be cold,” said Logan as they approached the door, “but you probably want to go out onto the deck.”

When Jude followed Logan out of the upper doors, she understood immediately what she’d meant: she was going to get her view of the city, right there on the ferry.

She pushed through the double outer doors, bracing as a cold wind greeted her. She kept walking until she reached the back of the boat—the part with the most unobstructed view.

The city stretched north and south as far as the eye could see. In the gathering dark, it was captivating, thousands of tiny lights blinking happily at her. For the duration of the 30-minute journey, Jude remained outside, gaping in amazement as Seattle slowly slipped by them, and then finally began to recede into the distance. Logan stood quietly beside her, gazing in the same direction. For the rest of the ride, neither of them said a word.

 

 

Once the ferry docked again, they rode off onto Bainbridge Island. Logan steered them away from the small town near the port, and toward a two-lane highway heading west. Eventually she turned north onto a road that looked like it hadn’t been paved in years. What little light the close of day supplied them was reduced by half as the trees stretched their branches, above and across, forming a tunnel over their heads.

Jude wasn’t sure how long they’d been riding when Logan finally turned off onto a long drive marked by a “Private Property” sign. The drive twisted in every direction, as if it had been designed to repel visitors through sheer difficulty. Even so, Logan made every turn.

They turned one last corner and found themselves face-to-face with a house. It looked like the extravagant experiment of a bored architect. Even from the outside, the house appeared just as labyrinthine as the drive leading up to it: it curved in unexpected places, and it appeared to have two separate, disconnected sections making up the second floor—or was it the third? As Jude looked, she realized that a long spiraling staircase led up to the front door, which was far enough from the ground that it may indeed have constituted the real second floor.

Once they were both safely off the bike, Logan hung their helmets off the hook on the back before flipping up the seat to reveal a hidden storage compartment. From there, she pulled out an axe that she strapped to her back. Next, she pulled out a long blade dagger, secure in a holster, which she handed to Jude.

“Clip the belt around your waist,” she said. “Probably won’t need it, but just in case. You can use it to cast, or you can just throw it at anything that comes your way.”

Jude nodded dumbly and did as she was told. A curious combination of excitement and terror began to wind its way through her abdomen.

By the time she was done securing the holster, Logan was already halfway up the steps. Jude hurried after her, taking care she didn’t slip on the steep, slick wood.

A pair of glass doors, decorated in engraved filigree, greeted them at the top, and Jude could see a second set of wood doors just beyond that. Logan rang the doorbell, and Jude fidgeted with the flap on the holster while they waited.

“Why, if it isn’t the charming Miss Logan!”

The second set of doors had opened wide, and now a small, white-haired man stood just behind the glass. He had to be at least a head shorter than Jude, though his frizzy hair made up some of the difference. He gazed at them both with a wide smile, pure delight dancing in his eyes.

“Hi, Martin. Been getting into trouble again?” said Logan congenially.

“Always, my lovely,” he answered proudly, reaching out to unlatch the glass doors. With some effort, he pulled one open. “Can’t seem to help myself, you see. And who have you brought with you?”

“Ah, this is Jude Li. She’s Knatt’s new apprentice, and I offered to bring her along today so she could get some experience in the field. You don’t mind, do you?”

“Of course not!” If anything, the little man’s smile grew even wider. “The more, the merrier! Come in, now, come in. Do try to stamp some of the mud off your boots first, if you please.”

They stepped in through the double doors, and he closed and latched them once more. Logan wiped her feet vigorously on the placemat just inside, before leading the way through the next two doors, and Jude followed her example. Martin came after them, and when he shut that door, he threw no less than three locks shut on it.

What does he think he’s keeping out, way out here? Jude was mystified, but she forgot all about it as soon as she turned to look at the interior of the house.

Little Martin’s living room was high-ceilinged and oblong, with rounded corners. The room was dominated by a gigantic fireplace right in the center, and his primary mode of decorating appeared to be to hang mounted animal heads on the walls.

“So what are we dealing with today, Martin?” asked Logan.

“Ah, yes.” Martin tapped his fingers together, looking slightly shame-faced. “It’s—ah—it was the same one I did last time. I thought—I thought perhaps I might try it again, now that my newest Sumerian totem arrived, you see.”

“You’ve been internet shopping again?” Logan’s right eyebrow arched.

“You know me too well, Miss Logan,” said Martin, shaking his head ruefully.

“Not at all, Martin,” answered Logan, smiling broadly in return. “You’re a complete mystery, I promise.”

“Flatterer.”

With a wink, he turned on his heel and guided them to a door on the far end of the room, which opened into a staircase leading down to the lower level. As they descended, the temperature seemed to drop about ten degrees. The lower level loomed darkly before them.

Martin took the lead down a narrow hallway that ended in another heavy door with a thick, bolting lock on the outside. He paused to give Logan a questioning look.

“Do you require any equipment, or—?”

“We’ve got everything we need.”

“Alrighty then! I’ll be going back upstairs. Perhaps if you’ve got time when you’re finished, I could fix you both a drink.”

“Sounds lovely, Martin. We should be done within the hour, unless something goes terribly wrong. See you on the other side.”

Martin inclined his head in a brief bow, then hurried back down the passageway again. Logan watched him disappear into the darkness before she turned toward the heavy door and threw open the bolt, pulling it wide.

Jude and Logan stepped forward, into the chamber. Only a small circle of light came in from the hallway, but no sooner had they stepped inside than Logan pulled out a lighter and lit it. She grabbed something off the nearby wall and brought it over to the flame, and within moments, she was holding a lit torch, blazing light into the room. Jude watched Logan walk around to every corner of the room, lighting the other torches in their sconces.

As she went, Jude could make out more and more of the chamber before them. The walls and floor appeared to be made out of stone, and though Jude was relatively sure they were still above ground, there were no windows to let in natural light. As cold as the rest of the first floor had been, this room was even colder.

In the very center of the room stood a large stone slab, coming up to about waist height. An altar. Its surface was covered in painted runes and partially melted candles, and what looked like a drying pool of blood.

“This is creepy,” said Jude.

Logan walked back to the sconce by the door and replaced the torch, then turned to Jude.

“I’m going to lock us in,” she said decisively. “Are you okay with that?”

Jude nodded and cleared her throat.

“Yep, I’m good. I’m ready.”

Logan grabbed the handle of the door and pulled it firmly shut.

“Martin installed this room for the express purpose of summoning demons,” said Logan as she walked over to the giant stone slab. “The room is designed for casting and containment. Martin is absolutely convinced that he can find a way to summon demons safely, and he believes that if he ever succeeds, he’ll find a way to use them for good. Fortunately for the rest of the world, he’s not yet succeeded in summoning a demon at all.”

Jude followed Logan over to the slab but remained just a few steps farther away from it. “You think he’s wrong? You don’t think he’ll ever summon a demon safely?”

“There’s no such thing as a safe demon,” Logan shrugged. “Even if he summons it safely, it will only remain safe as long as he has control over it, or as long as it doesn’t leave this room. Even then, it won’t be safe for him.” She picked up a carved wooden statue from the altar and held it up to examine it. “I hope he never succeeds. If he ever does, he’ll get himself killed.”

A small wave of shock ran through her. “Why don’t you try to make him stop, then?”

“I have,” said Logan. “He’s stubborn. The first time I came out here, I spent a day just getting him to agree that he couldn’t be in the room when I completed his summon. After that, I still had to convince him that the best course of action was to kill it, instead of trying to tame it.”

“He wanted to tame the demon?”

“Like I said. Stubborn.”

Suddenly Jude heard a noise from the corner of the room. As she turned, the torch in the corner popped out of its sconce and dropped to the floor, its flame extinguished before it hit the ground.

“Oh, good,” said Logan with a grim look. “Looks like it knows we’re here.” She reached into her back pocket and pulled out her phone to check the screen. “Sun should be setting soon. I’ll give it a few minutes.”

Jude cocked her head in confusion. “Why wait?”

For a moment, Logan was quiet as she tucked her phone away and turned her attention back to the statue, still in her other hand.

“Right now, the demon is trapped just beyond the veil. It’s been pulled partway into our world, but not far enough for it to fully materialize. What I’m going to do is pull it through the rest of the way.” She placed the statue back down on the stone. “The veil will be at its thinnest once the sun sets, which makes completing the summon a bit easier. That’s why we wait.”

Jude nodded as if she understood. Why should the position of the sun have anything to do with magic? Maybe if you knew the answer to that, you’d be better at casting by now, she thought.

Almost like she could read her thoughts, Logan turned back to Jude and fixed her with a calculating stare.

“Are you sure you’re ready?”

“Yeah, I’m good!” Jude pushed more enthusiasm into her voice than she rightly felt; she didn’t want Logan to sense how anxious she was and decide she wasn’t ready for something like this.

“Might want to unsheathe that dagger then.”

Jude could have slapped herself. “Oh, right. Good idea.” She unclipped the top of the holster and slowly extracted the blade, trying hard to keep her hand from shaking.

Logan gave her an approving nod. “Good. And it should be time. Step back a few feet. I’m starting now.”

Jude did as she was told, stepping back from the table before squaring her stance, holding her dagger in a defensive position. As her heart raced, she tried to remember everything Knatt had told her about when to advance and when to retreat, and the proper form for a parry. And what had Adele said about her stance yesterday?

Logan pulled out her lighter again and lit the candles that had welded themselves to the surface of the stone. With the wood totem right before her, she slipped out her own pocket knife and held her right forearm just above the statue. In one slick movement, she sliced into the skin above her ulna and sprayed a fine mist of blood onto both stone and wood.

“Invoco pecum!”

As Jude watched, the tiny droplets of blood seemed to glow, and a bright light flashed through the room. Logan took a step back, drawing her axe with one hand and holding it high in preparation. With a loud cracking sound, the totem on the altar split in two, and for a brief moment, it left in its wake a gaping black hole in the center of the stone. Then some spiky dark thing crawled out on twenty legs, and the hole disappeared as quickly as it had come.

The creature was three feet long and faceless, a blank gray expanse where its features should have been. It had the body of a stubby centipede, and it emitted some kind of clicking sound, though Jude couldn’t see where the sound came from.

At first, it seemed confused, running this way and that across the surface of the altar—but then it seemed to sense their presence, and it made a flying leap—landing right on Logan’s face.

Or, at least, it would have, if Logan’s reflexes weren’t lightning fast. Instead, it landed on the arm she threw up to shield herself, and with a hearty shake, she tossed it down to the ground. She pulled her axe up and made to slam it down into the monster, but it was already scurrying in a new direction: right at Jude.

All memory of her training disappeared in an instant. Instead of standing to fight it, or even making an attempt at casting, she screeched and ran backward, waving her dagger ineffectively in front of her face.

It didn’t matter much anyway. Logan was undeterred by the monster’s speed and threw her axe forward with perfect precision. It caught the demon right in the back of its spine—or what Jude assumed was its spine, anyway. In fact, it slid straight through the center of the monster and lodged in the floor, pinning its squirming body like an insect inside a collector’s case.

“Toss me the dagger,” Logan instructed. Jude complied without thought, or any attempt to aim, but Logan caught it easily.

As Jude watched in horror, Logan knelt down next to the still-struggling beast and painstakingly cut into its flesh until she had completely removed its head from the rest of its body. Once the removal was complete, the pathetic thing finally stilled. Logan let out a heavy sigh.

“Not too bad for a day’s work.” She glanced up at Jude and grinned. “You did good, kid.”

Jude was aghast. By now, she had backed up against the far wall, her heart going a million miles a minute. She took a few deep breaths and slowly peeled herself away from the cold stone. As she reached up to tuck a stray lock of hair behind her ear, her hand was visibly shaking.

“D—did I? Feels like I didn’t do much of anything.” Her voice shook as much as her hand.

“You’re alive, aren’t you?” said Logan bluntly. She hopped up to her feet and held the dagger up to inspect it. It glistened with viscous, dark blue fluid—the monster’s blood. “Let’s see if Martin’s got a towel, shall we?”

With that, she crossed the room, unbolted the door, and shoved it open. When Jude didn’t immediately follow, Logan paused, gazing back at her with concern.

“Everything okay? If you need a minute, you can—”

“No, no,” said Jude, shaking her head. Her gaze had fallen on the unmoving beast, and now it seemed almost stuck there. With effort, she forced her head to turn and her feet to move. “I’m good. I’m fine.”

Logan held the door open, letting Jude exit first before pulling it securely shut behind them both. This time, she bolted the outer lock.

“Sounds to me like maybe you need a drink,” she said.

Jude nodded numbly, though she honestly had no idea if a drink would help or hurt.

“I know a place,” said Logan. “And we’ve got hours yet before the last ferry. Come on, we’ll go tell Martin we’ve left him a mess, and then we’ll head out.”

Jude nodded again, finding herself still incapable of forming a real response. All she could think about was that strange centipede-like creature as it rushed toward her. The monster had come, and she had stood frozen. In the face of danger, she shut down.

So far, she had proven completely incompetent at this whole magic superhero thing. Whatever hopes she’d had when she’d first left with Logan were now fading fast into oblivion.

And if she wasn’t any good at this, then what good was she at all?


Chapter Four
Legacy

The place Logan knew turned out to be a bar overlooking the water, a few minutes’ drive from the ferry. They didn’t card on entry, and Jude made a beeline for the darkest corner table while Logan ordered. A few minutes later, Logan materialized before her, handing her a tall glass of clear, carbonated liquid with little leaves of mint floating between the ice cubes.

“It’s a mojito,” she said, climbing into the chair opposite Jude.

“I, uh, I don’t know if I like alcohol that much.”

“You don’t have to drink it. It’s just there if you want it.” Logan’s eyes suddenly narrowed. “That wasn’t your way of telling me you’re an alcoholic, right?”

“No,” said Jude, managing a small laugh. “I mean, I’m only eighteen.”

Logan shrugged.

“You wouldn’t be the first. Or the last.”

“Right.” Jude clutched the cold glass, moving it slightly closer to herself but not yet taking a drink. She nodded at Logan’s own glass. “What’d you get?”

“Whisky,” said Logan, perfectly casual. “Still gotta drive, you know. Wouldn’t want the sugar going to my head.”

Jude felt her eyebrows raise before she realized Logan was making a joke. Even then, the joke struck her as a little…odd. But then, so much of Logan was still a mystery, why shouldn’t her sense of humor be, too?

“God, cheer up a little, kid,” said Logan, swirling the dark liquid in your hand. “Why do you look like you just lost a puppy?”

Jude sighed loudly and pulled her drink an inch closer, but still didn’t take a sip.

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“Apparently not,” said Logan, somewhat impatiently. “So why don’t you tell me?”

She didn’t want to say it out loud. She moved the glass so close she could stare into it from above, but Logan kept looking at her, expecting an answer. Finally, she sighed again. “I suck at this. I suck at all of this. You should probably just get rid of me.”

For a few spare seconds, Logan was quiet. Then she laughed out loud.

“Is that all?”

“What do you mean, is that all?” Jude was scandalized by the other’s nonchalance. “I suck! I’m the worst, I’m totally useless. If you keep me on, I’ll probably get you killed, or I’ll get Knatt killed, or—”

“Okay, stop.” Logan waved her hand dismissively. “As adorable as this is, you need to stop. First of all, you are incapable of getting me killed, so just banish that thought, here and now. And, second, you mostly interact with Knatt at the house, so unless you start throwing knives at him at random, I don’t see how you’re going to get him killed either.”

Jude gave a mirthless snort. “You’re right. I’m way too incompetent to ever hurt him. Which means I’m way too incompetent to ever come out on a mission again, so I should probably just get ready for the hermit life right now.”

Now Logan shook her head, the smile fading on her face. “Kid, you’ve got the wrong idea here. Do you think I was perfectly calm and collected the first time I saw a demon? Or the second? Of course not. I was a fucking mess the first time I went out. It takes time, just like everything else. I brought you out here as a part of your training, not because I thought you were finished with it. Don’t you see? Sucking, or freezing up, or messing up—that’s all a part of the process.” She paused and shook her head again, then fixed Jude with a commanding stare. “This is just the first step. The only way—the absolute only way you could fail now is if you give up.”

For several long moments, Jude sat quietly, staring at nothing in particular while incredulity crowded her thoughts. She didn’t know what to say to any of that. A part of her was terrified—of everything she’d seen that day, of everything she still didn’t know, and of the still-lingering thought that Logan could change her mind and decide Jude wasn’t up to the task after all. But as she took a few steadying breaths, she realized what Logan was saying.

Don’t give up.

It was a simple command, and she’d heard it before. She tried to think back to the first soccer team she’d ever been on—how bad she’d been at first, how slow and imprecise.

Inevitably, that thought brought her right back to her mother. Her mother. She could see her now, with her disapproving scowl and her muttered warning: We will discuss this at home, Judith.

Discuss. Jude shook her head, hoping to rid herself of the image of her mother. She stirred the drink in her hand and tried to refocus. Don’t give up. Desperate for any sort of physical action, she took a drink from the glass in front of her and found herself pleasantly surprised by its bubbly sweetness.

I guess not all alcohol is as gross as beer.

She took a few breaths and a few small sips, clearing her mind of all the negative images that threatened to overwhelm it: her mother, the dark study and the blindfold, and everything she used to think about, alone in the dark. Monsters and villains. The demon in the woods. The demon in Martin’s basement, squirming for its life.

Something else, something else. Again, she remembered her first soccer team, and how her mother had wanted her to quit. She could hear her mother’s voice, telling her to quit even now. But she hadn’t done it then. Why not?

Because of her coach, and one small promise. Her coach had sat her down one day, at the end of her third practice, and asked her to make a promise—that she wouldn’t quit until she’d completed the whole season. That’s not so hard, is it?

As it turned out, it was hard—Jude had wanted to quit almost every single day. But she didn’t. She had made a promise. So she kept going, day after day. And day after day, it became just a tiny bit easier. She couldn’t remember now the exact moment she’d realized she no longer dreaded going to soccer practice, but ever so slowly, that moment had come.

And it could come again. Maybe. It could come if she didn’t quit. Small comfort, perhaps, but comfort nonetheless.

Slowly, Jude nodded her head.

“Okay,” she said, though her voice was quiet. She took another sip of her drink, pondering the question she really wanted to ask. “But, tell me the truth—were you really bad your first time out? Or are you just saying that to make me feel better?”

A smile spread slowly over Logan’s face.

“Oh, yes, I was bad.”

Jude waited several beats to see if Logan would elaborate beyond that. She didn’t seem inclined to do so. Jude sighed.

“I’m not sure I believe that,” said Jude, ducking her head to avoid Logan’s gaze. She took another sip from the tempting beverage in front of her.

“Well, I don’t exactly have any footage,” said Logan.

“It just seems—I don’t know, you’re just so…perfect, every time we step out into the field. You never falter or flinch. It’s almost like…it’s almost like you know, somehow, that whatever it is, it can’t hurt you.” Jude shrugged helplessly. “I don’t think I’ll ever know that.”

Logan nodded silently, contemplating the drink she swirled in her right hand. Jude wasn’t sure she’d actually seen Logan take a drink yet.

Suddenly Logan put her drink down and fixed Jude with a hard stare. It looked like she was making a decision about something. After a long moment, she sighed.

“Do you assume that everyone you ever meet is exactly the same as they’ve always been—that every adult person simply popped into the world as they are now, perfectly formed?”

“Well, no, but—”

“Everyone has secrets, Jude,” Logan continued carefully. “Everyone you meet has an entire secret world inside of them. Everyone has…private thoughts, private pains that you’ll never be privy to.” She picked up the glass again, and this time, Jude watched her take a decided swig before setting it back down. She couldn’t say why, but something about the action felt performative. “And everyone has a past—the journey they went on to become the person you get to see. Even me.”

Jude suddenly got the impression that she was treading on thin ice, but she pushed forward anyway.

“I just wish—” she managed, her voice barely above a whisper, “I wish I knew a little bit more about your journey, I guess.”

“Would that make you feel better?” Logan cocked an eyebrow at her.

“It might.”

Logan took another drink.

“I grew up around all this, you know,” she said, waving her hand vaguely in the air. “I don’t mean that I literally grew up with demons, but…I did know they existed. My father and Knatt, they became partners before I was born. And I knew what their work was, for the most part.” She placed her hand on the glass but didn’t pick it up. Instead, she tapped against it with her forefinger. “Would it help if I just listed all the times I nearly died? I probably don’t remember them all, but I could certainly list a few.”

Jude considered this and slowly shook her head.

“I don’t know. What if you just…what if you just tell me…something personal?”

“Something personal.”

For another long and silent moment, Logan looked at her. She almost began to wonder if Logan didn’t understand what the word “personal” meant.

“All right,” she said at last. “For several years, I was homeless.”

Jude felt an inappropriate smile stretch compulsively over her face.

“You? But, the apartment, and the estate—”

“The apartment is relatively new,” said Logan. “And the estate…well, for a very long time, I couldn’t live there. Because my father lived there, you see.”

“Your…father?”

“Yep. Charles Logan.” She took another small sip of her drink and grimaced. “I couldn’t live with him then. Hell, I still wouldn’t choose it. But, lucky for me, we keep him locked away in a lovely, state-of-the-art facility upstate.”

She smiled, but there was no warmth in it.

“He’s locked up?”

“Not in prison,” she clarified. “His, uh, his faculties aren’t altogether there anymore. At some point, he became a bit of a danger to himself. He started to get…incoherent. He’d forget where he was. Once he did that on a job, Knatt basically pressured him into early retirement. And a few months after that, he walked in on my father…repeatedly cutting his own arm open, trying to start some crazy cast that made no sense. That’s when we brought him upstate. And that’s when I came home for good.” She let out a slow breath. “When he was gone. That’s when I came back.”

For a moment, Jude was quiet, letting this information sink in. She supposed it did explain a few things. Then she blurted out her next question before she could think to stop herself.

“What did he do to you?”

Logan’s grip tightened on the glass.

“He…lied to me,” she said through gritted teeth. “And he manipulated me. He manipulated my whole life.” She let out another breath, and Jude found herself reminded of some of the meditative breathing techniques Adele had taught her. “I don’t think he saw me as a daughter, so much as…as a science experiment, really.” Another breath, in and out. “See, you chose your training. I wasn’t given a choice.”

“He forced you to train?”

Logan nodded.

“It’s a long story, but, yeah.” She took another drink; her glass was almost empty. “There’s a room in the basement we don’t open. I suppose you could check it out if you like. In my early teens, Charles would summon a demon—he’s always claimed he only summoned small ones, of course—and he’d lock it in that room. And then he’d lock me in, too.”

“Oh my god.”

“He didn’t tell Knatt.” Logan’s voice was hollow, empty. “And, uh, he did the only thing that could have kept me from telling him.” She sighed a threadbare sigh. “Memory spells are incredibly advanced; only a handful of people on the planet can perform them successfully. Charles Logan is one of them.”

“You mean…?”

“He wiped my memories away. Apparently, he used to do that a lot. I don’t actually know how much I don’t remember.”

Jude felt the weight of this new knowledge sink through her like a stone. She thought about her mother and the blindfold, and sitting alone in the dark.

This whole time, even knowing about monsters and demons, Jude had been thinking that magic was some great, wonderful thing—like the best toy in the world. But what might her mother have been able to do to her, if she’d known about magic? How could Jude ever have gotten away?

Realizing that the silence had stretched between them for longer than she’d intended, Jude cleared her throat. She asked the first question that sprang to mind.

“How…how did you…survive?”

Logan’s mirthless smile returned.

“No idea,” she said. “Eventually Knatt started to notice all the cuts and bruises, and when he asked me about them, I honestly couldn’t explain it. He asked my father a few pointed questions until he figured it out. A little while after that, I ran away.”

Jude nodded and took another sip from her mojito. It was nearing empty, too.

“There’s still something I don’t understand,” she said.

“What’s that?”

“Well, just…why? Why would he do any of that? To his own kid, no less.”

“Like I said. I wasn’t a kid to him. I was an experiment.”

“Yeah, but…why?” She shook her head slowly from side to side, completely dismayed. “It seems like he’d be as likely to kill you as anything else.”

Logan said nothing to that. Her gaze fell to the table. Jude couldn’t even begin to guess what she was thinking.

And yet, somehow…she got the impression that she was still holding something back. As personal as this story was, Jude couldn’t help but think that she was missing some part of it.

What kind of maniac locks a child in a room with a demon?

She glanced up at the woman across the table from her, taking her in.

And what kind of person can survive that?

Something else occurred to her, too. She cleared her throat again.

“So, when someone like Martin summons a demon,” she said, choosing her words carefully, “does that…I mean, doesn’t it kinda remind you of that? What your dad used to do?”

Logan shrugged.

“Intellectually, I suppose.” Her affect was blank. “It’s difficult to be reminded of something you don’t actually remember.”

“Oh. Right.”

A number of thoughts chased themselves around her brain. She wanted to know more about letha, and the history of casting, but she wasn’t sure how much Logan was willing to tell her. She still felt like Logan was holding back somehow, and she wasn’t sure why. Eventually she settled on a topic and pushed forward.

“So, what Martin wants to do…use demons for good, I mean…could that ever be done? I mean, by someone more competent than he is.”

“That’s a topic for debate, to be honest. He certainly wouldn’t be the first to try it, but to my knowledge, no one has ever succeeded. Not long-term, anyway.”

“So, why do they always fail?”

“Most summoners rely on an artifact to control whatever they summon,” said Logan. “Just like Kurt Redmond did. And just like Kurt, if they lose contact with that artifact, they lose control. And once lost, it cannot be regained.”

“Is that the only way to do it, then?”

“Technically, no.” Logan sighed heavily, as if she weren’t sure she wanted to say the next part. “As far as I know, there is at least one summoning you can do that will grant you near perfect control of the demon you reach. But the cost is far too great to be worth doing.”

“What is it?”

“Human sacrifice.”

A chill ran up Jude’s spine.

“It’s illegal, of course,” Logan assured her. “I haven’t seen anyone try it in a very long time. Certainly not someone as harmless as Martin. No, most summoners try other methods. Some try to maintain control with a binding cast, but it’s much harder to bind a demon than it is to bind a person, and the few who succeed are incapable of maintaining it indefinitely. In theory, it would also be possible with an influence cast, but it’s been more than a century since a letha caster has pulled that off.”

“An influence cast? What’s that?” Jude stirred her drink with her straw, though it was nearly empty now.

An unexpectedly genuine grin spread over Logan’s face. It looked almost mischievous.

“Mind control, of course,” she said cheerfully, then nodded toward Jude’s empty glass. “Did you want another?”

Jude glanced down at her drink, uncertain. She didn’t quite feel drunk, but then she wasn’t sure she knew what drunk felt like. “Uh, sure. Thanks.”

“Coming right up.”

Logan immediately hopped down from her chair and weaved her way back through the interspersed tables behind them.

As Jude watched her cozy up to the bar, she wondered what she’d been like when she was younger, closer to Jude’s own age. But then, what was anyone like with half their memories missing? Maybe she’d gone around feeling like only half a person, or maybe she’d gone around feeling completely normal, right up until the moment she found out. It seemed too rude a question to ask.

She wasn’t quite sure what to make about Logan’s apparent excitement over the subject of mind control, either, considering her personal history. But that also seemed like a rude thing to say out loud.

Maybe I am drunk. Or maybe she is.

She cast her gaze around the rest of the room, surreptitiously taking in the small crowd inside. Suddenly her eyes locked with a girl across the room—blue eyes and blonde hair, pulled into an impossibly high ponytail. She smiled when their eyes met, and her smile seemed to light up her whole face.

Sheepishly, Jude returned her smile, though she felt awkward doing it. As their eye contact held a moment longer, she started to feel warm and inexplicably happy, as if this girl were an old friend, unexpectedly met. Then, almost immediately after that, she felt an unaccountable melancholy take over, followed shortly by the sudden realization of a deep and abiding loneliness—not as though she had, in that moment, begun to feel lonely, but rather as if she had felt so for a long time, and only now did she remember it.

And then she realized what was happening.

She looks like Amy.

It was Amy, not this girl herself, who set off the cascade of emotion. As she settled into that idea, loneliness took the lead, and she dropped her gaze.

“I saw that,” said Logan when she came back over. She handed Jude a new drink, just as effervescent as the last. “You should go talk to her. I don’t mind.”

But Jude vigorously shook her head. “I can’t—I’m not—I’m not good at—at—”

“Sentence formation?”

“Well—yeah.”

“Hm. Tell me, why are you so convinced that you have to be good at something before you ever try it?”

Jude blinked several times, her mouth hanging open as she scrambled for a response.

“I’m not trying to put you on the spot,” Logan continued. “I’m just not sure how you expect to learn if you won’t try anything out that you haven’t already mastered.”

“Oh. Well, when you put it like that…uh…”

Jude’s eyes drifted back toward the girl, but of course she was looking somewhere else now. Jude chastised herself immediately and dropped her gaze.

“Actually, it’s…it’s not just that,” she said. “It’s partly that, but…well, technically, I’m…I’m not sure if Amy and I have broken up or not.”

Her last few words came out in a rush, as if she thought that by saying them faster, she might avoid incriminating herself.

“I see,” said Logan, looking contemplative. Jude noticed that she hadn’t gotten herself a second drink. “I don’t really have much advice to give you on that front, honestly. Never really dealt with the high school dating scene. Do you want to break up with her?”

“No,” said Jude automatically. Then she paused. “Well…I don’t know. It seems kinda silly to keep going when we’re this far apart, I guess.”

Across from her, Logan shrugged.

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

Jude felt a smile form on her face.

“Wow, you really don’t have any advice for this, do you?”

“Nope.” Another shrug. “Well, look, my first piece of advice is that I don’t think it matters what I think. Your relationship with Amy is between you and Amy. I don’t know enough about it to comment, even if I wanted to.”

Jude took a drink from her second mojito. Mojitos are good, she thought. Over the rim of her glass, she spied the contemplative look on Logan’s face.

“Is there a second?” she asked.

“The second is that you’re young,” said Logan. “You’re at the beginning of a long journey. And in my experience, journeys are often easier to take when unencumbered.” She rapped her short nails against the table. “I hope that doesn’t sound too callous.”

Jude remained quiet for a moment, drinking her mojito while she contemplated. She and Amy had certainly chosen different paths, with Amy headed off to college in the fall. And Jude hadn’t told her about magic when they spoke, and at this moment, she had no real plans to. After all, Amy seemed to have swallowed hook, line, and sinker the cover-up explanation for what had happened to both Violet and Kurt. To her, they were both equally innocent victims, and unless Jude told her differently, that’s all they would ever be.

And the further along this path Jude went, the less and less Amy would know about it.

“No,” she said finally, “I don’t think it’s callous. I think you have a point.”

Logan grinned broadly at her.

“See, what you will eventually learn about me is…I’m always right.”

Jude chuckled and shook her head.

“Hey,” said Logan, “wasn’t I talking about something before?”

“Before you went to the bar?” Jude considered this, then remembered Logan’s mischievous look. “Oh yeah—mind control.”

“Right,” she said, snapping her fingers. “Letha influence casting. Incredibly unreliable, which, of course, is a very good thing. It’d be pretty terrible for most people if mind control was easy.”

“Yeah, that’s for sure.”

“Its effects are pretty limited, too. Generally, the most you can hope to do is influence a decision or two, hence the name. It can also be used to get someone to act on something they already wanted to do, whether they knew it or not, but of course, the logistics of using that to your advantage would be fairly complicated.”

“Because you would have to know what they wanted, right?”

“Yep. And either hope what they want lines up well for you, or figure out how to manipulate what they want some other way. And at that point, do you even need casting anymore?”

“Huh. Maybe not.”

“There’s an obvious dark side to this, of course.”

“There is?”

“Sure. Imagine how many people have passing negative impulses, maybe even violent ones, that they keep hidden beneath the surface, never acting on them?” She shrugged. “In the right environment, a talented influence caster could cause a lot of chaos fairly quickly.”

Jude nodded slowly, wondering about the implications of what Logan was saying.

“And that’s why it would be incredibly difficult to use an influence cast on a demon to any significant degree,” said Logan. “Most demons already act on their violent impulses. And they follow instinct, not concrete decision-making.”

Thinking about her own limited encounters with demons so far, Jude had to agree that this appeared to be the case.

“There’s a story you should probably know,” said Logan, leaning into the table. “About influence casting, and how it came about. It’s a very old story. Over a thousand years old, as a matter of fact.”

“What is it?”

“Once upon a time, a thousand years ago, there lived a powerful eira student.” Logan smiled and leaned back, settling into a more comfortable storyteller position. “He took to eira easily, but he grew restless living under the pacifism and discipline enforced by the eira Masters. So, he left the eira temple behind, and he ventured out into the world, and he began to experiment with the limits of letha instead. He was the one who discovered influence casting in the first place, and as far as anybody knows, he was its greatest practitioner. Right up until he met his downfall, that is.”

Jude slid forward in her chair, coming right to the edge. “How did he meet his downfall?”

“One of his former peers, a fellow eira student. She also left the temple behind, but not because she wanted to. She did it so she could fight him. See, even when it seemed like this powerful influence caster might completely overrun the world, the eira masters of the temple refused to give up their pacifism. Refused to fight him. So, because she wanted to fight him, she had to leave. She took up letha, too, in order to defeat him. As a matter of fact, one could argue that she became the most important letha caster of all time.”

“Who was she?”

“Her full name was al-Farisa al-Tayyib Marajil, although these days most English-speaking people call her Morgana. And she founded the Order of Shadows.”

 

 

By the time they left the bar that night, Jude was sloppy and ecstatic, and fairly certain that she was experiencing being drunk for the very first time. She tried the climb over the railing several times on the ferry back, until eventually Logan forcibly pulled her back inside and made her sit out the rest of the journey behind the window glass. Even so, she couldn’t contain how buoyant and exuberant she felt.

“You might not feel that way in the morning,” Logan informed her from the other bench. “You’ve heard of a hangover, right?”

“Of course I have,” said Jude. “But I don’t care! It’s so worth it.” She pressed her face closer to the glass and used her breath to fog it up. Her finger traced the image of an infinity symbol. “I wanna feel like this all the time. Hey, can we go outside again?”

“No.”

Eventually, the ferry ride came to an end, much to Jude’s disappointment. They made the short drive back to Logan’s apartment, and before too long they were on the elevator again, riding up to the top. When Logan unlocked the door, Jude burst inside, impatient to take in her view of the skyline once more. She ran right over to the floor-to-ceiling window and practically collapsed in front of it.

“I can’t believe you live here,” she sighed. “I can’t believe I am here…”

While Jude refused to peel herself away from the view, Logan made her way into the kitchen for a few minutes. She came back out bearing a sandwich, and she ordered Jude to eat it.

“If we’re lucky, this’ll soak up some of the alcohol in your stomach,” she said.

“This is the greatest sandwich I’ve ever had,” said Jude with pure gratitude. “This is the nicest thing that anyone’s ever done for me.”

“The nicest thing anyone’s ever done for you is get you drunk and make you a sandwich?” asked Logan lightly.

“Yes, it is,” said Jude sincerely, nodding. She wasn’t entirely sure what they were talking about anymore, but she still felt so content that it didn’t seem to matter.

Logan insisted that Jude finish off a glass of water with her sandwich; once both were done, she informed Jude that it was time to get her back to the estate. Jude pressed her hand against the window glass one last time to say goodbye to the view, then she followed Logan back to the magic coat closet in the hall.

The door swung open to reveal the majestic, impressively domed traveling room. Jude leapt through the door like she was avoiding a puddle and gasped out loud, even though she’d known exactly what she was about to see. She couldn’t help it: somehow, the room, along with its special properties, had become even more astonishing with the passage of time.

Unable to control herself, Jude walked out into the center of the room and spun around in a circle, keeping her eyes trained toward the round ceiling, covered as it was in indecipherable runes and symbols.

“I wish I could do magic like this,” she said. For a moment, she was surprised to hear her own voice speak the words, so certain she’d been that she would only think them. “I don’t think I could ever…”

“No one can,” said Logan in a matter-of-fact tone. “Knatt and I only know enough to do upkeep. Now, come on, the sooner you go to bed, the sooner you’ll process all that rum.”

“Rum, rum, rum,” muttered Jude in reply. “It’s kind of a pretty word.”

“You know, you might have mentioned you were a lightweight somewhere around the third round. Or well before that.”

Logan took hold of Jude by the shoulders and forcibly steered her out of the room, making sure to close and lock it up behind them.

They made their way down the long hallway and through the gigantic main room, then came to a stop in the kitchen, where Logan ordered Jude to sit on a tall stool near the counter while she poured her a new glass of water.

She had just handed it across when Knatt entered the room. He looked as stern as Jude has ever seen him.

“Good, you’re finally home,” he said in a decidedly measured tone. “The engagement must have gone well: Mr. Armstrong has already wired us the money.”

“Demon’s dead, so it went well enough,” said Logan. She studied him quietly for a moment, her eyes narrowed. “You seem more tightly wound than usual. What’s up?”

Slowly, he rotated to face her, his expression sour. “I just received a phone call from the Brooklyn branch of the Order of Shadows.”

“At this hour?” said Jude automatically, incredulously.

“And what did they want?” asked Logan. Somehow, her expression had turned even darker than Knatt’s.

“To announce the impending arrival of one of their top agents.”

Right at that moment, the doorbell rang.


Chapter Five
Ghosts

Logan cleared her throat to give herself some time to think. She could feel her entire body grow taut, every nerve and muscle immediately on alert. Beside her, Jude put her glass down too hard on the counter. Logan took a breath.

“They’re here a bit faster than I’d like,” she muttered through gritted teeth. “This isn’t great.”

“Wait,” said Jude, turning toward her, “but in the bar, you said the Order are basically, like, magical law enforcement, right? So why would it be bad for them to be here? Aren’t you basically a magic P.I.?”

“You took her to a bar?” Knatt turned to Logan and fixed her with a glower. “Did you think that was a good idea?”

“Psh,” said Jude beside her, waving her hand vaguely. “It’s cool, I wasn’t driving. And Logan kept me from jumping off the boat, so we’re good.” She picked up the glass again and downed about half the liquid inside.

Knatt’s expression didn’t change.

“I didn’t know she’d never had alcohol before,” Logan admitted, shame-faced.

The doorbell rang again. The Order’s representative was impatient.

Knatt rolled his eyes and turned to Jude, touching her gently on the shoulder to make sure she was paying attention. “It may be best if you stay out of sight as much as possible. Perhaps you should head up to your room, or—”

“I’ll make tea,” said Jude brightly. She turned on her heel and began searching the cabinets for the necessary items.

Logan watched her uncertainly for a moment, then she turned back to Knatt, grimly setting her jaw.

“I’m guessing they won’t go away on their own,” she said.

“Doubtful.”

He took a deep breath and straightened his vest unnecessarily, then marched out of the kitchen and into the hallway beyond. With resignation, Logan followed behind him. Once he stood before the heavy front door, he flipped on the light switch that illuminated the front hallway. Despite herself, Logan glanced around quickly to make sure the entryway looked as tidy as possible, as if the Order were a disapproving parent come to inspect her room.

She had a feeling she would be on her guard every second they were there.

Knatt unbolted the door and pulled it wide, revealing the relatively small front stoop, illuminated by the dim yellow porch light. A woman stood on the steps before them, large eyes peering out from a pale white face, dark hair falling in perfect ringlet cascades down her black uniform jacket to her waist. Her uniform was, in fact, entirely black, except for three gold bands on each cuff of her jacket, signifying her rank within the Order of Shadows.

Logan didn’t recognize her immediately, but she knew what those bands meant: this was one of the Twelve Seers—the governing council of the Order. One look at Knatt told her that he understood the significance, too.

Why would they send a Seer?

“Good evening,” said Knatt, stepping back and motioning for her to follow. “Please, come inside. I hope you haven’t had to travel too far.”

Leave it to Knatt to turn an information grab into politeness.

“Not at all.” The woman gave a tight smile, most of her face barely moving. “I was in the area.”

She stepped inside, and Knatt closed the door behind her. In the entryway light, Logan could make out a little more of her face: heavy eyebrows, dark eye makeup, sharp cheekbones and thin lips. Her eyes darted everywhere in the room, taking in every piece of information she could.

“I’ll take you to the sitting room,” said Logan, putting on the same voice she used for clients: polite and respectful, but commanding. The woman’s roving eyes landed on her, and her thick eyebrows shot up with interest.

“You must be the young Miss Logan,” she said, her head tilting to one side as she studied her. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

“That must have been a really boring time for you,” said Logan.

“On the contrary. It was fascinating.” She made the word fascinating sound like a threat. As that tight smile encroached on her face once more, she extended one skinny hand outward. “My name is Zilla Ulric. I’m with the Order.”

Doing her best to show none of the reluctance she felt, Logan reached out and shook her offered hand. Zilla Ulric’s touch was surprisingly cold.

“Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise,” said Zilla. “Why, I almost feel like I’m meeting a celebrity.”

Logan kept her face and posture impassive, but inside she tensed, her stomach roiling. “Surely not,” she said out loud, as lightly as she could. “There’s nothing special about me.”

“Of course there is,” Zilla said, smiling ever more broadly. She flipped some of her hair over her shoulder, but Logan found the gesture neither lighthearted nor particularly flirty. “I mean, your name comes up in so many of our cases. You’re a regular hero, don’t you know?”

The urge to sneak a glance at Knatt was overwhelming. She could hear the veiled threat in every syllable out of this woman’s mouth, and she wanted to know that he did, too.

Right on cue, Knatt chose that moment to respond.

“We just go where we’re paid to go,” he said, taking a step forward and diverting some of the attention off Logan. “Come, let’s make our way to the sitting room. I think we’ll all be a little more comfortable in there.”

Logan let the other two walk ahead of her, hoping to spend as much time out of Zilla’s sight as possible. Every time that woman’s lamp-like eyes landed on her, she felt like someone had stuck her on a pin for study.

When she joined them in the main room, Knatt had seated Zilla on one of their antique couches, claiming a nearby armchair for himself. Logan slid down on the divan a few feet away, but she kept herself perched on the edge, as if she might need to spring into action any minute.

“Curious,” said Zilla, leaning into the backrest of the couch as she spoke. “Who exactly was paying you to go deal with that minor demon summoning in Wolf Creek a few weeks ago?”

“Nobody,” said Logan easily. “I was driving back from a paid gig when I saw an item in a local newspaper.”

“Fascinating. And…how often do you read these local newspapers?” Zilla now bore an expression of delight so obnoxious, Logan felt the urge to punch it off her. “I mean, weren’t you also involved in that incident a few towns over, in Drummond—?”

“You worried I might put you out of business?” Logan crossed her arms over her chest but kept her breathing even.

“I think what my partner is trying to say,” said Knatt, calm as a thoroughly British cucumber, “is that she doesn’t quite understand the purpose of this line of questioning. Frankly, neither do I. I’ve long been under the impression that the Order appreciates our help, whenever we can give it. Am I to surmise that this is no longer the case?”

Zilla tilted her head back to give a false-sounding laugh, waving her hand airily in dismissal. “Not at all, not at all. If anything, the Order wishes to extend its heartfelt gratitude to Miss Logan, for all her gracious pro bono work these past few weeks. Years, you might argue. You took care of quite the little nuisance in Wolf Creek for us. To be frank, before you came along, we weren’t sure how we were going to handle it.”

Logan narrowed her eyes at her. Her choice of words picked at a suspicion that had been nagging at Logan for some time now.

“So the Order knew full well what was happening in Wolf Creek,” she said, unflinching accusation in her voice. “And you chose to do nothing.”

“That’s a little dramatic, don’t you think?” asked Zilla, batting her mascara-laden eyelashes. “We weren’t choosing to do nothing. We were simply…biding our time, in order to figure out our best strategy.”

“While a killer was on the loose.”

“A killer we would have apprehended, if you hadn’t swooped in like the little hero you are and…taken care of him for us.” She drew out the word care, as she fixed Logan with a piercing look.

Logan felt her brows knitting together and did her best to relax them.

“Lucky I was there, I guess.”

“Oh, lucky indeed,” said Zilla. “Well, as a matter of fact, that incident is part of the reason I came here tonight.”

At that moment, Logan’s preternatural hearing picked up footsteps in the hallway behind them. Jude. Logan hoped against hope that Jude would know to keep her mouth shut in front of their guest.

“You came because of Wolf Creek?” asked Logan.

Zilla began to answer, but her attention wavered as Jude announced her own entrance with a stumble. Zilla turned her penetrating gaze on Jude. The 18-year-old ducked her head and scurried into the room, placing a laden tea tray down on the low table near the couch.

“Tea,” she squeaked in the vague general direction of their visitor, before performing a slight bow and scurrying right back out of the room.

At least she didn’t stumble again, thought Logan, thoroughly regretting the majority of the alcohol she’d purchased earlier that night.

“Wolf Creek is only one of many,” said Zilla as though there had been no interruption. She swept gracefully forward and picked up one of the cups on the tray before filling it up with tea. “This isn’t currently common knowledge, but the truth is…there have been a rash of incidents like that all around the country.”

Knatt, apparently unable to help himself, also poured out a cup of tea. “What do you mean? Surely the Order encounters violent incidents with demons all the time.”

“We do,” said Zilla. “But lately, it’s been…different. In a normal year, yes, there will be demons to deal with, and some casters running amok as well. But the frequency in recent months has been astounding. If I didn’t know better, I’d…well, it’s not for me to say. On the surface of it, the incidents appear to be unrelated.”

“On the surface?” said Knatt.

“Yes. And as far as the official party line goes, that’s all there is to it.” She sipped her tea, then heaved a heavy breath. “But the reason I’m here is that not everyone in the Order agrees with the party line. There are those among us who very much believe the incidents are interconnected, though we can’t see the connecting string just yet.” She lowered her cup and saucer to her lap, fixed her gaze on Knatt, then rotated it over to Logan. “And for that reason, I’ve come here to encourage the both of you to attend the Summit this year.”

Logan could have laughed out loud. As it was, she settled for rolling her eyes.

“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” she said.

“Hardly,” answered Zilla, her voice brittle. “I don’t consider this a kidding matter.”

“Could have fooled me,” Logan shot back, finally relaxing enough to lean back in her seat. “Let me guess—you’re still not worried enough to bump the Summit up from that sacred October time slot, are you?”

“It is tradition,” said Zilla. “In order to change it, all of the Twelve Seers would have to agree—unanimously.”

“And you fuckers are way too arrogant for that,” said Logan with a mirthless snort.

“Language,” muttered Knatt automatically. Logan ignored him.

“People are dying,” said Logan, accusation returning to her tone. “If you think this shit is connected, and it’s actively killing people, why in the world would you wait?”

Zilla straightened her back, gripping her teacup a little tighter. “As I’ve already explained, all Twelve Seers would have—”

“To agree to move it up, right, I get it.” She rolled her eyes again. “So I’m supposed to take all this seriously enough to attend your damn Summit, but you people won’t take it seriously enough to speed up your own timetable. Because we still have to carve our calendars in stone in the caster world, right?”

Knatt coughed, possibly signaling to Logan to shut her face. He took a politely small sip from his own tea before setting it gently back on the table.

“We shall certainly consider it,” he said.

“That’s all I ask,” said Zilla, her delighted smile back in place.

And I’ll consider not kicking your ass out the door, thought Logan. Out loud, she said nothing. There was nothing left to say.

 

 

Knatt saw Zilla Ulric out. By the time he returned to the living room, Logan could hear Jude creeping down the hallway again. Knatt sat heavily in the chair he’d occupied earlier and, unsurprisingly, picked up his tea.

“That was…interesting,” he said and took a sip.

“Interesting, maybe,” Logan conceded. “It was also a load of bullshit. Jude, you can come into the room if you want to.”

Jude crept farther inside, glancing about herself as if she still weren’t sure she was allowed. Eventually she made her way over to the couch and took up Zilla Ulric’s empty spot.

“Do you believe she was lying?” asked Knatt.

“About which part?” Feeling a restless energy building up inside herself, Logan got to her feet and began to pace. “She claims the Order knew all along about what was happening in Wolf Creek. Either she’s lying about that, or she’s lying about why they didn’t show up. The Order isn’t exactly known for the wait-and-see approach.”

“I have often wondered how extensive their surveillance capabilities truly are.” Knatt’s voice sounded far calmer than Logan felt, and she resented him for it. “Perhaps they did know, but they didn’t have anyone available to send. If there have been a rash of similar incidents like Miss Ulric said, then they might well be stretched thin.”

“Which they wouldn’t want to admit in front of us,” said Logan, nodding. “Of course, you know what my pet theory would be.”

“Indeed, I do.”

Far too late, Logan realized that mentioning her “pet theory” in front of Jude might not be the best choice. Her “pet theory” was that the Order suspected some of the truth about her, either her part demon heritage or her possession of the believed-mythical Choronzon Key—neither of which she had imparted to Jude.

She risked a quick glance over at the younger girl, but she couldn’t make out from the confused expression on her face if she’d picked up on anything. Maybe she’s too drunk.

“They still won’t move up the Summit,” said Logan, skipping topics. “If this was all so urgent, you’d think they’d at least consider having it sooner.”

“Perhaps they hope they can figure it out and deal with it in-house,” said Knatt.

“What’s the Summit?” asked Jude. Her mouth was slightly open, and her eyes darted back and forth from Logan to Knatt.

“It’s a yearly week-long conference,” answered Knatt. “Its primary purpose is fundraising. The Order of Shadows is primarily funded by an extensive network of wealthy donors, although of course in the modern era, it has also developed a healthy investment portfolio.”

“Basically they put on a fancy party to get rich people to give them money,” said Logan. “After the ball in their honor, all the donors leave, and then they get some real work done.”

“It’s also one of the rare times that a true quorum of ranking leaders of the Order are all in one place,” Knatt added, his expression pensive. “Of course, generally each delegation leaves a few people behind to guard their branch. And like Miss Logan said, the second half of the Summit, after the donors have taken their leave, is generally when more sensitive matters are discussed. That’s when pressing threats are assessed, and individual chapters may bring some of their concerns to the fore. On the rare occasion that the world is totally quiet, the focus will generally be on research and archeology instead.”

Jude’s eyes widened as she stared at them. “Wait…the world?”

Knatt nodded primly. “The Order is international, yes.”

“Wow.” She fell back into the couch, looking overwhelmed.

Knatt turned his gaze back to Logan. “So, you remain unconvinced that you should attend?”

“You know me,” Logan shrugged. “Not going anywhere near them if I don’t have to.”

“Perfectly understandable,” said Knatt. “I do agree that Zilla Ulric seems to be hiding something, and I’m nonplussed to say what.” He paused for a long moment, contemplatively drinking his tea.

“Nevertheless,” he continued at last, “I think I will attend the Summit myself. I don’t see any other way to find out what they know. Or what they may be hiding.”

He caught Logan’s gaze and held it, giving her a meaningful look. You want to assess the enemy. If that’s what they are.

“Well, I’m certainly not going to stop you,” she shrugged, breaking eye contact. “Not gonna go, either.”

“Such is your choice,” he replied enigmatically.

For a moment, they were both quiet. Logan could hear the pitter-patter of a light rain beginning outside. She wondered if it would be raining at the apartment, too.

“I have to go to sleep,” Jude announced, placing her teacup back on the tray and struggling to her feet. “I don’t think my brain understands words anymore. Goodnight, everybody.”

Logan and Knatt bid her goodnight as well, and Logan listened to the sound of her retreating down the hall. Once she was sure she was out of earshot, she spoke again.

“How do you think she’s progressing?” she asked Knatt, her tone pointed.

“Oh, quite well,” he said. “I know she doesn’t think so. She seems frustrated that casting isn’t easier, but honestly, I think she’s moving as fast as can be expected. She just hasn’t had her breakthrough yet.”

Logan considered this. “Do you think Adele is the right eira teacher for her?”

Knatt raised his eyebrows. “What would be your alternative suggestion? Kostya?”

Logan shrugged noncommittally in response.

“I’m not convinced Miss Li would respond well to his…methods.”

“They worked fine for me.”

“Indeed, they did.” He set his cup down on the table, then lifted the pot to refill it. “When was the last time you spoke to Kostya?”

Logan shrugged again. “I suppose it’s been a while.”

“Hm,” said Knatt, nodding as he lifted his tea once more. “Perhaps best to stick with your aunt for the time being, then.”

Reluctantly, Logan nodded.

“Speaking of family,” said Knatt, and Logan’s left hand clenched automatically, “perhaps it might behoove you to visit your father in the next few days.”

With a sigh, Logan stood up and headed out toward the hall. “And on that note, I’m off to bed.”

“We don’t have any clients lined up for the next week.”

“I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Give it a think, at least, will you?”

“Yeah, yeah.”

She knew, by now, that she didn’t have much of a choice in the matter.

 

 

The next morning, Logan found herself clutching a thermos of coffee in Knatt’s old sedan, driving north on the I-5 with one expertly taut arm guiding the wheel. Beside her, Jude bounced in her seat as she flipped between radio channels.

Outside the car, the gray sky threatened rain.

“I guess you’re probably not psyched about this trip, huh?” Jude asked thoughtfully as she pressed a button to change the radio station. “But, I mean, at least we can leave at any time, right?”

“Mm.”

Logan sipped her coffee.

“Why is this facility so far away, anyway?”

The first few drops of rain hit the windshield.

“It’s the best in the state,” said Logan noncommittally. Technically, it was true. “I didn’t build it, so I can’t tell you more than that.”

“Oh. Right.” Jude nodded, possibly sheepishly. Logan wondered if her tone had sharpened too much. Then Jude flipped the station again. “Oh, hey, I love this song!”

Logan found herself breathing a sigh of relief as the radio effectively distracted Jude for the duration of the trip. Under different circumstances, she might not have minded a little small talk, but not right now. It had been months since she’d seen her father. She’d barely known what to expect from him before he’d started to lose his mind, but now?

Ladies and gentlemen, behold: Schrödinger’s abuser, she thought bitterly.

All too soon, they were pulling up the long drive to a large one-story complex: the nursing home where her father lived. She made sure to consume the rest of her coffee before she got out of the car.

Once out, she headed right for the front door, motioning Jude to follow her. Jude eventually sidled up beside her, ducking her head against the rain. As they stepped under the awning out front, Logan cleared her throat.

“Uh, so,” she said, “if any of the other patients try to say something to you, it’s best not to engage too much. Frankly…well, you should engage with my father, but if he says anything strange, or rude, just…sidestep it and keep going. Most of the time, it’s just babbling.”

“Okay. Sure.”

The building was arranged like half a wagon’s wheel, with the entrance and main office forming the center axle, and the radiating hallways of patients’ rooms forming the spokes. Jude and Logan crossed through the first set of automatic glass doors, then pressed the buzzer button to the front desk. Logan caught the receptionist’s eye when she looked up and gave her a smile to nonverbally assure that she did, indeed, belong on the other side of the interior door. The receptionist smiled back and beeped them in, the glass doors sliding open before them.

Logan led them over to the desk to check in.

“Visiting Charles Logan,” she announced automatically as she picked up the pen and clipboard to sign her name and mark her father’s, too.

“I’ve seen you here before, haven’t I?”

Logan paused in the middle of marking the date and glanced up. The receptionist appeared to be a little bit younger than Logan, in her early-to-mid 20s, white, average height and build. She had deep red hair pulled into a sensible high ponytail, with slightly outgrown bangs brushing over the top rim of her glasses, and she wore dark green scrubs. The half-smile on her face pricked intriguingly at Logan’s memory.

She glanced back at Jude, who stood several feet behind her, her eyes trained on the television screen in the nearby waiting room.

“Maybe,” said Logan, turning back around and leaning forward, one elbow on the desk between them. “How long have you worked here?”

“About a year,” she said.

“I have almost definitely been up here at least once in the last year,” said Logan, her tone light. She offered a smirk-smile and leaned forward. “What’s your name?”

“Mara,” she said, her own smile widening. “Yours?”

“Logan.”

She offered her hand out to shake, and Mara stepped closer to take it, then paused mid-movement, their hands frozen together in midair. She tilted her head forward.

“Wait…didn’t you say you were visiting Charles Logan?”

“Yeah, he’s my father,” she said with a quick shrug.

“So, what, your name is Logan Logan?”

“Ah, no,” said Logan, allowing for a small, self-deprecating chuckle. “Charles just gave me a shit first name, that’s all.”

“I see.” Mara glanced down at their hands, still intertwined, before allowing the handshake to continue. Eventually, perhaps reluctantly, she pulled her hand back. “I think I remember now. You came with the older British guy, right?”

“Most likely, yeah.”

“We don’t get a lot of Brits up here,” she said, before sitting back down in her office chair behind the desk. Logan hadn’t been sure if she was imagining it before, but now she felt certain that Mara’s half-smile was intended as an invitation.

“Logan?”

It was Jude, her interest in the television screen apparently waning.

Oh, right. For a moment, she’d been entertained enough to forget why they were here. Now it came back to her with force.

“I should get going,” said Logan reluctantly, tapping her fingers against the desk. “Maybe I’ll see you around, next time I come up.”

“Sure,” said Mara as she leaned back in her chair. “I usually work Sunday to Thursday.”

Logan smiled. A part of her earnestly wished she had come up on her own.

“Duly noted.”

With that, she turned back to Jude and pointed toward the center hallways leading away from them, and down they went.

The hallway was long, sterile, and white, lit with a blinding fluorescent light that seemed to echo off the too-white walls and ceilings, growing brighter, more inhuman, from the interaction. The farther away from the front desk they got, the more it smelled of antiseptic.

Logan didn’t want to think about what waited for them at the end of the hall. She was starting to suspect that Knatt had encouraged her to bring Jude along solely to prevent her from turning around at the last minute and heading in the other direction.

He wasn’t wrong. Even now, she faltered with every step forward. She would much rather stop where she stood, turn around, and head back to the redheaded receptionist behind her. On her better days, she could draw out a good flirt for hours. And it had been weeks since she’d had a decent flirt.

Her father’s room was all the way at the end of the hallway. When they reached it, Logan took a moment outside his closed door to breathe in and out. She closed her eyes and tried to imagine herself on a northern beach somewhere, her shoes crunching on black rocks as she stared out at the cold, gray waves. Then she pushed the door open and stepped inside.

“Charles?”

At first, she didn’t see him. He had one of the larger suites in the home, so there was more than one room to look through. She made her way into his living room, Jude following behind her, but he wasn’t in there. So she began to make her way over to the bedroom door before she noticed that the door onto his small back patio was ajar.

Of course, she thought to herself. Why not spend the day outside when it’s so nice and rainy?

“Wait here,” she said out loud to Jude, motioning at the door. “I’ll bring him back inside.”

With another sigh, she marched over to the outer door and went outside. There he was, sitting in a wicker rocking chair, wrapped in a giant quilt and staring out at the gray landscape behind the building.

“Hi, Charles.”

Slowly, he turned his head to look at her. His expression was vacant, and his eyes took several seconds to focus on her.

“Oh, it’s you. He told me you would come.”

For a moment, Logan paused. Something about his words sounded familiar—and wrong, somehow. She felt unsettled. Her body grew taut automatically, as if her subconscious had sensed a threat before she even noticed. Then she shook herself.

“Oh, yeah. You mean Knatt—uh, Hugh. Yes, Hugh called ahead to tell you I was coming. Well, I’m here now. Happy to see me?” He blinked at her but said nothing. “Okay, great. Well, it’s time to come inside, Charles. You’ll make yourself sick out here.”

Slowly he stood, and she steered him back into the living room and into an armchair. Jude was standing awkwardly on the other side of the room, so Logan pointed her into the other armchair. She made sure to close the sliding glass door before seating herself on the couch.

“So, Charles,” she said through gritted teeth, “how’s it going?”

In response, Charles shifted in his chair, adjusting the quilt as he did. He said nothing. Logan turned to Jude, who had reluctantly fallen into the other chair as Logan had indicated.

“Do you know how to play chess? Jude?”

Jude jumped like someone had yelled.

“Uh…yeah, I guess,” she stammered.

“There’s a set on the top shelf over there,” said Logan, pointing at the tall white case in the far corner. “If you’re up for it, he’d probably love to play. Might make him a little less…uh, well, I think he’d like it.”

With a jerky nod, Jude climbed out of her chair and walked over to where Logan had pointed her. As she did, Logan went to grab the small, high table that Charles had specifically for games, and she set it near him before pulling Jude’s chair over as well.

When Jude came back, she pulled out the board and began to set up. Logan settled back into the couch.

“Charles loves chess,” she said. Jude was now arranging the little pieces in their proper order. One side of the set was opaque white, the other clear. “We used to play for hours when I was a kid.”

Nodding to herself, Jude spun the board around, giving Charles the white side. “Chess club was one of my required extracurriculars,” she said. “Looks good on college applications and stuff. I guess I liked it okay.” She perched on the edge of her seat as she gazed down at the board. “You first, Mr. Logan.”

Logan watched her father’s expression as he perked up at his name, then finally noticed the chess board in front of him. For the first time since they’d arrived, he seemed interested in the room beyond his quilt. He leaned forward to take his own good look at the board, then he made his opening move.

Across from him, Jude nodded thoughtfully, her expression serious. She made her own next move, and he made another move after that. Logan watched them silently for several minutes, almost entranced by the way her father slowly allowed himself to be drawn out of his stupor as he played against a new opponent.

Suddenly she felt quite glad she’d brought Jude along. Logan couldn’t have forced herself to play if she’d come alone. That time in her life had passed, and she doubted it would ever return. But sitting on the sideline, passively watching her father unfold—for the moment, that was doable.

A few more minutes into their game, Jude made a tongue-clicking sound. “Charles, you sly dog,” she said, wagging her finger at him as he made his move.

Charles chuckled in return. Jude glanced up at the sound and smiled broadly at the look on his face. Then she made her move.

“Oho!” he exclaimed, sitting up a little straighter. The quilt came down several inches, and Logan could see that underneath it, he was wearing a full pajama set along with a terrycloth robe. “You think you’re clever, don’t you, girl?”

“Look who’s talking,” said Jude, folding her arms as she beamed across the table. Logan glanced at the board, but though she still understood the basic elements of the game, she had no idea what amused the two of them so much about it.

This is good, she thought. She’s got him talking. Talking is good.

“You got anything for that, Charles?” she asked, arching her eyebrow at him, like a challenge.

Charles harrumphed and waved his hand dismissively. “You can’t take down this old soldier so easy,” he said. With a calculated look, he made another move.

Logan recognized her chance. He was responsive, he was happy. Now, now that his brain was engaged, she could figure out how he was doing.

“So, how do they treat old soldiers around here, Charles?” she asked, keeping her voice light and conversational. More than once in the past, she’d tried to ask him how he was doing only to have him fly off the rails in response. She never knew what exactly might set him off.

Charles nodded amiably, his head bobbing on his shoulders like a buoy on the horizon. “We do okay here,” he said. “The ladies are nice—the nurses, I mean. Not as friendly as they could be, but they let me eat in my room if I want to. One of them brings me cake when there’s a birthday.” He scratched under his chin as he watched Jude make another move. “We get pizza on Friday.”

“That sounds like a pretty good life to me,” said Logan.

“Any life is good if you’ve got pizza,” said Jude, nodding enthusiastically.

For a moment, Charles’s face held onto the same unassuming smile, but then he seemed to falter, and his face fell.

“Charles?” asked Logan, concerned despite herself.

His gaze drifted off to the corner of the room. “There was…there was…someone here. Someone…”

“Who was here, Charles?”

“Saw…saw a shadow. Shadows coming off the walls. Spiders…spiders crawling…crawling out of mouths…out of eye…sockets…”

He shivered and fell silent. Logan almost felt unnerved, before immediately becoming annoyed at the idea that she’d nearly allowed Charles to unnerve her.

“Did you have a bad dream, Charles?”

Slowly, Charles turned his face back to her, and slowly his eyes came back into focus. His look was questioning.

“Is it you?” he asked. “Are you…him?”

Logan cleared her throat, frustration mounting. “Am I who, Charles?”

“My son.” Charles Logan’s unblinking black eyes bore into her. “That’s what they tell me.”

“I’m your daughter, Charles. Do you remember me?”

“Oh, I know you. I know you.” His focus went in and out, his gaze drifting. “Try to bribe me with your gifts, but I’m on to you. You say such…terrible things. Think I’ll forget, because sometimes I forget things now, but…not you. I remember you.”

“Charles. I’ve never brought you gifts.”

Logan’s voice and gaze were steady. She didn’t want to rile him.

“Well, not you, you. I’m not stupid. My son, you. I created him.” He gave a disjointed, disconcerting laugh. “I do my best creating when I’m not doing anything. It’s better if you don’t try too hard, you understand.”

Charles had long been prone to babbling. She did her best to steer him to a point.

“Who are you talking about, Charles? Who told you that you have a son?”

Charles’s eyes widened, and when he spoke, his voice was low. “It was the devil, of course.”

She sighed internally.

Oh, that. Should have known.

“The devil has been coming to visit you?” Even to her own ears, her voice sounded doubtful—almost mocking.

“Well, I—I told him not to come around anymore. I told him if he did, I’d tell the nurses on him, and then we wouldn’t get any more pudding.” He turned his attention back to the board, where his turn was waiting for him. He studied it a moment, then moved his knight. “I’m out of the game, you know. They try to bring me back in, but I know I’m out for good. If the horse can’t run, you have to put it out to pasture. It’s a bad game, anyway. Bad game. I learned my lesson there.”

Well, this has been a productive use of my time, Logan thought. The other two got back to their game as if there had been no interruption by her father’s sudden flight of fancy. After a moment, Logan stood, hoping to stretch her legs and get a little space from Charles.

“I’m gonna go hit up the vending machine,” she said. “You guys want anything?”

Suddenly Charles’s head snapped back in her direction, his eyes wide and bloodshot.

“You must not speak to him,” he commanded, his voice breaking. “The devil will come, but you must not speak. He’s a trickster.” He shook his head slowly as he went back to the board. “I should never have spoken. That would have saved me.”

“So, Snickers for you,” said Logan, nodding. She glanced at Jude. “Any preferences?”

Jude was staring over at Charles, transfixed and uncertain. She blinked and shook her head. “Uh, I’ll take a bag of chips or something. Not picky.”

“Cool. I’ll be back.”

With that, she hightailed it out of the room as fast as she could go. She knew exactly where the vending machines were, and she made a beeline for them. They sat in a large alcove between her father’s hall and the reception desk, with just enough cover to afford her a little privacy. Once she stepped past the partial wall that hid her from view, she took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

She didn’t want to say she pitied Charles, but seeing her once charming, magnetic father muttering nonsense from behind bloodshot eyes left her unmoored. She felt like she was lost at sea, and every wave and tumble threatened to pull her under.

Stop being so dramatic. It sounded like an order, even to herself. She squared her shoulders and took another breath to steady herself, then stepped forward to examine the vending machine options.

She had just pressed a button to order a bag of banana chips when the Choronzon Key decided to rip her open.

 

The girl was a good runner; she’d given him quite a chase. She couldn’t have been more than 17 or 18, and according to the instructions, that was best—to suit the tastes of the master.

The altar was almost complete. He took a step back to look at what he’d created, anticipation buzzing through his body. After so many successful hunts, he was finally ready.

There it was: his altar, anointed in blood and sacrifice. The necessary patterns swirled their way across the stone, laying the groundwork for the binding, made stronger by every mongrel he had given to their creation.

And an abundance set aside, for the master.

A moment of truth for every man.

Logan felt a change. Someone had anointed his arms and chest and now stood chanting over him. She felt his body tingling, burning, changing. Something was rising up in him—something new. He closed his eyes and gave himself over to it completely.

He couldn’t believe it was all coming true—everything promised, now made flesh.

An electric current took over him, and he screamed.

Logan felt another change, and now he was somewhere new. Somewhere dark. She couldn’t make out her surroundings. He ducked and tumbled, moving out of someone else’s reach. Then he surged, took his opponent by surprise—he anticipated the kill before him, imagined the easy snap of his opponent’s neck beneath his fingers—

He knew he had yet to exhaust the limits of his new power, and he knew his opponent thought he was only human. The monster waiting within him rose to the surface, ready to strike. His hands reached forward and closed around an unprotected throat—

For just a moment, the light shined on the other combatant’s face, and Logan knew exactly who he was fighting. She’d seen that face before. She knew it well.

It was Alexei Marin.

And he was about to lose.

 

With a gasp, Logan came back to reality. She’d sunk down to her knees, her hands sliding down the glass of the vending machine as though she’d tried to hold onto it to stop her fall. As she came back to consciousness, she shifted her body from left to right, testing herself to see if she was hurt. Nothing in particular jumped out at her, so she stood back up.

On her feet once more, she opened her eyes, and nearly jumped out of her skin. An old man stood in front of her, watching her with intensity. He was white and white-haired, slightly stooped over his cane, and much older than her father, as far as she could tell. She brushed herself off and decided to pretend she hadn’t just picked herself up off the floor.

“Hello, there.” Her voice sounded pleasant, and it didn’t shake at all.

“Lady troubles, eh?”

“Yes,” she said. Without missing a beat, she pointed to the vending machine and continued. “It didn’t have the chocolate bar I wanted, so I sank to my knees and let out a howl of rage.”

He shook his head at her.

“My wife was just the same.”

For a long beat, he held her face with deadpan passivity etched onto his own. Then he broke into a grin and leaned forward in a conspiratorial manner.

“I won’t tell ’em you fell if you don’t tell ’em I pissed the bed, okay?”

“It’s a deal.”

He cackled somewhat madly at her, gripped his cane, and tottered off toward the front end of the building. She waited until she was sure he was gone before leaning back against the vending machine, doing her best to slow her heart and calm her breathing.

Alexei, she thought, as soon as the appearance of the old man started to recede in her mind. Alexei’s in trouble. Her chest constricted, panic threatening to rise. Stop that. Calm down. She let her hands ball into fists as she took in a deep breath, counting to ten as she did so.

There you go. Her shoulders relaxed as her breath released, a temporary calm cooling her nerves.

Think. If Alexei was in trouble, then at least she knew exactly where she needed to go. He lived in San Francisco and usually took on local work, so odds were, he was there. And if she could get to where he was, then she could protect him.

And if he’s dead? No, stop.

She reached up and back, like she always did, to touch the edges of the Choronzon Key. It still blazed like white-hot metal, though her pain slowly receded. A part of her wished it would stay. It helped keep her steady. As her hand came back down, she closed her eyes and dove back into the vision, looking for more clues, more direction.

She was too late to help whoever the girl had been. She didn’t know why her visions came the way they did—why the Key gave her enough time to help some but not others. The rules seemed vague and inconsistent. Sometimes she got an extra flash of the future, sometimes she didn’t.

So was Alexei still alive? She pulled out her phone and scrolled down for the last message she had from him—it was nearly a week old.

That’s helpful. Glad I keep in such close touch with my friends.

After a moment’s hesitation, she clicked on him and called. The phone rang a few times before disconnecting, not even leaving her the option of a voicemail.

He never sets up the damn voicemail. She put the phone back in her pocket. What other options did she have? She could call him until she ran down her battery, or she could use the traveling room, show up at his apartment, and see if he was there.

Or she could do nothing. For the moment, at least.

She grabbed her bag of banana chips and made the rest of her purchases. Her body seemed to operate more on autopilot than direct command as it led her back down the hall.

He’s not dead. You’d know it if he was dead. She searched the vision again. Somehow, he didn’t feel dead to her. But he did feel…in peril. He wasn’t safe. A future where he would die was close at hand, though she couldn’t say how close, nor could she even say how she knew. But she did know.

Stay calm. Stay normal.

She pushed her way back into her father’s room.

In her pocket, her phone seemed to burn, just like the Choronzon Key at her back. If she’d ever seen the point of praying, she would have prayed that it would ring, and soon.

 

 

Another hour passed, and finally Charles seemed to be winding back down. A nurse came by to check on him and bring him his dinner, and she let Logan know that he probably shouldn’t entertain visitors for too much longer. Logan kept her immense relief to herself.

“We’ll come back and see you soon, Charles,” she said as she helped clear away the game. In the end, Charles had won it, but Jude assured her it was by the skin of his teeth.

“Yeah,” said Jude, nodding happily. “I gotta come back to beat you, Mr. Logan.”

“You know, you’re a lovely girl,” he said mildly, gazing at her with approval. “Too clever by half, but lovely anyway.” He crooked a finger at Logan. “You keep her safe, now. You have a job to do.”

“Don’t I know it,” answered Logan, trying for congenial but ending up with bland. She took a step closer to him, thinking now might be the appropriate time for a hug. At the last minute, she chickened out and went to pat him on the back instead. “Be nice to the nurses, okay?”

“Sure, sure,” he said. He already seemed to be losing interest in the two of them, preferring to gaze down at his new food instead. “I’m always good to the nurses. They’re such lovely ladies. They keep me safe. Wolves at the gate and all that.”

Logan paused, her blood automatically spiking at the word wolves.

That is, technically, an expression. He’s probably just using the expression.

“Did you say wolves, Charles?”

But Charles didn’t seem to hear her. Either because the game was over or because his food had arrived, he’d checked back out of the world. He dug his little plastic fork into his mashed potatoes and ignored her.

“Charles? What did you say?”

Nothing. He kept eating. Her cause was lost.

It was probably nothing, anyway. It was an expression, nothing more.

“Okay. See you next time, Charles.”

“Goodbye, Mr. Logan!”

Logan found she couldn’t get out of her father’s room quickly enough.

 

 

The whole drive back, Logan couldn’t stop checking her phone, clicking on the screen where it sat in an empty cup holder. She couldn’t shake the feeling—or maybe only the hope—that Alexei might call her back any moment, and she didn’t want to miss it. But every second he didn’t call, she could feel the tension growing in the pit of her stomach.

“Are you okay?” Jude finally asked about 45 minutes into their journey back.

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Are you acting weird because of the Order? Because of that lady who came by—?”

“No, it’s not that. Don’t worry about it, I’m fine.”

Jude leaned closer in her seat and dropped her voice. “Is it because of your dad and that weird shit he was saying?”

“Uh…well, yeah, it’s always weird to see him like that.” It certainly wasn’t a lie, even if it wasn’t exactly the right truth. Now didn’t quite seem like the time to bring up the Choronzon Key and her visions. “You know, I didn’t see him at all for years, and then…then when I finally came back, he was already like that. Well, he wasn’t quite that bad at first. He got worse over time.” She glanced over at Jude. “Has Knatt talked to you about any of this, or just me?”

“Just you,” said Jude, shrugging. “Knatt sticks to academic stuff, mostly. And, like, chit-chat, I guess. I figured he was too British to talk about the past.”

“You’re not wrong,” said Logan with a chuckle. “He used to go out in the field, you know. Both of them, actually, Knatt and my father. They’d go out together. Then Charles got sick, and Knatt had to take care of him.”

“Oh.” Jude nodded pensively. “Until you moved him up to the home, right?”

“Yeah, eventually.”

Logan remembered it well: her father getting worse, Knatt growing more and more exasperated with every passing day. The messages he sent her, asking her to come back. How reluctant she’d been, even knowing it would help Knatt more than Charles.

And then the day Knatt had found him in the study, covered in his own blood.

“Remember how I told you that we found him cutting up his arm, trying to pull off some nonsense cast?” Jude nodded. “He said he was trying to summon the…the devil who broke his brain.”

Logan kept her gaze carefully focused on the road in front of her. That particular memory burned in sharp relief: the irony of the man who’d stolen her memories, now robbed of his own. She wondered if he’d confused what was happening to him with what he’d done to her—if it was himself he was trying to summon, mistakenly believing that if he could only locate his phantom self, he could undo all the damage to his own brain.

Or maybe not. Maybe his actions were random, nothing more than the result of misfiring synapses.

“The devil,” said Jude, thoughtfully. “Did he mean…like, a demon?”

“Maybe a demon, maybe a man. Almost certainly a figment of his own imagination.”

“I see,” said Jude. Her voice was quiet.

“I don’t know if you could tell, but…you helped him today,” said Logan kindly. Anything to make it better. “He definitely likes you.”

“I think I like him too, in a way,” said Jude uncertainly. “He’s almost like a little kid.”

“Yeah. I suppose he is.”

They lapsed into silence again after that.

Logan tried to hide it as much as she could, but as soon as Jude turned away from her, she started checking her phone with regularity again.

 

 

Finally, they arrived back at the estate. Logan pulled into the garage to park, and she and Jude made their way back inside. Jude ran upstairs to use her bathroom and change into pajamas, while Logan tracked down Knatt. She found him in the study, reading quietly. He looked up as she entered.

“I thought you’d be getting back soon,” he said as he set his book down on the table beside him. “How did you find your father?”

“Oh, you know. Same old crazy.” She considered whether it was worth it to explain further for a moment—after all, Charles’s addled brain had spewed out plenty of strange things over the years. Still, his words had lingered with her, through the haze of her newfound Alexei-based anxiety. “He, uh, he called me his son. I think he was just babbling. And, uh, he brought up the devil again. Said the devil had been to visit him.”

Knatt looked at her with some concern.

“He does tend to say strange things like that,” he said gently.

“I know,” said Logan immediately, shrugging, trying to indicate that she didn’t feel unduly perturbed by it.

“Could the nurses find any strange visitors logged in on the books?”

“No. I checked on the way out, but they had nothing. So, probably just babbling.”

“Most likely.” Knatt folded his hands together, looking contemplative. “Well, you must be quite hungry by now, hm? Shall we make dinner?”

“How about we just order a pizza?”

“If you’d prefer it.”

They ambled into the kitchen, where Jude was already waiting, clad in a T-shirt and pajama bottoms. When Logan asked her if she minded pizza, she enthusiastically requested a Hawaiian. Logan glanced over at Knatt just in time to catch the look of disgust that passed over his face.

“One Hawaiian, one Logan special, and a veggie lover for Mr. Knatt,” said Logan, pulling out her phone.

As soon as she had it in her hand, it began to ring.

When she saw the name pop up, she answered it without a second thought.

“Alexei. There you are.”


Chapter Six
Homme Fatale

Jude gripped the sheathed dagger in her hand, tracing the intricate patterns etched into its handle. Just ahead of her, Logan touched her hand to a painted rune on the wall beside one of the many doors in the traveling room and muttered a word Jude couldn’t quite make out. Then she turned the handle and pulled it open.

Even though she’d known what was coming, Jude found she still couldn’t quite get over the shock of what she saw. Beyond the doorway stood an alleyway in a city, complete with a giant city trash can and the brick wall of another building behind it, and all the smells and sounds that went along with city life. If Logan was to be believed, this was San Francisco.

Without pausing or looking back, Logan stepped through the doorway. Jude tugged on the straps of her backpack and followed after, pulling the door shut behind her, just like Logan had said to. Then she blinked, and when her eyes opened up again, the door was gone. A smooth concrete wall stood in its place.

Beside her, Logan clicked a few buttons on her phone, then started to walk toward the mouth of the alley. As Jude walked behind her, she stared up at the clear blue sky between the buildings that stretched upward on either side of them—back at the estate, the day had been as gray as the one preceding it.

“Remember, Alexei thinks we flew in,” Logan said, adjusting the messenger bag on her shoulder. “In case it comes up.”

“Right,” said Jude, nodding.

From what Logan had told her, Jude inferred that Alexei was an old friend of hers, as well as a colleague: like Logan, he made his money as a paranormal consultant working primarily for the rich and the bored.

“And he needs our help?” she’d asked the night before, when Logan had brought up the idea of going to San Francisco to see him.

“I have reason to believe so, yes.”

“Did he ask for help?”

“No.” For a moment, it looked like Logan wasn’t going to explain any more than that, but from Jude’s questioning look, she added, “Uh, I got a message earlier, when we were still at the facility, from a…well, a friend. A psychic friend.”

“Wait, I thought you said most psychics are con artists?”

“Yeah, most psychics are. This friend happens to have…a good track record, you could say. Nearly spotless, in fact. I mean, look, it might be nothing. It’s completely possible that Alexei has it handled, and there’s no reason for us to go. If that’s the case, then think of it this way—we get to walk around San Francisco for a couple of days. Might be fun, right?”

Naturally, Jude had enthusiastically agreed, so there they were. She tugged on the straps of her backpack again, pure excitement coursing through her veins.

They had just reached the real street, and she glanced around expectantly, though nothing particularly interesting seemed to be happening right at the moment. Across from them stood a tall apartment building, and cars whizzed in front of them in both directions. “Why don’t you want to tell Alexei about the traveling room, anyway?”

Logan shrugged, glanced at her phone, then pointed to the right. “This way.” They started walking. “Well, like I told you, nobody knows how to make anything like the traveling room anymore. It’s a rare thing. So, it’s just better to limit the number of people who know about that sort of thing.”

“Okay,” said Jude. “We flew in, then. I took the window seat.”

Logan smiled. “There you go.”

They walked for two more blocks before coming to a stop in front of another apartment building, this one about eight stories high, made of sand-colored bricks, with bay windows dotting each wall. They entered through a slim door in the center of the front wall and found themselves in a cramped and dimly lit lobby. It looked as though it had been designed and decorated several decades earlier, possibly in the art deco period, and kept up with only a lackluster interest. Logan made a beeline for the small elevator door at the back. Jude scurried after her, and soon the elevator ferried them up to the top floor.

When they came out on the floor, they found themselves in a short hallway that looked about as glamorous as the lobby. As far as Jude could tell, there appeared to be only four doors in the hallway, meaning only four apartments on this floor. Logan led her over to the farther door on the left-hand side and knocked sharply on it. Jude heard footsteps behind the door just before it blew open with dramatic flair.

For the second time that day, she had to stifle a gasp.

Before them stood one of the most beautiful men she had ever seen. He had glistening bronze skin, high cheekbones, astoundingly deep black eyes ringed with long lashes, and ever-so-slightly overgrown black hair, shiny and curling at the ends. Jude noticed that the top three buttons of his nicely pressed white dress shirt were left open, revealing even more of his perfectly smooth skin. His eyes locked on Logan immediately, and he gave her a dazzling smile.

“Hello, darling.”

His voice seemed to ooze out of him, like silk slowly unspooling.

“Hi, Alexei.”

He didn’t quite make her stomach do flip-flops, the way the Amy lookalike in the bar had done, but the aesthetic pleasure of him was something to behold. He was almost like a painting.

Of course, the allure of him shattered the second he laid eyes on her. His mouth pressed into a hard line and his eyes lost all hint of mischievous promise. He almost glowered.

“You brought a friend,” he said, squaring his shoulders and pushing an empty smile back onto his face. “Didn’t realize you had any others. I thought I was special.”

“Oh, this is Jude,” said Logan. “She’s in training, with Knatt and me. Jude, Alexei. Alexei, Jude.”

Jude started to raise her hand for a shake, but she quickly changed it to a wave when Alexei made no movement toward her at all.

“So. Think we can come inside, maybe?”

“I’m not sure I’ve got enough bed space for both of you,” said Alexei, eyes narrowed once more. “If I’d known there would be two of you—”

“Ah, sorry, I should have said something,” said Logan quickly. “If it’s a problem, we can go get a hotel room somewhere.”

Immediately Alexei reconsidered, shaking his head. “No, no, I don’t mean to kick you out.” He tilted his head, considering. “But I do only have the one guest bed.”

Logan shrugged. “We could probably share a bed.” Jude was watching Alexei’s face as Logan spoke, so she saw him briefly blanch before recovering. She wasn’t sure Logan saw it at all. “Or I can sleep on the couch. I’ve had worse.”

Alexei gave a wide, fake smile, bestowing this one on Jude instead of Logan.

“Well, come on inside. We’ll make it work somehow.”

He turned his body into the apartment, making a sweeping gesture to usher them in. Jude stepped over the threshold, taking in every detail as she went. A short foyer gave way to a kitchen, and beyond that a large living room with two bay windows letting in the midday sun. The interior was stylish and modern, and a sight more colorful than Logan’s grayscale living space. Alexei seemed to favor dark wood end tables and fancy couches that looked like they might have belonged in the 1920s.

One door stood on each side of the living room. Alexei ushered them towards the door to the right, which turned out to be his guest bedroom. It looked as impeccable and expertly positioned as the living room, though the perfectly made bed appeared untouched by human hands. They put their bags down in there before Alexei showed them the guest bathroom as well.

Their bags now deposited and the tour complete, they made their way back to the living room and sat on Alexei’s lovely couches, each upholstered in dark blue. Alexei stopped briefly by the island counter in the kitchen to pick up a thick manila folder before joining them.

“Do either of you want anything to drink?” he asked. “By which I mainly mean water, unless you’re interested in getting an early start.”

“I’d like a water, please,” said Jude hesitantly. She was afraid his instant dislike of her might prove to be a problem. “If it’s not too much trouble, I mean.”

“Not at all.”

A moment later, he passed her an ice-cold glass and sat across from them. As he leaned back in the chair, his shirt tightened and stretched, revealing an extra inch or two of skin. Then he turned his laser gaze to Jude once more.

“What was your name again?”

“I’m Jude. Uh, nice to meet you.”

“Alexei. Charmed.” His expression, which hadn’t yet been warm, seemed to cool by the minute. He glanced at Logan again. “I can’t think of a more delicate way to put this, H.C., so here it goes…why exactly did you drag a kid out here with you?”

“Oh, look,” said Logan, shaking her head, “she may be young, but she’s in training, all right? She may be a little green, but it’s not her first mission. And if things get hairy, I’ll keep her safe.”

“All right. I trust you. I was just…curious.”

Jude got the uncomfortable feeling that she’d just been pulled out of the starting lineup for the big game.

“Uh, for the record,” she said, with as much confidence as she could muster, “I’m eighteen.”

Alexei’s gaze turned back on her, eyebrows slightly raised.

“So you are,” he said vaguely.

An awkward silence fell between them as Alexei stared her down. She got the distinct impression that he was trying to read her entire life history through sheer force of will.

Beside her, Logan cleared her throat.

“So, Alexei, about the case…”

“Right,” he said, snapping to attention. He tapped the manila folder once against his knee, then leaned over to hand it to Logan. “Honestly, darling, happy as I am to have you around, I really don’t think I need your help on this one.”

“So you said.” Logan nodded, flipping the folder open. “And I appreciate your humoring me anyway. You knew the husband?”

“Before his death, yes,” said Alexei. “That file pertains to the cases I worked for him in the past, but to be honest, I hadn’t heard from him in years before I got a call from his wife yesterday. And as far as I can tell, there’s nothing supernatural about this case.”

At that, Jude cast a quick, sidelong look at Logan, but Logan’s expression didn’t change.

“Do you think there’s any particular reason you hadn’t heard from him in a while?”

“Well, Herb was always more of a hobbyist than anything else. He liked to collect trophies, anything he could show off to his friends that could impress them, anything just slightly beyond the normal reach of the wealthy and powerful. My first job with him was an expedition to Machu Picchu to find some lost burial site.” Alexei shrugged. “I figured he just…lost interest, as he got older. Or he found something else he could show off. Who knows?”

Logan nodded slowly, flipping through the papers in the folder, which seemed to be mostly made up of text documents, interspersed with images of different objects, many of which bore a resemblance to the collection of artifacts back at the estate.

Finally, Jude watched Logan flip to a picture of a person: a pale, awkward young man, maybe twenty years old, with colorless hair, a quavering smile, and a spray of pimples on his face.

“This is the missing person?”

“Todd Phillips, yes. His mother, Andrea Phillips, is the one who called me.” He looked like he was about to say something more, but at that moment, a number of musical notes burst forth from somewhere inside his pants. He gave a quick, tight smile, then shifted to drag a cell phone out of his pocket. “As always, H.C., your timing is impeccable. Would you care to accompany me to Ms. Phillips’s place of residence?”

“As a matter of fact, I would.”

They both stood up without any further preamble, so Jude stood up too, though an ever-growing part of her wondered if there was any point in tagging along. If there wasn’t anything paranormal about this case, why were they even here?

Of course, her real sticking point was the way Alexei Marin kept treating her like some kind of intruder.

As they stepped into the elevator and let the doors close behind them, Jude decided to sneak a quick look at him. To her surprise, she found a tender, wistful look etched into his perfect features. After a moment, she realized that he was looking at Logan…who didn’t seem to notice.

Within seconds, the look was gone, replaced by the kind of rakish smirk that made Jude wonder if he practiced sexy looks in a mirror every morning. She glanced back at Logan, but Logan didn’t notice this either.

So the flirting is a cover for…more serious flirting?

Jude shook her head in mild disbelief.

And all this time, I thought I was repressed.

 

 

Unsurprisingly, Ms. Andrea Phillips’s impeccable home stood high up on a hill, on a street populated by large, expensive-looking townhouses. Once the driver dropped them off, they made their way up a short but steep staircase to the door. Alexei paused before pushing the doorbell.

“Not to be rude,” he said, narrowing his eyes at Jude, who immediately braced herself for rudeness, “but try to keep your mouth shut, okay?”

To Jude’s immense pleasure, Logan smacked the back of his head, ruffling his perfectly unkempt hair.

“What Alexei means,” she said, “is that we don’t want the client to know how little field experience you have. So, yeah, try to say as little as possible. But you don’t have to pretend you’re mute or anything.”

With effort, Jude refrained from crossing her arms. “I’m not a complete idiot, you know.”

“I know that,” said Logan, just as Alexei made a noise of disbelief. Before Logan could admonish him again, he rang the doorbell. It opened almost immediately.

Before them stood a tall, gaunt man with skin so pale Jude had to wonder if he’d ever stepped beyond the threshold of the house. He was wearing a simple black suit, like a butler. She stared at him in amazement. Do rich people really still have butlers?

“Hello,” said Alexei, in a tone that was markedly cheerier than the one he had just used with Jude. Jude recognized it immediately—it sounded like Logan’s voice when she spoke to Martin Armstrong. “Is the lady of the house available?”

The man looked at each of them individually, his expression one of displeasure.

“Who is calling?”

“I’m Alexei Marin,” said Alexei easily, his smile never slipping. “I’m the private investigator she hired. She knows I’m coming, I promise.”

The man stood gazing at them silently a moment longer, before taking a step back to let them inside. Alexei bounded across the threshold; Logan and Jude followed at a more cautious pace.

“You will wait in the sitting room,” the man announced, guiding them through the short entryway to the right.

The sitting room was large and lavishly furnished. Jude wondered if the novelty of expensive homes would ever wear off for her. The butler-man vanished from sight immediately, though she barely noticed as she took in the wall of shelving on the other side of the room. It was full of books, trinkets, artifacts, and stylishly framed family portraits.

The man hadn’t specified whether they should sit in the sitting room, so the three of them hovered awkwardly near the chairs, refusing to give in to the temptation to rest in one. Jude wished she had brought the dagger with her, if for no other reason than to have something to fiddle with in her boredom and anxiety. Instead, she shoved her hands into the pockets of her shorts and drifted over to the shelf to read the book titles.

As soon as she got close enough to see the shelves’ content a little better, she found her eye drawn to one of the framed pictures. It featured a gray-haired but muscle-bound man in his 70s, along with the boy she’d seen inside the manila folder. He looked older in this picture, sporting a genuine grin and a robust tan on his uneven skin. He held a massive, upright rifle in his hand, while the older man clapped him on the shoulder. An elegant giraffe lay limply beside them, clearly dead.

Jude felt nauseous. When Alexei said Phillips might have found a new way to show off, had he meant that? Travesty tourism?

“Alexei!” said a voice behind them. Jude turned around to see a pretty blonde woman, maybe in her 40s, wearing a cream-colored blouse tucked into a floral, form-fitting pencil skirt. Her hair looked professionally styled, and her makeup was so smooth it was almost undetectable. When she took a step, Jude noticed that the soles of her high-heeled stilettos were bright red.

Alexei’s smile popped back into place before he turned around.

“Andrea!” he cried in return, striding over to greet her. She held out her hand, and he caught it in his, bringing it up briefly to his lips. “You look wonderful, darling. How are you holding up today?”

Andrea’s expression shifted to one of well-practiced grief.

“As well as can be expected, I suppose,” she said.

“You’re a champion,” Alexei assured her. He took her by the arm and guided her further into the room. “Come, let me introduce you to my confederates.”

“Oh! All right.” The smallest change on the woman’s face served to express her surprise. She had expected Alexei to come alone. Of course.

“This is H.C. Logan, another special investigator, like myself.” The way he emphasized the word “special” led Jude to think he meant paranormal.

So, Andrea Phillips knows about magic, but she needs euphemisms to talk about it?

“Lovely to meet you, Ms. Phillips,” said Logan, extending her hand. Ms. Phillips hesitated a moment before taking it.

“And this is her business partner, Miss Li.”

Jude couldn’t say why, but she bristled when he said her name. The “Miss” felt diminutive, even incorrect, though she knew she didn’t mind it as much when Knatt called her Miss Li. And was it just her imagination, or did Alexei’s hand motion at her seem more disrespectful than the one he’d used for Logan?

Of course, Jude didn’t want to shake the blonde lady’s hand. So instead, she hung back and bowed her head slightly, keeping her hands firmly in her pockets. Maybe she’ll just think it’s an Asian thing.

If Ms. Phillips even noticed, she made no outward sign of it. Her eyes barely swept over Jude before returning, resolutely, to Alexei.

“They’re going to be assisting me on the case,” said Alexei, lowering his voice as he explained. He sounded almost…conspiratorial.

“Oh no,” said Ms. Phillips, clutching one hand to her heart. “Have you found something? Does Todd’s case require more help than you originally thought, or—”

“Not at all,” Alexei hurriedly assured her. “No, it’s nothing like that. Miss Logan is an associate of mine—going back to ancient times.” He gave Ms. Phillips a kind of knowing look that Jude didn’t entirely understand. “She happens to be in town, so I asked her to consult with me, for old times’ sake. Two heads are better than one, after all, isn’t that right?”

Don’t you mean three heads? Jude thought, more bitterly than she would have liked.

“Oh, yes, of course,” said Andrea, nodding. “Why don’t you all sit down? Would you like some coffee?”

“I’m fine, thank you,” said Alexei as he took a seat on one of the pristine cream-colored couches. Logan sat down next to him, leaving Ms. Phillips no choice but to sit across from them. Jude barely entertained the idea of sitting next to her before she decided to hang back near the books. She could stand for a few more minutes if it meant not having the off-putting rich woman as a seat mate.

“Can you tell us a little bit about your son?” asked Logan. “Is he college age?”

Ms. Phillips huffed. “Well, he’s enrolled in college, if that’s what you mean.” She stopped herself there, glancing over at Alexei. “Alexei, dear, are you sure we couldn’t talk…privately, perhaps?”

If Jude hadn’t been watching him so closely, she would have missed his tiny, subtle wink.

“Why don’t we just stick to the basics for now,” he said, his tone reassuring, inviting. “And if there’s anything else you need to tell me, we can discuss it later.”

Jude was amazed at how much suggestion he could cram into two syllables.

“Well…all right,” said Ms. Phillips, mollified and nearly blushing. “As for Todd…lord, this is, oh, third or fourth attempt to finish a semester? I’ve lost count now. He always finds some reason he needs to take time off, you see, usually right before an exam period.”

She let out a heavy sigh, then motioned to the butler-type, who still hovered near the doorway. At her wave, he turned to a side table, picked up the pitcher of orange-and-cucumber water, poured a small glass, and handed it to her.

“To answer your actual question, Ms. Logan,” she said pointedly, holding her glass as primly as possible, “my son is twenty-six years old.”

Jude turned back toward the picture with the sad dead giraffe. Glancing around at the other shelves, she realized that every single framed picture featured the elder, now-deceased Herbert Phillips, his son Todd at various stages of development, and the corpse of an exotic animal. None of them included Andrea.

“Has he ever—” Logan started, then paused. She and Alexei exchanged a glance, and she leaned slightly back, allowing him to lead. Jude watched her quickly smooth out her face, guessing she was hiding resentment at the need to play second fiddle.

“Has he ever gone missing before?” asked Alexei, his eyes expressing nothing but sympathy and understanding. “Right before an exam, perhaps?”

“Once or twice,” said Ms. Phillips easily, taking a sip from her fancy water. “Never for so long, of course. I usually hear from him within a few days. It never takes too long for him to run out of money, you see.”

Jude got the distinct impression that Andrea Phillips wanted to roll her eyes, but through sheer force of will, she remained composed.

“Last time,” she continued, “he called me after two days to say he was in Rio de Janeiro ‘chasing the spirit of greatness,’ or something like that.” She took another drink, and Jude saw her composure slip. “The wild of the world just calls to him, you see. His father was the same way, so at least I know where he gets it. Herbert, at least, managed to finish a degree at an Ivy before he went off the deep end. Todd can’t seem to finish a credit at a goddamn public school.”

For a moment, it looked like her open disappointment might begin to build, but then she caught herself. “Apologies. I’ve had a very long week.”

She glanced down at her drink, somewhat suspiciously. Alexei seemed to spy his opportunity.

“Sounds like you could use something a little stronger than that,” he said, a hint of mischief in his tone. He raised an eyebrow at her. “Perhaps we both could.”

This dude is shameless, thought Jude, now holding back her own eyeroll. Of course, she had scarcely finished the thought before Ms. Phillips enthusiastically agreed.

“That sounds like just the thing,” she said, motioning to the butler-man again, this time with a wave of her fancy water.

This time, the overdressed man retreated to a bar cart out in the hall, returning with two identical glasses full of an indeterminate light brown liquid. He brought the lady hers first.

“Where was I?” she asked, swirling her new drink before taking a careful sip. “Oh, yes. Todd called me from Rio. He’d blown through his entire discretionary fund for the semester, and the backup card wasn’t working. Forgot to tell anyone he was going on a last-minute trip to South America, naturally. He wanted me to wire him money for the rest of the week. He claimed the trip was just as good for his education as finishing his classes would have been.”

She laughed a mirthless laugh.

“I’m not an idiot, of course. I’m sure he went down there for some third-world pussy, or some equally asinine ‘adventure.’” She made air-quotes with her fingers as she said adventure, her lips twisting bitterly. “Herbert was exactly the same.”

Jude did her best to keep her eyes from popping out of her head. The last word she’d expected to tumble from this prim rich lady’s mouth was pussy, but she wasn’t sure whether that was more or less shocking than her blasé attitude toward her belief in her husband’s infidelity.

“So I bought him an airline ticket and nothing else. I told him he could stay where he was and starve, or he could take the free ride home.” Triumph flashed over her features. “He was back within the day, and just as sweet and contrite as he could be. He was quite hungry, too. Never been a fan of airline food, you see.”

As Jude heard her last line, she suppressed a laugh. Ms. Phillips seemed to have mastered the art of making her son sound like an idiot. Must have been embarrassing, having to run home to Mommy in the middle of an “adventure.”

Before her, Logan’s expression remained unchanged, though Alexei humored the widow with a catch of her eye and a knowing smile.

“So, about how long has he been missing?” asked Alexei, a calibrated display of casual interest on his face.

“Almost three weeks,” said Ms. Phillips.

“Have you contacted the police?” asked Logan. Her tone was somehow firm and relaxed at the same time. Jude marveled at her, while Alexei pasted on a brilliant smile, all for Ms. Phillips.

“Well, perhaps I should have, but—no.”

With a slight, almost invisible touch to Logan’s knee, possibly telling her to hold back for this one, Alexei leaned forward.

“Ms. Phillips, may I ask—and if you’d like it to remain between the two of us, please do let me know—is there a reason that you contacted me instead?”

“Well—yes and no.” Ms. Phillips straightened her back, still clutching the glass. She glanced nervously at the corner of the room before looking back at Alexei. “That is to say—I don’t think there’s anything funny about his disappearance, if you catch my drift. But—well, Todd did spend a lot of time with his father, even more so in the years leading up to his passing. Herbert assured me that he never took Todd anywhere that was truly dangerous, but…well, I know my husband. He loved all that…occult nonsense.” It looked like the word pained her to say.

“There’s no way Todd didn’t know about it, at least a little. So, I suppose there’s always a chance.” She shook her head in disdain. “And, well, Herbert frequently praised you for how discreet you could be. And I do hope to keep this as quiet as possible.”

The word discreet sent a funny, creeping feeling up Jude’s spine. Ms. Phillips looked at Alexei as she said it, and her interest seemed clear as day to Jude. Alexei seemed to receive it warmly, however, with a slow smile and a flutter. Was that a wink?

“Discretion is an integral part of my business,” he said easily. “It is for Logan, as well.”

“Absolutely,” said Logan with a flash of smile. “Ms. Phillips, would you mind if I took a look at Todd’s room here? If it’s not too much trouble, that is. I just want to make sure he hasn’t left us any easy clues, perhaps hidden in an unusual place.”

Ms. Phillips paused for a long moment before she spoke again.

“Not at all,” she said, with the air of someone who did, in fact, mind, but wanted to seem like they didn’t. She gestured at the butler-man again. “Frederick, will you please show Miss Logan to Todd’s bedroom?”

Frederick stepped forward and inclined his head; something about him, either his manner or his appearance, reminded her of a crocodile.

Logan got up to follow him, and Jude made the split-second decision to follow her, even though she wasn’t particularly keen on seeing the young giraffe killer’s room.

The only thing she knew for sure was that she didn’t want to find herself alone with Alexei and Ms. Andrea Phillips.


Chapter Seven
Call of Evil

To Jude’s relief, the silent butler left them alone with the room. He ushered them toward the door, cracked it open, bowed slightly, and disappeared.

Some people lead different lives, thought Jude with a shrug.

She turned to take in the rest of the room and had to stifle a small gasp. As large as her own bedroom at the estate was, this room was easily twice the size—and in the middle of San Francisco, no less. The furniture was mostly dark and modern, and right in the middle of the far wall, a giant flat-screen TV had been mounted, complete with accompanying game systems and large speakers, and a long, low couch right in front of it. Jude nearly groaned with envy—she’d always wanted to play video games, but her parents had never allowed it. They seemed to think playing even a single video game could get her automatically rejected from any college worth attending.

While Jude ogled the apparent centerpiece of the room, Logan slid the door softly shut behind them. Then she pulled a pair of white latex gloves out of her pocket and slipped them on.

She started her search with the bed, carefully peeling back the covers and poking around, even sliding her hand under the pillow, as if she might find the missing kid’s itinerary tucked beneath it.

“So, uh,” said Jude, “why did you want to come up here, exactly?”

Logan straightened up, apparently done with the bed, and turned toward the nightstand. “You never know what kind of clues people might leave behind, even if they think they’re covering their tracks. Based on his mother’s description, did Todd Phillips sound particularly clever and resourceful to you?”

“Nope,” said Jude, shaking her head.

“Exactly,” said Logan. She gave the drawer in her hand a shake, then started to feel around its contents. “He’s the sort of person who ends up doing half of your work for you, provided you know where to look.”

“I see.” She started looking around the room herself, though without gloves, she figured she’d better keep her hands in her pockets.

“Besides,” said Logan, now standing upright again, “something doesn’t feel right about this case. It seems like it’s just a rich kid running away from home, right?”

“Right.”

“But if that’s true, why would it…why would I need to come here? Why would Alexei be in danger? He’s handled way worse than some idiot runaway before.”

At that, her eyes alighted on a small shelving unit to the left of the television. It appeared to be a kind of spillover station from the larger shelf next to it, which mostly held glossy-cased video games. The spillover shelf featured games, too, but Jude noticed that it also had a few books, and what appeared to be an old shoebox sitting on top. When Logan crossed over to that corner of the room, it was the shoebox she picked up.

“So…you don’t think he’s an idiot runaway?”

Logan shook her head, her eyes trained on the box as she took one gloved hand to the lid and popped it off.

“I don’t think he’s just an idiot runaway.” She reached into the box, and when she pulled her hand back out, she was holding a small stone totem, carved to look like a squat demon with a distinctly female shape. It reminded Jude instantly of the totem sitting on Martin Armstrong’s ritual table.

“He’s a caster?”

Logan tilted her head to the side, the expression on her face inscrutable.

“At the very least, he’s trying to be.”

She set the totem back inside the box, replaced the lid, and set it back on the shelf. Next, she turned her attention to the books, leaning close so she could take in the titles. After a moment, she pulled out a slim, leather-bound volume that bore no title whatsoever.

“Hey, kid,” she said as she perused the contents of the book’s first few pages, “you wanna take a look through his games, maybe read a few of the descriptions?”

“Am I looking for something in particular?”

“Well, I recognize the absurdity of the task, but…anything that strikes you as particularly violent or disturbing would be helpful.”

“You want me to look for violence…in video games?”

Logan paused in her perusal, her eyebrows knitting together as she glanced up. “Would you prefer I have you check through his underwear drawer, or—?”

“No, no, I got it.” She clenched her fists in her pockets, wondering how she was possibly going to sort out some unknown, specific kind of violence. “Uh, got an extra glove, maybe?”

“Oh, right.” Logan reached into another pocket with one hand, coming back with two new bits of latex and handing them over. Jude got to work, while Logan went back to the book again.

A few moments passed in silence, while Jude took in a number of game descriptions that fit every single one of her expectations for them. The boxes bore names like First Evil, Death Cry, Call of Evil, Warlords of the Apocalypse, and so on.

There does seem to be a theme, she thought. As she predicted, every single one boasted gameplay based entirely on violence.

“Oh,” she said, holding one of them up, “this one, uh, you can only unlock stuff by killing all the innocent characters…oh, wait, just the women. You get the reward if you kill all the female characters.”

For a moment, Logan didn’t look up or seem to register her words, apparently too engrossed in the volume in her hands to notice. Finally, she shook her head and glanced up.

“Oh…uh, the female characters? Not just the sex workers? Well, I guess that’s new. What’s the name of that one?”

“Uh…Caller of the Dark Thing.”

“How inventive.” She shook her head again, then pulled out a small plastic bag from her pocket. She dropped in the book she was holding and closed it tight, slipping it neatly inside the plastic bag and sealing it in. “You can give that a rest. I found what we need.”

“Really? I haven’t even gotten through half of these, didn’t you want—?”

“Oh, no, don’t worry about it. Honestly, I was just trying to give you something to do. But, hey, good work on that Caller of the Whatever thing. That’s good stuff.” She pulled open the front of her leather jacket and slipped the book, in its plastic, inside an inner pocket, then zipped up the bottom of the jacket.

“Wait, are you just gonna take that?”

“I’ll bring it back,” answered Logan, as casual as could be. “She’ll never even know it was gone. Come on, you ready to head back downstairs?”

Jude tried not to let her surprise register on her face, but she had a feeling she didn’t succeed. Logan is stealing a book from a client. From a crime scene? No, no, it’s not a crime scene. Except that stealing is a crime, so it’s kind of a crime scene. Wait, is it a crime if you’re, like, a detective? But how much of a detective is she?

“Seriously, you coming or not?”

“Yeah, I’m coming! Right behind you.”

Logan gave a quick nod and swept out of the room. Jude swallowed all her doubts and followed close behind.

 

 

The ride back was short, and they didn’t talk much. Logan said something about checking in with Knatt and proceeded to spend the ride typing away on her phone. Alexei sat in front with the driver and made no attempt to talk to Jude at all.

When they finally walked into his apartment and closed the door, Alexei spoke.

“Sorry to disappoint, darling,” he said, already heading to his cabinet to grab a glass, “but this case looks every bit as open-and-shut as I thought.”

At that, Logan zipped open her jacket and reached inside. “You should probably take a look at this. Both of you.”

She handed the book, still sealed in a Ziploc bag, over to Alexei first. He took one look at it, then opened up a drawer near the sink and pulled out a box of the same gloves Logan had used inside Todd Phillips’ room, and snapped one down over each hand before he opened the bag. For a few minutes he was mercifully quiet as he read through the pages of the leather-bound volume, searching for whatever it was Logan had found.

Logan, meanwhile, disappeared into the guest room and came back out carrying her laptop, which she placed on the square dining table in Alexei’s kitchen. She opened it up, sat herself in front of it, and adopted the same careful, scrutinizing look she’d had when she was searching the room earlier.

Absent anything else to do for the moment, Jude stuck her hands in her pockets and contemplated letting out a whistle. Somehow it didn’t quite seem appropriate.

Finally, Alexei broke the silence.

“Well, I won’t pretend this is completely normal, but it hardly proves anything. Except, I guess, that the kid’s a bit pretentious and unpleasant…and he has only a weak grasp of sentence structure.”

Logan shrugged. “Didn’t say it proved anything. Pass it to Jude, will you? Jude, you can start about fifteen pages in.”

Jude pulled out the gloves she’d used earlier and slid them on. She popped back the cover and began turning pages, though the feel of them was different from what she expected. Though it was clearly a journal, she could see that the words were typed; in fact, they’d been typed and printed out, and then pasted wholesale on top of the lined notebook paper.

Todd Phillips wrote his diary on a computer, printed out a copy, and pasted it in here. She found herself irresistibly reminded of the collages she’d kept as a young girl, cutting pictures out from magazines and adhering them to poster board.

So, is he, like, twelve?

With a shake of her head, she began scanning the pages, hopping around the content until something caught her eye. A few pages in, she read:

 

I allowed my classmate, Rasheed, to enter into my home today, because I mistakenly believed he’d appreciate my gesture.

It seems, though, that he did not. When I introduced him to my mother, he started gaping in such an embarrassing and obvious way that I cringing. I know he’s unused to seeing older woman as refined and graceful as my mother. Probably the women in his community are not as good looking. It does not help that she is a vain feme who wears many form-fitting attires, but that is not excuse for him to debase himself, and me. The way he ogled her every time she was in the room. But I shouldn’t be surprised. What did I expect from one of his kind?

 

Jude’s nose wrinkled in mild discomfort, but she pushed on. While that section was certainly creepy, it didn’t strike her as particularly violent. She skipped ahead.

 

And then the bitch laughed at me. I am starting to see what a sick, twisted individual she is, just like all of the rest of them. Nothing can compare to the selfishness and cruelty of a women, except there own weakness. Women have accomplished nothing of course, but they want to take equal credit for everything, walking around like there god’s gift.

If I see that bitch smirk at me one more time, I might having to remind her of what happens to a feme that thinks she can talk back to a real man. She thinks she’s safe because we’re in class, but she better think again.

 

“He used the wrong ‘there,’” she mumbled automatically, skipping ahead again.

“What a monster,” said Alexei.

Logan said nothing.

 

All of these people are sheep. The smallness of there minds astound me, and classes this semester are insufferable.

Today I had an hour of my life stolen from me by so-called ‘women’s issues.’ All the ugly feminists had themselves a good cry. Maybe if they’d let men get back to being men and remind them of the natural order they wouldn’t be so fucking emotional all the time. Like they are even the ones who know what suffereing is. I am the one who has suffered, but there too stupid to see.

Mother informed me the other day that my father wishes to take me on a trip. At first I wished that he would leave me alone and let me spend a time as I choose.

But today after dinner he took me asiide and said that this time there will be women there. He said the native women will give it up to any white man they see because they think we have cocks made of gold. He said they don’t even put up a fight usually. I suppose I wouldn’t mind shoving my d—

 

The sentence continued, but Jude turned her head, trying her best to keep the nausea at bay.

Her blood sounded loud in her ears. She took a measured breath and glanced over at Alexei.

“Did you get to the rape-tastic bit about the ‘native women?’” she asked.

“Look, I didn’t say it was a fun read.”

“Keep going,” said Logan, without even turning her head from the screen in front of her.

Jude skipped another page. She had found what appeared to be the end of a section.

 

I think I have found a likeminded soul like myself.

The others told me I would find him. He has laid it out very clearly to me, and I do not know how I did not see it before. He has shown to me my true nature, and he has shown me the true path to power. All I must do now is complete my task to prove myself, and he will raise me up with him. For every man, a moment of truth.

 

The paragraph continued, but most of it seemed to be a repetition of what she’d already read. She hopped to the next section, which came after two inexplicably blank pages. This section was short.

 

I have achieved my goal, and my master have expressed his approval. Tonight I will rise up, and with his blessing, I will become my true self. My suffereing will at long last be over.

I cannot wait until the truth is upon me. I cannot wait until the others see what I truly am. They will understand it all then.

They believe they are men, but I know they are sheep. They still sleepwalk through life, believing they are already awake.

We will see what it takes to rouse them. We will show them the truth. Once our undertaking is complete, none will mistake it once more.

We will show them the truth in blood.

 

That was it. Jude flipped through a few more pages, but the writing had stopped. She found only one other thing tucked inside—a cut out magazine picture of a black and gray wolf, folded in half. Todd hadn’t bothered to paste it in like everything else.

“‘We will show them the truth in blood,’” Jude read aloud. “What does that even mean?”

“He’s just a kid,” said Alexei with a shrug. “He’s trying to sound tough.”

“I certainly hope you’re right,” said Logan, though her tone and expression indicated that she didn’t believe he was. “Todd went missing about three weeks ago, right? Around June 4th?”

“That’s what Andrea said, yes.”

Logan nodded. “Well. He’s not the only one.” She shifted her laptop screen around so they could see it. “A kid named Brian Takeda went missing the same day. His body was found two days later, drained of blood. At least three young women have gone missing as well. Two of their bodies have turned up so far, drained like the first one.”

Alexei walked over to the table and began clicking around on her laptop, glancing briefly at every article Logan had pulled up.

“I haven’t seen anything about this in the news,” he muttered.

Logan shrugged.

“All the victims are lower-income and not white. If your local station hasn’t covered it, that doesn’t surprise me.”

“Jesus, Logan, are you serious?” He turned to her and motioned to the screen.

She leaned over to see what he was talking about, then gave a grim nod.

“I’m not happy about giving them the hit, but research is research.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Jude, shifting closer to try to see the screen.

Alexei turned it toward her. “It’s a white supremacist website thanking the hero vigilante of Market Street.”

She took in the lede at the top of the article: Unknown Race Warrior Seeks to Save Our City from Replacers. She scrolled down to see the four smiling faces of the missing people, each one underscored with a picture description denigrating its subject. For the second time, she had to turn away.

“What information did you get out of that?” she asked, allowing her gaze to seek Logan’s face.

“The fourth victim,” said Logan simply.

Alexei took a step back from the table and folded his arms over his chest. “But you still don’t know if this was Todd. The timing could be a coincidence.”

Logan nodded solemnly. “You’re absolutely right.” She turned the laptop back toward herself, pulled out a small notebook from her jacket, and scribbled something Jude couldn’t see. “Which is why I’m going to visit the family of the last victim and see if I can find out where she was the last time anyone saw her alive.”

Alexei’s eyebrows shot up, but for a moment he remained quiet, studying Logan while he drummed his fingers against his arms.

“Fair enough,” he said finally, with a small shrug. “I’ll be visiting one of Todd’s friends, finding out the places he frequents, and where they might have seen him last.”

“Good plan.” She turned to Jude. “You ready to head out?”

As Jude took in Logan’s meaning, her mind filled with apprehension.

When she’d thought about what it might mean to go on cases with Logan, talking to the victims’ families hadn’t even crossed her mind. She didn’t know what to expect.

“Uh, okay,” she said, trying her best to sound gung-ho. “Which, uh, which victim?”

Logan turned back to the screen, scrolling for a moment until she found the picture she wanted, then showed it to Jude. “This one.”

With a small intake of breath, Jude turned her attention onto the website once more, trying to scan the young woman’s name without picking up any more of the writer’s hateful bile. She found limited success, but at least she got the name.

Ariel Huntsman. The last victim—so far, anyway.

 

 

For the third time that day, Jude found herself sitting in a perfect stranger’s living room. She was seated now, and she’d been handed a cup of hot tea, but despite that, she felt worse than she could remember ever feeling. Logan had called first, to make sure they were home and that they wouldn’t mind giving a brief interview to a private investigator. When they showed up, Ariel Huntsman’s mother answered the door and invited them graciously inside.

Jude had trouble looking at her for too long. Marabella Huntsman shared her daughter’s deep, dark eyes. She may have shared her daughter’s radiant smile, too, but Jude would never know.

Beside her sat another daughter, Alana, who seemed to keep one hand on her mother’s back at all times.

While Logan spoke in low and understanding tones, Jude tuned out her words and tried to focus on anything else. But everywhere her eyes went, they were met with despair. On the packed bookshelf behind the Huntsmans sat a family portrait in a picture frame, a cheerful Ariel at its center. Next to that, Ariel beamed in a marching band uniform, trumpet held proudly in her hands. In another, she and her sister held their arms loosely around each other on a dock by an unknown lake, laughter in their eyes.

Even innocuous items seemed to leak grief. When Jude settled her gaze on the patchwork quilt hanging on the wall, she wondered if Marabella Huntsman had thought she might pass it down to Ariel someday.

Fuck, thought Jude, finally letting her head drop down, eyes resting on the floor. Beside her, Logan leaned forward. From the corner of her eye, Jude could see Logan taking Marabella’s hand and gripping it.

“I’m going to do everything I can,” she heard Logan promise. “I’ll let you know when it’s done.”

Marabella made no sound. Jude looked up and watched thick tears sliding down her face. Her second daughter leaned closer to her.

“Mama, why don’t you go check on the roast,” Alana said softly. “I can tell the detective what she needs.”

Marabella nodded slowly. She glanced down at her hand, still held by Logan, and squeezed. Then she stood up and drifted out the door. Alana turned her gaze back on Jude and Logan, her expression instantly more calculating.

“You sure you two aren’t cops?” she asked.

“I’m not a cop,” said Logan dismissively, an odd, ironic smile on her face.

“Because the cops weren’t interested in looking for Ariel, you know,” she continued, her arms slowly crossing over her chest as she surveyed them. “They seemed to think it was perfectly normal for a black girl to disappear for days at a time. Kept telling us she’d probably run off with the boyfriend she didn’t have, and that she’d turn up any day now.”

“That’s not what I would have told you,” said Logan carefully.

“Not that they were any help when she turned up dead, either.” Alana’s voice was cold, her eyes empty. “They basically said there’s no point in hoping they’ll ever find the killer.”

Logan’s eyes narrowed in resolve.

“There’s always a point in hoping,” she said.

Alana gave her an appraising look.

“But why in the world should I rest my hope on you?”

Logan pressed her lips together, apparently considering what angle she should choose.

“I’m not a cop,” she said again, quieter this time. “I’m a private contractor. That means I don’t work within the pre-existing system, and I’m not bound by any of the biases of that system.” She took another beat, then nodded to herself, like she had made a decision. “And it means I’m privy to my own methods of information-gathering. In this case, I have information they didn’t have.”

At long last, Alana seemed interested in her pitch. She narrowed her discerning gaze.

“If you really have this information, why not bring it to the police? Wouldn’t that be easier?” She raised an eyebrow suspiciously. “What is my sister to you?”

A deep sadness seemed to wash over Logan’s features, but it was gone in seconds.

“Innocent.”

Alana paused at that, but her suspicion didn’t fade away entirely.

“Is that so?” She shook her head slowly. “I wish I could believe you, just like that. But Ariel was the one who trusted strangers, not me.”

Logan nodded and leaned forward.

“The person who did this,” she said, her voice quiet and precise, “I can’t promise you he’ll ever see the inside of a courtroom. But I will find him, and I will deliver justice. In fact, I’ll do it whether you help me or not.” At this, Logan’s expression softened, her eyes pleading along with her words. “But it’ll happen faster if you do. And faster means fewer chances for him to do it again. Fewer bodies for him to leave in his wake.”

Alana Huntsman’s eyes flashed, a white rage turning into resolution.

“What do you need from me?”

The right side of Logan’s mouth twitched, as if it wanted to smile, but she wouldn’t let it.

“I just need to know where Ariel went the night she disappeared. That’s all.”

Alana considered this for a moment. She glanced over at the doorway, as if she worried her mother might walk back through. With a sigh, she turned back to Logan.

“Fine. I’ll tell you. But I want to know what your information is first. What is it that you know, that the cops don’t know?”

Logan glanced briefly at Jude, but Jude wasn’t sure if she wanted her input, so she kept her mouth shut.

“I have a suspect,” said Logan after a long moment. “A woman hired us to find her son, and I have reason to believe he may be our killer.”

“Do you have a picture?”

“Yes.”

“Show me.”

Logan hesitated for a moment, studying the young woman sitting before them. Alana had her sister’s hair and eyes, but the grim, bitter resolution on her face looked nothing like the smiling, carefree girl Jude could still see in the pictures on the shelf. Finally, Logan seemed to make up her mind, reached for her phone, and showed its screen to Alana. Alana stared blankly at the image. Eventually, she nodded her head, but she still said nothing.

“I’m going to find him, Alana,” Logan reassured her. “I’m going to find him and make him pay. Does that sound good to you?”

Alana’s eyes hardened. Her mouth was a thin line, her fingers tightened around her arms like a vice.

“Nothing in the world sounds good to me,” she answered. “But I’ll take it.” She took in a measured breath. “You’ll want to check out the Fox Trot. She didn’t tell Mom, but I know that’s where Ariel went that night. It’s a club in the financial district, a few blocks from the water. I bet you a million dollars that’s where he found her.”

“Okay,” said Logan, nodding. “Thank you.”

“We can’t pay you.”

Logan shook her head. “You don’t have to.”

“Good.”

“Good.”

“One more thing, Ms. Logan,” said Alana, her cold eyes burning as they pinned Logan down.

“Shoot.”

“I want proof,” she said. “When you find him, whatever happens—I want proof that he’s paid for it. I’ll leave it to you to decide how.”

Logan nodded slowly.

“You have my word.”


Chapter Eight
The Human Beast

Jude felt numb as they walked away from the house. She never wanted to do anything like that again. She couldn’t shake the images of Alana Huntsman’s hard-set chin and her mother’s downcast eyes, and she didn’t know when she would.

Is it always like that? she wondered. She glanced over at Logan, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it out loud.

Is that what it was like…for Violet Buchanan’s family?

Like flicking water off her hand, she shook the thought away from her.

Logan came up beside her as they progressed down the street, away from the house.

“You seem upset,” she said. “Is something bothering you?”

Jude glanced at Logan, but her expression was unreadable. For a moment, she said nothing; she was too afraid she’d be taken for a child, like Alexei kept suggesting. What if Logan expected her to take this all in stride?

But the longer they walked in silence, the harder it became to keep hers.

“I just…”

She took a deep breath.

“I feel so bad for them,” she admitted at last.

Logan nodded.

“Yeah, I know. I do, too.”

“You do?”

As soon as the words came out of her mouth, Jude cringed at how silly she must sound. Logan gave a small chuckle.

“Of course I do. What kind of monster do you think I am?”

Jude nearly gasped.

“Oh, no! That’s not what I meant! I meant—well, I thought I was just being, like, weak or stupid or something—”

“Not at all.” Logan shook her head. “There’s no weakness in empathy.”

Jude let out an audible sigh of relief.

“Cool. That’s…well that’s good to know.”

“It’s both appropriate and perfectly normal to feel bad. It’s not like we can help them. In the long run, I mean.”

“What?” Jude faltered, coming to a stop in the middle of the sidewalk. “Why—why would you say that? Don’t you think we’re gonna find Todd Phillips?”

“Yes, most likely, we will.”

Realizing Jude was no longer walking with her, Logan also came to a stop, turning back on one foot to face her. She shrugged, as if it were the most casual thing in the world.

“How much do you think that will matter to them?” she asked, dispassionately. “I mean, years from now, when the shallow rush of revenge has long since faded out—how much will it matter then? Ariel will still be dead.”

“But—but if we catch the person who did it—I don’t know—won’t that give them closure, or something? Won’t that help?”

Logan smiled ruefully at nothing in particular, then cast her gaze at the sky, like it might know the answer better than she did.

“Closure’s a nice idea, I suppose.” She shrugged again. “Won’t bring her back, but it’s a nice idea.”

Jude had a funny feeling in the pit of her stomach. It felt like she was standing on an edge, and there was something very, very bad just on the other side. She turned away from it, hoping that if she pretended it didn’t exist, then it might go away all on its own.

Her hands twisted in the pockets of her shorts as she took another breath.

“But…if you don’t think it matters, then why do you even do it?”

Logan smiled.

“I didn’t say it doesn’t matter,” she said. “It matters to the next person he might hurt. It matters to the safety of the public. It matters in the broad scheme of the universe.”

She looked behind Jude, at the Huntsmans’ home half a block back, as if she might be able to see them through its façade. Then she looked back at Jude.

“It matters to me.”

Jude felt herself squinting her eyes, like that might help her understand. She was pretty sure Logan was trying to comfort her, but she did not feel comforted.

“But…if there’s nothing we can do to help them…”

She could see a kind of resigned sadness in Logan’s features, but she could see something else, too. Resolve, perhaps.

“It isn’t always about the end result,” she said. “Sometimes you have to fight for the sake of fighting. Sometimes you have to fight when you know you can’t win, simply because it’s the right thing to do.” She cocked her head to the side, like she was examining Jude. “Do you see what I mean?”

It’s not about the end result, she repeated to herself, trying to instill the words within herself. You just…do the right thing.

But would she always know what that meant?

“I’m not sure,” she answered honestly.

Logan nodded and smiled, then took a step forward and gave Jude a reassuring pat on the shoulder.

“Hey, it’s been a long day. Let’s come back to this esoteric shit some other time, yeah? I’m gonna call us a cab back to Alexei’s place, and then we’ll get something to eat, all right?”

With that, she pulled out her phone and took another step away.

And Jude was left alone with her thoughts.

For once, it wasn’t a place she wanted to be.

 

 

Logan stood in front of the mirror in the guest bathroom, examining her scales.

They’re not scales, she told herself. They’re just…demon parts.

She let out an audible sigh. The purplish-black markings that stretched across the tops of her shoulders were hard to the touch, and if she didn’t know better, she’d swear they got bigger every single year.

Do I know better? she wondered, leaning in closer and using her left hand to tap at the hardened skin. Maybe this is how demons age.

Half-demons, I mean.

This time, she didn’t bother to sigh.

Digging a sports bra out of her bag, she slipped it over her shoulders, pulling the front fastenings closed with finality. She had to wonder if a time would come when she would no longer be able to wave away the markings by calling them tattoos and pointing to the lone real tattoo on her body, as if that proved her point.

She looked at herself in the mirror again, before pulling a plain black shirt over her head.

And how long has it been since Alexei saw—?

A sudden knock at the door jarred her out of her thoughts.

“Logan,” came Jude’s voice through the door, “you coming out? Dinner’s here.”

“Out in a minute. Thanks.”

She listened to Jude’s footsteps as they faded beyond the guest bedroom’s outer door. A part of her didn’t want to follow, didn’t want to join them.

When the marks had first shown up, they’d been little more than skin discoloration. Only in recent years had they hardened, taking on a completely different texture than normal human skin. It had been so much easier back then, only a few years ago, to hand-wave her differences. Her demonic irregularities.

She sighed again. For the moment, at least, it didn’t matter. They had a job to do, and she had to focus on that job.

Or else she might get Alexei killed.

So, she took in a deep breath, and as she let it out, she made it a point to brush away her smaller, self-centric fears. When her mind was as clear as it could be, she stepped out of the bathroom, walked through the guest room, and entered into Alexei’s living room once more.

Containers of Chinese food had been set out on Alexei’s kitchen table, and Jude and Alexei now sat eating from them in a tangibly awkward silence. Logan went over and accepted the carton Jude handed her without question.

“So,” she said, looking into her own food container in the continuing silence, “are we all clear on the plan?”

“It’s not much of a plan,” said Alexei, skeptically. “Step one, go to club. Step two, look around.” He glanced at Jude. “Unless that’s too complex for you, of course.”

Jude rolled her eyes.

“You know, the trouble with being good-looking,” she muttered, barely audible enough to hear, “is that nobody tells you when your jokes aren’t funny.”

To Logan’s surprise, Alexei chuckled.

“Not a problem you’ve experienced, I imagine,” he responded. His voice had gotten breezier, his eyes more mischievous than calculated.

Jude seemed to notice, too.

“Maybe I’m just better at figuring out when people are lying to me,” she said, a little louder and more confident this time.

“Touché.”

Logan glanced back from one to the other, simultaneously glad that they were almost getting along, and annoyed that neither of them had actually answered her question.

“Should I take that to mean yes, we are all clear on the plan?” she asked.

“Um, actually,” said Jude, ducking her head, “how exactly am I going to get in? I mean, I’m, you know…not twenty-one…yet.”

Logan guessed from the tone of her voice that she was afraid they would leave her behind.

“We could probably bribe the bouncer,” she said, considering it. She wasn’t particularly keen on illegal behavior, but she also knew that Jude would be in no real danger, as long as she was with them.

“There’s no need,” said Alexei with a shrug. “I actually…uh, I know the guy at Fox Trot. Well, there are two guys who rotate. I know both of them.”

Logan raised an eyebrow at him.

“You do?”

“I know a lot of bouncers.”

“Is, uh, is that what your clients pay you for?” asked Jude from across the table, a small smile playing on her lips.

Alexei’s eyes snapped back to her.

“Among other things.”

“Okay,” said Logan, clapping her hands together. “Is that it for questions?”

Alexei sighed.

“I’m still not convinced this is where we’ll find Todd,” he said. “But since I don’t have anything else lined up for the evening, I suppose I’m on board.”

“Fantastic. Jude?”

“Do I, uh, need a weapon or anything?”

“No,” Logan shook her head. “If anything goes down, I want you to hang back and keep yourself safe, at all costs.” She glanced over at her. “You do still have the powders Knatt gave you, right?”

“Yep.”

“That’s all you should need.”

Jude still looked uncertain, but she nodded anyway.

Logan nodded too, in the hopes of reassuring herself as much as anyone else. She had to believe that she and Alexei could keep Jude safe if anything happened, but her favorite hope was that nothing would.

She wanted a boring night, where their target revealed himself and did absolutely nothing else.

With that in mind, she bent to her plate and began to prepare herself for something else.

 

 

Alexei did, indeed, know the bouncer at the Fox Trot, though that didn’t particularly surprise Logan. Alexei’s social skill was his currency—when he wanted it to be, of course.

Inside the building, they had to traverse down a long hallway that had been painted a dark color and lit with red lights. A base beat throbbed through the walls at them, though Logan hesitated to call it music. As they rounded the last corner at the end of the hall, entering into the main room of the club, the sudden, cacophonous wave of sound briefly overwhelmed her senses, like a feedback loop causing a blowout.

For nearly two whole seconds, she paused in the entryway, left hand immediately coming up to left ear, hoping to block the sound. Closing her eyes, she took a breath and recalibrated. Just like that, she turned the volume down on the world.

“Everything all right?”

Alexei’s breath was warm on her cheek. He smelled like mint, though it was almost difficult to tell in the din.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said, dismissively.

The club looked like every other club she’d ever been to: dark at the corners, lit only with strobing, colored lights that turned the mass of bodies pulsing at its center into an ever more chaotic mess. The twin scents of sweat and alcohol drenched the air, and the incessant beat downed out everything else.

One look at Jude drove home the fact that she’d never been to a club before. Her eyes went wide, her mouth agape.

Apparently giving up on vocal communication, Alexei motioned at her, indicating that she should go the right, while he went to the left. She nodded her agreement, then motioned to Jude to come with her.

All around them, bodies writhed incessantly, pushing and pulling in rhythm. In the dim tinted light, they looked like aliens, shadows and highlights twisting their forms into strange shapes. Logan heard a hiss from above, and smoke billowed out of unseen machines, falling on the crowd like a fog. Though nobody else could hear it, Logan sighed: the smoke would likely obscure what few remaining scents she could have picked out.

So instead, she scanned the room with her eyes, doing her best to take in as many faces as she could. In the shifting light, it took a little puzzling out to discern facial features, but she did her best.

She’d only been at it for a few minutes when she froze, recognizing the pallor and profile of one Todd Phillips.

That was easier than I thought.

With a swift and graceful motion, Logan reached back and grabbed Jude’s hand, steering them further to the right, until they stood close behind a cement pillar, giving them cover to spy. She gave Jude a nudge and pointed her in the right direction.

“Do you see him?”

Jude immediately looked where Logan pointed, and together they observed the pale, pimply face of Todd Phillips, smiling broadly as he slid into one of the booths along the wall and disappeared from view.

“Stay close,” said Logan, louder than she would have liked, to make sure Jude could hear her.

Jude nodded, and with that, Logan pushed off from the pillar, edging closer to the booth in question. The wormed her way through the crowd with precision, making sure to keep herself hidden behind the bodies of other people, and hope Jude followed suit as best they could. Her saving grace was that Todd Phillips would have no way of recognizing her, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t notice someone watching him.

Another cement pillar stood a few feet away from the booth holding Phillips, and Logan went right for it. Once Jude stood beside her again, safely concealed from his view, she tried her luck and peeked around the corner at the booth.

As far as she could tell, the booths had all been upholstered in white vinyl or leather, so as the lighting shifted colors to an iridescent purple, the booth turned eerily purple as well. She scanned the faces, all tinged an otherworldly color, looking to see if she could spot Phillips’ next victim—

Her eyes landed on a familiar face, and she froze.

Snapping back behind against the base of the column, hoping to gather her thoughts, she took a deep breath.

“Fuck,” she muttered on exhale, her spine rigid against the stone as her eyes shut in frustration. “This is not happening. This is not…fuck…”

“What’s going on?” asked Jude, tapping Logan insistently on the arm and leaning in far too close to her ear. Logan sighed.

“Alana Huntsman is in the booth with him.”

Jude’s eyes immediately went wide with shock, but Logan didn’t have time to pause. She made herself look around the column again, knowing that at the very least, she had to keep them in her sights.

How did I not see this coming? she asked herself, her panic already giving way to rage. She gave me the information I didn’t have—and I gave her the information she didn’t have—

She could almost see Alana Hunstman’s plan written on her face, though she’d done a good job of pasting on a fake smile. It looked like—

Like she was hitting on Todd Phillips.

In fact, before Logan’s very eyes, the two got up and exited the booth, and began heading back toward the entrance, hand in hand.

Making sure to keep moving bodies between herself and her target, Logan set off after them, tugging on Jude’s hand to let her know to follow, too.

Though they dodged and weaved through the other bodies as quickly as they could, it felt like trying to run through a swamp. The crowd had only gotten thicker and more chaotic with every moment that passed, and the club itself seemed to make it worse. A fresh haze of smoke drifted down around them, and the pulsing purple lights suddenly gave way to red.

Losing sight of them for a few moments, Logan pushed ever harder, now making record time through the tightly packed bodies.

Before Logan could recalibrate her senses again, they had reached the end of the long hallway entrance—but Todd and Alana were nowhere to be seen.

Logan whirled back around and met Jude’s eyes.

“I have to go after them, right now,” she said, her words pouring out of her at an impressive rate. “Don’t come after us until you’ve found Alexei, got it?”

Jude barely had time to start nodding her agreement before Logan was halfway down the hall, heading for the cool night air once again.

 

 

Bursting out of the club doors, Logan practically flew into the street beyond. When she couldn’t immediately see where they had gone, she paused. She closed her eyes and relaxed her other senses, allowing nose and ears to take in everything they could. It only took her a moment to hear it: the sounds of someone struggling against someone else, of feet sliding reluctantly down concrete.

There. Maybe two blocks away. How did they get so far so fast?

She couldn’t stop to think about it, of course. She took off running, straight in the direction of the sound. She turned down the alleyway it originated from, but there was no one in sight. At the far end of the alley, she saw a tall fence cutting the alleyway in half. No normal human could have cleared it while carrying another, struggling person alongside them—and yet, was that not the sound she followed on the other side?

As she considered whether she might have followed the wrong sound-trail, she heard a scream.

Damn. Hate it when I’m right.

She sprinted down the alleyway, slowing only when she reached the blockade. There she bent down low and launched herself skyward. She cleared the fence with ease, dropping to a matching crouch on the other side.

She was greeted with the image of Alana Huntsman trying her best to break free of some monster’s grasp. With a blink, Logan realized it wasn’t a monster at all—it was Todd Phillips.

Only…was it Todd Phillips? His face appeared to share Todd’s shape and pallor, but black veins had spread out from his eyes, and an inhuman grin twisted his mouth into a parody. His shoulders, arms, and chest had swelled out of proportion, bulging with muscles and dotted with the same strange latticework of veins that infected his face. He was a sight to behold.

A moment of truth for every man.

Her mind spun into action as that line reverberated through her. Was this the Phillips her vision had warned her about? Was this monstrous form…his reward from the master? She supposed there was only one way to find out.

“Todd Phillips?” she asked, coming to a standing position to face him.

As he caught sight of her, his lips peeled back in a snarl.

“Get lost,” he hissed, as menacingly as he could. Without loosening his hold on Alana, he feinted at her, as if he thought that might drive home his point.

Logan kept her expression neutral and cold, unaffected by his dramatic display. This required her to keep her focus on him instead of Alana, whose eyes were wide with fear and pain as she pulled uselessly at the arm that held her.

Logan could not risk getting distracted. She kept her own eyes trained on Phillips’ face.

“Oh, I’ll get lost,” she said evenly. “But only after you give me what I came here for.”

Todd Phillips roared in frustration.

“Fuck off,” he managed to growl, before turning away from her and starting toward the open mouth of the alleyway, maybe fifty feet away.

But Logan was too fast for him. Bursting into an inhumanly quick sprint, she popped up right in front of him, blocking off his exit.

“Think of me like a bridge troll,” she told him, her voice obnoxiously cheerful even to her own ears. “You have to play my game before you can pass.”

“Bitch,” he said slowly, like he had some difficulty forming the word the right way, “you better get out of—”

“Fight me!” she announced gleefully, cutting him off.

“What?”

“Fight me!” Grinning, she dropped into a boxer’s stance, hands held loosely in front of her face. “Put the girl down, and fight me! Unless you’re afraid, of course.”

“I’m not afraid of some stupid cunt—”

“Prove it. Fight me.”

He roared in frustration. Logan refused to grimace as he briefly tightened his arm around Alana’s neck even further, before throwing her roughly to the ground. She had no time to check if Alana was all right, of course, because Todd immediately launched at her.

Of course, unlike him, Logan already knew what to expect. She dodged him easily, and, unaccustomed to controlling his new strength, he slammed into the brick wall. Before he could completely recover, she threw a punch right at his head, hard enough to bounce it off that same wall.

For a moment, she paused, holding a defensive stance as she gauged his physical reaction. Groggily, he pushed away from the wall—and lunged for her.

She danced out of the way again, but by now, he knew better than to let his momentum carry him into another crash. He turned on his heel and swung his arms wide, grabbing for her. This time, he caught hold of her arm and used his incredible strength to spin her into the opposite wall.

She landed with a crash. Though she managed to shield her head, the bulk of her torso absorbed the hit, knocking the wind out of her.

Well, this is certainly one way to fight.

Possibly believing that Logan’s injuries were more serious than they actually were, Todd Phillips let out an arrogant laugh.

“Stupid bitch,” he said between guffaws, “should have known better than to challenge your superiors, shouldn’t you?”

Slightly amused, Logan raised an eyebrow.

“Pot, kettle,” she said with a shrug, motioning between the two of them. She didn’t expect him to get it.

“You done, bitch?”

“Not quite.”

She stood up slowly, allowing him to believe a moment longer that her injuries were severe. Then she leapt forward, launching herself into a roundhouse kick that smacked him twice in the face. Not pausing a moment, Logan spun around again, this time letting her spikes come out as she punched past his face, her forearm grazing his cheek and drawing blood.

He stumbled backwards, nearly falling down. She suspected he wasn’t used to so much pushback.

She took advantage of his lost concentration and delivered another kick to his head, sending him sprawling to the ground.

As soon as he was down, Logan whirled around, looking for Alana—but Alana was gone.

How is that possible? Logan turned all the way around, looking down the alley in every direction, but the only person she could see was Todd, now whimpering on the ground. Maybe she got away?

Logan took a step forward, thinking she would check the street beyond, when suddenly the Choronzon Key exploded on her back.

For a moment, the world stood still. As she felt the Key burn at her back, she became aware of a third presence in the alley with them—and she knew, in her bones, that it wasn’t Alana—

Then a force came from out of nowhere and blew her backwards, sending her crashing into the heavy-duty trash collector behind her. This time, she didn’t have enough forewarning to protect herself from the crash.

She felt more than one simultaneous crack in her body as she slammed into hard metal. Her vision blurred, and she slid to the ground, her legs rendered temporarily incapable of supporting her weight.

In the alley ahead of her, she could see movement, though she couldn’t quite make out what it was. Was it merely Todd Phillips escaping, or was someone else with him?

Did it matter either way?

Alana was gone, and it was all her fault.


Chapter Nine
Bait and Hook

The ride back to Alexei’s apartment was nearly silent. From the persistent pain radiating through her body, Logan guessed that her shoulder had been dislocated and at least one rib had cracked.

Alexei seemed to have picked up on her injuries, based on the repeated surreptitious glances he sent her way throughout the ride. She chose to respond by setting her jaw resolutely and ignoring him.

Finally, they reached his apartment. As soon as he’d shut and locked the door, Alexei began brewing tea.

Logan wanted to ask if he’d taken his crisis management ideas from Knatt, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to make a joke. Instead, she seated herself quietly at the table, brooding over her own mistakes.

I never should have shown her his picture.

Her left hand remained cupped around her right arm at the elbow, holding it in place. She wanted to remove her jacket, but the mere thought of moving her body that way caused her pain. Instead, she kept her arms crossed over her chest, holding everything in. Fortunately for her, she was accustomed to the pose.

This is all my fault.

She glanced over at Jude, who hovered nervously by the counter, clutching an empty mug while she waited for the water to boil. Logan swallowed hard, pushing the pain out of her mind.

“You okay, kid?”

Jude jumped like a startled deer and looked over at her.

“Yeah, I’m good. Are you?”

“I’ll be fine.” Something on her right side throbbed.

If I’d kept my mouth shut, she’d be safe at home right now.

“Well, you look fantastic,” said Alexei sarcastically. He crossed his arms as he gazed at her. “What say I toss you a football?”

“I just need some rest,” said Logan. She pulled up a chair at the table, dropped herself into it without a groan of complaint, and gave him a look that told him to drop it. Though he shrugged in response, she could sense his reluctance.

“So,” he said, clearing his throat, “are you going to tell us what happened in the alleyway?”

Logan’s mind whirled into action, replaying the events for herself at top speed. Knowing that she had to give them something, she forced herself to nod.

“There was a fight,” she said, keeping her affect blank.

“Was that really Alana Huntsman with him?” asked Jude immediately, plopping down into the chair opposite her in her eagerness.

“Yes, it was,” said Logan. Her guilt compelled her to glance at Alexei, but she didn’t let herself. “She’s still alive, as far as I could tell. But he’s definitely got her.”

“And ‘he’ is Todd Phillips?” asked Alexei. “The rich man-child described by his own mother as a pathetic leach?”

Again, Logan nodded.

“He’s not…he’s not the same as he was before,” she said. It sounded more evasive than she meant it.

“Grew a spine, did he?”

“Grew a whole new set of muscles,” said Logan, shrugging without thinking. She winced almost immediately as her ribs screamed in protest. Partly to cover, she kept going. “And some new black veins all over his face and body. It was quite the transformation, from what I saw.”

“You don’t think…”

Alexei trailed off for only a moment, but it was long enough for Jude to cut in.

“But, wait,” she said, “when we saw him in the club, he didn’t look that big. I mean, he looked kinda purple, but so did everyone. Are you saying he changed?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Logan nodded. “And he was a bit clumsy, too, like he wasn’t quite used to being so big and heavy. Which, of course, makes sense…if it’s a cast.”

Alexei’s eyes had grown wide, and he stared at her in disbelief.

“You think he was bound, don’t you?”

“I do.”

Alexei shook his head slowly, still disbelieving. Behind him, the kettle began to whistle, spurring him into action.

Within moments, everyone had a mug of tea in front of them, though Logan’s sat on the table in front of her, untouched. Alexei took his a few feet away from them, choosing to lean against his island counter instead of joining them at the table.

“Uh, guys?” said Jude, glancing between them. “What does it mean that he was bound? Bound how? With what?”

Logan and Alexei exchanged a glance, then Alexei waved his hand dismissively, clearly passing the duty off to her.

“Knatt told you about binding objects, right?” Jude nodded. “Well, it’s a similar concept. You can bind a knife with extra strength to keep it from breaking…or, if you’re way more advanced than that, you can bind a person with extra strength, extra powers.” She paused for a moment, wishing she could consult with Knatt about how much to say before continuing. With a sigh, she pushed on. “Generally, the binding is done to imbue the bound with the power of a demon. That person will then take on some aspect of the demon, like its strength, or its tracking ability, or something else.”

“Oh.” Jude sat back heavily on her chair. “Whoa.”

Pulling her tea closer to her, Jude nodded solemnly over it. She brought it up to her lips for a moment, seemed to think better of it, then blew lightly across the top instead.

“So, like, can anyone get bound?” she asked, after a moment.

“Well, no.”

“It’s difficult and unpredictable,” said Alexei. “And, more importantly than that, it’s illegal.”

“And, as a process, not without its side-effects,” added Logan cautiously.

“Side-effects?” asked Jude. “Like what?”

“For one, the binding is…kind of literal,” said Logan. “Whoever does the binding creates a permanent bond between themselves and the bound. The bound person will be overcome by their feelings of gratitude and…well, servitude to the person who bound them. The power of those feelings is not absolute, but it is incredibly strong. Bound people…frequently end up forfeiting their lives for their master.”

“Oh. And it’s…permanent, you said?”

“Only death can break it.”

Jude nodded again, possibly too awed to speak out loud. This time, when she brought her tea back up to her lips, she actually drank from it.

Alexei let out a frustrated huff and ran a hand through his dark, curly hair. “Fuck,” he muttered. “I really thought this was gonna be a simple, easy case. Locate some rich kid and collect a check, you know?” He glanced at Logan, and his expression was one of suspicion. “How did you know?”

Reminding herself not to move her body too much, Logan responded with a blank stare.

“Know what?”

“I’ve handled a lot of cases this year,” he said, his tone measured, “and each one was as boring and run-of-the-mill as the last. But then you show up, and suddenly my next run-of-the-mill case involves a shadow crime with fucking demon powers.”

Inwardly, Logan twitched at the phrase fucking demon powers. He wasn’t talking about her, of course. But a part of her felt like he could have been.

A few feet away, he was shaking his head, like that would help the pieces to fall in place. “How did you know?”

“I told you,” she said simply. “I have a psychic friend.”

“Psychics are bullshit.”

“Not this one.”

She met his suspicious gaze and held it. Just as his eyes started to soften, Jude cleared her throat.

“Shadow crimes? What’s that mean?”

Alexei sighed in irritation at her interruption.

“It’s the whole reason the Order of Shadows exists,” he said. “You do know about them, don’t you?”

“Yes,” said Jude defensively.

“Well,” said Alexei, with the air of someone pretending to be patient, “everything they decide is illegal, like binding, gets thrown into the category of shadow crimes—you know, the crimes that the Order of Shadows investigates. See what they did there?”

Jude made a show of turning to Logan to ask her next question.

“So, it’s just the Order of Shadows that decides when something is a—a shadow crime? There’s no—vote, or anything?”

“It’s difficult to hold a vote on something that most people don’t know exists,” said Logan.

“So…how do they decide what’s legal and what isn’t?”

“Usually they just figure out what’s best for them,” said Alexei, with a shrug and a sip of tea.

Logan sighed. She didn’t disagree, but she also knew she had a duty to give Jude a chance to form her own opinions.

“That is what some people believe,” she said, and immediately resented it. “The official reason that binding is illegal is because its effects can be pretty unpredictable in the wrong hands. One bound person can cause quite a lot of damage, depending on how much power they’re given. And, of course, if someone were particularly determined, they might end up creating an entire bound army.” For a moment, she considered how much she wanted to editorialize. “Which might be why it’s been argued that the real reason it’s illegal…is so that the Order can maintain a monopoly on that very power.”

“The Order is still allowed to bind people, you see,” said Alexei, giving Jude a knowing wink. “As a matter of fact, they maintain a small army of power-bound soldiers at all times. The Order calls them Adepts, but we common folk know them as inhumans.”

Logan bristled almost unconsciously.

If that’s what he thinks about regular humans bound with powers…what would he think about me?

Pushing away that particular thought, she raised an eyebrow at him. “If I didn’t know you, Alexei, I’d say you just used a slur.”

“Ah, sorry,” he said, hanging his head slightly, a hint of real remorse in his tone. “I know I shouldn’t blame the puppets for the misdeeds of their masters. I’m sure there are plenty of Adepts who are perfectly fine people. It’s just the system they work inside that’s…well, fucked up.” He turned back to Jude. “You should probably ignore me, to be honest. Follow H.C.’s example instead, okay?”

Jude sipped her tea before looking back up at Logan. “Didn’t you say you don’t trust the Order either?”

So much for letting her make up her own mind.

The desire to shrug was stronger than ever. “There’s a difference between not trusting an organization, and openly antagonizing it. When you encounter an Adept, I recommend treating them the same way you would treat any police officer who may have an untold amount of firepower at his disposal—with careful deference, and a vigilant eye on his trigger finger.”

Logan watched the conflict blossom on Jude’s face—understanding, followed immediately by fear. As Jude wrapped her arms around her own torso, the fear seemed to settle into a quiet anxiety.

“Got it,” she said.

Alexei poured another round of hot tea into his own mug.

“So, you think Todd Phillips was bound,” he said, glancing up at Logan from behind a curling tendril of steam. “Which means someone must have bound him. Which means we might be up against that someone, along with Todd and his new demon powers. Does that about sum it up?”

Well, that and the fact that I’ve already dealt with a person who may be manipulating inexperienced letha users. And, oh, I never told you, but I’m half-demon and I’m the one with the rather inconvenient psychic visions, actually.

“Yeah, that about sums it up.”

“Damn,” he muttered. He took a deep sip of tea and grimaced. “All I wanted was an easy job. Something in-and-out, something to occupy my mind awhile.” He ran his free hand through his hair again. “All this actual danger stuff—it’s not really my scene, you know?”

Across the table, Jude chortled unexpectedly. Logan and Alexei both looked over at her.

“You work for people who like to summon demons,” she said disdainfully. “Are you actually surprised that it’s dangerous?”

Alexei cocked his head at her.

“Still here, are you?”

At first, Jude screwed up her face like she might be about to fight back, but then her face relaxed, and she set her cup down.

“You know, I really don’t have to be.” She jumped up from her chair and started to walk away, then paused to glance back at Logan. “You’ll wake me up before you do anything interesting tomorrow, right?”

“Of course, I will,” said Logan. “Just make sure you’re well rested enough for it, all right?”

Jude’s back straightened almost imperceptibly. “Right! See you in the morning.”

With that, she traipsed over to the guest bedroom and shut the door behind her. Logan breathed a small sigh of relief as she disappeared, though she couldn’t quite say why. Maybe it was simply the sense that she’d finally gotten through another day without getting her charge killed.

Unless she dies in her sleep, of course. Her moment of self-congratulation died immediately.

In her peripheral vision, she saw Alexei put down his mug and start to walk toward her. When she finally glanced up at him, he was nearly upon her.

“You’re not fooling me, you know,” he said.

Logan felt a stab of worry reverberate through her gut as she briefly wondered exactly which lie wasn’t fooling him. Fortunately, her composure didn’t waver.

“Not fooling you with what?”

“This fucking macho act,” he said, then dropped to his knees before her, imploring her with unbroken eye contact. “Something’s wrong with your shoulder. Is it dislocated?”

Logan grimaced, not sure whether she was relieved…or annoyed that he’d found her out.

“I think so,” she said, reluctantly.

“All right.” Alexei placed one hand on the leg of her chair, steadying himself. “Put your hand on my chest.”

With some uncertainty, Logan pressed her hand onto the top of his chest, near the collarbone. Almost immediately, she felt his other hand on the back of her arm, snaking up it until it settled just behind her shoulder blade. He gave her a quick nod to indicate his readiness, and she pushed into him, using his weight and support to pop her arm back into place.

“Thanks,” she muttered, gently moving her shoulder around to test it. Her relief was immediate.

“Hey,” he said softly, “you know I’m always here if you ever need to shamelessly use me.”

She laughed without thinking, then immediately grimaced as her ribs constricted with new pain. Alexei’s face immediately twisted in concern.

“Another injury?” he asked. The hand on her shoulder moved in a small half-circle, reassuring and questioning at the same time. His beseeching eyes bore into hers with a look that was all-too-familiar. “Where does it hurt?”

The dominant part of her brain told her that it was dangerous to stay this close to him.

“I’m fine, really,” she said gruffly. Every second she lingered, she risked a breach. But she knew any sudden movement might trigger a new spasm. “I’ll heal. I just need to sleep.”

Alexei leaned back on his heels, his hand finally slipping away from her. She felt unexpectedly bereft at the change.

“I promise it won’t make you any less of a bad ass to receive proper medical care,” he said, a sad smile playing at his lips.

Logan gritted her teeth. “I may have bruised a rib.”

“So, translated from macho, that means…you definitely cracked at least one, maybe two ribs.” With a nod to himself, he pushed back up onto his feet and walked over to the refrigerator on the other side of the room, pulled down a first aid box, and set it on the table near her. “I swear, H.C., you could be impaled and bleeding to death on the floor and you’d insist you just needed a stiff drink.”

“Eh, been there, done that. Turns out the trick is gauze.”

With a shake of his head, Alexei pulled out a roll of medical wrap and a bottle of aspirin. He stepped close again, closer than he strictly needed to, and pressed the bottle into her hands.

“Don’t joke,” he said softly.

She looked up at him but said nothing. It hadn’t been a joke in the fullest sense of the word, but she supposed saying so wouldn’t make him any happier. For all his supposed worldliness, Alexei could be a touch naïve about their line of work.

“I’m afraid you’ll need to lift up your shirt.”

“At last, we reach the crux of your plan,” she said lightly. Then she shifted forward in her seat, unzipped her jacket and pulled it off, and tugged the hem of her shirt up under her armpits.

Alexei dropped to his knees before her once again, this time to wrap the bandage tightly around her torso. He worked diligently, his fingers whisking delicately over her skin, sending an occasional shiver down her spine.

All of a sudden, she found she couldn’t quite silence the voice in the back of her mind that started to calculate how long it had been since she’d engaged in a very particular physical activity.

Shut it down, she told herself. We don’t shit where we eat, remember? That’s the rule.

After a period of time that was at once too long and not long enough, Alexei sat back again.

“That should do it. Take some pills, will you? For me, at least. I need you to sleep well enough to do the heavy lifting for me tomorrow, okay?”

Logan smiled as she pulled her shirt back down.

“Fine, fine,” she said and popped the bottle open. “We should probably both get to bed soon.”

“Most definitely.” He stood up and put his supplies back in their box, including the aspirin when she was done with it. After he’d put the kit back in its place, he turned back to her, concern written into his features. “The girl Jude mentioned—the one she saw at the club. She said her name was Huntsman?”

Logan nodded as guilt reared its ugly head.

“She’s the sister of one of the victims, Ariel Huntsman,” she explained.

“Ah.” Alexei paused, considering this. “I wonder how she ended up at that club, at exactly the wrong time.”

A cloud settled over Logan’s heart—the vestiges of an older shame, long set aside but never forgotten. She could almost hear her father’s voice in her head, chiding her failures.

“My fault, I think,” she said slowly, as if she were afraid Alexei might turn on her. Perhaps she was. “I got the name of the club from her, but…she asked for something in return.”

“What did she ask for?”

Logan pressed her lips together, stalling for time. Then she sighed in resignation.

“She wanted to see a picture of the man I suspected of killing her sister. So, I showed her Todd Phillips’ face.”

Alexei raised his eyebrows in surprise, then lowered them again as he connected the rest of the dots.

“So…she came there deliberately. She was looking for him, just like we were.”

“I think so, yes.”

“I see.” He paused again, evidently mulling it all over. Then he said, with an air of finality, “That’s not your fault.”

“That’s…kind of you to say. But it is.”

He shook his head at her. “All you did was tell her the truth, and you did it because she asked you. You were trying to help someone who was grieving. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

Logan smiled sadly.

“And if I hadn’t shown her, she’d be safe at home right now. So what good did that truth do her, in the end?”

Running a hand through his hair, Alexei sighed at her.

“You would be stubborn about this, too, wouldn’t you? Well, fine. Blame yourself, if you want to. Regardless, I’m not giving up. If you didn’t see her die in that alleyway, then there’s still a chance we can save her. We’ll try again, and we’ll find her.”

“Okay,” said Logan. Slowly, she stood. “You’re right about getting some rest, of course. Do you have an extra pillow I can take out here? I’d rather not wake Jude up if I can avoid it.”

“Absolutely.”

He vanished briefly into his own bedroom while she made her way over to the larger couch in his living room, slinging her jacket over the back of it and setting her phone on the nearby table. Within moments, he was back, carrying a small stack of blankets and pillows. He lingered a moment after he passed them to her, and without trying, she caught his eye.

“You don’t have to sleep on the couch, you know,” he said quietly. “If you don’t want to.”

A thrill ran through her—the gentle twist of past and future, of memory and possibility. Her hand began to reach for him, before she caught herself.

“Oh, yes, I do. Want has nothing to do with it.”

He smiled, sadly but graciously, and nodded.

“Suit yourself. See you in the morning, H.C.”

“Not if I see you first.”

A few minutes later, Alexei was hidden safely behind his bedroom door, while Logan did her best to settle into the pillows on his couch. No matter what position she tried, some part of her body throbbed with pain. Eventually she lay on her back, her legs stretched out straight and her arms crossed over her chest, as if she lay ready for the grave.

She closed her eyes and focused on her breathing. One breath in, one breath out. Only the faintest groan of protest arose from her ribs. As weariness began to overtake her, her mind found its way back to the alleyway, and the invisible force that had thrown her like a ragdoll.

I need to be ready.

It had been well over a year since she’d reached for any eira summoning powers beyond her ability to call the shadows, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t do it anymore. Under normal circumstances, of course, she wouldn’t even consider it. Eira summoning could be dangerous in her hands, and she couldn’t allow herself to make the gamble.

And yet…Todd Phillips had made his choice, hadn’t he? Even if he hadn’t killed the others, he had certainly abducted Alana against her will, and she doubted his plans for her were benign. On top of that, she’d seen with her own eyes that someone had illegally bound him with demonic power.

It’s only illegal because the Order says it is. But perhaps that was beside the point. She could see Alana Huntsman’s face as she asked for revenge for her sister. And she could see her face as she struggled in Todd Phillips’ grasp, too.

Todd Phillips made his choice.

Moving her body as little as possible, Logan opened her palm and closed her eyes, letting all conscious thought fade from her mind.

She could feel the air above, the earth below, and the connection running through it all. She released herself to it, gave herself over, diminished her hold on the very concept of self. For a time, she was no one. Shadows begged to rush toward her, obscure her, but that wasn’t her goal. This time, she called on the air.

A swift breeze rushed over her body and through the rest of the room, rustling the pages of a magazine on the nearby coffee table. A grim smile formed on her face. Easy as pie.

In the back of her mind, an old memory stirred. Her former teacher, shaking his head at her, telling her to be careful.

Kostya wouldn’t approve. But Kostya couldn’t help her either.

She called the breeze again, just to double check that she could. This time, it brought a chill with it, and the chill settled into her bones. She could still feel it cooling her as she drifted off into an uneasy sleep.

 

 

The next morning, Alexei informed them that he’d put a flag on Todd Phillips’ credit card, so he would get a call if Todd used it again. In the end, however, that wasn’t how they found him.

“Oh, why didn’t I think of this before?” Alexei suddenly exclaimed, popping open his laptop with remarkable speed. Then he called to Logan over the top of it, “Hey, H.C.?”

“Yeah?” Logan glanced over at him. They had pushed his furniture up against the walls so she could run drills with Jude, who was working on a simple shield spell. Now that she’d seen Todd Phillips in the flesh, Logan was no longer sure Jude should accompany them if they did manage to find him, but nevertheless, she needed to train.

“We think Todd’s using the girls for some kind of ritual, right?”

“Right.”

“And he would need a dedicated space to do that, maybe a lot of space, preferably somewhere a little remote—or at least with good sound insulation. Yes?”

Beside her, Jude dropped out of her defensive stance.

“Sounds about right,” said Logan.

“Somewhere like, say, a warehouse?”

“That would work.”

Alexei nodded, not yet tearing his eyes away from his screen. He clicked on something neither of them could see, nodded again, and made an “aha” noise.

“Yep, I’m an idiot.”

“We already knew that,” said Jude.

Finally, Alexei picked up his laptop and turned it to face them. He’d pulled up an online map, with an address highlighted at the center. Whatever the address was, it looked like it was near the water.

“What are we looking at?” asked Logan, drifting over to the table, and to him.

“Herbert Phillips, when he was alive, owned an international shipping company,” said Alexei. “At one point in time, that company kept warehouses right here in San Francisco, though most of them are dormant now. You are looking at the biggest stretch of empty warehouses in the city.”

Understanding hit her as she bent over the table to look at the address. She traced a line across the screen, judging the distance.

“They’re pretty close to the Fox Trot,” she said. “Just over a mile away.”

“Exactly.”

“Okay,” said Logan, straightening once more. “Let’s make a plan.”

 

 

Despite Alexei’s reluctance to drive around the city, he did keep a car in the garage beneath his building. That night, they planned to take the car out to the row of warehouses they’d found on the map. After some cajoling and a small amount of threatening, Jude finally agreed that she would remain with the car, ready to lend a hand if, and only if, she was called for.

The sun had begun to set by the time they parked on an adjacent street, and the fog that had cloaked the city for most of the day still drifted between the buildings around them. As Logan stepped out of the car, its damp chill pressed into her. She and Alexei shut their doors and walked about ten feet away from the car.

“Can you hear me okay?” she asked, holding a walkie talkie up to her face and pushing down the button in the center.

“Yeah, you’re coming through loud and clear! Hey, aren’t you supposed to say ‘over?’ Over.” Jude’s voice tinkled through the small speaker, tinnier than normal but easy enough to understand.

“Just remember to keep the line open unless it’s an emergency. Over.”

“Aye, aye, captain! Over.”

Logan lowered the radio to find Alexei smirking at her. She clipped the walkie to the back of her belt and raised an eyebrow at him.

“Got something to say?”

“Your partner’s a nerd.”

“That a problem?”

“No, ma’am. Just an observation.”

Logan rolled her eyes at him dramatically and started walking. They headed one block east, closer to the water, and turned a corner onto the next street. Just as Alexei had indicated, the street was lined with warehouses, each massive and covered in a weathered coat of dull white.

Just as Logan turned to head north, Alexei came to a stop. She felt his hand reach out and touch her lightly on the arm, so she turned back to him.

“Hey, H.C., is…is there anything you’re not telling me?”

Though her heart seemed to freeze in her chest, Logan kept her face perfectly neutral.

“Like what?”

“I don’t know,” he smiled sheepishly, as though he felt foolish talking about it for even this long. “Something your psychic friend might have said, maybe?”

“No. I’ve told you everything from the vision. Everything I know about it, anyway.”

“All right. I suppose I trust you.”

“Is something wrong, Alexei?”

“I don’t know.” Putting his hands in the pockets of his elegant, dark-blue suit pants, he looked up at the sky. “It’s just…this contract already seems to have spun spectacularly out of control. I suppose I’m just starting to wonder what other curveballs the future has in store for us.”

In all the time she had known him, Logan had never thought of Alexei Marin as particularly sheltered. But when she looked at him now, full of apprehension as he took in the foggy night around them, she wondered if he was ready to face Todd Phillips, ready to do what was needed. The only jobs she’d ever done with him paled in comparison to any mission the Key had ever sent her on.

“Alexei,” she asked tentatively, “have you ever fought a bound person before?”

“I’ve killed demons,” he said, somewhat defensively. He looked down from the sky and back at her. “Is there a difference?”

“Oh, there’s a difference.” Logan sighed. “Killing a person is…always different.” She looked him square in the eye and made sure he was looking back at her before she added, “You should probably decide right now whether you’re willing to do that.”

Alexei stared at her and slowly blinked.

“I didn’t mean…I’m not planning on killing Todd Phillips. I was hired by his mother, for god’s sake.”

Logan shrugged, entirely unaffected by consideration for the purse strings.

“You didn’t face him before,” she said, caution in her voice. “He’s not the same boy you were hired to find.”

“Biologically, he is,” answered Alexei, beginning to sound a little defiant. “And for that, I’m going to do everything in my power to bring him home safely…and, you know, after that, have him tried for murder.”

“All I’m saying,” said Logan, calmly and carefully, “is that you might want to consider what your choice is…if it comes to a matter of either you or him. Okay?”

Slowly, Alexei nodded, though the look in his eye was one of doubt. Either he didn’t believe it would come to that, or he didn’t see the merit in the choice Logan intended to imply.

“All right. Duly noted,” he said. “Shall we continue?”

Logan nodded and turned north again, charging headlong toward whatever awaited them inside the warehouses.

They pressed close to the first one they came upon, trying their best to slip between the gathering shadows. Of course, Logan could have hidden herself more completely, but she couldn’t have kept Alexei hidden, too, so it seemed like a waste of a cast.

The door they found was shut with a heavy padlock. With a quick look around to make sure nobody was watching, Alexei reached into an inner pocket on his jacket and pulled out a small lock-picking kit. Logan almost chuckled: once upon a time, she’d been pretty handy with one of those.

After a minute passed with no forward movement, she leaned closer.

“Need a hand there?”

Alexei grunted in annoyance but didn’t shift from his position.

“Think you could do better?” he asked.

“At this point, that’s a pretty safe bet, yeah.”

“Look, I don’t make it a habit of breaking-and-entering when I’m working a job most of the time, okay?” He glanced up at her and arched an eyebrow. “Except when I’m with you, of course. Any thoughts on why that is?”

Logan shrugged.

“Hey, if my life of danger and excitement is too much for you, you just let me know.”

“There is no such thing as too much excitement, H.C.”

With a small smile, Logan stepped back, giving him a wave like she was leaving him to his work. Once she turned the other way, however, she closed her eyes and pulled her shoulders back, quickly imagining her spine straightening like a tree, roots escaping her feet and connecting her to the ground. With one more deep breath, her defenses relaxed, letting her senses reach out in every direction.

Scents and sounds came rushing at her—the honking of cars a few blocks away, the smell of Mediterranean food from a restaurant she couldn’t see. She tried to focus in a little bit closer, honing in on the street around her.

There. Across the street, she could hear…it sounded like metal scraping against metal. A door opening? She stepped back.

“Alexei,” she said, touching his shoulder, “I think I heard something.”

He paused and looked up at her.

“Nearby?”

“Across the street. Sounded like a door.”

“Does that mean I’m wasting my time down here?”

“I’m afraid so, champ.”

He pulled his tool out of the lock and popped to his feet.

“Well, lead the way, coach.”

She felt a reluctant smile pulling at her lips as she headed across the street, over to the other warehouse. They made their way around the building and found a door on the south-facing side. Alexei got to work again, and in a few short minutes, they opened the door and slipped inside.

It was dark where they entered, but through rows of wide, dust-covered metal shelves, Logan could see a low, flickering light somewhere near the far end of the chamber. They moved quietly along the western wall, staying in the shadows of the shelves, heading in the direction of the light. When they were about halfway down, Alexei broke off from the wall and headed down one of the rows. Logan followed close behind him.

As she peered between the dusty cardboard boxes that still lined the shelves, Logan started to make out more and more of the scene beyond. The flickering light seemed to comprise primarily of candles and at least one freestanding torch, probably purchased at some hardware store. Someone moved among the flames, this way and that, hunched over something. After a moment, she heard a human voice speaking, though she couldn’t make out the words. They crept closer and closer, and as they neared the end of the row, she realized it wasn’t speaking, but chanting.

Another cast? Todd Phillips wants to summon a demon? But why?

They were nearly out in the open now. Alexei paused and turned to look at her, his eyes forming a question. She nodded.

He stepped out from the shadows and strode confidently toward Todd Phillips. There was no turning back now—either they’d succeed in taking him down, or they’d be forced to fight. Logan strode out behind him, staying about ten feet behind.

“Good evening, Todd,” said Alexei, announcing their presence. “Your mother sends her love.”

Todd Phillips whipped around to face him. Now that Logan was out in the open, she could take in the scene in full.

Todd had, indeed, lit his surroundings with what looked like nearly a hundred candles, as well as two free-standing torches, one on either side of a large metal slab of a table—possibly the metal that Logan had heard grinding against the cement floor beneath them. As she focused in on the table, she saw what he’d been bending over—Alana Huntsman, her hands and legs bound, and a gag tied over her mouth. Her eyes were open, wide, and terrified.

Logan fought the urge to run past the two men that stood between them to free her. It would have been a useless effort; Todd Phillips was sure to intercept her before she could reach her target. Besides, she had promised Alexei they would try things his way—at first, anyway.

Before them, Todd let out a long, low growl, forcing attention back to him. He looked normal—just like he had in the photos in his mother’s living room, if perhaps a little older. Acne sprinkled his pale skin, and limp blond hair grazed his forehead.

“Who are you?” he asked, his voice shaking, but accusatory nonetheless.

“I’m an old friend of your dad’s,” said Alexei lightly, charmingly. He took one step forward. “Herb used to take me on some of his more…outlandish adventures, I suppose you could say.”

Todd’s eyes narrowed. “I doubt that. My father didn’t hang out with your kind.”

“My kind?” asked Alexei, pausing.

“You know. Towelheads.”

He stared Alexei down, daring him to react. Alexei simply smiled in response, taking another step forward. “Come now. Don’t you think it’s time for you to come home? Your mother’s worried.”

Todd’s pallid face broke into a toothy, awkward grin.

“You don’t know anything. I’m so much farther than all of that now. I don’t need my mother anymore, and I don’t need some fucking Jihadist telling me what to do. As a matter of fact, no one in the world will be able to tell me what to do, ever again.”

Logan sensed a shift in the air and readied herself, letting a bend come into her knees as she placed one foot subtly ahead of the other, ready to spring. Alexei had kept walking as he spoke, and now he was fifteen or twenty feet ahead of her. She watched him reach one hand inside his pristine blue suit jacket, where she knew he had a letha-imbued battle knife stored safely, ready for use.

“You can still walk away from this, Todd,” he said calmly, even gregariously—more like he was selling him a product than trying to talk him down from madness. “You can still come home, no problems.”

She knew he was lying; it was part of his approach. With every second that passed, however, it seemed less and less likely that the lie would matter.

“Why would I want to walk away from this? I’m finally free to do whatever I want.”

Must be so oppressive, not being able to murder people. Logan slid forward, hoping to close some of the gap between herself and Alexei. To her frustration, Alexei took another few steps.

“Todd, listen, we can work something—”

“NO!” Todd suddenly screamed, his fists clenching so hard the skin on his knuckles turned white. “I’m through listening! It’s time for you to listen to me!”

With a roar, he pushed his arms up and out to the side, stretching his neck as he did so. With each stretch, his neck pulsed and swelled, the muscles bulging to monstrous size. He gave his arms a shake, and they swelled, too, busting against the fabric of his polo shirt.

Right before their eyes, Todd Phillips had morphed into a monster. As an inhuman laugh ripped from his chest, Logan saw those same black, spidery veins spreading across his face.

The demon within him had awoken.

And he was coming right at them.


Chapter Ten
Mask and Sword

As soon as he shifted, Logan knew she wouldn’t get there in time. Todd Phillips ran at Alexei, and Alexei, the bastard, ran forward instead of back. Briefly frozen in shock, Logan watched as if it were in slow motion, cursing the irony of her inhumanly fast limbs, falling short when it finally mattered.

As Phillips bore down on him, Alexei waited until the very last second, then ducked out of the way, letting Phillips’ bulk work against him in an instant. The bound man stumbled, nearly running into a shelf, and Logan breathed a small sigh of relief—though she didn’t pause her advance.

Phillips eventually spun himself around, but Alexei managed to dodge him once more, letting out an arrogant laugh as the giant’s bulging but inflexible arms flailed in the empty space he left behind.

No vision-death scene yet. Maybe I’ve already changed the important parts.

Then Alexei’s luck ran out. Even as Logan slid a knife into her own hand, Phillips’ right fist connected with Alexei’s jaw, sending him sprawling to the ground. She hoped with all of her being that his head didn’t hit concrete, but she couldn’t pause long enough to find out. Instead, she launched herself at Phillips.

Her first punch connected with the back of his skull with a satisfying pop. He wavered and whipped around, just in time for her second blow to land—this time with an exposed blade. She left a slim cut across his cheek, and a torrent of red blood burst from his face.

“You cunt,” he growled, touching his face briefly and examining the blood on his fingers. “You’re gonna pay for that.”

His words sent a perverse thrill through her body.

“Oh, I don’t think so.”

He threw himself at her, but Logan danced easily out of his grasp. The feel of fighting him was strange, different from what she was used to. He was somewhere in between demon and human: not quite as powerful as a demon, but not quite as slow as most demons, either.

He landed a blow to the right side of her face, sending her spinning. She had to take a few steps back to regain her balance. As he tried to swing for her a second time, she stepped swiftly to the side. His mass passed by her, and she hit him hard in the gut, releasing her pent-up power right into his rib cage.

The audible crack that rent the air made her smile. Unable to stop herself, she opened her mouth.

“You don’t like to lose, do you, Todd?” she asked. In reality, she watched him double over, either from the force of her blows or merely from the force of his own shock. In her mind, she watched Ariel Huntsman, trying to outrun him.

“You—fucking—”

“Because that would make you a loser,” she continued, her tone even, free of animus. “And I imagine you’ve spent enough time being a loser already.”

He roared in rage, and though he hadn’t yet recovered from her last hit, he ran at her. She sidestepped him once more, with no more difficulty than the first time. He stumbled past her, and she used her own momentum to spin around and launch a roundhouse kick. With a thud, her steel-tipped boot connected with the very center of his back, sending him sprawling to the ground.

She was enjoying this too much. She knew it, and yet she couldn’t stop.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Alexei, safe and unharmed, lean down to help Alana.

Good. They can both retreat to safety.

Without another thought, she turned back to Phillips and roughly grabbed hold of his arm, flipping him onto his back. Then she jumped down on top of him, trapping him underneath her weight.

Adrenaline pulsed in her veins. A part of her still recognized that she was getting carried away, that her panic over Alexei was fueling a new rage she didn’t entirely understand. But the rest of her felt something uncomfortably similar to pleasure.

Once she was in range, she let her fists fly, pummeling him with repeated blows. She couldn’t say for sure how many times she’d hit him when he finally struggled to fight back, his arms moving weakly toward her neck, as if he meant to strangle her. She batted them aside like mosquitos and reared back, preparing herself for another round.

“H.C.! You can stop now!”

His voice seemed to come to her from far away. Still, she heard him, and she stopped herself short. Glancing down at last at her target, she could see that blood now poured from his nose: it looked like she’d broken it. His head wavered back and forth on the ground, his arms hanging limp and useless off to the side.

“He’s been bound recently,” she said, just loud enough that she couldn’t honestly say whether she spoke for Alexei’s benefit or for her own. “He’ll heal quickly.”

Her breaths came to her hard and fast, like she’d been sprinting. Inside her chest, her heart felt like it might explode.

In the funny echo chamber of the defunct warehouse, she heard a sudden noise—a sharp slap of skin on skin.

One smack, then two. Someone was clapping—applauding the scene.

The sound of blood rushing in her ears muted itself as the world around her went quiet. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end.

She could feel the weight of someone’s gaze pressing down on her. Slowly, she let her head turn to the right, toward the other end of the chamber, where they’d entered only minutes before.

A figure stood in the center of the aisle between the shelves, dressed all in black, wearing a carved wooden mask, painted silver. The blank black holes of its eyes seemed to stare at her. As she took it in, she froze.

The mask was shaped like a wolf’s head.

The Wolf stopped clapping and tilted its head to one side. She got the distinct impression that it was studying her—though, expressionless as it was, it was hard to say for sure.

Slowly but surely, it brought one hand to its waist, where Logan realized two swords were slung, side by side. It lifted the first sword and held it out to her, hilt first. Though its face remained wooden and immobile, its eye-holes seemed to implore her.

The Wolf wanted to fight—with her, and with swords, apparently. She glanced down at Phillips, but his eyes were glazed over and blank. Without further hesitation, she got to her feet.

“Logan,” Alexei hissed at her, his voice stricken, “what do you think you’re doing?”

She met his eyes momentarily and gave a small wave of her hand, hoping he would take the hint not to interfere. He gritted his teeth in response, but nevertheless, he nodded.

In a few short steps, she had reached the Wolf. She took the sword he handed her, and he took the one still hanging from his belt. As she gripped her hilt, he swept his sword theatrically out to the side, then inclined his head toward her in a bow. She got the curious sensation that on some level, he was preparing to dance.

Too bad I have no idea how to fight a normal fucking human, if that’s what you are. She’d fought with swords before, of course, but for the most part she’d only fought demons. Demons weren’t particularly known for their impressive swordsmanship, and unlike some of the other rich kids she’d known in her life, she’d never taken real fencing lessons as a child. True swordplay was one of the few fighting methods she had almost no training in. Without the faintest idea of what a proper stance might be, she placed one foot in front of the other, turning her body to the side in an attempt to make herself a smaller target.

“En garde,” she muttered, smiling sheepishly at her masked opponent.

The moment her grip tightened and her wrist grew taut, her opponent’s sword clanged against hers, and the fight commenced. Her first few swings were a little clumsy and wild: she put too much force into them, as if she were hacking at a monster. But after they parried a few times, she modified her style to match the Wolf’s, opting for lighter, shorter thrusts while she pranced swiftly across the floor to escape his blows.

Though she kept up her side of the dance well enough, within a few minutes, she could tell that he was better at this than she was. Whoever the Wolf was, he’d had training.

At last, she spun away a little too slowly, and the side of his blade made contact with her arm, slicing into the skin near her bicep. She took a step back, biting down against the unexpected sting.

Across from her, she heard a funny clicking noise—the Wolf was clucking his tongue, as if he were reprimanding her. She raised her eyebrows at him.

“Sorry to disappoint,” she said gruffly. “To be honest, I’m more of a hand-to-hand kind of girl. But, you know—dealer’s choice.”

With that, she sprang forward and sent a quick jab his way—hitting him in the arm in nearly exactly the same place he’d hit her. His head snapped up, his empty eye sockets locking on her eyes. Was that an expression of shock?

If it was, it didn’t last long. Almost immediately, they were at it again, the Wolf springing into action as Logan rushed to defend herself. He swung at her this way and that, while she met his blows, or simply spun to escape them. After a moment, she realized that he’d been holding back before. He struck her again, this time on her leg, and it was all she could do to dance out of his way and make sure it wasn’t a deeper cut. As she circled around him, keeping just out of his range, a sudden noise at the other end of the room caught her attention.

Todd Phillips, as it turned out, hadn’t been knocked entirely out of commission after all. In fact, he was back on his feet, his hulking form stalking over to Alexei, who crouched in the corner, holding a now-bloodied rag to Alana Huntsman’s face.

“Alexei!” Logan called out, for a moment entirely heedless of her own peril.

She watched as Alexei whipped around just in time, barreling himself headfirst into Phillips’ waist to push him back, away from Alana.

Whatever happened after that, she didn’t know. The Wolf was on her again, forcing her concentration back to their fight. He swung at her with renewed intensity, every slice and jab coming close to home. Despite her accelerated healing, pain still pulsed from the wound in her leg, and she could feel the damp blood staining her right sleeve.

Still, she circled him. She could tell he was trying to drain her energy, but fortunately for her, she had excessive energy to drain. Of course, he was fast and smooth, and as one of her swings went wide, he jabbed at her, the edge of his sword glancing off her torso, spraying blood everywhere.

She staggered away, one hand automatically cupping the wound while the other kept her sword high. She allowed herself only a moment to recover. Pushing away any thought of pain, she redoubled her efforts. She swung back at him with swift, repeated blows, forcing him backward for once.

For a few moments, they danced around each other, caught in an equilibrium. Her frustration with the fight was growing; she wanted to break away, to find some way to finish it, but she didn’t see how she could force an ending in her favor while he still had his sword. She needed to disarm him somehow.

As that thought crystalized in her mind, she lunged forward again, attacking him aggressively. Her sword glanced off his shoulder, tearing straight through his high-collared black shirt and slicing the flesh underneath. A chunk of fabric came away in a spray of blood; the sight of it sent a surge of adrenaline through her body.

Maybe I can win this way after all, she thought, fighting to keep a smirk off her face. While he still reeled from her success, she came at him again, the loud metal clang of their swords reverberating through the warehouse. The Wolf stumbled backwards, nearly tripping over a random piece of debris on the ground. She was so absorbed in the thought of her victory, so close at hand, that she barely registered the sounds of the fight commencing behind her.

With one quick flick and twist, Logan met with success. The Wolf’s sword slipped from his hand and landed with a clatter on the floor.

For a moment, he stood still, staring in what might have been shock at his useless weapon, laying just out of reach. Logan advanced, her heart pumping at a million miles a minute.

Then the Wolf did something she didn’t expect: he tilted his head back and let out a high-pitched, hyena-like sound. It was more a bark than a laugh, but she caught the intent.

He was laughing at her.

Logan’s blood surged in her ears, anger mixing with confusion. In one slow, theatrical movement, the Wolf pointed his hand straight up, fingers forming the shape of a pistol, and brought it down in an arc until it pointed…directly behind her.

Logan spun around and watched her vision from the Choronzon Key come to life right before her eyes.

Alexei took a hard hit and stumbled backward, his own fists held limply before him in an ever-weakening defensive stance. He shook the hair out of his eyes and stepped back again, running out of room to move as he smacked into the metal table behind him. Todd Phillips barreled down, his massive fists reaching around Alexei’s neck and squeezing hard. Alexei scrabbled to remove him, desperately clawing at his hands, but it was clear he didn’t have the strength left—

“NO!” cried Logan, though already her body was reacting, moving without any conscious direction from her. Without dropping the sword in her left hand, her right drifted upward while her eyes began to close. Instantly, she remembered her connection to the air, both within her and without—throughout the whole chamber, in fact. She called to it, asked it to join her, drew it to her from the most unlikely of places—

Within seconds, Todd Phillips stopped moving. His grip on Alexei slackened and dropped away, his eyes bulging in fear. He clawed at his own neck, gasping wildly for air—but there was none left for him.

Logan stood transfixed, unable to move or look away. She could feel the air around her as if it were her own body, and though she stood still, her body rushed and twisted and danced.

Todd Phillips fell to his knees, his gasping turning quickly into choking. On some level, Logan knew she should relent…but she couldn’t. She had let go of the reins, and she wasn’t sure how to get them back.

“H.C., stop!”

She heard Alexei’s voice as if it came from far away. She blinked and looked at him, and all at once, she came back to herself.

At long last, she let go of the eira summon. Todd Phillips dropped forward, falling flat onto his face with a sickening crunch. Logan heard her sword clatter to the floor beside her.

For a moment, she stood rooted to the spot. She watched as Alexei, one hand still resting at his own bruised neck, pushed off the metal table to squat down near Todd Phillips’ massive, prone form. He tugged at the other’s shoulder, trying to flip him onto his back, but to no avail. His monstrous body was too big, too heavy.

Logan forced herself to put one foot in front of the other, again and again, until finally she squatted by Alexei’s side and, with his help, rolled Todd Phillips onto his back. Alexei reached out his hand, hovering it above his mouth.

“He’s not breathing,” he muttered. His voice sounded rough and raw.

As Alexei bent over to try his hand at CPR, Logan looked back behind them—but the Wolf had vanished from sight.

In his place stood Jude, staring silently at them. How long had she been there? How much did she see?

Of course, Logan didn’t have the luxury of wondering long. They had work to do.

“Jude,” she said authoritatively, watching Jude’s gaze click back into focus as her head snapped over to look at her, “I need you to bring the car around. Can you do that?”

Jude nodded absently, her face still a little slack. “Yeah…yeah, I’ll be right back.”

Not wasting a second, she turned and left.

Logan turned back to the remaining inhabitants of the room. She felt strangely hollow; her adrenaline was bleeding away, leaving an empty space in the middle of her chest. Reluctantly, she let her eyes return to Alexei and Todd Phillips.

Alexei had given up his CPR attempts and now sat back on his heels. He met her gaze.

“He’s dead,” he said simply. Logan nodded.

I killed him.

Her eyes dropped down to his body, lying between Alexei and herself, unmoving. His torso remained swelled to disproportionate size, his face still covered in spidery black veins. Dried blood discolored his mouth and chin from when she’d broken his nose.

He was a perfect showcase of her brutality.

She tilted her head to the side, looking for Alana. She was fifteen feet away, peeking out from behind a shelf, her eyes wide and unblinking, taking in the scene. Logan turned back to Alexei.

“Are you okay?”

“I’ll live,” he said, putting his hand back to his own neck with delicate care. Along with the angry red marks there, he had a bruise forming under his right eye, and his jacket was ruined. But she figured he didn’t need to hear that from her, so she kept her mouth shut about it. “I’ve got a few turtlenecks that should get me through the worst of the healing process.”

She gave a sigh and gently waved her hand at the scene around them.

“I think we need to call a cleaning crew,” she said.

Alexei sighed, too.

“I knew the Order would end up involved in this somehow. Hell, maybe they can explain all this shit to Mrs. Phillips, too.” He shook his head, then indicated Alana with a quick nod. “I’ve got the number. You actually spoke to the girl before, right?”

“Right, yes. I’ll go talk to her. You make the call.”

With another nod, he went his way, and she went hers.

As she approached Alana, the girl stepped tentatively out from her partial hiding spot, straightening her back and crossing her arms over her chest at the same time.

“Is he really dead?” Her affect was flat. Logan derived nothing from it.

“Looks like it.”

Alana gazed at Logan; Logan honestly couldn’t tell if she wore a look of admiration or disgust. Perhaps it was both.

“You really did it. I don’t understand how, but…you said you’d get him, and you did it.” She turned her gaze from Logan onto Phillips’ unmoving body. “He’s done.”

“He is.” Logan stood quiet, giving Alana a moment. “Will you be all right? Do you need medical attention?”

Never moving her eyes from Phillips, Alana shook her head.

“He hadn’t hurt me yet. I’m fine.”

You’re probably not fine, Logan thought but didn’t say. She had no idea how to help Alana now; it was outside of her skill range.

By the time Jude came back, Alexei was off the phone, the Order of Shadows already headed their way to clear the scene. Together, he and Jude helped guide Alana out of the warehouse, toward the car outside.

Logan lingered behind them, creating some distance. As they passed beyond earshot, she pulled out her own phone.

After a moment, Knatt’s voice came over the line.

“Is everything all right?”

“No, not really. I think you should come and meet us at Alexei’s apartment. We need to talk.”

“I’ll be there within the hour.”

 

 

When she finally heard little hints of sound coming in over the walkie-talkie, Jude felt like she’d been waiting in that car forever. At first, it was just static; she couldn’t even tell if it was anything more than interference. Then she heard a muffled voice saying words she couldn’t quite make out.

Someone’s probably hitting the speaker by accident, she thought.

For about thirty seconds longer, she sat frozen, uncertain of whether or not to move. Then she heard the voice again and sprang into action.

She’d always been a fast runner, so it didn’t take her long to cover the distance they had. She found them inside the second warehouse she tried. As soon as she walked in the door, she could hear them—the sounds of fighting, the sounds of metal clanging. She made her way toward them by stalking along the wall, staying hidden in the shadows even as she approached the scene.

And then she stood transfixed, watching the action unfold before her. She watched silently as, somehow, Logan sucked the life out of the monstrous man they’d been chasing.

The thought came to her unbidden: Is that how Kurt Redmond died, too?

But then Logan was talking to her, and she found herself pulled out of her reverie. After that, she dissolved into a blur of action: getting the car, helping Alexei with the victim, sitting with her while Alexei drove them back.

Logan was silent on the car ride. They were all on the quiet side, but Logan didn’t say a thing. She barely even looked at anyone else.

They dropped Alana off at home first, and Jude watched her tearful reunion with her mother from the car window. Logan exchanged some words with both of them, then came back down the steps.

After that, they headed back to Alexei’s apartment. Jude was more than a little taken aback to see Hugh Knatt waiting for them outside his door when they exited the elevator, and from the look on his face, she figured that Alexei was just as shocked.

As soon as they all entered the apartment, Logan and Knatt disappeared behind the door of the guest bedroom, leaving Jude with only Alexei for company.

Unsure of what to do with herself, Jude crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against a nearby counter. Alexei stood off to the side, arms also crossed, playing at the still-forming bruises on his neck and scowling in the direction of the closed door. Finally, he sighed.

“Are you hungry? I’m thinking about making a sandwich.”

Jude turned to face him, her mouth dropping open in surprise. No snide remark or backhanded compliment? He must be tired.

“Starving, actually.”

“Good. You can slice the tomatoes.”

With that, they both got to work creating and consuming a late-night snack. Jude’s eyes flicked back to the closed bedroom door every few minutes, but it remained unmoved. Neither she nor Alexei said much to each other as they worked, and the silence continued as they ate. Finally, Jude couldn’t take it any longer.

“What do you think they’re talking about in there?” she asked.

“No idea,” said Alexei with a shrug. “But if I had to guess, I’d say it might have something to do with that guy in the mask back at the warehouse.”

That guy in the mask. He meant the man Logan had been fighting when Jude first came in. Jude had seen him. He had watched as Logan turned her sights on the monster that was Todd Phillips, but only for a moment. Then he had run, and Jude had come out of the shadows.

“Do you think she knew him?” asked Jude.

“I don’t know,” said Alexei. He sighed heavily, his gaze lingering on the door that separated them from whatever conversation Logan and Knatt were now having. “I couldn’t say for sure, but…she didn’t seem surprised that he was there, exactly. I’m not sure I can explain it any better than that. I’m not sure I understand it any better than that.”

Jude nodded, hesitant to push the topic further. Frankly, this was the friendliest Alexei had been toward her since she arrived, and though it felt awkward and uneasy, it was still nicer than his snide comments. What more could she possibly ask?

It was Alexei who broke the silence after that.

“I think she’s keeping something from me.” He glanced her way and nodded. “From both of us, I suppose.”

“You do?”

Alexei nodded. “I don’t know what it is. But I can feel that something is off. She knows something she’s not telling me. Us.”

Jude considered this. A part of her wanted to defend Logan, to insist that Logan was the most heroic person she’d ever met. After all, she’d saved Jude’s town from a monster and had then taken it upon herself to change Jude’s life for the better, forever.

Of course, Alexei wasn’t saying that she wasn’t heroic, was he? He was only saying he believed she knew something that they didn’t know.

And if she thought about that, didn’t she feel exactly the same way?

They sat in silence a few minutes more, both eating the sandwiches they’d prepared. Jude shifted anxiously, pushed the thoughts of Logan’s possible deception from her mind, and tried to think of anything at all that she could say.

“So,” she tried at last, “how do you like, uh, living in San Francisco?”

Alexei looked at her out of the corner of his eye as he finished chewing, his expression wary.

“I like it just fine,” he answered, swallowing hard. “I prefer a cooler climate, generally. Better for the wardrobe, you know.”

“Oh, right. Makes sense.” She nodded, taking another bite of her sandwich, which consisted of cheese, turkey, apparently homemade pesto, tomatoes, and banana peppers.

“And, uh,” said Alexei hesitantly, “do you enjoy living in…Seattle, right? I mean, I assume you live near Logan.”

“Uh, kinda,” said Jude. “I live at the estate, actually. It’s a little bit outside of the city. But I—I’m hoping to go there a bit more often in the future.”

“Ah, I see. Well. Good for you.”

Awkward silence descended upon them again, but this time, Jude didn’t fight it. Whatever energy that had been keeping her going throughout the night was starting to wane. She could feel exhaustion begin to take its hold.

Just as she started contemplating the idea of taking a nap on one of Alexei’s richly upholstered couches, the door to the guest bedroom swung open.

Logan walked out with her arms crossed and her eyes downcast, Knatt just behind her. She glanced up at the other two for only a moment before turning aside and drifting off toward the windows on the other end of the living room. Knatt, on the other hand, strode forward.

“Miss Logan and I have decided there are a few things it might be pertinent to share with the two of you,” he said, hovering along the invisible barrier between Alexei’s living and dining area. “Perhaps you’d both like to join me—?”

He motioned toward the perfectly upholstered furniture in the living room. Obediently, Jude followed Alexei over to one dark green couch, while Knatt settled himself across from them on a dark blue divan. He looked slightly uncomfortable as he glanced over at Logan, who stood staring out a crack in the window curtains, before he focused back on them.

“I’m sure you both have questions, after tonight—”

“That’s an understatement,” Alexei answered immediately, somewhat sharply. The antagonism Jude had expected him to direct toward her earlier seemed to bubble out of him. “How the hell did you know about my case, H.C.? How is it that you managed to show up just in time for this one, the only one I’ve had all summer with even the slightest hint of real danger? And who the fuck was that man in the mask? What the hell did we just stumble into?” He turned his head toward Logan, who still wasn’t looking at them. “And since when can you suck the life out of a man from twenty feet away?”

Knatt cleared his throat.

“Let’s deal with one at a time, shall we?” He gave them a patient, practiced smile. “I was thinking we would start with the man in the mask.”

“Fine,” said Alexei. He crossed his arms and settled back into the couch, turning his almost accusatory gaze back on Knatt. “Do you know who he is?”

“We call him the Wolf,” said Knatt. His voice was even but stern, as though he wanted to remain reassuring while still imparting the gravity of the situation in full. “Until tonight, we hadn’t encountered him in person. We weren’t even certain he was a person, so much as a pattern, a whisper of intent. Miss Logan first encountered him a few months ago in a small town.” He turned to Jude, his eyes deadly serious. “A small town called Wolf Creek.”


Chapter Eleven
Revelations

Recognition hit her first, followed by understanding, then shock.

“Wait,” she said slowly, unsure whether she actually wanted an answer, “the man in the mask…he was in my town? He had something to do with…what happened to Violet?”

Knatt smiled mirthlessly.

“Yes and no. We’re not sure if he was ever physically in Wolf Creek or not, and we don’t think he had a particular vendetta against the victim.” He glanced at Logan, but she still seemed largely uninterested in joining the discussion. “We think…we think he’s been acting indirectly, through other, less experienced casters. Spreading discord through manipulation, as it were.”

Beside her, Alexei shook his head, his expression one of uncertainty, even slight disbelief.

“What do you mean? What exactly do you think this guy does?”

With another quick glance at his recalcitrant partner, Knatt sighed.

“Logan believes he finds lonely souls, mostly young white men who already harbor at least an interest in casting. In particular, he seems drawn to young men with…unsavory opinions about certain groups of people, be they women, or minorities, or what have you. Any kind of hatred that can be fed and fueled. And then he cultivates them. Stokes their hatreds, develops their casting ability. Encourages them to act on their very darkest impulses, and then provides them with the means.” He turned to Jude. “Your classmate, Kurt Redmond—you said he had a difficult time with his female classmates, correct?”

Jude shrugged; she felt an automatic reluctance to speak ill of the dead, even if the dead was a murderer.

“He was a little creepy,” she said. “He said some nasty stuff about a couple of girls.”

“Indeed,” said Knatt. “The Wolf likely sought him out for those beliefs, helped them grow, and then empowered him to act on them. And now…it seems likely the Wolf targeted Todd Phillips in the exact same way.”

Slowly, Jude nodded. An awful knot of uncertainty and anxiety seemed to be forming in her stomach. Much as she didn’t want to, she still couldn’t help but wonder if she’d watched a replay of Kurt Redmond’s death earlier. Had Logan simply sucked the life out of him, too?

Knatt continued.

“It’s a pattern we’ve been investigating, and we have reason to believe that the Order is investigating it as well.”

“What makes you think that?” asked Alexei, his tone suspicious.

“Wait,” said Jude suddenly, comprehension dawning, “is this about that Order woman who came to the estate?”

“The Order made a house call?” Alexei’s expression was petulant. “Who was it?”

“This creepy witch woman showed up at the house to talk to Logan and Knatt,” explained Jude.

“Well, that’s helpful. ‘Creepy witch woman’ could describe half the casters in the world, let alone all the Adepts in the Order.”

“It was Zilla Ulric, one of the Twelve Seers,” said Knatt.

“Oh,” said Alexei, his eyebrow slipping back down as he shrugged. “In that case…yeah, good description.”

Jude bit back a scoff. We’re going to be friends, she told herself. We’re going to be friends.

“As I was saying,” said Knatt, the subtlest hint of frustration in his voice, “we have reason to believe the Order is investigating this as well. It’s impossible to say how many cases they’ve tracked, of course, and it’s not like they’re about to share any information with us. All we can tell you is what we have seen.”

“Your small town case in Wolf Creek,” said Alexei. He turned to Logan. “That wouldn’t be the one you called me about, would it? You never did explain to me why someone was paying you to investigate a high school.”

“We weren’t paid,” said Knatt simply, if a touch too quickly. “The case was pro bono.”

But how did you even know about it? Jude wondered, but before she could say anything out loud, Alexei had continued.

“Is that what you were doing this time?” He was still looking at Logan, not Knatt. “You were taking me on pro bono?”

Logan said nothing.

“How did you even know to come here?” he continued, the frustration in his voice growing. “Is it just a coincidence that my case involves this Wolf guy, too? Or am I part of some bigger picture you neglected to tell me about?”

Still, Logan said nothing. Knatt let out a sigh.

“It is…possible that it’s a coincidence. It’s also possible that you were targeted.”

“Targeted?” Alexei shook his head in disbelief and finally turned away from Logan to meet Knatt’s eye. “Why would I have been targeted, then? I’ve never heard of this guy.”

At long last, Logan spoke, though she still didn’t face the room.

“You were targeted because of me.”

Alexei locked his eyes on her, eyebrows raised.

“Well, look at that. She speaks.”

Logan didn’t look back at him. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

Jude couldn’t quite decipher the look that passed over Alexei’s face just then, but she could hazard a guess that he wasn’t happy. Nevertheless, within a moment, his face and posture had both returned to a perfect, smirking neutral.

“So, tell us—why would he want to target you?” he asked.

Logan turned from the window to face the room and crossed her arms defensively over her chest.

“When I accosted Kurt Redmond,” she said, “he claimed that the Wolf had known I was coming, had warned him about me. I got the impression that the whole case was…kind of like a test. Like he wanted to see what I would, or could, do.”

This piece of information was completely new to Jude, and she wasn’t quite sure how to take it. She had never liked Violet Buchanan, of course, but the idea that someone had orchestrated her death for the sake of some kind of macabre experiment…it made her feel sick.

“Maybe we should make some tea?” she asked faintly.

“Of course,” said Knatt, jumping to his feet. “Mr. Marin, may I—”

“Go crazy,” said Alexei immediately, almost dismissively. His attention was now locked on Logan. “I still don’t get it.”

“Don’t get what?”

“Why did he want to test you? What makes you so special?”

Halfway to the teakettle, Knatt stopped and turned, locking eyes with Logan. Something unspoken passed between them. The expression on Knatt’s face was one of caring and concern. It looked almost parental.

“We’ve gone this far,” he said, so quietly that Jude could barely make the words out. Logan, on the other hand, seemed to hear him just fine. She scowled and tightened her crossed arms.

“I don’t think I’m ready,” she said quietly, her eyes downcast.

Jude had never heard Logan sound so plainly vulnerable, and she was taken aback by it. A part of her wanted to hug her, even though she was sure Logan would hate that. The rest of her didn’t know what to do.

Alexei, on the other hand, was unimpressed.

“Ready for what, H.C.? What aren’t you telling me?” He looked back and forth between the two of them, displeasure evident on his face once more. “Look, if ‘the Wolf’ is already targeting me, I think I have a right to know why.”

Logan glanced back at Knatt, who held her gaze and nodded. Her uncertainty turned to reluctant resignation.

“If I tell you the truth,” she said, carefully, “it might put you both in more danger. Are you prepared for that?”

“Darling,” said Alexei, shaking his head, “you know me. Danger is half the fun.” Despite the lighthearted nature of his words, his tone was solemn.

Jude cleared her throat.

“Um,” she said, “I’m still here, and, uh, I acknowledge the danger, and I accept.”

Logan let out a long, reluctant breath, her gaze falling to the floor.

“Fine,” she said. “But if this somehow inadvertently causes all your deaths, just remember that I warned you.”

With that, Logan pulled off her jacket and slung it over the back of a nearby chair. Then, to Jude’s immeasurable surprise, she grabbed the hem of her black T-shirt, and she pulled it over her head.

For a moment, Jude didn’t notice anything unusual at all. Sure, Logan was perfectly toned and musculature, but Jude was well aware of that already.

Then she took in the markings along Logan’s collar bone and the tops of her shoulders. They could easily have been tattoos, though Jude didn’t think they looked like any tattoos she’d ever seen before; they looked more like tiger stripes, or perhaps an unusually dark and symmetrical rash…

She hadn’t quite decided either way when Logan turned away from them, unzipped her sports bra, and pulled that off, too.

This time, Jude let out a soft gasp. What she was looking at had to be a tattoo, but it was such a deep red color that it might have been a scar, or even a fresh wound. Large and ornate, it covered the majority of Logan’s back.

It looked like a maze, emblazoned onto Logan’s skin in dark red ink. Shaped like a teardrop, it featured twisting lines forming false starts and full pathways into the center. Jude immediately found herself entranced by it, nearly hypnotized. It was almost as if it called to her somehow—as if it wanted her to look, wanted her to know. She got the feeling that if she could just reach out and touch it, even for a moment, it would tell her such things—

Logan cleared her throat, and Jude tumbled back into reality. She shook her head, trying to remind herself of where she was. One glance at Alexei told her that he had been drawn in, too.

But drawn into what?

Logan, apparently, wasn’t finished. Giving them only a few seconds to gawk at her, she pulled her bra back on and turned around. Looking for all the world like she’d rather do anything else, Logan raised her forearms in front of her in a familiar defensive stance, then gave them a shake.

From each arm, four bony spikes pushed their way through her skin, spraying a few droplets of blood onto the hardwood floor. Each one came to a razor-fine point.

Jude wasn’t sure what to say. This certainly wasn’t where she’d expected the night to end up.

Again, Logan only gave them a moment. She shook her arms a second time, retracting the spikes back under her skin. Then she pulled her shirt back on and perched against the arm of the chair that held her jacket.

“Questions?” she asked, looking at each of them in turn, her voice unusually flat. “Concerns?”

At first, nobody spoke. For her part, Jude had no idea what any of this meant, but she didn’t want to admit that and risk coming off like…well, like the ignorant kid.

Fortunately for her, Alexei broke the silence.

“Are you…were you bound?” he asked, cocking his head in confusion, his tone incredulous.

“Nope,” said Logan. “I’m a whole different kind of beast.”

Knatt cleared his throat.

“There isn’t much recorded evidence of other people like Miss Logan,” he said authoritatively. “As far as we know, she may be entirely unique.”

“Unique how, exactly?”

Logan sighed heavily and crossed her arms over her chest.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Jude couldn’t immediately identify the emotion in her voice. “I’m a demon.”

She spit out the word with no small amount of spite.

Is that…shame? Jude wondered.

“Part demon,” Knatt corrected.

“Half,” said Logan.

Behind Knatt, the kettle began to whistle. He shut off the stove before pouring a small amount of liquid into the three mugs waiting on the counter. Two of the mugs came with him as he made his way back to the others.

“It’s exceedingly rare for a demon to breed with a human,” he said as he approached Jude to hand her a mug. His tone was matter-of-fact. “As you might imagine. One doesn’t generally find many naturally occurring half-demons.”

With a cup of hot tea in hand, Jude found it in herself to say something. She turned to Logan.

“So, that means…one of your parents was a demon?”

Logan leaned back in her perch.

“Charles never liked to talk about Mom much.” Her voice was cold and blank. “And lately, there hasn’t been much point in asking him anything at all.”

Jude thought about the man she’d met at the nursing home. Had that strange old man really…mated with a demon? The only demons she’d ever seen were ugly and monstrous, but she supposed that there might be other kinds out there…

“What about the tattoo?” asked Alexei, who now gripped a mug all his own. “Is that a… a demon thing?”

“No,” said Logan, shaking her head. She didn’t quite meet Alexei’s eyes when she spoke. “Well, I mean, it’s possible that it chose me because of the whole demon thing. I, uh…I have greater strength and agility than…well, every normal human I’ve ever met.”

“What do you mean it chose you? Is it sentient?”

Though Logan still didn’t meet his eyes, Alexei couldn’t seem to take his off her.

“It’s a little hard to explain,” she said. Her voice sounded heavy, and her hands looked like they were gripping her arms with considerable strength. “I…I didn’t always have it. It came to me one night, when I was alone, out in the woods. I think…I think it was sizing me up then. After it showed itself to me, it lingered only a moment before disappearing again. I didn’t see it for another year after that, but when I did…that’s when it, uh, attached itself to me.”

Jude could see it in her mind’s eye: a rough-and-tumble teenage Logan, camping out on her own, hanging out around a campfire, when some…thing showed up…

“Wait,” she said, suddenly confused, “the first time you saw it, was it like…a floating tattoo?”

A small smile formed on Logan’s lips.

“It looked like it was made of bronze then,” she said. “Like an ancient artifact. Only glowing.”

“Until it attached itself to you,” said Alexei. “Did it hurt?”

At long last, Logan looked up at him. Jude had no idea what to make of her expression.

“Burned like a motherfucker,” she said quietly. “Still does, every time it sends me a vision.”

“It sends you visions?”

“Oh, yeah,” she shrugged, her gaze falling back to the floor. “It’s, uh, it’s the psychic friend I told you about.”

“Oh. I see.”

Alexei’s tone was clipped and brusque, his expression dark. Jude supposed he didn’t like discovering he’d been lied to.

“When I first learned of Miss Logan’s…situation,” said Knatt carefully, “I did as much research as I could, naturally. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much to find.”

Jude felt like her head was swimming.

“What does that mean?” she asked.

“I’m not entirely sure,” said Knatt. He had his own mug now, and he took a sip from it before continuing. “The library at the estate is quite thorough. Mr. Logan’s father began it, and his collection was already quite impressive by the time Charles and I took over and began to add to it. And yet, when I began to research the Choronzon Key, all I found was…well, folklore and myth, for the most part.”

“What…what did they say?”

“Somewhat contradictory things, to be perfectly honest,” said Knatt. He took a sip from his mug before continuing. “The first mention I found dated back to about 800 C.E., and referred to it as ‘the Mark of the Choronzon.’ It was just a bit of folklore coming out of a region in Eastern Europe about a heroic man with an innate, magical ability to sense when others were in trouble, and to show up in the nick of time. According to the story, he saved a village from a wild beast, purportedly monstrous in size. And once his task was complete, he supposedly…ascended through the gateway to heaven. Exact phrasing.”

Knatt paused to sip his tea once more.

“Likely an embellishment, of course,” he said. “Another story, dated a few hundred years earlier, referred to the ‘curse of Choronzon.’ This one was sparser on detail. It seemed to refer to a death. Possibly the death of the Choronzon Key’s bearer, but I’d be hard-pressed to say for sure.”

Jude glanced over at Logan, who’d gone back to looking at the closed window curtains. She still didn’t feel like she understood what most of this meant, but she felt more and more certain that it wasn’t good. Whatever that strange mark on her back actually was, it seemed difficult to deny that chaos and death followed where it went. Had it really chosen Logan, like she said? Was she fated, somehow? Fated to show up and fight with monsters, until one of them killed her?

And what did that mean for Jude?

She didn’t want to admit it outright, but a part of her felt smaller. She’d already suspected that she wasn’t quite good enough to hang out with Logan, and now? Now it seemed like she had the clearest proof she could ever have asked for.

Knatt cleared his throat and spoke up again.

“I found four references in total, each as unhelpful as the last. The Choronzon Key seems to have shown up just long enough to leave an influence on local stories and myth, and for no longer than that. There is no official record on its existence, and as far as we know, nothing in any written record to indicate its origin. Its purpose, however, seems to be clear.”

Jude’s head whipped back around to face it.

“What is it, then?”

“To prevent death by mystical means,” he answered casually, as though this were patently obvious. “To right wrongs, and to keep a handle on the unnatural demon population in this world.” He shrugged, casting a glance at his business partner, who remained silent and unmoved. “I believe Miss Logan has been chosen as a kind of balance-keeper for the shadow world. After all, the Choronzon Key has never sent her a vision of something that did not have at least an element of magic in it.”

“That’s what you think,” said Alexei, suddenly and curtly. “But you don’t have much proof of that, do you?”

“My proof is, admittedly, ethereal,” answered Knatt with a shrug. “We have the lives that Logan has saved, and the mark of the Key itself. I can find no text that definitively proves my point, no historical record that lends me credence. Even if I were the sort of man who believed in prophecy, there are no prophecies in existence that mention it.”

He looked at Logan again, and he did not look away as he continued.

“And yet, I believe it.”

Alexei sighed loudly, then stood up from his seat.

“I’m making a vodka tonic, if anyone else is interested.”

He walked right past Knatt into the kitchen behind him, took a tumbler from an open shelf, and pulled one tall, slim, dark blue bottle from the freezer, and one squat clear bottle of tonic water from the refrigerator.

“You’ve seen me get a vision before,” said Logan, quietly and unexpectedly. She was looking at Knatt. “Though I don’t really know if that’s proof of anything.”

“That is true, I have,” said Knatt, nodding. “If I recall correctly, you seemed to seize, and then fall unconscious. If it is an act, it is a persuasive one.”

Suddenly Jude remembered seeing Logan in that fast food bathroom outside of Wolf Creek, slumped over the sink. And then she’d popped back up and kept going as if nothing had happened.

“I’ve seen it, too,” she said. “Haven’t I?”

Logan nodded silently.

Drink now in hand, Alexei came back over, hovering near Knatt’s end of the couch. His expression was inscrutable.

“How long have you had this?” he asked. “This key, and these visions? How long?”

Logan folded her arms over her chest defensively.

“Ten years, give or take.”

Alexei coughed, disbelief written in the lines of his face.

“So…before you met me, then,” he said.

Logan nodded silently again.

“I think we’re wandering away from our purpose here,” said Knatt. “We told you both about the Key in the interest of full disclosure, so that we might discuss the specter of the Wolf without impediment. Based on what Kurt Redmond said during the Wolf Creek case, we have reason to think the Wolf has a particular interest in Logan. Perhaps he knows that she is half-demon, perhaps he knows she possesses the Choronzon Key. Perhaps neither. What we do know is that he is perfectly willing to manipulate other Letha casters into violence, either for his own means, or merely for the sake of spreading chaos. Your fight tonight suggests that he’s willing to commit violence himself as well.”

Jude held up her hand as though she wanted to be called on. As soon as she realized what she was doing, she lowered it again and cleared her throat.

“So, we don’t know what the Order knows,” she said. “But…the Order does know something, right? And…and maybe they’ll talk about it at that—that Summit thing, right? The Summit that the witch lady mentioned?”

“Zilla Ulric,” Knatt corrected her gently. “And yes, it’s possible that the Order will discuss their findings at the Summit this year.”

“Or they might not,” said Logan. “The Order of Shadows is fond of its secrets.”

“Apparently they’re not the only ones,” said Alexei, speaking into his glass. He’d said it as quietly as possible, but Jude had still heard him. From the look on her face, Logan had, too.

“Personally, I believe it’s worth going to find out,” said Knatt.

Logan said nothing. For a moment, she stared at Alexei, her face screwed up with determination, as if she were about to say something to him. Then she shook her head and turned away from them all, letting her gaze slide off to the still-curtained window once more.

On the other side of the apartment, Alexei downed his drink.

“I suppose I’ll see you there, if you go,” he said. “I was only going to go for the party, but I guess I’ve got a real reason now.” He shrugged listlessly, his face expressionless. “On that note, I think I’ll head to bed. See you all in the morning.”

With that, he headed for his bedroom door and closed it tightly behind himself. Logan glanced back to watch him go, her expression strained. Jude didn’t quite know what to make of it.

In fact, her brain seemed to resist rational thought more and more with every passing minute: the exhaustion that had been creeping in all evening stood poised to overwhelm her.

“I should probably go to sleep, too,” she said, finally standing up. “I, uh…is it okay if I still use the guest room, or—Knatt, do you want—?”

“That’s quite all right, Jude,” said Knatt jovially. “Logan and I have a few more things to discuss before we end our night, and I believe I’ll do just fine out here. Go ahead and get some rest.”

Jude nodded, and the action felt slow and burdensome. She forced her heavy feet to walk and pointed herself at the other bedroom door. Before she disappeared behind it, she chanced one last look at Logan.

Logan had moved to the window and now stood at the curtain, holding it open and gazing down at the street below. Her expression was distant and regretful, and her hand seemed to twist restlessly at the edge of the curtain.

Jude didn’t want to think about it, but without her consent, her mind transported her back to earlier that night, and the look on Logan’s face as she sucked the life out of Todd Phillips from across the room. What was it like to have power like that?

And what did that kind of power mean for everyone else?


Chapter Twelve
Inner Demon

Logan wanted to throw up. She didn’t have nearly enough food left in her system to actually do it, but the desire remained nonetheless. She stared at Alexei’s closed bedroom door and wished she could go back and do it all a little differently.

“I think that went well enough,” said Knatt from his perch on the couch.

“Of course you do,” Logan muttered in response.

“You disagree.”

She stared at him in disbelief for a moment, then she collected herself and coughed.

“I’d feel better if I could say for sure whether Alexei will still be speaking to me in the morning.”

As if appraising the situation in full for the first time, Knatt glanced briefly at the door, then back at her.

“I didn’t get the impression that Mr. Marin is about to turn around and give up your secrets to the Order, did you?”

“No, but—”

“In that case, I say we ought to call this one a ‘win.’”

“How is it a ‘win’ if he won’t talk to me?”

Knatt sighed and slowly shook his head at her. “You’ve always set your expectations so high, Logan. You must remember that people, in general, are slow to change, easy to scare, and quick to prejudice. I know you consider Mr. Marin a friend, but keep in mind that he is just as human as the rest of them. It might not be easy for him to learn that the world is a little different than he thought this morning. So, yes, as long as he keeps your confidence, I’d call it a ‘win.’”

“But that’s not Alexei,” said Logan, taking her turn to shake her head. “Anybody else, sure, they’d be scared of me, or what I can do. But Alexei isn’t afraid. He’s angry. And that’s my fault.” She folded her arms tightly across her chest, as if that could shield her from the truth of it. “I should have told him years ago. He has every right to be upset.”

“That may be so,” Knatt conceded. “If that is the case, then I suppose it’s up to him to decide if he wants to forgive you.”

“Right.” Logan walked over to the couch opposite him and sank into it.

Alexei’s the one who was lied to. He gets to decide how he responds. She took a deep breath and did her best to focus her attention back on Knatt. They had other things to discuss. “Well. I assume you’re just itching to tell me that tonight’s events proved why I should go to the Summit. So, go ahead.”

Knatt allowed a small smile. “If you already know what I’m going to say, why do you still need me to say it?”

“I guess I don’t,” Logan shrugged. “It’s not going to change my mind, anyway. I still see all the same risks that I did before. The Order has no jurisdiction over me, and I see no reason to comply with their requests.”

Knatt’s smile turned rueful. “Such is your choice. I’ll bring back what I can.”

“Fine. Good.” She did her best to relax in her seat, but she found it hard to let her muscles slacken.

“Well,” said Knatt, nodding with finality, “with that said, I think I’ll try to get some sleep. Perhaps you ought to consider doing the same.”

Logan nodded absently as Knatt went about prepping the opposite couch for rest. She watched him fluff a spare pillow before delicately removing his tweed jacket and folding it over the far end.

Within a few short minutes, she could hear his breathing steady out, and a light, occasional snore to accompany it. She wished sleep would come nearly so easily for her, but somehow, she doubted it. Nevertheless, eventually she leaned back, pulling a cushion under her head as she did so.

It felt like an hour before she finally drifted into a fitful sleep. Her last thought was the sudden realization that the Choronzon Key had started a low, persistent burn on her back.

She wondered if it was trying to tell her she had missed something.

In her dreams, she chased after monsters she could not see.

 

 

In the morning, Logan found herself at a kind of impasse. Since Knatt was no longer home to operate the traveling room, he made a call to the airport to secure them a flight back instead. Jude came out briefly, hovered nervously in the kitchen for a moment, then disappeared into the guest bathroom for a shower.

Logan, meanwhile, brewed black tea and stared only somewhat surreptitiously at Alexei’s door, waiting for him to come out. She needed to speak to him at least once more before they left, but as the minutes ticked by, she began to wonder how hard he planned to make that on her.

Eventually, Knatt had made all the arrangements necessary, and Jude had come back out of the bathroom with dampened but drying hair, her overnight bag fully packed.

“We do have a bit of time before the flight,” said Knatt, doing his best to inject cheerfulness into his voice. “Perhaps we could go get a quick breakfast somewhere.”

Logan glanced openly at Alexei’s closed door, then made up her mind.

“You two go ahead downstairs,” she said, hoping her voice sounded lighter than she felt. “I’ll just…I’ll be down in a minute.”

Neither argued with her, so a few minutes later, Logan found herself facing Alexei’s door alone. She took a breath, then rapped loudly three times. In the weak morning light, she couldn’t help but feel like an intruder.

He took his time answering. When he finally cracked the door open, he was wearing silk pajama pants and an open silk shirt, exposing half his chest as he crossed his arms over it. His hair looked tousled, but Logan recognized it as a perfectly crafted tousle, and guessed that he’d probably been awake as long as she had. Still, the bruising under his eye and around his neck betrayed his carefully crafted exterior.

He leaned against his door frame and stared at her through slowly blinking lashes. His pose and gaze struck her as a challenge.

“Just letting you know that we’re leaving,” she said, performing a flaccid half-shrug. “Wanted to say goodbye.”

“Okay. Goodbye.”

He started to turn away from her and close the door, but she stuck her hand out to prevent him.

“Wait, Alexei—”

“Yes?”

“I know it’s probably difficult for you to trust me right now—”

“You don’t say.”

“I mean that…look, you’re right to be upset. I don’t deserve your trust. That’s fair, and I get it. I’m…I’m a stupid shit bag, and I should have told you the truth a long time ago.”

He let out a long sigh and shook his head. His expression looked pained.

“Why didn’t you, H.C.? I keep going over it, and I just…I don’t understand. I thought we were friends. I thought…I thought we were as close as you ever let yourself get to people, you know?” He pressed his lips together, his eyes full of disappointment and confusion. “I’m not stupid. I knew you were holding something back, keeping me just a little bit at arm’s length.” He shook his head again. “I just assumed that, at the very least, you’d told me all the big stuff. I mean, god, would you even have told me at all, if it weren’t for…for your latest vision?”

Logan felt a strange lump growing in her chest, threatening to constrict her breath. She wanted to reach out and touch him, like touch could wipe away her mistakes.

“I’m sorry,” she finally let out. “I would have told you eventually, I just—I thought I was protecting you.”

Alexei sighed in frustration and nearly rolled his eyes, tightening his arms over his chest.

“That’s not your call, H.C. I decide how to protect myself, okay?”

Logan nodded, doing her best to keep her breathing even.

“Okay,” she said. “You decide. From now on, no more trying to protect you like that. I promise.”

Alexei let out another breath, his eyes now searching her face as if something within it could either verify her words or contradict them, and thus make his decision for him.

“Fine,” he said with a shrug. “I guess that’s a start, or something. Whatever.” He tapped a finger on his elbow and glanced expectantly at the door. “I take it the others are waiting for you?”

“Downstairs, yes.”

“Better not keep them, then. I’ll see you around.”

With that, he closed the door in her face.

For a moment, Logan considered knocking again, but she knew it wouldn’t do any good now. Besides, she reminded herself, he had a right to be mad. She needed to respect that. She needed to give him time and space, and whatever else was necessary.

Finally, slowly, she turned away from his room and made her way out the front door.

If only she could convince herself that time was all he needed, she might have felt a little less like burying her head in the sand until her life found a way to forget about her.

 

 

Over the next month, Jude only saw Logan sporadically. It was hard to say if she was going on a lot of jobs, or if she was simply disappearing off the face of the earth for days at a time, but the effect was the same.

She had a few lessons with Adele when they got back, but then Adele was called away mysteriously as well. Knatt cagily avoided her questions about that, insisting only that Adele was a busy woman with a world of responsibilities all her own.

So instead of any training with either Logan or Adele, Jude’s routine consisted of letha lessons from Knatt and Knatt’s newest hobby: forced GED study sessions. Once they returned from San Francisco, he’d informed her with no preamble that he’d signed her up to take the GED in early September, so she’d better make sure she was ready for it. Fortunately for her, it looked like the end of her high school education had already prepped her for the test, and studying for it entailed only simple review.

Though summer at the estate seemed a bit cooler than summers in Montana had been, even the estate eventually fell victim to August. On one particularly hot, hazy afternoon, Jude found herself struggling to concentrate on social studies, when Knatt suddenly snapped his book shut.

“I don’t believe we’re getting anywhere today,” he said, heaving out a defeated sigh. “Do you?”

Though the library had no less than three air conditioning units set up, it still managed to dance just outside of the comfort zone, so instead, they had set up shop on the back patio, underneath a shade umbrella. Knatt looked about as casual as Jude had ever seen him, with no vest or sweater, and his sleeves rolled up past his elbows.

Jude wiped a bead of sweat from her forehead.

“It does kinda feel like my reading skills are suffering at the moment,” she said, and tugged her long, heavy braid over her shoulder to get it off of her back.

He glanced at his watch.

“Let’s break for tea, shall we?”

Jude broke into a smile at the sheer Britishness of his suggestion; nevertheless, she wholeheartedly accepted it.

“Tea sounds great,” she said, and meant it.

“After that, perhaps we can work on some cool air summoning, hm?”

Jude blinked, momentarily taken out of the moment. Wasn’t air summoning how Logan…?

She shook herself, focusing back on Knatt’s exact phrasing: cool air summoning. That sounded more like letha AC than anything else. That wouldn’t be too bad on a day like this. She followed him back inside, into the kitchen, carrying her barely used study guide with her.

Tea, in this instance, turned out to mean homemade lemonade and cucumber-and-cream-cheese sandwiches. Jude helped him put together a platter for the two of them, which they then took into the basement, into what had turned out to be the coolest room in the estate: the home theater. The set up a collapsible table in the front of the room, angling some of the cushiony chairs around it so they would have a nice place to sit. Though the lighting in the room seemed a little dim for the middle of the afternoon, Jude quickly realized she was the most comfortable she had been all day.

The sandwiches and lemonade proved delicious.

She was refilling her glass when it occurred to her that now was as good a time as any to have a conversation.

“Hey, Knatt?”

“Yes, Jude?”

“Can I…ask you a question?”

“Certainly.”

“It’s about Logan.”

“Please continue.”

“It’s about…it’s about what we talked about in San Francisco. About—you know—her secrets, and stuff.”

“The visions and her lineage, you mean?”

“Yeah, that.” Jude took a deep breath. “I don’t think I understand why Logan felt such a need to keep her demon half a secret. I mean, I’ve seen her—she’s such a powerful fighter, it’s hard for me to imagine her needing to be afraid of anyone, or anything.”

Knatt studied her for a moment, taking a bite of finger sandwich and chewing it slowly. Eventually, he swallowed and spoke.

“There are any number of things a powerful fighter might need to fear. A particularly single-minded institution, for instance.”

Jude nodded.

“You mean the Order of Shadows, right?”

“Indeed.”

“But…I mean, I know Logan doesn’t like them, but she described them like they’re supposed to be peacekeepers. So why is she afraid of them?”

“The Order of Shadows are peacekeepers of a sort, yes,” Knatt said, nodding. “But they have their own motives as well.” He paused, considering her again. “What has Logan told you about her father?”

Jude thought back to their conversation in the bar, when she had begged her to tell her something personal, something that might help Jude feel more at ease.

“She told me he manipulated her memory. She said…not very many people can do a letha memory cast, but Charles Logan is one.”

“Yes, he is. It was never innocent, but at first, he said he was doing it for her own good. And I think, or at least I thought, that he believed that. Until I realized he’d begun to experiment on her, of course.”

“You mean, like, making her fight demons and stuff.”

“Precisely.” Knatt sighed again, and suddenly, he seemed so much older to Jude than he ever had before. “You see, when Charles initially began to wipe away her memories, he did so in order to hide her demon parentage from her. Then, as she got older, he began to think it a good idea to test her, her capabilities and her limits. Naturally, he took those memories from her as well.”

“Why? Why would he do any of that?”

“He wanted to know…what use she could be to him.”

Jude was quiet for a moment as she let the full implication of that sink in.

“Kind of like…like a weapon?”

“You could say that, yes.”

“So, Logan thinks an institution like the Order of Shadows…”

“Might also try to use her, if they ever found out.”

It suddenly seemed like a very strange thing, indeed, that they were talking about this over an elegant platter of cucumber sandwiches. Still, in the silence that followed Knatt’s words, Jude could think of little else to do but take another one and eat it, slowly and thoughtfully.

How strange it was to think about Charles Logan now. When she’d met him, even with what she’d already known, he’d seemed so harmless. Just a frail, funny old man.

She couldn’t help but wonder…when Logan looked at him, what did she see?

 

 

The air was crisp and clean as she brushed her hair out of her eyes and pulled her helmet on over it. September had announced itself with a cold wind, carrying in autumn clouds. Logan did her best to focus on that, on the clear, cold feeling, instead of the voicemail on her cell phone, and the second task that waited for her. She’d get to that eventually. For now, she had the road ahead, and the indifferent gray sky above.

And she had her Kawasaki Ninja, of course.

With one last tug at the zipper on her motorcycle jacket, she swung onto the bike, spun it awake, and kicked off. The engine roared to life as she zoomed out of the driveway of the estate, headed northward, and a little east.

Demons in the woods were her original specialty. Years of city living had led her down a different path, but growing up on the estate, the woods had been her primary training ground. Ever since the incident in Wolf Creek, which had proven to her just how alien the wilderness had become, how dulled her senses were to its nuances, she had heard a voice in the back of her head, telling her to do better. In compliance with that voice, she’d begun training regularly in the woods around the estate once more. All her old paths and rituals had come back to her like they were second nature.

She wondered if the voice belonged to her father. She often wondered how much of her had formed atop the vestiges of his parenting.

Still, as she sped along the freeway now, on this perfectly cool fall morning, she relished the thought of a hunt in the woods. The hunt was simple, easy, clear-cut. She knew how to begin, and she knew how it ended. How it always ended.

Until she died, of course. That was the only alternate ending available.

For someone who faced it as often as she did, Logan didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about death. It was always there, but it had never given her pause. Perhaps a part of her didn’t believe she could die. It was also possible that she simply didn’t care, but that seemed less likely.

Unbidden, the images of Alexei’s predicted death surfaced in her mind. What if she had gone about it all differently? What if, when she’d gone down to San Francisco, she’d confessed right off the bat that the vision had been her own? Would he still have been angry with her for the years of deceit in between? What if she’d told him when they first met?

Would I still have killed Todd Phillips?

But she would never have told him sooner. There was no version of her that would have. When she first met him, she found him engaging, charismatic, attractive—but not trustworthy. He was a rich party boy, interested in paranormal investigation for the thrill of it…and the exclusiveness, of course. By the time she realized that she could count him as a friend, they’d already known each other for years. The time for bare-all disclosures had passed.

Maybe that was part of the problem. Maybe he had considered her a friend immediately, while she had held back, reluctant to let him in. Maybe she’d only told herself that the time had passed to let herself off the hook.

I’m letting myself off the hook even now.

She gripped her handlebars, careful not to snag the clutch, and refocused on the road ahead of her, the gray sky above. It wasn’t a good idea to ride in the rain, but a part of her wished for rain anyway. Anything that required her full attention counted as a distraction, and she would take any distraction she could get.

As if on cue, the Choronzon Key flared, reminding her of her original purpose out here.

There was a demon in the woods. And she was getting close.

A few minutes later, she saw a turn off that suited her course, and she took it. She let the Ninja slow down, feeling the Key’s guidance as she pressed on. This particular exit didn’t seem to lead to an actual town so much as a junction with a single old, wooden building that appeared to have stopped functioning as anything a long time ago.

A few minutes after that, she took another turn down a single-lane street, and then another down a beaten dirt road, surrounded by trees. Eventually she brought the bike to a complete stop, resting it beside a particularly large and gnarled trunk.

As she hopped down, she pulled off her helmet and popped the seat open, revealing the surprisingly deep hidden compartment beneath it.

Her sword was in there, and the harness to hold it. For a brief moment, she imagined the sword was covered in blood, as if she hadn’t wiped it off from her last kill.

But you didn’t use a sword on your last kill.

She blinked, and the sword returned to normal. She pulled it out, along with the harness, and strapped it to her back. Then she closed the compartment up once more and left her helmet hanging off the back.

The Key blazed again, urging her to hurry. So, she struck out into the trees, away from the dirt road. For several minutes, there was too much damp underbrush for her to move with any speed: fat elephant ears slick with moisture, bushes so thick with branches they would not yield. But eventually the earth beneath her boots began to curve upward, and the smaller plants grew sparser. As soon as she could, she broke out into a run.

The Key forged her path, tugging her a little westward here, a little northward there. The ground was uneven, sometimes sloping up steeply, sometimes flattening out. No matter what it threw at her, she never lost her breath.

What does it feel like, when I steal away a person’s breath? It must be terrifying.

Distracted for a moment, she stumbled. Then, with a frustrated grunt at distraction’s loose grip, she redoubled her efforts, pushing her inhuman speed to its limit.

After running flat-out for nearly 20 minutes, the Key suddenly went out—all the burning and nudging disappeared, as if it had never been.

Logan came to a stop. Automatically, she looked all around her, searching for some hint as to why the Key had abandoned her. At first, she didn’t see anything. Then the smell hit her—fresh, wild, and metallic.

Blood. Should be used to that smell by now.

She looked to her right, drawn by the smell. Several feet away, a swath of blood stained the bark of an old-growth tree.

She’d found its hunting ground.

The Choronzon Key screamed to life once more, searing the flesh of her back with new inspiration. Her muscles surging with energy and adrenaline, she broke into another run.

A few swift steps later, she could smell the beast itself. Her spikes slid out automatically, her defenses fully raised.

There, turning a corner, she spotted it, and it spotted her.

The fight began. And for several blissful minutes, she ceased to exist. There was only the end, and its slow encroach.

When the end came, she delivered it without hesitation. As she brought her sword down, she saw an image of Todd Phillips, his nose broken, his face covered in blood. Had she gotten carried away, or had she done exactly what she was meant to do?

She came back to herself.

It started to rain.

By the time she got back to her bike, reality had settled back in. She pulled her phone out of her jacket and clicked over to the voicemail she’d already heard twice. With a sigh of acceptance, she let it play one more time.

“Ah, Miss Logan, hello! This is Mara, from St. Mary’s, calling about your father. He—well, he caused a bit of a scene in the cafeteria today, and I—well, we were hoping you might be able to come down sometime to talk to Dr. Burroughs about the incident, if possible. You can call us back at—”

Logan shut off the phone; she’d already given them a call and arranged the time. All that was left now was to do it.

At that moment, the second-to-last thing in the world that she wanted to do was visit her father, let alone have a talk with the nursing home staff.

The last thing she wanted to do was spend another minute thinking about Todd Philips. So, she put her weapons away, kicked her bike into gear again, and pulled out into the road.

Knatt better be fucking happy with me today.


Chapter Thirteen
A Brief Interlude

The drive to St. Mary’s was far shorter than she would have liked. The rain picked up as she went, so by the time she got there, her thick pants were soaked through and leaking into her socks, and the edges of hair that stuck out under her helmet were now pasted to her semi-exposed neck. At least her torso was dry, thanks to her leather jacket, though of course her forearms weren’t so lucky. That was the price of customizing a jacket to allow four bone spikes to poke through every once in a while.

The wide parking lot had a single, four-spots-wide area covered by an awning, so she went there, sliding her bike in next to a poorly parked truck. She took her helmet off and shook out her head, rain droplets flying everywhere.

A swell of anxiety rose up in her chest, and she answered it the only way she could think to: with the pack of cigarettes stuffed in her inner jacket pocket. A part of her recognized that this was a bad idea and, worse, that it wouldn’t really help her feel any calmer. But most of her didn’t care.

As she puffed away at one slightly crumpled cigarette, she gazed out at the grounds surrounding St. Mary’s. Even in the rain, it was a beautiful place: rolling lawns ending in towering evergreens, and blue-gray mountains far in the distance. She had never questioned why Knatt had chosen this place, though she’d never offered him her opinion, either.

The cigarette burned out too quickly. She didn’t have any other kind of hood with her, so she put her helmet back on to go inside.

The rain was starting to pull back, but it wasn’t quite gone yet.

She reached the glass front doors and waved to the woman inside, narrowing her eyes to try to determine if it was Mara. The woman looked up at her and smiled, brushing her deep red bangs out of her face, and buzzed her in. It was Mara, after all.

Logan took her helmet off again as she stepped through the automatic doors, and she did her best to sweep her half-wet hair out of her face in something resembling a pleasing manner. Mara, of course, looked as effortlessly pretty as she had the first time Logan had seen her, even in her formless green scrubs.

Her inviting half-smile warmed her whole face, and for a moment, Logan let herself hope that Mara had made up the incident with her father in some kind of flirtatious gambit. But then she remembered who her father was, and her hope immediately died.

“Miss Logan,” Mara said as she approached the desk, “you’re right on time!”

Logan didn’t need to look at the clock to know that this was a polite lie. She’d arrived 15 minutes late, and her cigarette had rounded that out to 20.

“You can just call me Logan,” she said, shifting her helmet around awkwardly. “Do you need me to sign in?”

“That would be good,” said Mara. As she pushed over the sign-in sheet, she noticed what Logan was carrying. “Ooh, did you come here on a motorcycle?”

“I did,” said Logan sheepishly. “It seemed like a good idea when I started out this morning.”

“That’s so cool,” said Mara, her tone dreamy and wistful. “I’ve always wanted to ride one. Hey, if you want, I can keep your helmet back here while you’re visiting.”

Despite the fact that the nursing home’s incessant air conditioning seemed to be turning her pants into giant ice cubes, Logan did her best to put on a rakishly charming smile.

“I’d like that,” she said. “Thank you, Mara.”

Mara’s smile widened.

“You remember me.”

“Of course, I do.”

Logan let her own smile linger as her eyes rested on Mara’s face. Mara flushed slightly in return, but she didn’t look away.

“Oh,” said Mara suddenly, giving herself a little shake. “I should let Dr. Burroughs know you’re here.”

“Ah, yes.” Logan nodded, keeping her voice neutral. She didn’t want to come on too strong, and she did need to hear what the doctor had to say, after all.

Within a few short minutes, she’d handed over her still-wet helmet and was marching down a hallway to a back office, led by a short, balding man with a pinched face.

Logan sat impassively in his office and paid exactly as much attention as she needed to the doctor. He described the incident with her father, and he explained that that sort of behavior simply wasn’t acceptable at an institution like St. Mary’s. Every single one of their patients paid a premium to stay there, and they expected a certain level of care in return: a level that didn’t include putting up with her father’s outbursts in public spaces.

Eventually, Logan gathered that it all came down to a choice: she could remove her father from the home, or she could agree to have him put on some new medication that might “help him remain calm,” per the doctor’s words.

With more than a little reluctance, she asked if she could see her father before she made her decision. Dr. Burroughs agreed.

And that was how she found herself hovering outside her father’s door, willing herself to enter. It seemed somehow immeasurably harder to do it when she was alone.

Nevertheless, she rapped her fist against the door and pushed it open.

“Charles?” she called into the room.

A grunt greeted her from around the corner, so she made her way inside, shutting the door behind her. She found him huddled in his armchair, wearing the same robe he always did, and wrapped up in a quilt, to boot. If she hadn’t just listened to Dr. Burroughs describe his disruptive behavior firsthand, she might have had a hard time believing he was capable of it.

Passing a cupboard on her way over, she pulled out one of his spare towels and made sure to lay it out on the couch before she sat down. The doctor had had nothing but hard plastic chairs in his office, but her father’s couch was nicely upholstered, and Logan wasn’t keen to pay this place for damages.

“How’s it going, Charles?” she asked, her voice the picture of a nonchalance she could not feel.

The senior Logan looked up at her, scowled, and looked away again.

“Haven’t had my cake today. Supposed to get chocolate cake on Thursdays. One piece.”

“That’s right, no cake for you today. Can you tell me why that is?”

His face tightened at the edges, but he did not speak.

“Why didn’t you get any cake today, Charles?”

Slowly, Charles turned his head back to her, his unfocused eyes eventually finding their way to hers.

“I did a bad thing, didn’t I?”

“Yes. Do you remember what you did?”

“I always remember. I always forget.”

Oh good, it’s a brain jigsaw day.

“What did you do, Charles? Yesterday, in the cafeteria, what did you do? Do you remember?”

“He wasn’t there yesterday.” He shook his head vigorously from side to side. “Nothing bad—the bad thing, it didn’t happen, but…but I thought it would, and I…” His eyes tried to focus on her again, but they seemed to lose their footing. “Some people are so sensitive, don’t you think?”

Logan let out a sigh.

“Yes, some people get a little sensitive when a crazy old man throws a chair at them.” She let out a huff of air, crossing her arms over her chest. She knew she shouldn’t talk that way to her father; even if he still remembered what he’d done to her, she knew it didn’t justify throwing insults at someone as defenseless as he was now. Still, it was hard enough to deal with him in the first place, without the added trouble of trying to figure out his discombobulated brain. Every time he tumbled over the edge like this, it took all her strength not to throw up her hands and walk away.

And yet…that helped her make her decision, didn’t it? In her heart of hearts, she wasn’t willing to bring him home with her. And the doctor had given her only one other option.

She didn’t leave right away. She supposed she could give her father at least the semblance of a real visit, even if he was only halfway there himself. Besides, Mara would be able to tell if she left without spending any time with her father, and that might make her seem a little heartless.

Once she told the doctor to put Charles on the new meds, she had exactly one plan: to find out when Mara got off work at the end of the day.

After all, she was still in the market for a good distraction.

 

 

Jude sat in her giant bedroom on the estate, on the edge of her nice, comfy bed, and clutched the cell phone that someone else paid for. On the bed behind her lay an envelope, torn open with abandon, which told her she had passed the GED exam.

Knatt had celebrated with her already that day, taking her into the nearby town for lunch and ice cream. When they got back, he assured her that he would let Logan know as soon as she got back from…wherever it was she’d gone.

In the meantime, Jude sat in her room, clutching her phone and wishing she had someone she could call to share her news. If there were even the slightest chance that her parents would have been proud of her, she might have tried them, but…well, on second thought, maybe there wasn’t even a parallel universe where that would be a good idea.

So that left…Amy.

But did she really want to call Amy? They’d managed a few phone calls here and there, sure. And Amy had kept dangling the possibility that she might eventually come and visit…but her visit never materialized. With every passing week, the chances seemed lower and lower.

And every second she held that phone without calling anyone, she felt smaller and smaller.

After several minutes, she let out a groan of frustration at herself.

I’ve got to tell somebody. I’m just gonna call her.

Doing her best not to think too hard lest she end up stopping herself again, Jude forced her fingers to press the buttons to call. She brought the phone to her ear and closed her eyes, willing away her butterflies.

“Hello?”

“Amy, hi! It’s me.”

“Hi, Jude.”

“Hey, uh, I wanted to call because—well, because I got some good news today.”

“You did?”

“Yeah. Uh, you know how I said I had to take the GED?”

“Uh—yeah, I remember you said that.”

“Well, I did it. And I passed!”

For a moment that lasted just long enough to feel painfully awkward, Amy was quiet. When she spoke, her words sounded forced and strange.

“Oh—that’s, uh, that’s great, Jude.”

“Uh, yeah,” said Jude. She could feel herself deflate a little more with every second.

“So, I guess that means you’re probably gonna stay there, right? With, uh, with Logan and her business partner, I mean.”

“Well…well, yeah. I was gonna do that either way, though.”

“Oh, right. Well, good for you, Jude. I’m happy for you.”

Jude wasn’t quite sure how it had happened, but somehow she felt more alone now than she had before she’d called.

“Thanks,” she said, though her voice had lost so much power, she wasn’t sure she’d actually said it out loud.

“Listen,” said Amy, her voice low and careful, “it’s good you called. I kinda needed to talk to you.”

“You did?” The tiny, fluttering thing inside Jude’s chest sprang to life, daring to hope, despite itself.

“Yeah,” said Amy. “Uh, well, I know I promised you that I’d find a way to come visit you, and I really, really wanted to, you know? And I tried to make it work as best I could, but…well, the thing is, everything just…everything kinda got complicated, you know? I mean, my parents were kinda cash-strapped all summer, and I didn’t get as much financial aid as we thought, and…well, at this point, it looks like I probably won’t be able to make it out there, after all.”

Jude felt the fluttering thing start to sputter out, but she did her best to breathe a little life into it.

“Well, that’s okay,” she said, hope and bargaining warring for her tone. “Maybe, uh, maybe I could come back to town to see you instead? I mean, I doubt my parents are looking for me, or anything like that—”

On the other end of the line, Amy made a kind of clicking noise.

“Uh, the thing is—well, I’m actually…I’m actually not in Wolf Creek anymore.”

“What?”

“My first semester already started. My…my parents dropped me off last week.”

The flutter died on the spot. Jude blinked repeatedly, pinpricks playing at her eyes.

“Did, uh, did I miss a text, or—”

“No,” said Amy, her voice quieter than ever. “I didn’t tell you. I just thought…well, I thought you had enough on your plate, with everything you’re doing…up there.”

Slowly, Jude breathed in and out. The silence between them felt oppressive, but she had no words to pierce it. She felt like her soul had turned into a stone and dropped into her shoe.

After an eon, she forced her voice to work again.

“I gotta go,” she said, barely aware of her own words. “I think I hear Knatt calling. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Jude, wait—”

But Jude had already moved the phone away, already had her finger over the end button. She pressed it without another moment’s hesitation, and then she dropped the phone on the floor, where it landed with a clatter.

For several minutes, she sat in silence.

She didn’t quite know what to do with herself. She felt rejected and alone, and at least a little bit ashamed. What was so wrong with her, that everyone in her life eventually turned their backs on her?

And yet…there was a tiny part of her that felt…relieved. It was so tiny, she could barely admit it was there, but…there it was. If Amy didn’t want her around anymore…well, it made things simpler, didn’t it?

And that thought…that was the worst part.

 

 

Eventually in her restlessness, Jude did the one thing that had always helped her feel a little bit better: she went for a run. Washington state had taken a sharp left turn into fall within the first few days of September, and though a part of her was sad to see the warm weather disappear so quickly, it did make her runs a little easier.

Of course, a few minutes into her run, it became clear that the intermittent rains had left the ground slick and mushy. Nevertheless, it seemed like the best option she had to exorcise her demons. So, she ran. She ran until her legs threatened to collapse under her weight. She ran until her mind could no longer hold court against itself.

When she finally came back inside, Knatt was in the middle of pulling a pan of homemade French fries out of the oven. With the last vestiges of adrenaline and energy slowly ebbing out of her muscles, she thought she’d never smelled anything so welcoming in her life.

Just like that, the loneliness she’d felt so heavily before seemed suddenly silly. What did it matter if she held little to no ties to her old life? What had that old life ever offered her, anyway?

Making sure to leave her now-muddy shoes by the door, Jude washed her hands in the little mudroom sink before making her way into the kitchen proper.

“Oh, good,” said Knatt as she entered, a rare, if muted, smile on his face. “I worried you wouldn’t return in time, but it seems we’ve lined ourselves up nicely, haven’t we?”

“It seems we have,” said Jude, feeling a goofy grin take over her face. “Did you make those for me?”

“Of course,” said Knatt, pulling a large plate down from the cupboard. “It’s not every day one graduates from school, you know.”

The goofy grin won over as she helped Knatt set the table for the two of them. She couldn’t remember her mother ever greeting her after a run with homecooked food. Usually it was an admonishment about…well, whatever Jude hadn’t done well enough that day. She didn’t even want to think about what her mother would say if she knew Jude hadn’t finished her classes and had taken the GED instead.

And yet…here was Knatt, making her fries and smiling like…like he was proud of her.

As she settled into her chair across from him, it occurred to her that in all this time, she’d asked him relatively few personal questions. She cleared her throat.

“Hey, Knatt,” she said tentatively, “uh, I don’t think I’ve ever asked you…do you, uh, ever miss England?”

Knatt settled back into his chair, his expression contemplative.

“I do go back on occasion,” he said. “On holiday, sometimes. But I haven’t lived there in a very long time, not since…well, before Miss Logan, anyway. My brother lives in Manchester, but we were never very close. Different interests, that sort of thing.”

“He’s into something other than casting?”

“Quite so. He’s a banker.”

“Huh. Yeah, that’s pretty different. So, why’d you leave in the first place?”

“Oh, there were a million partial reasons,” he said, the slightest hint of sadness in his voice. He picked up one particularly well-seasoned fry and took his time eating it before he answered. “I suppose, in the end, I simply wanted to see what else was out there, beyond my own limited ken.”

“You never thought about going back?”

“Once or twice, perhaps. But then I partnered with Charles, and then Henrietta came into our lives, and that was that.”

“Henrietta? Who’s—wait, that’s not…is that Logan’s first name?”

“Indeed, it is.”

Jude did her best not to giggle, focusing instead on nodding her head respectfully while she grabbed a warm fry and popped it into her mouth. Eventually, the shock of discovering Logan’s first name receded, and the rest of Knatt’s phrasing floated through her mind.

And then Henrietta came into our lives. And if she was half demon, then…

Jude gave herself a small shake. If she wanted to know, all she needed to do was ask.

“So, Logan’s mother is a demon, right?”

Knatt nodded curtly.

“Yes,” he said, “but, to be honest, I’m not sure exactly when Charles discovered that fact. The only time I ever saw her, she looked perfectly human.”

“Oh, I see.”

Jude nodded again, and this time picked up a solid handful of fries to stuff into her mouth. She suddenly realized that she had essentially asked if Charles Logan had once had sex with a demon, and she felt immediately and intensely awkward about it.

For several minutes, they ate their fries in relative silence. Outside, the sky began to darken as the sun slipped toward the horizon. Knatt pressed a few buttons on his phone, and the room filled with gentle classical music. Jude recognized it, but she couldn’t have named it for the life of her.

Eventually, Knatt cleared his throat.

“I don’t suppose you’ve seen Logan today, have you?” he asked. Jude shook her head. “I thought not. She did have an errand to run earlier today, although…ah, I’ve just remembered something.”

With that, he stood up and walked right out of the room. Jude blinked stupidly after him and picked up another fry. They had finally started to lose their heartening warmth.

After a moment, he came back.

“You know how to work the traveling room, correct?” He seated himself across from her once more.

“Well, I have kind of the basic idea—”

“Here.” He slipped a long skeleton key out of his pocket, which was tied with a thick blue ribbon, and handed it to her. “This particular key is bound to the room. It can only take you back and forth from one place, but you can use it on any of the doors in the room, and it will get you there. If there is ever any sort of emergency here at the estate, you can use it to escape.”

With a sense of awe and uncertainty, Jude accepted the key. It looked ordinary and unassuming; if she hadn’t heard what Knatt had just told her, she would never have looked at it twice.

“Where will it take me?” she asked, though she suspected she knew the answer.

“To Miss Logan’s apartment, of course.”

Of course. Jude nodded, unsurprised. “It’s that—it’s that door in the hallway, right?”

“Yes.” He also took another fry. “Miss Logan will likely be at home tonight. If you should feel like paying her a visit, perhaps to test out the new magical artifact I just gave you to make sure it works, I don’t imagine she’d take it amiss.”

As she considered the key in her hand, Jude remembered the view out of Logan’s high-rise window—the cityscape all around, and the glimpse of the Sound far below. Of course, she got the feeling that Knatt’s real motivation had nothing to do with testing magical objects, or even enabling Jude’s desire to go explore the city.

“Uh, so, you’re—you’re actually asking me to go and check on Logan, right?”

“I would never ask such a thing,” Knatt answered blandly. “Not in so many words, at least.”

So, after Jude had eaten all the fries she could stand, she helped put away the dishes, then slowly made her way to the other, slightly less familiar wing of the vast house. As she got closer to the traveling room, a familiar sense of anxiety began to creep its way up her spine. What if she messed up somehow, and ended up sending herself halfway around the globe? What if she opened the door into a warzone or something?

Far worse than that—what if she did end up in Logan’s apartment…and Logan didn’t want her there?

But Knatt told me to go, she thought. I can’t back out now. She opened the last door in the hall and stepped inside.

The room around her was just as large, imposing, and vaguely mystical as it had been the first time Logan had brought her. The marble walls and high ceiling echoed with her every step. Archaic written casts covered every surface, and the curling figures seemed to shiver and shift in the corner of her eye. She took a deep breath.

If she gets mad, I can just blame it on Knatt. That’s brave, right?

With one hard swallow, she stepped toward the next nearest door and stuck the skeleton key inside its lock. Then she pulled it open and stepped through.

Just like before, she found herself in an all-white apartment hallway that bore no resemblance to the room she’d just left. She slipped the key back into her zippered pocket, assuming she’d need it to get back later.

As the traveling room door closed behind her, she felt a soft, cool breeze stirring the baby hairs around her face. Despite the fact that the sun had nearly finished setting, all the lights appeared to be out, leaving her in semi-darkness. She stepped forward, closer to the source of the breeze.

“Logan?”

A few tentative steps later, she found herself entering the living room, which was a little better lit thanks to the glow of the city coming in through the big sliding glass door to the balcony…which was currently wide open. A dark figure stood silhouetted against the sky.

“There you are,” she said with some relief. She kept walking toward the door and the balcony beyond, though the figure made no move to acknowledge or welcome her. Another thrill of anxiety ran through her.

You can do this. Just this once, you can be brave. She kept walking until her feet hit the concrete.

The air outside was even cooler than the breeze. Jude closed her eyes as she let the oncoming night envelop her, filling her with life. When she opened her eyes again, she was staring out at the city below, and the water just beyond that.

“It’s going to rain again,” said Logan, just to her left. Jude glanced over at her, leaning against the thick metal raining. She looked more disheveled than usual, in a wrinkled button-down shirt and damp pants. She slipped her cell phone into her back pocket.

“It rains a lot here,” said Jude limply.

“Mm. Welcome to the Pacific Northwest.” Logan smiled. “I just got Knatt’s message about your test, by the way. Congratulations. Well done.”

“Thanks,” said Jude, a little sheepishly. As much as she’d wanted to share the news with someone, she still struggled to accept unqualified compliments. “Knatt’s been feeding me way too much all day.”

“Best to just ride the wave. Makes him happy, taking care of people.” She drummed her fingers against the black metal. “Did he send you up here to check on me?”

Mad before I even had a chance.

“Not exactly,” said Jude. Then she shrugged. “Well, okay, yes. But I wanted to come.”

Logan glanced over at her, her expression unreadable.

“All right. Well.” Logan pushed off from the railing. “Should we get a drink? To celebrate, I mean.”

Jude smiled a little to herself. Wasn’t it only an hour ago that she’d felt so oppressively alone, with no one to talk to?

“Sure,” she said tentatively, remembering both the fun she’d had when Logan had taken her to a bar after a job, and the awkwardness of trying to pretend she wasn’t drunk in front of Zilla Ulric. “But, uh, maybe I should pace myself. I’m not sure I know how to, uh, hold my liquor.”

“Mm. A slow pace is a wise pace.”

With that, Logan turned away from the view in front of her and walked back inside. She took a look around her living room, then did some quick rearranging. Using one hand for each, she grabbed the backs of two stuffed chairs and flipped them around so that they faced out toward the balcony. Then she turned to her glass coffee table, which Jude now realized held a silver tray carrying a few glass tumblers, and what appeared to be a pitcher of Knatt’s homemade lemonade. She filled the tumblers with lemonade, considered them, then disappeared into her kitchen. After a moment, she came back with a tall bottle made of blue glass. She brushed it off a little before twisting off the lid.

“Lucky for us, vodka doesn’t go bad,” she said, tipping a little bit into one of the tumblers. “At least, I don’t think it does.”

With that, she handed Jude a tumbler and kept the other for herself, then plopped down in one of the chairs that now faced the balcony. As Jude seated herself in the other chair, she couldn’t help but note that the glass Logan had given herself contained no alcohol.

“I never really pictured you as a lemonade drinker,” said Jude. She took a small sip of her drink to test it out: it tasted like lemonade, with extra bite.

“Are lemonade drinkers a particular type?”

“No, not really. I think I just…I don’t know, I think I just imagined you only drank straight whisky or something.”

At that, Logan smiled.

“Want to know a secret?” she asked, her right eyebrow raised quizzically over her drink.

Jude smiled back. “Of course I do.”

“Alcohol has no effect on me.”

Jude blinked.

“Are you serious?”

“Yep. It’s a demon physiology thing. Whatever kind of demon I am, it’s got the liver of a champion.”

“Wow.” Jude thought back to their night in that bar, when she’d gotten so tipsy after only a few Mojitos. Logan, on the other hand, had actually been drinking straight whisky—and then she’d driven them home without a problem. In retrospect, Jude realized she probably should have been far warier of that, but she supposed it didn’t matter now. “I guess that makes sense. So, you can’t get drunk at all?”

Logan shook her head.

“I said alcohol has no effect on me.”

“Oh.” She paused for a moment, trying to think her way through. Then she gave up. “Okay. I don’t get it.”

Without a word, Logan lifted up her glass in salute and took a drink.

“Lemonade?” asked Jude incredulously.

“Sugar,” said Logan easily. “Can’t process it. Refined sugar, anyway. Unprocessed fruit is fine.”

“So, if you wanted to…you could, like, get drunk off a cake?”

“Can and have.”

“Wow.” Jude tried to imagine what it might be like to try eating a cake, only to slowly become more and more inebriated. It sounded a little bit like being a little kid again. “That’s kinda cool.”

“It’s equal parts convenient and inconvenient,” said Logan noncommittally. She took a drink from her cup. Taking in Logan’s somewhat disheveled appearance all over again, Jude wondered how much sugar she’d already consumed. Logan took another drink, then let out a heavy sigh.

“Everything okay?” asked Jude.

Logan shrugged, but her eyes looked troubled.

“Oh, just…ruminating on my mistakes, that’s all.”

Taken aback, Jude bit down on the inappropriate urge to laugh. She made herself take another sip of lemonade before she spoke, hoping the kick of vodka would help drown the giggles.

“What mistakes?” she asked, at last.

Logan sighed again.

“I could have been more careful. Before, with…Alexei.”

Jude wasn’t totally sure which part Logan meant, so she decided to stay on the vague side.

“Things were pretty crazy that night,” she said. “I mean, I know you’re used to fighting, but life-or-death situations can mess with anyone’s head.”

Staring out at the ever-darkening city ahead of them, Logan made a noise in the back of her throat that Jude couldn’t interpret.

“Todd Phillips would have been a good lead. If he had lived.”

Jude could almost hear the phrasing Logan didn’t use: if I hadn’t killed him. Her eyes looked vacant, as if she were looking at something that Jude couldn’t see.

“He won’t be the only lead,” said Jude carefully, hoping she sounded comforting. “We just have to keep trying.”

“Right.”

Jude said nothing, waiting to see if Logan had more to say. For several minutes, they sat in silence, drinking from their respective glasses. Before them, the final strip of orange shrank closer and closer to the skyline, bending before the oncoming midnight blue. Ominous clouds still streaked across the sky, chased northward by the winds. Despite herself, Jude twisted restlessly in her seat, feeling almost as if she were intruding on a private moment.

I probably am. It’s not like I called beforehand to ask if she wanted to hang out, is it?

Logan sighed again.

“I should have told you the whole truth,” she said quietly. “In the beginning, I mean. I should have told you the truth before I asked you to come with me. But it’s not too late for you, you know.”

Jude could feel a shift in the air.

“Not too late for what?”

Logan took another sip.

“For you to leave, of course.”

Out on the balcony, a cold wind picked up.


Chapter Fourteen
Confessor

Though she hadn’t even moved, Jude felt the wind knocked out of her as if she’d been struck by an unseen force. Her breath seemed to catch in her throat. If she hadn’t felt the cold slap of air on her face, she might have convinced herself that she was trapped somewhere, destined to suffocate before rescue could be had.

“But—I don’t—I don’t—where would I go?”

Her voice felt small and vulnerable, liable to crack and collapse in on itself at the first sign of trouble.

At long last, Logan looked at her and held her gaze.

“You just passed the GED,” she said with a shrug, glancing back out at the world ahead of them. “You could go to college, if you want.”

Jude’s breath came slowly but steadily. Is she kicking me out? It doesn’t sound like she is, but it also doesn’t not sound like it, either.

“College—college costs money,” she said. “I don’t have the money to cover a sandwich, let alone a degree.”

Logan shook her head.

“You don’t have to worry about the money,” she said softly. “Knatt and I would cover it, no problem.” She gave Jude a sidelong glance. “No conditions. You could go to UW, if that’s what you want. Or you could apply out-of-state, if you want to try somewhere new. I just…I want you to feel like you have options. I don’t want you to feel like you’re trapped here.”

Jude realized that her face had been frozen in the same half-horrified, half-confused expression for several seconds, so she forced herself to blink. She did her best to let Logan’s words sink in, straight through her overlying sense of sudden rejection.

Logan wasn’t kicking her out. She was…offering to send her to college. For free.

Suddenly, the nice clothes hanging in her closet, the new cell phone, and the fancy sound system were all put into extreme perspective.

Against her better judgment, Jude slowly shook her head.

“I appreciate the offer,” the said carefully. “But, Logan…you gotta stop giving me stuff, man.”

Logan took a drink and chuckled.

“The speakers were too much, weren’t they?”

“They were…a lot. I mean, I appreciate it, I really do, but…I already feel like I owe you so much, and…and it’s starting to feel like I’ll never be able to pay it back, you know?”

“The whole thing about gifts is…you don’t have to pay them back.” Logan tossed her a sad smile. “But I take your point. And I’m sorry. Knatt and I…we just wanted you to feel at home. And I guess neither of us has any idea how to do that.”

At that, Jude shook her head.

“But you have made me feel at home,” she said earnestly. “The way you guys talk to me, like you actually want me around…that’s what makes me feel at home. Not the stuff you buy for me.” She took a sip of her own drink and was surprised to find that she was nearing the bottom of her glass already. “I mean, don’t get me wrong…I like the stuff.”

“Good. Wouldn’t want to damage your credibility with the capitalists.”

“Are you saying you’re not a capitalist?”

“Of course not.” Frowning slightly, Logan knocked back the rest of her drink. “I’m a revolutionary.”

Before she could stop herself, Jude let out a giggle. Logan immediately side-eyed her, so Jude rushed her glass back to her lips and pretended to drink.

“I think I’ll start on round two,” she muttered as the ice clinked awkwardly in her nearly empty glass.

“Help yourself,” said Logan casually, her eyebrow relaxing as her gaze returned to the view. The sun had completely disappeared by now, replaced by a million city lights, their reflections doubling back from the surface of the Sound.

Jude stood up and walked a short circle around her chair to the glass coffee table behind them. She wasn’t exactly sure how to measure, so she started with the bottle of vodka, and poured in what she thought was a small amount. As she picked up the glass pitcher to add lemonade, she noticed a piece of lined paper sitting on the tray. One quick glance told her it held a phone number.

Puzzled, she looked back at Logan, swirling the ice in her glass as she gazed out at the city. Her hair looked a little ruffled, almost like she’d taken a nap and failed to run a comb through it afterward.

Phone number. Wrinkled shirt. Messy hair.

“Holy shit, did you get laid?” asked Jude incredulously, still clutching the pitcher of lemonade in her shock.

“Language, Miss Li,” said Logan. She didn’t rise from her chair, or even turn around to give Jude a look. “I’ve got to at least pretend we’re raising you right.”

Jude narrowed her gaze at Logan. She quickly poured some lemonade into her glass, then walked back to her seat and flopped down sideways into it, facing bodily toward Logan.

“That’s not an answer.” She filled her gaze with as much gravitas as she could muster, hoping to compel the truth out of her counterpart.

For a moment, Logan was quiet, contemplating the view before them.

“What gave me away?”

“I knew it!” Jude exclaimed, a hair louder than she’d intended. She pulled her voice back down to a normal decibel. “I totally knew it.” She took a self-contented sip of her drink, savoring the moment of her genius. “You left a phone number on the table.”

“Ah. Indeed, I did.”

Jude nodded expectantly, waiting for Logan to tell her, if not the whole story, then at least something about it. How they met, perhaps.

Instead, Logan nodded absently, more to herself than to Jude, and hopped out of her own chair to get some more lemonade. As she sat back down, Jude huffed in frustration.

“So?”

“So…what?”

“So, are you gonna tell me about it?”

Logan’s eyebrow raised.

“You want…details?”

“Yeah! I mean, not like…sex details. Just like…who was it? Was it just a one-off, or was there…you know, potential?”

“Ah.” Logan took a slow, deliberate drink. Even though she knew it was lemonade, Jude began to think that Logan still looked like she was drinking straight whisky. “I’m not looking for potential right now.”

Jude gave an involuntary shake of her head.

“Huh?”

“I’m not, uh, in a place where I…where I want anything more than…a one-off.”

“You mean…you’re not looking for a relationship.”

“Yes, that. Not looking for one of those.”

“Oh.” Unsure of what else to say, Jude nodded and took another drink. She had had so few friends in high school that she wasn’t quite sure how it was supposed to go, but the impression that she’d always gotten, from both television and her peers, was that friends were supposed to talk about their relationships with each other. It hadn’t really occurred to her that she might one day end up in the position of having a friend who wasn’t interested in relationships.

Before she could figure a way around it, Logan took it upon herself to move the conversation forward.

“What about you? Do you still talk to Amy?”

It was an evasive tactic, but it worked. At the sound of Amy’s name, Jude’s heart briefly fluttered…and then collapsed.

“Uh, yeah, well…I think we maybe just broke up, actually. For real, I mean.”

“Oh. You did?”

“Yeah. I mean…maybe not explicitly, but…she didn’t tell me she’d already left for school, and…now she’s not going to visit me at all, and it sounds like she doesn’t want me to visit her either. So…I think we’re pretty much over.”

“Ah. Sorry to hear that. Do you want to talk about it, or…?”

“Uh, I don’t know. I didn’t…I didn’t expect things to last forever, you know? Most high school couples break up when they go to college, don’t they?”

Logan shrugged.

“Wouldn’t know. Never went. But that would make sense. Your lives are…changing and expanding. Maybe going in different directions.”

“Yeah. We’re going in different directions, all right.” She stared down into her glass. A part of her wanted to hate Amy, but another part of her just wished she could press rewind, and somehow figure out how to keep their last conversation from happening at all. And the rest of her knew that conversation had been inevitable, anyway. “I guess I just thought we’d have a little more time, that’s all.”

Logan nodded sagely.

“Sounds like we need to listen to a breakup album. Got any preferences?”

“Uh…what do you like?”

“It’s not about what I like,” said Logan, shaking her head. “This is for you.”

Jude’s cheeks flushed slightly, but she couldn’t tell if it was the alcohol or something else.

“Uh, well…I like…I like Layla Stone.”

Jude braced herself for Logan’s response. Layla Stone was an indie singer-songwriter, mostly popular with young women, particularly queer ones. She figured Logan either wouldn’t know her, or worse, would write her off as silly or girly.

Instead, Logan glanced down at her own glass and smiled, like she was remembering a joke at her own expense.

“Cold as Stone, then,” she said, standing up. Walking over to the wall behind them, she located a small panel, turned it on, and pressed a few keys.

Just like that, the familiar opening notes of Cold as Stone floated through the living room.

Logan came back over and plopped down into her seat, then took her deepest drink yet from her glass. Jude knew that letting her chin hang open like that might be seen as rude, but she couldn’t seem to close it again.

“You know Layla Stone?”

“We have…mutual circles,” said Logan, in a voice that struck Jude as almost cagey.

“Wait…you know Layla Stone? Like you’ve met her?”

“Yes.”

“Wow.” Jude collapsed back into her chair, staring in disbelief. “Wow, wow. Wow.”

Her eyes remained fixed on Logan’s impassive face as she took another drink. She wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or annoyed at Logan’s casual manner as she dropped her personal familiarity with one of Jude’s idols. How could she be so cool and collected at all times, no matter the circumstances?

A familiar guitar riff floated through the room, and despite herself, Jude felt her body relax, immediately and automatically. This was the album that had gotten her through middle school. It felt like home to her, no matter the circumstances.

It was possible, she supposed, that the alcohol had started to relax her, too. She glanced at Logan again, and she did her best to muster a little courage. She cleared her throat.

“Can I ask you something?” she asked. Happily, she didn’t sound too drunk to her own ears—yet, anyway.

“You just did.” Logan stared out into the gathering night, her profile stark in the ill-lit apartment.

“Something personal, I mean.”

“Ah. Well, I can’t really know if I’m going to object to a question until you actually ask it.”

“Oh. Right.”

“So, go ahead, then.”

“Go ahead?”

“Ask the question.”

“Oh.” Jude felt her own uncertainty crash down on her like a collapsing wave. Nevertheless, she took a breath and asked. “It’s just—well, what is your relationship with Alexei, exactly? You guy are friends, or…I don’t know, something else?”

Logan kept her gaze trained on the balcony.

“I do have friends,” she said. “Not a lot of them, maybe. But some.”

“So, that’s—Alexei’s your friend, then?”

“Yes. Or, at least, he was.”

For a moment, neither of them said anything. In the background, Jude could hear a new song starting to play.

“And you claim you’ve made other friends, too, huh?”

At long last, Logan honored her with a sidelong glance. After an extended moment, she smiled.

“Just a few. Well, a few that are still alive, anyway.” Logan sighed deeply. “I was going to tell him eventually. That was the plan.”

“Alexei?”

“Yes. I was going to tell him…and then somehow eventually came and went, and I still hadn’t said a word.” She stared down into her drink and gave it a swirl. “I knew I should have done…well, something else. Anything else. It’s not much of an excuse, but…I’m used to keeping things to myself. It’s what I’ve always done.”

Jude took a breath, giving herself a moment to take in Logan’s words. She hadn’t been expecting this particular kind of confession. Slowly, she pressed her voice to speak.

“You think he’s angry.”

“I know he’s angry.”

“And you’re afraid he won’t forgive you.”

“In a nutshell.”

Jude nodded. “Have you tried calling him?”

Logan pressed her lips into a line. “He knows how to reach me. If that’s what he wants.”

Jude still couldn’t help but wonder at the extent of Logan’s relationship with Alexei. They didn’t seem like natural friends; where Logan was serious and determined, Alexei was flirtatious and flippant. What had compelled them to work together before? What about that experience had inspired a friendship? Jude tried to imagine a younger Logan, bonding with Alexei over the corpse of some freshly slain demon, and she nearly laughed out loud.

“I’m sure he’ll come around eventually,” she said, in what she hoped was a helpful tone. “If he knows what’s good for him.”

“Right,” said Logan, leaning back in her chair and gazing out over the balcony. “Of course. Just have to wait.”

For a moment, Jude got the sense that there was something else going on with Logan, something she could access if she only knew what to ask. Then the moment faded away.

Outside, right in front of them, it finally began to rain.

 

 

Logan had been sitting at her desk for so long, she was starting to think she might meld to it. She’d tried to pick a comfortable position, but she needed to be able to make notes as she went along. With her left hand, she wrote. With her right hand, she kept her place as she forced herself on a glacial slog through the personal journal of Todd Phillips.

Todd Phillips had not been a terribly good writer, and apart from the last few months of it, he had not led a terribly interesting life. He had enjoyed recounting the many international trips his father had taken him on, while waxing poetic about how impressive and philanthropic the elder Phillips was, and all the life lessons he imparted on a regular basis.

Logan wanted to hate him. She was aware of her bias before she began.

The lessons were all gems, of course. Phillips warned of the dangers of excessive government, and guided Todd to keep a handwritten journal rather than “one of those internet ones,” in order to “keep the online spies out of your damn business.”

He had advice for Todd on multiculturalism, too. “Let the Jews count your money,” Todd had him saying, “they’re the best at it, and it’ll keep them distracted.”

Distracted from what, Logan could not say.

Some of the most boring stretches of the journal included his descriptions of attending classes and his opinions of his fellow students. When Todd received low grades, he believed that some kind of cabal or conspiracy was holding him back. When others succeeded around him, he believed that the teacher had deliberately favored them, particularly if they were female. He attributed this to “female privilege.”

His opinion of his mother seemed mixed. She comes from good stock, he wrote as if he were appraising a horse. Good features, and as intelligent as she needs to be. She’s done a decant job preserving her figure, too. I can almost see why father never traded her in, har har har. He liked to be cost effective at all times.

A voice sounded in Logan’s head, unbidden:

He might have grown out of all of this, if he’d lived. You’ll never know now.

Logan shook herself and kept going.

About fifty pages in, she stumbled into a description of one of his sexual fantasies. She found nothing particularly new or interesting there. Predictably, he described a docile and submissive white girl who would initially refuse him for the sake of preserving her own purity, until he was left with “no choice” but to tie her down and take what he wanted by force. Towards the end of his fantasy, the girl he’s imagined makes it clear that she’s glad he took what he wanted. All along, all she’d wanted was for him to man up, and he finally had.

She sighed. A mild headache was beginning to form behind her right temple.

He was groomed all of his life for this. Old Herb left him ripe for the picking. She sighed again. But the question is when did the Wolf pick him?

Logan wiped a weary hand across her brow. She’d never been particularly skilled at speed-reading, and Todd’s handwriting was difficult, at best, to decipher. She felt like she’d been plowing through this damn journal forever, and she still didn’t know how Todd had come into contact with the Wolf in the first place.

She had reached another dry description of one of the courses he’d taken at the university, though he spiced this one up with a long rant about how his mother wouldn’t let him drop any of his classes that semester, briefly glossing over the implied fact that she’d let him drop quite a number in previous years. He was furious at her arrogance: how dare she tell him what to do? Didn’t she know he was a full-grown man, with a right to act as men act?

For a passing moment, Logan wondered why he didn’t simply disobey her, before she remembered that he likely relied on her purse strings for economic survival.

Halfway through his 20s but still ultimately a child. A child that I ki—

Logan jumped up so abruptly from her chair that it fell over. With a sigh, she righted it again, and made sure to stick a bookmark in her place before setting the diary and her accompanying notes down in a neat row on the desk.

Before she stepped out of her office, she glanced down at what she’d written so far.

Todd Phillips was an asshole, it read.

She didn’t want to have the next thought, but it happened anyway.

Does that make it right?

As she stepped out into the hallway, she felt a slight drop in temperature and remembered that she’d left the balcony door open. She considered going to close it, but at the last moment, her eyes alighted on a small wooden box sitting on a shelf on the wall, right at eye level. With one hand, she flipped back the lid, and with the other, she popped out the shallow top layer, displaying a single dried sprig of rosemary. Beneath lay two items: one joint, and one cigarette. She studied each for a moment, before finally settling on the one that might actually help.

With the joint stuck between two fingers, she skipped outside, onto the balcony and into the brisk air of 3:17 in the morning. The right course of action would have been to give up for the night and go to sleep. She knew that.

She also knew that no matter how hard she tried, she wouldn’t fall asleep yet. Not while her mind still buzzed like this.

Against her will, her mind turned on its internal calendar, reminding her that September was more than halfway gone.

Which means it’s been two months since I last spoke to Alexei.

Two months since I killed someone.

She placed the joint delicately between her lips and lit it. The smell of it enveloped her, permeating the air like a sweet perfume. Even before the actual effect hit her, she could feel some of the tension going out of her shoulders—the power of sense memory. She leaned back against the wall, letting her eyes close and her head fall gently against the staccato paint.

I wonder what they told his mother. I wonder if Alexei had to talk to her, too.

The thought raced through her mind before she could forcibly cut it short. She took in a slow, clear breath and pressed it deliberately from her lungs, hoping to let the thought pass on by without objection. She took a small hit and let it linger.

After a moment, she opened her eyes and stepped forward, closer to the metal railing. The city stretched before her, a dark canvas of electric light pointillism. She wished she could revel in it.

But what does reveling mean for a demon?

Sometimes she wondered if her father had had the right idea, in a way. He’d chosen the wrong method, of course: memory manipulation was a poor choice if one’s goal was to inhibit a demon. Another form of control might have yielded better results, though she was hard-pressed to say what that form may have been. Some kind of binding cast, perhaps? The obvious downside being that every known binding cast made its recipient more powerful, not less.

But maybe that’s only because no one’s ever tried it the other way around, she thought. Maybe if he’d given it a shot—

As soon as that thought formed, she paused. The idea of being bound to her father—of being subject, in any way, to his will for the rest of her life—made her blood run cold. In fact, if she had anything at all to be grateful for when it came to her father, it might only be that a binding cast had never occurred to him.

She could feel a fuzzy warmth starting to spread through her brain. She took another drag off the joint.

On a fairly regular basis, questions about her demon half plagued her. The bulk of her demon abilities were simple enough to pinpoint: her strength and accelerated healing, her preternatural senses, her hardening skin, her spikes. But what else about her was ultimately rooted in the demonic?

The first eira skill she had ever conquered was her ability to summon shadows, an unusual power to begin with. To this day, it still came more naturally to her than anything else. She felt at ease with literal darkness.

And her second eira power allowed her to steal the literal breath from a man’s lungs. It wouldn’t be difficult to spin that kind of power as innately demonic, would it? Wasn’t there at least a chance that these powers came from the arcane half of her parental heritage?

Her own voice pushed back at her in an instant.

So what if it does? You don’t know what that means. None of us knows what that means.

She took another drag.

It was true, of course, though she tried not to think about it much. No one really knew what a demon was—no one in the Order of Shadows, no one at Other Side, no one in the world. As far as I know, anyway.

So what did it mean that she was part demon? What part of her was it? Which pieces of her found their root in her own inhumanness?

Is he mad because I lied, or does he hate me for what I am? For what I did?

She’d brushed it aside when Knatt had said it, but as the weeks dripped by, his suggestion had wormed its way into her subconscious. Maybe Alexei was simply disgusted by her.

Who wouldn’t be?

It was natural, utterly human, to fear the things one couldn’t understand. Demons had been studied, yes: their abilities, their limits, their weaknesses. But their sentience? Or how they came into existence in the first place? She remembered the first time she had ever asked Knatt why demons existed, and what made them different from what he had always termed “natural animals,” like lions and bears.

“We don’t know where they came from,” he’d told her. She was about 14 at the time. “But there is reason to believe that they did not originate on this planet. The primary evidence is the fact that no known species of demon exists in the fossil record prior to human beings—and fairly advanced human beings at that. No ancestors that any demon species may have evolved from have ever been identified. Most who study the matter believe that demons did not originate in our world, but instead came into it around 3,000 BCE.”

“But how?” she’d asked.

He had looked down at her with a curious expression on his face. As an adult, she wondered if it might have been regret.

“We brought them,” he said. “People. With magic, of course.”

To this day, that was the bulk of what she knew. For the most part, demons were considered unknowable, innately mysterious. If they didn’t originate here, then they could never be fully understood. The only thing that anyone needed to know was that they were a threat.

Logan had been hunting and killing demons for more than a decade by now. She was an expert, by earth standards. And yet…what did she really know about them?

What do I really know about me?

She took another hit.

Next to nothing.

A sudden wave of exhaustion passed through her, at first creeping in slowly, then enveloping her all at once. The joint was almost gone, and she knew she didn’t need any more help from it, so she let it burn out, tapping it lightly against the wall to make sure it was done. After that, she stepped back inside, slid the glass shut, and deposited the charred remains in a small ceramic bowl on the shelf. Her feet pressed onward, carrying her deeper into the apartment.

As she drifted back toward her bedroom, her thoughts found their way to Jude and her training. Adele had been called back to Other Side more than a month ago, and they hadn’t heard from her since. Logan, of course, knew to expect long lapses of communication from her aunt, though explaining it to Jude would have required a whole course in Other Side and its various rules and issues, and Logan hadn’t had the patience for that yet.

Jude had been under their tutelage for over three months now, and though she had certainly learned quite a lot of theory, her practical progress remained debatable. Logan told herself that she was going for a naturalistic style, guiding her gently instead of throwing her in the deep end. This was not precisely the truth.

Logan was afraid to teach her eira. The night she’d found her in the forest outside her hometown, Jude had shown incredible potential, nearly driving the beast off with her cast all on her own. But the trouble with eira was that it couldn’t be taught through theory, nor even through simple practice. Teaching someone eira was like teaching someone how to order their mind and reach enlightenment. The master could talk until she was blue in the face, but if the pupil could not clear her mind, the effort would be wasted.

And should she really learn something like that…from a killer?

As Logan stepped past the threshold into her room, an image of Kostya, her own teacher, swam up to meet her. Kostya was a burly Russian man in his 60s with a neatly trimmed blond beard and a crew cut. He carried with him a walking cane that had been imbued with a power all its own.

She remembered his teaching quite well.

How much truth do you have for me today, little soldier?

That strange old man was a true master, as empathetic as he was enigmatic. If sending Jude off to him were an option, she’d take it—but no one at Other Side had seen him in over a year. In itself, that wasn’t unusual: Kostya was known to disappear on walkabouts for months on end on a fairly regular basis.

But it did mean that he wasn’t available to help her now, and neither was Adele, which meant that if she wanted to get Jude trained in eira, her best shot was to start training her herself. Even the thought of it filled her with a dread she couldn’t fully articulate.

Kostya’s voice came to her again.

What kind of fighter are you, spending your time sneaking about, and hiding?

Perhaps this had all been a mistake. Perhaps she should have sent Jude to stay with Adele at Other Side, even if she didn’t agree with all of their teachings. If Adele didn’t have time for her herself, she might have at least assigned Jude a different master, someone with the faintest clue what they were doing.

With no finesse whatsoever, Logan stripped off her clothes and tossed them aside. Her unmade bed loomed before her, its rumpled pile of sheets calling to her like a siren. She sighed one last time.

As she slipped into bed, no epiphanies occurred to her. She imagined a perfect answer blossoming in her mind, illuminating everything, making it oh-so-obvious. But it never came. Eventually her frustration and weariness simply gave way to blank unconsciousness.

Predictably, she dreamed of wolves.


Chapter Fifteen
Into the Woods

Jude didn’t quite know what to expect when Knatt asked her if she had a good pair of hiking boots, though in retrospect, she should have guessed the very first thing that would happen, at least.

The next day, several pairs of hiking boots, different styles and brands, all in her size, appeared without warning on her desk, along with a note:

It’s too much again, but I have a purpose. Pick out your favorite—or, if you don’t think it’s too much, your favorite two.

That evening, after dinner, Knatt told her to go back to her room and dress herself warmly, and to be sure to put on the boots and a rainproof jacket. He also informed her that he’d taken the liberty of packing her a small overnight bag, which she would find sitting at the foot her bed.

Confounded, she returned to her room to find a packed backpack sitting on the floor, resting against the foot of the bed. She dressed as she was told, pulling on the cushiony brown hiking boots and picking out a deep green raincoat to complete her ensemble…which also happened to be quite new, of course.

Per Knatt’s continued instruction, she slipped on the backpack and ventured out into the back lawn, which was quickly gathering darkness. Several yards from the perimeter of light that illuminated the back patio, she saw a shadowy figure approaching.

Logan.

Jude took a step forward, then paused. She hadn’t seen Logan since their last talk, which meant she’d had enough time in her own head to convince herself that she’d overstepped her bounds.

What if she had accidentally said something terrible, and Logan had rightly taken offense? She stood frozen in her place, suddenly certain that this seemed the likeliest scenario. She had no evidence for her theory, of course, but what did that matter, if—

“Jude!” said Logan, smiling warmly at her as she stepped into the light. “How are you feeling?”

Jude almost laughed.

“A little nervous, I guess. What are we doing?”

“Ah. Well, first, to be clear—we aren’t going to do anything you don’t consent to.” Logan looked her right in the eye, and her expression was serious. “I want you to know, if you decide at any point that you don’t want to do this, I’ll take you back home. And that’ll be that. No questions asked. Okay?”

Though her heart was fluttering a little, Jude took a deep breath and made sure her voice remained even, almost calm.

“Okay. So, uh…what is it that you want me to consent to?”

“I’d like for us to hike up into the woods beyond the estate, find a good place to put up camp, and spend the night out there.” She paused for a moment, giving Jude a small, almost mischievous, smile, which did nothing for her mounting anxiety. “Oh, and we’re gonna do some magic shit. Cool?”

Jude felt her heart falter a moment, before roaring back to life with a vengeance.

“Fuck yeah. I’m ready.”

“Excellent.”

Logan strode past Jude, over to the back wall of the house. There she grabbed a gigantic backpack leaning against the wall, which Jude somehow hadn’t noticed when she came outside. It had all kinds of camping equipment strapped to the top and bottom, but Logan swung it onto her shoulders like it weighed nothing.

“I also think it would be best,” she said, her expression back to a stone-cold seriousness, “if we make an attempt not to talk on the way up. In order to prepare for the casting, it would be best if we both try to clear our minds as we walk. Basically, a walking meditation. It is also, of course, safer, since we are traveling in the dark.”

“Okay. Yeah, I can try that.”

“Only as long as you’re comfortable. You can talk if you need to, or if you start to feel weird.”

“Got it.”

Logan nodded once, then reached over to the side of the backpack and produced a flashlight, which she handed over to Jude. The one for herself she pulled out of her leather motorcycle jacket.

“That is the most versatile jacket in the fucking world,” muttered Jude before she could stop herself.

“Why would I have anything else?”

With an almost imperceptible wink, Logan strode off into the darkness.

Jude followed.

 

 

They walked for a very long time. At first, the path through the dense forest behind the estate remained relatively level, and the walking easy. Eventually the ground began to slope upward, gently at first, then more steeply. Jude walked beside Logan where she could, allowing the ring of light from Logan’s flashlight to illuminate her way. But when the path became too narrow, she slipped behind and turned on her own light for safety.

The few times she caught sight of Logan’s face, her expression was completely neutral, her gaze fixated on the path in front of them. If she hadn’t known better, she might have thought that Logan didn’t even know she was there.

By Jude’s estimate, they walked for nearly 45 minutes before the ground began to level out again, and Logan motioned to her that they were getting close. A few minutes after that, she led her away from the main path, down a nearly hidden offshoot, until they came out into a small, open clearing.

The site bore clear signs of human visitation: a fire pit at its center and logs set around it in an imperfect semi-circle. With a satisfied sigh, Logan pulled off the giant backpack and leaned it against the largest log. Jude followed suit.

“We’ll need a little more kindling,” said Logan as she kneeled in front of the backpack and unhooked a large package from the bottom. She cut it open, revealing a small stack of quartered logs. “You should stay out in the open as much as possible.”

“Huh?” asked Jude, momentarily thrown.

Logan had already stood up and started to move away.

“I’m gathering kindling. I’ll be back in a moment.”

And just like that, she was gone. She disappeared beyond the line of trees, where it was too dark for Jude to track her movements.

For a moment, Jude stood frozen. Her parents had never taken her camping. The only time she’d ever gone was with one of her soccer teams, as a kind of bonding exercise. Years had passed in the meantime. Did she even remember any of it?

Eventually, she remembered building a pyramid. So, she bent down, picked out three of the log quarters, and brought them over to the fire pit. There, she set them upright and leaned them against each other for support. It took her a moment to find the right balance, but finally, they held their place. Jude sat back on her haunches and admired her work. She tried to recall which coach had taught her that, but she couldn’t seem to pull that piece from her memory.

Logan returned carrying a large bunch of dry twigs and branches. She smiled when she caught sight of the little pyramid.

“Thank you for getting us started,” she said as she knelt down in front of it and began arranging her pile of kindling around the logs.

“I figured I should at least try to help,” said Jude with a shrug.

“Always a good impulse,” Logan nodded.

Eventually, Logan reached into her jacket and pulled out a lighter, then lit a few key twigs and leaves. She reached into the giant bag once more and pulled out a metal poker, which she used to coax the tiny flames into a healthy blaze.

As Logan silently saw to her work, Jude found herself sitting uselessly on a nearby log. Her anxiety and her desire to move slowly rose to a crescendo inside her body, until it culminated in the clearing of her throat.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked, hoping against hope that her voice didn’t sound too noticeably high-pitched and strained.

“Hm.” Logan’s movements paused as she considered. “Do you know how to put up a tent?”

“Not really, but, uh…I can give it a shot.”

Logan nodded at this, then pointed her at the surprisingly small package still tied to the bottom of the giant backpack. “There it is.”

As Jude jumped to action, Logan returned quietly to her work without further comment.

The tent managed to confuse her at first, but eventually, she saw the logic to it. The two tent poles had to be stretched into existence from their collapsed form, and then struck through some loops attached to the noisy, waterproof fabric. A tie joined them in the middle.

Fortunately, the one part she’d remembered were the stakes. Otherwise, she wasn’t sure she ever would have figured those out.

At long last, a completed tent stood before her, its entrance sitting along the largest break in the log circle. She turned back around to show Logan her handiwork.

A roaring fire greeted her, and over it stretched a long spit with a tin teakettle dangling from the middle. Logan glanced back with her and gave her an approving nod.

“Good work,” she said. “Stand back a moment, would you?”

Jude nodded and stepped back, though she made sure to stay within the perimeter of the logs. Now that they were no longer hiking up a serious incline, she found her blood cooling faster and faster. The fire helped.

As she watched, Logan picked up another bundle and unrolled and unzipped it, eventually revealing the inner lining of a sleeping bag. She laid it out on the ground in front of the tent, lining toward the sky, and motioned for Jude to take a seat as she took one herself.

“I’d like to try something out,” she said, carefully. “But you’re free to say no, if it makes you uncomfortable.”

“What is it?”

“It’s a traditional healing ritual practiced by many eira casters. Most notably, the Adherents of the Moon Temple.”

Excitement seared over her nerves.

“That sounds cool,” she said.

“I have to warn you, it can be an intense experience, especially the first time.” She motioned over at the teakettle, warming atop the fire. “We basically take magic drugs and do a mind-meld. Have you ever seen Star Trek?”

“No.”

“Ah. Well, in that case…I’m going to create a psychic bridge to your mind, and together, we’re going to walk through some of your traumas. The Adherents call it releasing the burden. So. How does that sound?”

“Uh…fine, I guess? Kinda weird.”

“Do you want to do it?”

“I think so.”

“Mm. The thing is, I need you to be sure. This is your only chance to say no. Once we drink from the cup, there’s no turning back.”

Jude also looked over at the teakettle. It made her nervous, but it was the same kind of nervous she used to get right before a soccer game. She knew it might go badly, and yet…she wanted nothing else.

“I’m sure.”

“Okay then.”

As if on cue, the teakettle began to sing.

Logan turned toward the teakettle and reached out, grabbing it with a gloved hand. Her other hand picked up a small camp mug Jude somehow hadn’t noticed sitting near the earth. She filled it to the brim and passed it over to Jude, who accepted it gladly. Its warmth spread through the fabric of her own thin cloth gloves, and she immediately gave in to the urge to hold it right up to her nose to breathe in its scent.

“Let it cool a bit first,” said Logan cautiously. “When you’re ready, drink about half the cup, then pass the rest to me.”

Jude nodded her understanding, the strong scent overpowering her.

“Is there cinnamon in this?”

“And a few other things. Helps make it a little more palatable.”

Jude nodded absently, still focused on the sweet, full scent currently filling up her nose.

If autumn had a scent, this would be it, she thought.

She gave it as long a moment as she could stand before taking a sip, wondering what taste would accompany its alluring smell.

The sweet spice of the drink seduced her. She felt her head go light almost immediately, and though the taste of the drink was wonderful, she had a hard time sitting upright long enough to consume as much of it as she’d been instructed to. Her body seemed to feel a little bit heavier with every sip.

When she was pretty sure only half of the drink remained, she pushed it over to Logan, doing her best not to let any splash on the ground. Why was it so hard to keep her arm steady all of a sudden? She felt her lids involuntarily droop.

It was almost as if the exhaustion of the day, and the long climb, and the cold weather, and assembling the tent had caught up with her all at once. Almost, but…not quite. Her experiences with falling asleep were different from this: slower, and less like jumping off a cliff.

She heard a voice, probably Logan’s, come to her from far away.

“Try to take a few deep breaths.”

The last thing she experienced was the sensation of giving in, her spine curving slightly as she fell backward, into nothing.

 

 

She was walking down a hallway. She had no idea how she had gotten there, or what had come directly before. The hallway seemed to stretch impossibly far, and it was lit only by small, glowing sconces, set far enough apart to allow for darkness to come between them.

How did I get here?

She spun around, certain that if she only looked in another direction, it would all make sense to her. She wasn’t quite sure what she expected to see, but when she saw only more hallway, she knew it had been something else. With a sigh of resignation, she turned back around. She couldn’t say why, but she felt certain that the way she had started out facing was forward, while the way that she had started out facing away from was back.

She took a few steps, and quickly felt herself enveloped in darkness. A strange, hollow feeling invaded her entire being, but she kept walking forward. At last, she stepped into the light of a sconce again. There, she paused.

What was that? Is it always going to feel like that?

Hoping to stall her next journey into the uncomfortable dark, she turned to the right, toward the sconce. Even though it could only be a few feet from her face, she couldn’t quite make it out. The sconce held some kind of light source, but if it was a candle or a lightbulb or the world’s largest firefly, she could not say. It was shapeless, devoid of recognizable form. She looked down at the carpet, and though she was certain there was a patter there, that, too, she could not make out.

Even though she was out of the darkness, she couldn’t see a damn thing. The only difference here was the absence of that awful, uncertain feeling that the dark provided.

And yet…there was only one way forward.

Crossing her arms over her chest as if that might somehow protect her, Jude strode forward, trying to move a little faster this time. Just like before, as soon as she stepped beyond the limited ring of light, a wrenching, creeping sensation flooded through her. It was horrible out here. She kept walking.

And again, she stepped out of the dark.

The creeping vanished. She took a deep breath as she stepped right into the center of the warm, well-lit ring around the sconce and came to a stop. It seemed safest, somehow, to stand directly in the center. As if the light were cushion for a fall.

She took a few more deep breaths, staring into the brief void ahead of her. She felt so alone here. Had she ever felt this alone before? How did I get here?

She took another breath, remembering that, sooner or later, she had to step forward again.

At that moment, she heard a small voice in the back of her head.

What if I just…stay here?

She shook that thought away. Forward was the only way out. She knew that.

Staying is giving up.

With that thought and little else to propel her, she strode into the darkness once more.

The creeping unease was immediate, and it nearly suffocated her. Apart from a single glowing point far ahead of her, she couldn’t see anything. She hoped against hope that nothing lay in wait, ready to trip her up.

This time, the darkness seemed to stretch. She was sure she’d been walking over a minute already, and yet the orb of light ahead seemed no closer. What was going on?

She picked up her pace, nearly tripping over her own feet as she did. Suddenly, the darkness seemed different from before. Her creeping unease seemed to coagulate, slowly forming into something more specific….

She no longer felt alone.

Somewhere in the blank, empty darkness, she felt a presence she could not identify. Her tripping gait gave way into an outright run.

Not moments later, she broke back into the light. Panting, she skidded to a halt, doing her best to aim at the centermost point again. Maybe it didn’t help her…or maybe it was the only thing that could.

Someone’s out there. Someone, or…something.

Jude shuddered, her arms pulling reflexively around her torso, shielding herself from unseen assailants. She started to take a step forward, then stopped.

Staying is giving up. I know that.

But…what if it’s the only way to be safe?

No sooner had she had the thought than the light around her seemed to shrink, just the slightest bit. Was it really shrinking, or was she only imagining it? She couldn’t know, and she had nothing left to compare it to—

She heard a noise, coming from the dark. Without another moment’s thought, she broke into a run.

This time, as soon as she stepped out of the light, she realized that she could no longer see the next safe circle up ahead. Where had it gone? She tried to turn back, but as soon as she’d stepped beyond it, the light had disappeared into nothingness.

Out of options, she ran forward—or so she hoped.

She could sense the other presence again. She didn’t know exactly where it was, but she knew that it was headed, inexorably, toward her. Every second that passed brought it one step closer.

She wasn’t sure how long she ran before she could see something again—a prick of light, far ahead. Accessing a strength she hadn’t known she possessed, she urged her legs to move ever faster.

The other entity gained on her, still. The pinprick slowly grew into an orb, and the orb began to get bigger and bigger. She was nearly there, but before she could rejoice, she felt the entity encroach, heard a footstep fall not five feet behind her—

And then she burst into the light, stumbling as her feet hit rocky, uneven ground. A branch appeared from thin air and scratched her cheek, and she tripped over a log.

Somehow, the hallway had given over to forest. As Jude righted herself, she took in the woods around her. Though it was still dark as night, she could make out considerably more of her surroundings than she could only seconds before. She could see the outlines of trees and bushes, and far above, hints of stars in the night sky.

And she could hear sounds, too. She distinctly heard the sound of footsteps, somewhere up ahead.

The footsteps made her nervous, though she no longer found herself wracked by the full-body panic that had overtaken her inside the total darkness. She knew they might still belong to an enemy, but now it occurred to her that they might also belong to an ally.

She began to walk forward, her pace and sense of direction surer than they had been before. She was headed toward something, and though she did not know what it was, she could sense that it was near at hand.

A few moments later, she stepped out into a well-lit field. To her left and to her right, tall grasses stretched as far as the eye could see. Ahead of her, another tree line stood waiting. Above, the sky spread in every direction, an ocean of midnight blue.

Driven by a sudden impulse, she paused to glance down at herself. She was disconcerted to see her body wrapped in some kind of medieval-reenactment peasant dress, complete with a bodice and an apron. Her right hand now gripped an iron fireplace poker.

When she looked up again, she realized she could see something else on the other end of the clearing. It looked like…a young Asian girl, sitting in a chair with her eyes closed. Someone else appeared beside her from out of nowhere, but the face was wreathed in shadow. Jude could not make it out. Whoever it was stepped over to the girl, pulled out a blindfold, and tied it across her eyes.

Mother?

But the figure was already gone. The girl sat alone and vulnerable, her eyes covered up by black silk. Behind her, Jude watched a new light glow its way into existence. As soon as she saw it, she knew that this was the light she wanted. If she could only get there, she would finally be safe.

Her feet began to carry her forward without conscious direction. As she took her third step, she saw the blindfolded girl shudder. She took another, and the girl shuddered again.

Was she imagining it, or did the blindfolded girl become more and more frightened with every step she took?

That’s stupid, she told herself. I’m not close enough for her to hear me, and with the blindfold on, how could she see me?

She took a deep breath, steadying her mind and clearing her thoughts. She was just reading into things; she had to be. She could feel the remnants of her panic inside the darkness, and she was projecting that onto this kid. That was what made the most sense.

Suddenly, up ahead of her, she saw a new light flare up. It was beyond the little girl, sitting just beyond the front row of trees behind her, maybe ten feet to the right from Jude’s perspective. As soon as she lay her eyes on it, she knew it was where she needed to go. She could feel, even from this far away, how safe it would be.

With one more inhale, she gripped the poker in her hand and braced herself. She pivoted right and stepped forward with confidence, making sure to propel herself into several steps at once, determined to make some headway.

Immediately, the girl shuddered again. Jude kept her eyes glued firmly on the archway ahead, but she could see her in her peripheral vision. As Jude continued on, she began to sniffle and shake, wrapping her arms around her torso in a defensive stance. Jude did her best to keep moving, certain that this was either a coincidence or a trick. But with every step she took, the girl appeared even more distressed and alarmed.

Eventually, the kid burst into tears. Jude managed a few steps beyond that, but she could feel herself slowing down. As a sob wracked through the kid, Jude came to a complete stop.

She could not go on. Her exit stood in front of her, but she could not reach it. As soon as she ceased, the kid’s tears ceased, too.

Jude took a slow, deep breath. She closed her eyes and told herself that everything would be okay.

When she opened her eyes, she could see the kid taking a deep breath, letting it out slowly. Comforting herself at last.

The longer Jude stayed still, the more the girl calmed down. Jude was nearly parallel with her by now, the archway still ahead, just beyond the tree line. With a resigned sigh, Jude turned her body toward the girl and away from escape.

She heard someone’s footsteps behind her, and felt a familiar presence come up beside her.

“Why don’t you help her?” asked Logan, coming parallel with her.

Jude blinked.

“I…I don’t think I’d thought of that.” She gave herself a small shake, eyes still fixed on the kid. “What about you? Why don’t you help her?”

“Wish I could. Can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Come on. You know it has to be you, right?”

The light around them shifted, getting darker. Jude glanced up at the sky, where clouds were quickly crowding, turning into a storm.

“Can’t you help me?”

She felt rather than saw Logan nod.

“I can follow, but you have to lead.”

“Okay. I think I can do that.”

At long last, she glanced over at Logan. Instead of her usual motorcycle jacket, Logan was wearing a long black cloak that trailed the ground.

These outfits are something else, she thought to herself as she faced forward again. Despite the fear she felt rising up out of her stomach, she took another breath and stepped forward.

As soon as her foot met the ground again, that ground began to shake. Ahead of her, giant metal spikes erupted from the earth, all around the blindfolded girl. They shot upward in an arc, eventually forming a cage around her. The ground shook again, and that cage shot up into the sky, forming a gigantic stone tower.

Beside her, Logan chuckled.

“Not a fan of the subtle metaphor, are you?”

As Jude watched, little indents popped into the side of the tower, forming one long stone ladder, leading all the way up. Jude let her eyes follow it as high as they could, to where the tower burst into the sky and disappeared behind a layer of storm cloud.

One fat raindrop fell on her forehead, bursting on her skin and splashing into her eyes. She blinked and looked down, away from the storm and the impossibly high tower.

As she hesitated to take another step, she felt Logan’s hand come to rest on her shoulder and give her a reassuring squeeze.

“I’ll be with you the whole way.”

With one final nod, Jude walked forward and began to climb.


Chapter Sixteen
The Way Back Down

Jude woke up flat on her back. She could feel the soft sleeping bag beneath her, offering a thin layer of protection between her body and the ground. Above her, the sky was dark as ever. A few feet away, the fire still burned.

She came up to a sitting position and found that Logan was already there, looking at her expectantly.

“Are you ready?” she asked.

Jude was nonplussed.

“For what?”

“To try out an eira summon.”

Jude blinked several times. She couldn’t remember how they’d gotten here. Was she still dreaming?

“Uh…what?”

“You might be a little disoriented now, but…the ritual worked. I felt it. For a little while, at least, your mind is clear. So, are you ready?”

“How do I tell if I’m ready?”

Logan shrugged.

“Best way to tell is to give it a shot. Try to call the fire. Just…just look into it, and then tell it to come to you. Aim to hold it in your palm.”

“Oh…okay.”

Jude straightened her back and leaned forward a little, casting her gaze in the direction of the roaring fire. Was she dreaming? It was hard to say.

Just like Logan said, she looked right into the flames and asked them to come to her. On an impulse, she stretched out her hand and imagined the fire blossoming from it, softly spreading its warmth through her muscles. In her fuzzy, half-awake state, it seemed more possible than it ever had before.

But that didn’t stop her from nearly falling over in surprise when it worked. A small stream of flame leaked out of the fire, slowly pooling in her hand. She held it up in front of her face, scarcely believing it was real. Maybe she was still in the ritual dream, after all.

And yet…it felt real to her. Fantastical as it was, it felt real. She felt strangely at peace, as if the fire warmed not just her body but her mind, too.

She sat that way for several minutes, marveling at what she could do. She made the small flame dance up and down, made it leap as high as a few feet before bringing it back. Eventually, finally, she could feel her grasp on it start to fade. The flame got smaller and smaller, even though she was doing her best to keep it going. It felt like trying to hold onto water as it slipped through the cracks in her fingers.

And then it was gone. She felt simultaneously elated and disappointed.

“I did it,” she said, and to her own ears, her voice sounded defeated.

“You’re a natural,” said Logan, a chuckle in her voice. She gave Jude a congratulatory clap on the back. “Well done, kid.”

Jude nodded dumbly. She was so empty now. And even colder than she had been before. When the fire had come to her, she’d felt its presence throughout her whole body. It was as though she’d suddenly felt her own connection to the world around her, and it had been wonderful. But now that the fire was gone…it was like someone had cut that connection at the source.

“Are you all right?” asked Logan, looking concerned.

“I don’t know,” said Jude honestly. She had trouble finding the words to express it out loud. “I feel…I feel like I’ve lost something, or…like I am lost.”

“Ah, yes. The comedown can be a little rough sometimes, when we use the ritual for a jumpstart, like we just did. But not to worry. Tea’s almost ready.”

Jude blinked and looked at the fire again. Sure enough, a new kettle hung from the spit, apparently set up by Logan before Jude even woke up.

“The ritual…was a jumpstart?”

As Logan nodded in reply, the teakettle began to whistle. Grabbing it with a gloved hand, she poured some into the same mug as before, apparently emptied of its previous contents, and handed it over to Jude.

“This will help, I promise,” she said, ushering it into Jude’s hands.

The mug was pleasantly warm to the touch. Jude clutched it gratefully, desperate for anything that might bring her own warmth back. She brought it close to her face, closing her eyes as she inhaled its scent.

Her memories of the night were starting to come back to her.

“So that…all of that…was it a dream, or was it…something else?”

“Yes and no.” Logan picked up a second mug and filled it for herself, then settled into her seated position. “I call it the dreamspace, but…it’s more than a normal dream. It’s kind of like…the space between your own subconscious and the collective unconscious, to borrow a phrase. The drink you and I took a few hours ago—”

“Wait,” said Jude, startled, “it’s been hours?”

“About three hours, yes.”

“Jesus.”

“So…like I was saying, the drink we took, it allows us to enter the dreamspace while retaining a little bit more of our conscious selves. Everything you saw in there was real, in a sense, but it was also inside your mind. Do you follow?”

“It was like…a dream where you’re also awake?”

“Close enough, yeah.”

“So…why was I dressed like a ren-faire Cinderella?”

Logan laughed.

“Like a what?”

“Like Cinderella, but sorta…I don’t know, like I was doing a way too serious cosplay version.”

“Ah.” She laughed again, shaking her head. “Well, there are two ways to look at it, depending on what you believe.”

“What’s the first?”

“The first is that it didn’t mean anything. Just like with dreams, the mood is what matters, not the scenery. The images are mostly random, just snapshots of memory, superimposed onto the narrative through a kaleidoscope’s lens. Of course, if that’s your take, you can still learn something from what you choose to read into, in that random imagery. What you want it to mean, or…what you’re afraid it might mean. Things like that.”

Jude took a long, slow breath. Was she afraid of what the peasant outfit might mean? She still felt foggy enough that she wasn’t entirely sure what she felt.

“And…the second way? What’s that?”

“Mm, the second way. Have you ever heard of the collective unconscious before?”

“Nope.”

“Well, that particular term for it came from Carl Jung, but the idea is much older. There are some who believe that in most people’s early encounters with the dreamspace, they’re more likely to see everything through an archetypal lens. Experiencing everything they see as its purest archetype, instead of its normal form, out in the conscious world.”

“Archetypes, so…what archetype is the ren-faire costume?”

Logan shrugged.

“The maiden, maybe? Honestly, I’m not particularly familiar with all the different types.”

Jude sighed heavily, tested her tea, and took a deep sip. Almost instantaneously, she started to feel a little better, a little warmer. She took another sip and the feeling intensified. After a third, she was nearly back to normal.

She was also starting to remember more of the events of the dream. She remembered the hallway, and her fear, and the forest, and the girl…

“The blindfolded girl…she was me?”

“I think so,” Logan nodded.

“And I…I rescued her?”

Another nod.

“And when I was in the hallway, in the darkness…I could feel something else out there. Was that just you?”

Logan paused and took a sip from her own tea.

“It was me. But it wasn’t just me.”

Despite the warming effect of the tea, Jude felt a shiver run through her whole body. Determined not to think about it any longer than she had to, she pressed on.

“But I…I rescued myself, so…does that mean…am I good now? I mean, if the ritual was about releasing your burden…has mine been released?”

Logan gave a slow, sad sigh.

“It’s not a permanent fix, I’m afraid. Lovely as that would be, addressing your inner trauma isn’t as simple as rescuing a princess from a tower. Your inner demons are still there, we just…put them to sleep for a little while.” She shrugged, though the action looked anything but nonchalant. “Sometimes, that’s all you can do.”

Jude nodded and sipped her tea. They were both quiet for a moment, and Jude wondered if Logan was thinking about the same thing she was. Eventually, Logan gave her an answer.

“Do you want to talk about it? Your—your younger self, I mean. The blindfold, and…you know.”

Jude thought about it for a moment, but, inevitably, she shook her head.

“Maybe someday,” she said, quietly. “Not right now.”

“Okay. Just let me know when you’re ready.”

“I will.”

“Good. So, uh, with that out of the way, there is one thing that came out of the ritual that you should probably know.”

“What’s that?”

“Well, you still need a lot of practice, but…you’re one step closer to eira summoning now. The ritual we did, it removed some of the blockage you have. Some of the things that hinder you when you try to summon. I’m sure Aunt Adele has gone over this, but every time you meditate, that also—”

“Wait,” said Jude, shaking her head, “what did you just say?”

“I’m talking about meditation, and how—”

“No, before that. You said Aunt Adele. That—that lady that I’ve been taking classes from is your aunt?”

This time, it was Logan’s turn to blink.

“Did I not tell you that?”

A bubble of laughter burst forth from Jude’s lips.

“Christ, Logan.”

“I thought I’d told you, or that Knatt had.”

“Nope.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

Jude shook her head, the smile lingering on her lips.

“Anyway,” said Logan quickly, her tone serious, “I was telling you that you should have an easier time with eira now, but you have to keep meditating if you want to keep it and get better. The barriers between you and the power are largely psychological, but just like the dreamspace…that doesn’t mean they aren’t real.”

Jude nodded.

“I get it. I could…I could kinda feel that, when the fire came to me. So, yeah, I’ll keep working.”

Logan nodded too, apparently satisfied.

Silence fell between them after that. Eventually, Logan rolled out the second sleeping bag and a foam mat and went about setting up the tent. Jude helped her pack away all their extra things, and eventually they brought the fire down low and settled into the front of the tent. Jude didn’t feel particularly tired, but she found it comforting to sit there with Logan, watching the rest of the fire die away. Somehow Logan had packed her an extra thick blanket, and she sat with it wrapped snugly around her shoulders.

Eventually the fire died completely, and Logan burrowed down into her sleeping bag beside Jude. Jude followed suit shortly after, and as she did, she realized that an unfamiliar contentment had settled into her bones, guiding her easily to sleep.

She would come back to the blindfolded girl eventually, she knew that. And it comforted her more than she could say to know that Logan would go there with her when she did.

 

 

The Wolf was jubilant. She could feel it radiating off him as he bent over his work table.

And why shouldn’t he be? All his plans had completed successfully, if not quite smoothly.

Shame we had to sacrifice Phillips. He was so…obedient. But, well, the needs of the many and all that.

After all, Phillips had served his purpose far better than he ever could have known.

The Wolf still couldn’t believe he’d actually gotten to spar with the infamous shadow summoner. He’d suspected he might have been able to lure her to San Francisco, but he’d had no idea how fast she would work once she got there. He’d barely had to wait 24 hours to draw her out.

Then there was the matter in Philadelphia, which had also concluded in a perfectly agreeable manner. The Order of Shadows had behaved exactly as he’d predicted it would, and now circumstances for the Summit had been shaped precisely to his liking. They were perfectly primed now…and so was he.

All my pieces are falling right into place.

He pulled back from the table, but she couldn’t see what he’d been working on there. As he stood up and walked to the other side of the room, she pressed the vision to show her something, anything of importance. Finally he came to stand in front of a tall shelf, full of…jars.

They were glass jars, all sealed, each one filled to the brim with dark liquids of varying hues. She struggled to read the labels through the Wolf’s wandering vision.

“Ichivore, undetermined, December 24.”

“Calder, male, February 7.”

“Human, male, February 8.”

“Rekal, undetermined, May 18.”

“Human, female, June 3.”

Realization washed over her in a sickening wave. The jars were full of blood.

Almost as if he sensed her disturbance, the Wolf suddenly spun around in an about-face. Now, through his eyes, Logan was staring at something new: his reflection.

The stony grin of the wolf mask stared back at her. She had the creeping sensation that somehow, against all odds…he knew she was there.

He raised up one hand and brought it to the mask, grasping it tightly, as if he might rip it off. Instead, he slackened his grip once more and let his hand slide slowly away, leaving behind a dark red, bloody handprint across his stone snout.

Then he tossed back his head and began to howl.

 

 

Jude wasn’t sure what woke her. One moment she was sound asleep, and the next she was wide awake. The pitch darkness of her room confirmed her suspicion that it was still the middle of the night, but she immediately felt restless. She gave Mortimer a quick squeeze before pushing back her covers and swinging her legs out of bed. Her feet found their way to her slippers, and she tugged a sweatshirt over her head before pulling her door open and padding out into the hallway.

By the time she neared the stairs, she could hear voices drifting up to her from the floor below. She wasn’t the only one awake at this hour. Curiosity overtook her, and she took the stairs slowly, careful not to trip in the gloomy dark.

The voices seemed to be coming from the kitchen.

“—you’re sure then, that it was—”

“I can’t be sure of much, but I can’t think what else it could mean. Can you?”

Knatt glanced up at her as she stood in the doorway. Logan sat hunched on a stool, leaning against the island, her head turned in the other direction. It took Jude a moment to realize that she had her shirt pulled over her head, covering only her chest and leaving her back exposed. When Jude had seen the Choronzon Key that first time, its appearance had been black, like it was nothing more than a massive tattoo. Now it gave off a burnt reddish glow, as if it had been pressed into Logan’s skin with a branding iron only moments ago.

Knatt stood behind her, applying what seemed to be a half-melted icepack to her back.

“Trouble sleeping?” he asked, looking at Jude. His voice was nonchalant, as if she hadn’t just walked in on him tending to Logan’s mysteriously malfunctioning vision device.

“Uh, yeah,” said Jude blankly. “What the fuck’s going on in here?”

Logan craned her neck around to join the conversation.

“I guess this looks a little weird,” she said.

“Does it…is it burning you?”

“The Key? Well, it’s…it’s not causing me any damage. It just, uh…sometimes it gets a little uncomfortable. Knatt, I think this icepack’s a goner.”

Knatt glanced down at his hand, still holding the limp, liquid-filled pack.

“Right you are,” he said, then stepped away and walked over to the freezer to put it back. “Shall I get another one?”

“Nah, I’ll be alright,” said Logan, her voice gruff, almost hoarse. She gathered the ends of her shirt and pulled it back down over her head, wincing slightly as it slid down her skin.

“Why is it doing that?” asked Jude. “What’s going on?”

“Had a vision, that’s all,” said Logan.

Jude looked from Logan to Knatt and slowly folded her arms.

“That’s not all. What’s happening? What was in your vision?”

Logan glanced over at Knatt, who gave her a small shrug. Jude got the impression he was telling her that it was her decision to divulge, not his. Logan sighed.

“I saw the Wolf. I’m not sure what he was doing, but…well, he seems to be stockpiling blood. Different kinds, some human, some demon. A few different species of demon, in fact.”

Jude shook her head, comprehension failing her.

“But what would he want with different kinds of demon blood?”

Again, Logan glanced briefly at Knatt before answering.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “But there’s one thing I do know.”

“What’s that?”

“Whatever the Wolf is doing, his plan involves the Summit. Which means I’ll be going, whether I want to or not.” She sighed. “I no longer have the luxury of choice.”

Jude knew that she should be afraid, or at least a little worried, but she couldn’t feel it.

All she could feel was an overwhelming sense of excitement. They were going to go see the Order of Shadows, and she couldn’t wait.

It was only when she went to sleep again, nearly two hours later, that the worrisome voice in the back of her mind started whispering to her.

It isn’t the Order of Shadows you have to worry about, it told her. It’s the Wolf.

That was her last full thought before she drifted into an uneasy sleep.


Chapter Seventeen
First Impression

Jude checked her bag more than twenty times that morning. She didn’t even have to pack anything out of the ordinary: just clothes and toiletries, like any other trip. Sure, the Summit did apparently include a ball—referred to as the Victor’s Ball, for whatever reason—but Knatt had put himself in charge of ferrying their formal wear and had claimed he’d sent it all ahead of them. If she needed anything else apart from that, nobody had told her so.

Finally, she forced herself to turn away from it and take a shower. She tried to relax under the steady stream of hot water, but relaxation wouldn’t come. Instead the knot in her stomach only seemed to tighten. Eventually she stepped out again, dried herself off hurriedly, and swept her long, still-wet hair back into a tight braid. She dressed herself in slim-fitting khaki dress pants and a green plaid button up, neatly tucked in. Logan had told her to aim for business casual, and this was her best approximation of it.

After that, she shouldered her duffel bag and gave Mortimer a quick goodbye pat on her way out the door.

When she got within throwing distance of the kitchen, the alluring smells of a home-cooked breakfast wafted over her.

Is that fish? she wondered as she floated across the threshold. Sure enough, her eyes landed on Knatt preparing what appeared to be crab cakes and poached eggs.

“That smells amazing,” she gushed, dropping her bag unceremoniously on the floor near the island. “Did we do something to deserve a special breakfast, or is this like a last meal kind of thing? You know, because we’re all about to go to our inevitable doom?”

Knatt chuckled and shook his head. Jude wondered how often she’d heard him laugh in an audible way.

“Not at all,” he insisted. “I simply thought we could all use a little extra protein today. Besides, all our meals will be provided for us for the next seven days. Perhaps I simply wanted to leave you with an incomparable impression of my skills, before you spend a week enjoying someone else’s.”

He turned to give her a small smile, his eyes twinkling with light. She found herself smiling broadly back at him.

“What are you talking about?” she chided. “You know no one could ever replace you in my esteem, Knatt.”

Knatt gave a slight bow of his head, his face radiant with quiet pleasure at the compliment.

“That’s what I keep telling him,” said a voice at the other door. “But, of course, he never listens to me. Guess he likes you, kid.”

Logan stood in the door frame, leaning casually to one side, like Jude’s vague impression of James Dean. Despite everything, Jude still felt a funny kind of thrill seeing her there, popping up out of nowhere. It was like she still seemed like a celebrity somehow—like Jude just couldn’t shake the tail end of her hero-worship.

Knatt turned to give Logan a suspicious look.

“Perhaps I prefer the compliments of people with discerning tastes,” he said. “Or perhaps I simply prefer them to be earnest, instead of sarcastic.”

“Sarcastic? You wound me.”

“I doubt that.”

Jude cleared her throat.

“Good morning, Logan.”

“Morning, Li. That your bag?” She pointed to the duffel on the floor.

“Yeah. Got all the essentials, I think. I didn’t need anything special, right?”

Logan smiled.

“Don’t worry, Knatt and I are gonna load you up on our way out the door. Here, let me get that for you.”

Logan came over and swooped up her bag, then headed back out the far door without another word. Jude guessed she was taking her bag to the traveling room, which they would later use to embark on their journey to the East Coast.

Jude felt another thrill of excitement: for the first time in her life, she was going to set foot in New York City. Sure, they wouldn’t really be exploring the city much—or, rather, at all. Even so, from then on, she would technically be able to say that she’d been there.

Within a few minutes, Jude was helping Knatt set the dining room table for the three of them and placing meals at each of their places. A moment after that, Logan rejoined them, seating herself at the empty chair.

Jude did her best to push back at the growing tide of her anxiety. She ate careful, small bites, afraid that anything more than that might upset her fragile stomach. As always, Knatt’s cooking was wonderful, but she found she could scarcely taste it. She sipped at the Earl Grey tea he’d stewed, while to her right, Logan downed her coffee with alarming speed.

Eventually they neared the end of their meal. As Jude cut her remaining food into bite-sized bits, she realized that she wasn’t the only one being unusually quiet: neither of the others had said a word since they sat down. Logan was never at her most talkative at breakfast, but complete silence was unusual. Jude stole a glance in her direction: Logan sat stony-faced over an empty plate, her hands clutched around her empty coffee mug.

Knatt stood up abruptly, picked up the carafe of coffee from the table, and disappeared into the kitchen. A moment later he was back with a completely different carafe, which he passed to Logan. She took it silently and filled her cup one more time.

“So,” she said with an air of finality, “I guess it’s time.”

“Time to go?” asked Jude, slightly startled. “Already?”

Logan glanced over at the nearest clock. “Not quite, no.”

“It’s time,” said Knatt, “to tell you what you ought to expect over the next few days. At the Summit, that is.”

“Yes,” said Logan, nodding solemnly. She caught Knatt’s eye for just a moment, and Jude watched something pass silently between them. Then Logan turned to meet Jude’s gaze. “It’s time to tell you everything you need to know about the Order of Shadows.”

Something in Logan’s tone told Jude she might not like what she was about to hear. She swallowed hard, her anxiety doubling down on itself in an instant. Her hands twisted the loose fabric of her pants, leaving damp sweat in their wake.

After an agonizingly long moment, Logan spoke again.

“Let’s start at the beginning, shall we?”

So she did.

 

 

Nearly two hours later, Jude stood fidgeting in the traveling room, clutching the loose handle of the duffel bag that hung from her shoulder. Her jacket felt awkward and bulky on her frame, even though she knew that when she’d looked in the mirror, it had appeared outwardly normal in every way. It was merely her own knowledge of its true contents that made her feel weird about it. The jacket was a new gift from Knatt and Logan: made of light-brown corduroy, its many deep pockets were filled to the brim with satchels of various herbs and charmed powders—letha magical aides. Both Logan and Knatt insisted that it was only a precaution, that it was entirely unlikely Jude would need to use any of them. Still, their presence made her feel conspicuous somehow.

Nevertheless, she’d accepted the jacket gladly. It was warm, with a soft fleece lining, and she liked the way it looked in the mirror more than she’d felt comfortable letting on. She couldn’t help thinking that she’d never owned a piece of clothing that looked quite so cool before.

The present had come with a few extras, too, which now sat toward the bottom of her re-packed duffel bag. Logan had equipped her with extra holsters and straps for events where the jacket would seem an inappropriate sartorial choice.

Next to her, Logan stood sipping her fifth coffee of the day, wearing her usual motorcycle jacket and a surprisingly slim black backpack. Knatt had explained that the Order disallowed all non-member attendees at the Summit to carry powerful letha implements or “direct weaponry” of any kind, things like swords and axes, and immediately confiscated them when found. Jude felt fairly confident that this explained how little Logan was bringing with her.

On her other side, Knatt stood muttering words in another language while he sprinkled a black dust over one of the room’s skeleton keys. Finally, he seemed to reach the end of his cast, and he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He brought the key a little closer to his face, then blew slightly on it. For the briefest moment, it seemed to gleam with an unnatural light. Then the moment was over, and the key looked perfectly back to normal. He stepped forward and placed it in the lock of the nearest door.

“Step lightly. The passage will only remain open for ninety seconds.”

With that, he swung the door wide and disappeared into the bright light streaming in from the other side. In the next moment, Logan took two long strides and vanished as well. Jude allowed herself one deep breath, then followed suit, grabbing the doorknob and pulling it tight behind her, just as she’d been instructed.

Finally, she turned toward the street to get her first glimpse of New York City. Of course, just like when they’d gone to San Francisco, their immediate destination proved less than prestigious: they’d come out in yet another back alley. Jude’s first look at New York City was dominated by a giant sewer grate, a filthy metal dumpster, and damp concrete.

I guess that’s about what I should have expected, she thought, a tiny pinprick slowly deflating her already weak bubble of excitement.

“This way,” said Knatt, stepping forward confidently. He grasped a smart tan-colored briefcase in one hand as he went.

Jude and Logan followed after him. They walked out of the mouth of the alleyway, onto a regular, far more bustling street. Though it wasn’t glamorous, Jude took her opportunity to take in the city around her. They appeared to be in some kind of warehouse district; the buildings around them were mostly four or five stories high, made of brick, with blank, uninteresting exteriors. After three blocks, they took a right down another alley.

At the far corner of what looked to be another warehouse stood a tall, hulking man, clad all in black. If Jude hadn’t known better, she might have said he looked like the bouncer for some underground club.

Knatt strode right over to the tall man, then reached inside his vest with his free hand and pulled out an envelope, which he handed over. The man opened the envelope and scrutinized its contents for a full minute, then gave a curt nod and handed it back. He stepped to the left, revealing the doorway behind him.

“Right,” said Knatt, and Jude detected the slightest hint of awkward tension in his voice. Perhaps he was as nonplussed by the proceedings as she was.

Nevertheless, he strode forward and opened the door for the three of them, holding it open so that they could pass through first. Jude did her best to appear completely at ease as she followed Logan through.

As soon as she passed through the doors, she found herself standing in a different world.

She blinked and rubbed her eyes, uncertain if what she was seeing was real. But when she opened them again, the scene hadn’t changed: she now stood at the edge of a rolling lawn at the bottom of a hill—and there, up on the top of the hill, stood a giant, imposing castle. In the fading afternoon sun, it looked majestic and ancient, almost as if they’d stepped right into the past.

After a moment, she realized that a figure was running down the path from the castle—right toward them, it looked like. Logan lifted a hand to her face to shield her eyes as she clocked the oncoming stranger.

“Must be our chaperone,” she said simply.

“Indeed,” said Knatt, stepping forward to stand astride them.

Despite herself, Jude glanced backwards, toward the door they’d stepped through only moments before. To her surprise, a doorway did, indeed, remain—except it stood alone, unattached to anything, in the middle of an endless rolling field that stretched for miles.

Jude felt her mouth flop open as she took it all in. If she’d been pressed to say where they were, she would have guessed England or Scotland—possibly during a long-forgotten century. But according to what Logan had told her that morning, they actually weren’t anywhere—or, at least, not anywhere in the world as she knew it. The headquarters of the Order of Shadows existed inside a “dimensional pocket,” as Logan had put it. They were no longer in Brooklyn, and they weren’t anywhere else, either.

“Bit young, isn’t she?” Logan muttered.

“I believe they’ve sent us a Novice,” said Knatt, keeping his voice low. “Possibly one of the graduating class.”

“Really? Do they know we’re not donors?”

“Atherton,” said Knatt, the slightest touch of suspicion coloring his tone. “This might be his idea of sucking up to you.”

“You mean us?”

“I meant what I said.”

Logan grunted in reply. Jude could practically hear her crossing her arms. Finally, she forced herself to tear her eyes away from the impossible door standing in the middle of the eerily shining field behind them.

When she turned back around, she saw that the figure coming down the hill was nearly upon them now. The first thing Jude noticed was her crisp uniform of black pants and a military jacket with a black torso but red sleeves. After that, she took in her long, jet-black hair, pulled into a tight ponytail, her bronze skin, and the commanding swagger of her walk. She looked like she couldn’t be much older than Jude. For just a moment, Jude found her gaze hopping between her and Logan, automatically forming a comparison.

As she got a little bit closer, however, Jude also took in her dark, almond-shaped eyes and full lips, and the comparison in her mind ceased, like the flip of a switch. With some effort, she forced her mouth closed.

The figure stopped just short of them, coming to stand strictly upright and offering them a salute.

“Henrietta Logan and Hugh Knatt, I presume?” she said earnestly, then paused for a moment as her gaze fell on Jude. She glanced at the small card she had tucked in the palm of her hand. “And—uh—guest.”

“This is our apprentice, Jude Li,” said Logan. Her voice was stiff and impatient. “And you can just call me Logan, thanks.”

“Understood,” the uniform said quickly, with a tight nod. Jude could just imagine her clicking her heels together, like a perfect soldier. “Logan, and…Judely?”

“Oh, uh. It’s two names,” said Jude, hoping she sounded more helpful than offended. “Uh, you can just call me Jude.”

The chaperone girl gave her a small smile and nodded.

“Got it,” she said, then turned her gaze on Knatt. “And that would make you Mr. Hugh Knatt?”

He inclined his head in reply, his expression inscrutable. The chaperone paused as he did so, possibly to give him a chance to say something out loud. When he didn’t, she cleared her throat.

“Excellent! Well. My name is Eliana Blake, and let me be the first to welcome you to the headquarters of the Order of Shadows.” At that pronouncement, she gave a shallow bow and gestured at the grounds behind her. Jude got the distinct impression that she was running through a script someone else had written for her.

“As one of the Novices competing in the tournament this year, I have been assigned as your chaperone. That means you can ask me any questions you have or make any requests you may need to make. Basically, I’m here so you can order me around to do your bidding.”

At that, she gave them a cheeky smile, and even though she knew it was something of a performance, Jude felt a smile spread over her own face in return. She did her best to stifle it as soon as it began.

“More seriously, though…I’ll be there to escort you to each of the big events, and any of the smaller ones you request my presence for. Unless it takes place during my time in the tournament, of course.”

Jude saw her first chance, and she jumped at it.

“What if we want to go to the tournament?” she asked, the words coming out a touch stronger than she’d intended them.

Logan had explained the basic concept of the tournament before they’d left, and if this girl was going to compete in it—well, that was something Jude wanted to see.

For the first time since she’d greeted them, Eliana Blake looked almost shy. She ducked her head a moment, then raised her gaze to meet Jude’s with a small but triumphant smile.

“In that case, since you’ve been assigned to me…you’ll be given the viewing box assigned to my party.”

“Cool,” said Jude. She cursed how breathless she sounded, even with just that one word. For a moment, she thought that Eliana smiled right at her, but the moment was gone so quickly, she couldn’t be absolutely sure.

Beside her, Logan took a careless sip from her coffee, boredom writ large on her face.

“Sounds great. Should we head inside?”

“Oh, of course!” Eliana exclaimed. She clasped her hands behind her back and straightened up her spine. “Follow me, please!”

With a quick about-face turn, Eliana Blake began to climb back up the way she had come. Logan, Jude, and Knatt followed a few paces behind, keeping just enough distance between them to create a small bubble of auditory privacy, but not quite enough to raise true suspicion.

After a moment, Knatt spoke.

“How generous of Mr. Atherton,” he said, sotto voce, “to lend us his best and brightest during our stay.”

“Why do you say that?” asked Logan, with a brief glance at the girl they followed behind.

“While I don’t have many inroads to the gossip within the Order, I do have a few,” he said. “Miss Blake’s name has come up more than once.”

“What did you hear about her?”

“It was about the tournament, as a matter of fact. Miss Blake is favored to win.”

Jude glanced up again, at the girl striding ahead of them with such earnest confidence. There was something about her demeanor that reminded her, ever so slightly, of the most athletically gifted boys at her high school. There was at once a confidence and an uncertainty about them, a feeling that they could do any task assigned to them—as long as someone else assigned it.

After a moment, Logan picked up her pace to close some of the distance between them, in order to address Blake directly.

“It was gracious of Atherton to assign us a chaperone, when we aren’t even donors,” she said, approximating earnestness herself. “Perhaps you could extend our thanks, the next time you see him.”

“Oh, I don’t get a lot of one-on-one time with the High Prophet,” said Eliana with a chuckle. “And honestly, I doubt he had anything to do with my placement. He’s got more important things on his mind than scheduling Novices, I think.”

“Right,” said Logan. She peered briefly at Eliana out of the corner of her eye, but otherwise gave no outward sign of her disbelief.

“But I’ll admit, I was pretty excited when I found out about my assignment,” Eliana added, pausing for just a moment to toss Logan a meaningful glance. “You’re kinda famous around here, you know.”

“Am I?” said Logan, looking unimpressed. “You all know there are actual famous people out in the world, right?”

Eliana tossed a brief and charming grin over her shoulder. Jude couldn’t be sure, but she thought she saw her wink at her.

“I just mean I’ve heard about you, that’s all. People talk, you know? Hey, is it true you took down a rekal last summer, all on your own?”

At first, Logan merely shrugged in response, but Eliana, back to keeping her eyes on the ancient steps they were climbing, missed it. Logan seemed to realize this and sighed.

“Not without casualty,” she said, reluctantly, “but yes.”

“I mean—does the perpetrator even count as a casualty?”

Jude could hear the cavalier smile in Eliana’s voice, and she felt strangely unsettled. Her mind flashed to an image of Kurt Redmond, raising his hand in her English class. Sure, she had all but hated him: he was creepy, and he said creepy things about women in rooms that were full of them. But he had been a person, hadn’t he? A pathetic, angry kind of person, but a person nonetheless.

Logan cleared her throat.

“I count them all,” she said.

Eliana stopped walking, turning to face Logan as she came up the step behind her.

“I didn’t mean any offense, of course,” she said quickly. “I just meant—we can hardly be expected to cry over every criminal summoner who gets themselves killed, can we?”

Logan said nothing in response. Her right eyebrow was raised.

“I don’t know what I’d do if I ever encountered a rekal on my own,” Eliana said as she began climbing the stairs again. She seemed to take Logan’s silence as agreement. “I think I’d just…run. And pray.”

Their party remained silent as they finished their trek up the hill, the castle before them looming ever closer into view. Up on the hill, with the sun just beginning to dip behind it to the west, the building looked hulking and dark, and the closer they got to it, the more certain Jude became that it was of ancient construct, though apparently well-maintained enough to have survived into this century in good condition. She considered asking Eliana if she knew anything about it, but one look at the sullen expression on Logan’s face told her it might be best to let conversation alone for a few more minutes.

Eventually they reached an imposing marble staircase leading up to the double front doors. Eliana rushed ahead of them up the stairs, pushing one heavy door open wide and holding it open for them as they came up behind her.

Jude bit back on a gasp as she crossed the threshold. Briefly, her eye took in what appeared to be one half of a circular symbol inscribed on the open door before she was distracted by the interior: a vast, echoing entrance chamber, lined with painted tapestries on the side walls and a high balcony along the far wall where several armed, black-clad figures turned to stare down on them as they entered.

“Right this way, please,” said Eliana as she steered them over to the far corner on their right, where a corridor seemed to lead deeper into the castle.

Jude glanced at Logan before she followed, and she found that Logan was staring up at the people in black, watching them from the balcony. She raised her surely empty coffee mug in their direction in a mock-salute before heading after Eliana.

Eliana led them down two hallways before steering them up three flights of stairs and down yet one more hallway, this one lined with numbered doors, like a hotel or a dormitory. Finally she stopped at one of the doors and turned to them.

“This is your suite,” she said, gesturing to the door. “You’ll find the necessary ceremonial vestments inside. They’re only required at the opening and closing feasts, but you’re welcome to wear them at any other formal events, if you wish. We’ve also provided you with maps of the castle and grounds, which have marked a few off-limits areas you would be wise to familiarize yourself with. Do you have any other questions at this time?”

Knatt cleared his throat.

“Shall we be getting keys to the room?”

“Of course,” said Eliana with an easy smile. She reached into her pocket and pulled out three identical, somewhat old-fashioned keys and handed them over to him. “Any other questions?”

“Not really,” said Logan. She glanced around the hallway, her face still stamped with boredom. “If we come up with anything, I’m sure we can find you.”

“Understood,” said Eliana. “Shall I return in an hour to escort you to the feast, or would you prefer I meet you there?”

“I’m sure we can find it on our own,” said Logan dismissively.

“But thank you for offering,” Jude added quickly, catching Eliana’s eye and giving her a smile.

For half a second, Eliana graced her with another small, shy smile. Then the smile was gone, and in its place was her obedient professionalism.

“Very good,” she said seriously, pulling her heels together and straightening her back again. Jude wondered if she was fighting the urge to salute. “I’ll be on my way, then, to give you some time to get settled.”

With an unnatural crispness, Eliana Blake bowed at the waist, made a concise ninety-degree turn, and departed down the hallway. Jude watched her as she went, her confident stride propelling her away with surprising speed.

She couldn’t help but wonder what their chaperone might be like when she wasn’t beholden to the Order’s timetable.

Eventually, Eliana disappeared around a corner, and Knatt used one of the keys to open up the suite. They went inside, and Jude took in a slightly cramped common room, complete with three armchairs and a low coffee table. To their right, an open door revealed the entrance to the bathroom, also on the small side. Three other doors stood closed, presumably leading to the bedrooms. Like Eliana had mentioned, the coffee table boasted three parcels of white cardboard, each tied with a black ribbon, and a few folded up brochures, which were presumably the maps of the grounds. The parcels, Jude guessed, were the “vestments.”

Logan shut the door behind them and immediately threw the bolt and the chain, too. When she turned back around, she had a purposed look about her.

“So, what are they odds that one is here to spy on us?” She tossed a thumb over her shoulder toward the door, as if Eliana still lingered just beyond it.

“It’s certainly not impossible,” said Knatt, setting his bag gently on the ground near the table. “Either way, I think we ought to cooperate with her. We don’t want to make the Seers Council think we’re suspicious.”

Jude blinked, her head slightly spinning. She could tell that Logan wasn’t charmed by their chaperone, but did she really think she was a spy?

“I don’t know,” she said quietly. “I thought she seemed cool.”

Logan let out a short sigh.

“Whether she’s cool is beside the point,” she answered brusquely. “Her intentions are what matter. Hers, and Atherton’s.”

Knatt’s expression was skeptical. “We must not jump to conclusions, of course. I believe Atherton has his reasons for assigning her to us, but we have no proof that said reason is espionage. If she’s known to be the best fighter in her class, then choosing her draws attention. It’s ostentatious. It would seem more likely that Atherton is trying to woo you, as it were, and he doesn’t care who knows.”

Logan grunted, arms crossed tight over her chest. Jude shook her head, confused.

“Wait, the Order is trying to woo you? I thought we didn’t like them. What’s going on?”

“We don’t like them,” said Logan firmly.

Knatt coughed and shot Logan a look.

“Well, we don’t.” Logan shrugged, obstinacy written into her features.

With a patient sigh, Knatt folded his hands behind his back and began to explain.

“Charles Logan used to work with the Order quite closely,” he said. “When Charles…retired, they made repeated attempts to get him to reconsider. To no avail, of course. Returning to work was quite out of the question at that point. And when Miss Logan resumed her father’s business, word of her early successes renewed their interest.” He sighed again. “Not a month goes by that we don’t get a request from them to take up some contract on their behalf. It helps that they’re particularly understaffed on the West Coast, of course.”

Jude nodded, letting that information sink in. A number of questions floated through her mind: if the Order offered to give them work, why did they refuse it? Even if they didn’t like the Order, surely it would be a net positive thing to help them help other people? And why was the Order so interested in them, anyway?

But instead of asking any of these things, Jude stared down at the coffee table, hoping one of the other two might simply offer the information without any prodding. They did not.

Eventually Logan stirred to action again, bending down to glance at the card stuck to one of the parcels.

“Looks like they’ve each got our names on them,” she said. She lifted the package she was looking at and handed it over to Jude. “Here you go, Guest. Let’s get dressed, shall we?”

Without another word, Logan picked up another one of the parcels, checked it, and carried it off to the door opposite the bathroom, closing herself in immediately.

Jude couldn’t help but notice she’d chosen the room closest to the front door. If Logan had any desire to slip out without either of the others knowing, that would have been the best room to pick.


Chapter Eighteen
A Glimpse into the Shadows

In the end, it turned out that a chaperone to the feast might not have been such a bad idea. By the time they reached the right room, after making their way through a maze of twisting corridors and converted conference rooms, the opening ceremony had nearly begun.

Like Logan, Jude had taken her parcel and picked out a room to change in. She assumed the other rooms were just like hers: slim, with just enough space for a twin-size bed and a sliver of wood floor to walk over, a small chest of drawers set at the head of the bed, beneath a tall window with a heavy curtain.

The lights, though electric, were set in elaborate sconces on the wall, each emblazoned with a symbol Jude didn’t recognize, though she had the vague feeling that it was familiar somehow. Her bed had been made with heavy blankets of a dark burgundy color. She couldn’t help but feel like the decorations were a little strange, somehow. It almost felt more like she were staying in a kitschy magic-themed hotel than an actual castle, despite what the rest of the building looked like. If Logan were to be believed about the dual purposes of the Summit, she supposed that feeling might have been somewhat intentional: perhaps the Order had chosen to exaggerate the flimsy mysticism to entertain the donors without unnerving them.

When she’d opened her package, she found a plain set of hooded black robes inside. They looked like a graduation gown, only longer and with a hood attached. Logan had told her about this part: everyone in attendance had to wear plain black robes to the opening ceremonies. The Order members would be wearing black robes, too, except theirs would be adorned with markings near the collar and cuff to denote their rank.

She stripped off her jacket and strapped on one of the letha satchels (just in case, she told herself) before pulling the robe on and fastening the buttons in the front. Catching sight of herself in the mirror that hung on the back of her door, she cringed a little bit. The robe wasn’t her style, and it was so big on her that it put her favorite sweatshirt to shame. Nevertheless, she gritted her teeth and headed back out into the common room to join the others.

Nearly an hour later, the three of them burst into an enormous, semi-circular room, hoping against hope that they had, at last, found their destination. The room had a high, vaulted ceiling and no windows to speak of. The floor sloped gently downward toward the center of the room, and it was lined with hundred of pews, nearly all complete, full of black-robed figures who clearly hadn’t had the same trouble they had finding the right place to be.

Logan located the nearest pew with empty seats at the very back and made a beeline for it, with Jude and Knatt following close behind.

As the other two took their seats, Jude noticed a black-robed figure hurrying towards them. Their robe was a little different from most of the others: the entire left sleeve was a deep, blood red, while the right breast panel of the robe bore a now-familiar image of a sun with what looked like a sword sticking right through it. Jude recognized it from the wall sconces in her tiny room.

The figure motioned with their hands, rushing Jude to sit. As soon as she did, the figure joined them and, sitting at the very edge of the pew, pulled back the corner of her hood.

“Oh, thank god it’s actually you,” said Eliana Blake as she made eye contact with Jude. “I wasn’t sure you were going to make it.”

“Sorry,” Jude muttered in reply, feeling strangely self-conscious. “We got—distracted.”

Even though she really liked Eliana so far, Logan’s suspicion rang in her ears, and she decided to hold back the fact that they had gotten lost.

“Not to worry,” said Eliana, sounding unbothered. “It’s just that—if you guys get eaten by a rogue demon on my watch, it might mess up my class standing. That’s all.”

This time there was no doubt about what Jude saw: Eliana had winked at her.

Jude floundered for something to say, but her words were failing her. A million different half-jokes about demons and eating and even standing up raced through her mind, each as abysmal as the last. Eventually she just smiled, hoping that it made her look like she was in on the joke.

But maybe she just looked like an idiot. It was hard to say.

In either case, Eliana’s attention diverted back to the front of the room. Sighing, Jude decided to take another look at the room around them, at the crowds amassed on every side.

Amidst the masses of black-robed people sitting all around, she glimpsed a smattering of other figures with a single red sleeve, like Eliana. They bore the sun-and-sword symbol, too.

On the far side of the room, up on a dais dominated by a large stone slab, stood twelve people in slightly different robes from the majority of the crowd. Though they were still primarily black, they bore gold-lined cowls, gold bands of cloth woven into their sleeves, and a large version of the gold sun symbol on the back. Their faces were obscured by their hoods.

Before them, taking up the first row of pews, sat about forty or fifty people wearing black robes with silver-lined cowls. After that, there were maybe 200 people with blue-lined cowls. Jude blinked a few times, trying to take everything in at once.

How many people are actually in the Order? She wondered. Glancing around at the overall crowd, she guessed the plain black robes outnumbered the special cowls by a factor of about two to one. The red sleeves seemed to be the smallest group, though, because they were the hardest to identify in a crowd that was already seated and mostly facing away from her, she had to estimate.

She was about to lean over to ask Eliana how many people were in her graduating class when the lights suddenly dimmed, and the quietly buzzing crowd went completely silent.

Though the darkness left her momentarily blind, Jude locked her gaze on the front of the room, automatically straightening her spine. She felt a tension in the air, tugging everyone’s focus toward the dais and whatever was about to happen. After a moment, the sound of footsteps reverberated through the room. An unseen figure made its way down the main aisle, passing pew after pew of silent onlookers, fading a little as they made their way to the other end of the cavernous chamber. Finally they stopped, and silence resumed. The tension intensified.

“Welcome, everyone.”

Up on the dais stood a lone figure, wearing robes of pristine white. The material looked fine and heavy, cascading luxuriously to the floor. Two pale hands reached up and pulled back the hood, revealing the face of an older white man, his black hair trimmed neatly and streaked with gray.

He had a professional look about him; Jude immediately imagined him wearing a suit instead of robes, and the image in her mind felt more appropriate than the reality she could see. His short goatee seemed to agree with her.

He cleared his throat and spread his arms out wide.

“We are so glad you all could make it,” he said. His voice had been magnified somehow, made loud enough to hear perfectly even in the far corners of the room, although Jude couldn’t make out a microphone on him. His mouth pressed into a smile, but his eyes looked cold and calculating, like he was sizing the crowd up. “To all our donors, big and small, I say thank you. Without you, none of us could be here for this moment. The Order of Shadows relies on each and every one of you to perpetuate its existence. And, as you all know, our continued existence matters now more than ever.

“From the time of the mother Morgana, the first Prophet Priestess of the High See, who broke ranks with her brethren in the Old Temple and chose to rise against the Dark King—” he paused to cast his gaze across the crowd, as if impressing upon each of them, individually, how important this particular feat had been, “—until the future of tomorrow, and what evil it may bring, the Order of Shadows remains.

“We are the force that stands fast against the darkness. Those who enter our ranks become members of a chosen tribe, destined to join the eternal conflict to which we pledge our very lives.” He looked out at the crowd again, a self-satisfied smirk breaking into his intended gravitas.

“It is in their honor, those young soldiers of untold fortitude, that we gather here on the eve of the full moon. Just as our brethren have before us.

“Two days hence, our top Novices will compete in the Gauntlet Tournament, an annual tradition dating back to the Order’s founding, nearly a thousand years hence. That very evening, the Gauntlet’s winner will be initiated into our esteemed ranks with high honors, thus kicking off the final festivities—where we will say farewell to our generous donors in style.”

On Knatt’s other side, Logan scoffed. Jude could just picture her crossing her arms and pursing her lips. Up on the dais, the white-robed man beamed.

“We begin with a traditional rite of blessing.”

The smile dropped from his face, replaced with a businesslike seriousness, as he picked up a small matchbox, struck a match, and lit the four long tapered candles set on the stone slab in front of them. When he spoke, his voice seemed to have taken on a mystical quality.

“We call upon the powers of twilight, as did our forefathers.” He dipped his hand into a cloth satchel and spread the powder inside it on the stone as well. “We call upon the meeting of the sun and moon, as did Morgana. We call upon the four corners as our heavenly guides. West, East, South, North. Come to us, and bless our ceremonies.”

Perhaps it was because of his earlier smirk, or perhaps it was because of the inauthentic decorations in her bedroom, but Jude couldn’t help feeling like this was all an act.

“Come to us, and witness our sacrifices. Come to us, and be known among us.”

With a flourish, he revealed his left arm to the audience. His right hand picked up a knife from the table and pressed it to his skin. With one quick motion, he shed his own blood, releasing a spray of tiny red droplets over the flickering flames.

“Ah’n’esh vi’dei!” he cried. “Ah’n’esh vi’dei!”

Suddenly each of the four candles began to emit a different color of smoke: red, gold, black, and white. The smoke rose to the ceiling in ever thickening columns, each one moving this way and that, like four snakes feeling their way through the air. If Jude didn’t know any better, she would have said they each had a mind of their own.

“The hour is struck!” cried the white-robed figure.

“The hour is struck!” echoed a chorus of blue cowls in the front few rows.

With that, the white robe slammed his hands down on the slab, and each of the candles exploded like a mini firework. The stage lights went out, and for the briefest moment, the entire chamber was full of nothing but smoke and silence.

Then the crowd burst into applause. Jude, caught up in the moment, clapped her hands along with the rest of them before she stopped herself.

Wasn’t she supposed to be keeping her stoic cool, playing her cards as close to the chest as possible? Applauding like a little kid at her first magic show wasn’t exactly her best idea of stoicism. She lowered her hands as calmly as she could and let them rest at her sides.

As the crowd continued to applaud, the house lights came up. People all around Jude were standing as they clapped, and to her right, Jude even heard a brief whistle.

The dais was now completely empty save for the stone slab itself. The white-robed figure was gone, the candles were gone, even the twelve figures in silver cowls had disappeared. The act appeared to be over.

“Is that it?” Jude mumbled out loud, before she could stop herself.

Then a silver cowl reappeared, climbing up the short set of stairs onto the dais and lowering her hood as she turned to face the crowd. She had wavy brown hair pulled into a loose bun, and a pleasant face with high cheekbones. When she spoke, her voice was mysteriously magnified, just like the man’s had been.

“Everyone, please begin to make your way to one of the three dining halls next to us,” she said. Her voice had a faint accent, but Jude didn’t know enough about accents to be able to place it for sure. French, maybe?

“The tables this evening are not assigned, so please find a seat wherever you would like, and a member of the wait staff will be with you shortly. Thank you!”

At her words, Jude found her attention drawn to her stomach, which had begun to grumble insistently. She wondered what kind of food the Order of Shadows prepared for its guests.

All around her, people were lowering their hoods and glancing about in every direction. Jude watched Eliana take hold of hers and pull it down. For the first time, she noticed the subtler differences in their attire: while she wouldn’t have called her plain black robe cheap exactly, Eliana’s was, without a doubt, the finer of the two. Hers appeared to be made of lined silk, with minute embroidery all along the collar and hems, displaying symbols Jude couldn’t identify. Eliana grinned as she caught Jude staring.

“You like?” she asked, tugging on her collar as if it were a medal. “I should be getting the black, day after tomorrow.”

“Wow,” said Jude a little breathlessly, though she didn’t strictly know what that meant. “Is that—so you’ll be, like, promoted?”

“It means I’ll be an Adept and not a Novice anymore,” answered Eliana. “The colors here are mostly ceremonial. Outside the Summit, we’re all in black. Except the High Prophet, of course.”

Jude gave her a blank look, and Eliana smiled in return.

“He’s always in white.”

“Oh. I see.”

The High Prophet, or Atherton as Logan called him, was the man in the white robe—the one who had performed the ceremony up on the dais and then abruptly vanished as soon as it was over. Jude knew nothing about him, except that Logan viewed him with pure suspicion, of course.

But then, didn’t she also view Eliana Blake with suspicion?

Jude would have given this a little more thought were it not for the fact that at that moment, a new person approached them. She was tall and statuesque, her natural hair floating around her head in an angelic halo, her gleaming brown skin contrasting against the bodice of her smart lavender dress, which was clearly visible beneath her open robes. She flashed a dazzling smile as she hailed them.

“Henrietta Charles!” she called. “You had me worried for a minute there. I wasn’t sure you were gonna make it.”

To Jude’s surprise, Logan responded to the tease with a short chuckle, then carefully slipped past Jude and Eliana to greet the newcomer with a hug.

“Sasha Ren,” said Logan as she embraced the other woman. “Well, if I’d known I had someone to impress, I would have gotten here sooner.”

Sasha smirked and gave her an appraising look.

“You got lost, didn’t you?”

“It’s…harder to navigate indoors,” said Logan with a sheepish shrug. “The smells aren’t the same. Especially when there’s incense involved.”

“Sure, blame it on the incense. Hey, Knatt!” She ducked her head around Logan to send him a look and a wave. “How’s it going?”

“Quite all right,” said Knatt. At first, he stretched out his hand to shake, but, realizing that the distance made that impossible, turned it into a wave instead. “You’ve been well, I hope?”

“Right as rain,” she answered cheerily. Then she turned her gaze to Jude and Eliana. “All right. One of you is an Order Novice, and the other one, let me see…Logan’s new apprentice?”

Jude felt her eyes pop open unnaturally wide.

“Wow, yeah,” she said. “Uh, how’d you know?”

“I’m psychic, of course,” the woman answered, turning her dazzling smile on Jude.

“Probably helps that I told you over the phone who I’d be bringing,” said Logan with a smirk.

“Oh, I knew well before that,” said Sasha, a mischievous twinkle in her eye. She stretched out her hand. “Sasha Ren. Logan and I go way, way back. I’d tell you how far, but frankly, I’d rather not reveal my age.” She winked as Jude shook her hand, her long lashes brushing against one high cheekbone. “And your name is?”

“Jude. Jude Li.”

“Nice to meet you, Jude Li. Well, shall we go join the feast?”

At that, the group began to make its way out through the throng of black-robed guests, all ambling forward in the same general direction.

As they approached a set of double doors leading out to the hallway, Jude caught sight of another familiar face: Alexei Marin. His eyes were locked on Logan, though from his expression, Jude might have wondered if he saw a ghost in her stead.

For her part, Logan either hadn’t noticed him—or, at least, she made a good show of looking like she hadn’t noticed him. As they passed through the doors, her eyes never strayed from the path ahead of her.

They pressed their way through the crowd until eventually Sasha Ren turned them off toward a second dining hall that appeared, for the moment, to be a little less popular than the first. Sasha ushered them toward one of the smaller round tables in the corner and immediately flagged down a red-clad waiter and ordered a round of champagne for the table. Jude briefly considered mentioning that she was, in fact, still underage, but with a quick glance at Eliana, she decided not to. She didn’t want to give off the impression that she wasn’t grown up enough for adult activities.

As they settled into their seats and located their menus, Sasha kept up a pleasant stream of conversation. Somehow she knew the right question to get everyone at the table talking. At first, Jude wondered how someone so extroverted had managed to become friends with Logan, who, though not exactly dour, often seemed to view personal conversation as an unnecessary extra. Eventually, however, as Sasha struck up a lengthy conversation with their waiter, Jude realized that there were probably very few people on earth that Sasha couldn’t befriend.

Jude had seated herself between Sasha and Eliana at their table, and as she studied one of the menus they’d been given, she tried to think of something to say to the latter.

Every question she could think up sounded hopelessly ill-informed, every comment naïve, every joke stupid. Finally, she thought she might simply ask her how she’d ended up joining the Order of Shadows. As she turned in her seat to give it a try, a young man with brown hair and thick, square glasses strode up to them and clapped Eliana on the shoulder.

“Blake,” he said gruffly. “There you are! Tiernan told me to go find you. Those of us in the tournament are supposed to eat together tonight—another tradition, of course. Come on, we’ve got a table in the other room.”

“Oh,” said Eliana. Maybe it was wishful thinking, but Jude could have sworn her eyes bounced to her first, before landing on Logan, across the table. “Uh, are you sure I’m not supposed to stay with my charges?”

“You’re relieved for the night. But I guess you can meet up with them after, if they need you.” He shrugged. “You coming?”

“Yeah, fine, I’ll be there in a second,” said Eliana quickly. She gave Jude an apologetic smile. “Well, looks like duty calls.” She looked over at Logan again and waved to catch her eye. “I have to leave you guys now, but I’ll come back after the feast. Do you need anything before I go?”

“I’m good,” said Logan, barely returning her gaze as she spoke.

“Okay then,” said Eliana, nodding. Her eyes returned to Jude. “If you want, I could…give you a tour of the grounds later, maybe?”

“Uh, yeah! That’d be great!” The words came out louder and more enthusiastically than she’d intended them to, but she hoped Eliana wouldn’t mind.

“Cool,” said Eliana. “I’ll meet you back here in an hour?”

“Sure!”

With that, Eliana stood up, extricated herself from her chair, gave everyone a quick bow, and walked away, following the already retreating back of the bespectacled boy who’d come to get her. Jude felt the tiniest twinge of disappointment as she watched her go. It felt like she’d already wasted an opportunity.

An opportunity for what, exactly? she asked herself. She didn’t know this girl, didn’t know anything about her. They seemed close in age, but apart from that? The only thing Jude really knew was that she was a member of the Order of Shadows, and she seemed pretty happy about it. Jude felt like Eliana was flirting with her, but really, she had no idea if she was even interested in girls in the first place. She didn’t even know how to tell that about a person. She had largely lucked into her relationship with Amy.

Amy. An unwelcome wave of grief and regret rolled through her, but she did her best to force it down. Now was not the time to think about that. Their relationship was over, and that was that.

“Hey, new kid! You in there?”

Jude snapped to attention.

“Yeah! Sorry, I was just thinking.”

Sasha chuckled.

“Maybe Logan found herself a mini-me after all,” she said, smiling broadly.

Jude smiled back but shook her head.

“I wish,” she said. “But I think I’ve got a ways to go before I’m much of anything, really.”

“Everyone has to start somewhere,” said Sasha. She leaned in closer to Jude and lowered her voice before she spoke again. “Logan tells me you two performed a burden releasing together. Is that true?”

Jude blushed automatically, remembering that surreal and psychologically transparent ritual. Across from them, Logan and Knatt appeared to be deep enough in conversation that they hadn’t noticed the shift in Sasha’s voice.

“Uh, yeah. We did.”

Sasha’s eyes filled up with a mischievous light.

“I love the burden release. I do it at least twice a year, during every solstice.” She lowered her voice even further. “I’ll tell you mine, if you tell me yours.”

“My…you mean, like, what I saw?”

“Yeah! We all see different stuff in there, and…well, I’m kind of a collector of experiences.” She glanced across the table for a moment, then gave Jude a meaningful look. “I could tell you about Logan’s, too.”

Jude felt a warm wellspring of curiosity opening in her chest, overriding her embarrassment.

“You’ve got a deal,” she said, making sure to keep her voice sure and steady.

As if to punctuate the moment, their waiter showed up right then to pass them all flutes of champagne. Jude took hers eagerly, immediately taking a large drink and nearly choking on all the bubbles.

“Whoa,” she said, clearing her throat and catching her breath. “Huh, that’s…interesting.”

“Never had champagne before?”

“No. It’s interesting.”

“It’s better if you go slow,” said Sasha, taking a demonstrative small sip. “Now, come on. Tell me your story.”

“Oh, yeah. My burden release. Uh, it was…weird. I started out in this, like, endless hallway, but it wasn’t a normal hallway. There were these stretches of just absolute darkness, like the light couldn’t even touch them at all. And when I had to go through them, I thought—well, it felt like…”

“Like there was something else out there?”

“Yeah, exactly!”

“Where did you end up, after that?”

“Uh, well, eventually I was in this field.” Jude paused for a moment, wondering how truthful she really wanted to be. She wanted to tell Sasha what she saw…but she wasn’t sure she wanted to tell her that she knew what it meant. “And…there was this girl there, a little girl, sitting on a chair, in the middle of a field. A…a shadowy figure came up to her and put a blindfold on her, and then they just left her there.”

Sasha nodded knowingly.

“And you had to rescue her, I suppose,” she said. “Only when you approached her, she suddenly became infinitely more difficult to reach?”

Jude felt an uncertain smile stretch over her face.

“Yeah. How did you know?”

“Well, everyone experiences different things, but there are certainly themes.”

Jude nodded and took another drink of champagne, this time taking a smaller amount. Now that she was over her surprise, she found that she rather enjoyed it.

“So…what about, uh…”

Instead of finishing her sentence, Jude made a motion with her head to indicate the other side of the table. Sasha smiled.

“Oh, yes. Come closer.”

They both leaned closer to the other, and Sasha put her hand up to Jude’s ear and whispered a few quick, highly descriptive words in her ear. Jude felt her eyebrows shoot up into her hairline. Then Sasha sat back straight again.

“Jesus Christ,” muttered Jude, her words barely audible. A cavalcade of images now stampeded through her thoughts.

“What are you two talking about?” asked Logan suddenly, an unusual sharpness to her voice.

“Nothing important,” asked Sasha smoothly. “Oh look, it’s time for us to order food.”

She was right. Their waiter had returned and now positioned himself next to her, pen raised over paper to take down his order.

From a wealth of rich-sounding options, Jude picked out a stuffed chicken dish with a side of asparagus. Across from her, Logan ordered a double serving of seared cod and requested they go light on the marinade, substitute a small salad for the mashed potatoes, and keep the dressing on the side. The waiter took everything down without batting an eye. Once he moved off, Sasha pointed a finger at Logan accusingly.

“Tell me you didn’t order something complicated just to mess with that poor young man,” she demanded.

“Not at all,” said Logan. She leaned back a bit from the table and swept her gaze across the entire room. Jude realized with a start that Logan had somehow managed to position herself in the farthest corner of the room, even though Jude was sure that Sasha had picked the table. “Just keeping myself in fighting shape, that’s all.”

Sasha shook her head in disbelief, but then glanced around the room in a similar manner. Jude guessed she was checking to see how closely anyone else was seated. Though the room had to be holding over a hundred people, it was far from filled to capacity. They appeared to have a two-table buffer between them and the nearest group. Even so, Sasha lowered her voice slightly as she spoke.

“Do you honestly think that’s necessary here? The Summit has to be one of the most well-guarded events in the world. There are more trained letha casters inside this building right now than there usually are on any given continent, let alone in the tri-county area.”

“Precisely,” answered Knatt, his face nearly immobile and his voice low. “And what a lovely target we all make, sitting here in one place.”

For a moment, Sasha looked like she was about to protest. Instead she glanced around the room again, apparently letting Knatt’s suggestion sink in. Slowly her face began to fall.

Logan fixed her with a calculating stare.

“You came for the same reasons we did, didn’t you?” she asked, her voice low. “Did you hear the rumors, or did you encounter him yourself?”

Slowly, Sasha shook her head.

“I didn’t…I didn’t encounter him directly, no. But I had to chase down this idiot kid who summoned a demon not three blocks from Harvard Square. He said…well, he mentioned a name.”

“My story’s roughly the same,” said Logan. “He’s been popping up everywhere, it seems.”

An ominous silence rolled over them, like fog filling up a valley. They each exchanged surreptitious glances and worried looks, but none of them seemed ready to offer words of comfort, or even to say the Wolf’s name out loud. Jude could feel a spider web of anxiety spreading out from her lower abdomen. Finally, Sasha cleared her throat.

“Let’s talk about something else, shall we?” She glanced at the table as if looking for topics, and her eyes landed on their champagne flutes. She picked up her own and held it aloft. “Here’s to old friends!” With a glance at Jude, she added, “And to making new ones, of course!”

“Here, here,” said Knatt, picking up his own and joining her in the cheers. Jude followed suit, and Logan reluctantly joined last.

Despite her earlier words, Sasha downed nearly her entire flute in one drink.

“The Order do know how to treat their guests, don’t they?” She glanced over at Eliana’s empty chair. “Do we know if that one’s coming back?”

“Not until after the meal,” said Jude. She watched Logan lift her right eyebrow, her expression suspicious.

“Don’t suppose she’d miss her drink then, would she?” asked Sasha, a twinkle in her eye.

“Probably not,” said Jude. She took hold of the extra glass and held it out. “You want?”

Sasha accepted it without hesitation.

“You’re a doll, Jude Li,” she said with another charming smile. She finished off the remainder of her first glass and held the second one delicately in her hand. “Maybe you can convince this one to bring you up to Boston sometime. I’ve been trying to get her to visit me for years.”

“Hey,” Logan protested, cupping her own flute tightly. “I did come to visit you! I came to visit…well…two years ago.”

“You see?”

“Two is barely plural.”

“Of course. And the incense probably made you forget, hm?”

Logan merely mumbled in response. With a rueful smile, Sasha shook her head and sipped her drink. Her gaze surveyed the crowd again, and after a moment she ducked her head and spoke.

“Don’t look now, H.C., but I think you’ve got an admirer,” she muttered.

Her concern from only a moment ago appeared to have faded. Apart from her sophisticated dress and manner, she sounded almost like an excited teenager gossiping in a lunch room. Logan, meanwhile, looked as alert as ever.

“If you mean the Novice by the eastern door, I clocked him twenty minutes ago,” said Logan, her voice so quiet it was barely audible. Her tone made it clear that she did not think he was watching her in order to flirt.

With some uncertainty, Jude looked all around the room, trying to see what Logan saw. She could see a number of Novices throughout the room, but none of them looked, to her, like they were watching Logan.

Sasha, meanwhile, crossed her arms.

“You know that’s not what I meant.”

“Do I?”

“You gotta learn to take some time off, H.C.,” said Sasha, shaking her head with a rueful smile on her face. “I meant the cute albino at two o’clock.”

Jude followed Logan’s gaze until they both saw what Sasha meant. A man, likely close in age to Logan and Sasha, sat a number of tables away, occasionally casting glances in Logan’s direction. He had white-blond hair and pale skin, and even from across the room, Jude could tell he bore a muscular build beneath his open black robes. His tightly fitted, collared shirt looked crisp and clean, like a government official.

As he finally caught Logan’s eye, he smiled broadly and raised his champagne flute in her direction. Jude’s eyes darted back in time to see Logan’s narrow. Nonetheless, she sent him a reluctant wave.

“Another spy,” she muttered, hovering her glass in front of her face as if she thought he might try reading her lips.

“He’s dressed like a civilian, H.C.,” said Sasha, a hint of exasperation in her voice. “I think he’s just looking for a good time.”

“Hm.” Logan brought the glass to her lips, but she didn’t drink. “Perhaps you’re right.”

Yet her posture did not relax, and her eyes remained narrow and focused.

Jude couldn’t help but wonder exactly how many spies she was keeping an eye on.


Chapter Nineteen
Teacher’s Pet

When their food finally came, Jude found herself overwhelmed by the luxury of it all. Her food was rich and delicious, and her champagne flute rarely remained empty for long.

After dinner came dessert, which consisted of a light tiramisu, espresso-flavored ice cream, and an option for a nightcap. Jude stuffed herself until she wasn’t sure she could move, and then she started in on the ice cream.

On the other side, Logan ate carefully, and she refused dessert altogether. Jude felt so relaxed from the decadent feast and the champagne, as well as Sasha’s intoxicating company, that she almost started to ask Logan why she abstained—until she remembered their conversation over the lemonade, and kept her mouth shut.

Once the desserts had been consumed and the waiters began to clear everything away, Knatt stood up and announced his intention to head back to their room. Logan joined suit, and Sasha decided she would walk them back.

“I’m just gonna stay here for a bit,” said Jude. “I, uh—well, I told Eliana I’d wait—”

“Just be careful,” said Logan, sounding equal parts aggravated and tired. “Keep your wits about you at all times, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Good.” Logan reached into her pocket and pulled out one of their old-fashioned keys, this one tied to a piece of black ribbon. She handed it over to Jude. “This should get you back into the suite.”

Jude nodded and took the key.

“It was nice meeting you, Jude,” said Sasha with another broad smile. “Have a good night.”

Jude watched them slip away through the doorway into the hall, her fingers playing nervously at the key and ribbon. As soon as they were out of sight, it occurred to her that if Eliana never showed up, she might not be able to find her way back to the room on her own.

That’s hardly anything to be afraid of, though, is it? she thought to herself as she slipped the key into one of her hidden pouches. Logan may not trust these people, but it’s not like they’re demons, is it?

One minute passed, and then another. Logan’s champagne flute still sat near her plate, the liquid inside untouched. Jude replaced it with her own empty glass and clutched at it, hoping that having it in her hand would make it look a little bit more like she still had something to do, sitting alone at the table in the corner. She took a small sip from it, hoping she could draw out drinking it for as long as it took for Eliana to show.

If she shows up at all, she thought, unwillingly.

A few more minutes passed. She drank the remaining champagne as slowly as she could, while all around her, waiters flitted two and from tables, slowly clearing away all evidence of the meal and their guests. A few other stragglers remained behind at another table, but eventually they, too, departed. Finally, Jude finished off her drink. She put it down with a sigh, stood up, and turned toward the door.

“You didn’t think I’d blown you off, did you?”

Eliana stood a few feet away, no longer wearing the intricate red-sleeved robe from before. Instead, she was wearing jeans, a white sweater, and a puffy down vest with red faux fur on the collar.

“I wasn’t sure,” answered Jude with a shrug. She took one step closer, then stopped again. “You took your time.”

“Sorry,” said Eliana sheepishly, her gaze downcast. “Uh, my friends—well, they just kept saying they wanted to do one more toast, and before I knew it, it had been, like, twenty more toasts, you know? I finally just slipped out in the middle of one. Pretty sure the rest of them are still there.”

“And then you went and changed?” asked Jude, thinking irresistibly of Logan’s paranoia. Maybe Eliana had never gone to meet up with her friends at all.

“And then I went and changed,” said Eliana easily. “The robes are pretty, but they aren’t exactly warm, you know?”

Jude nodded slowly. Her answer made sense, even though Jude knew she had no way to verify it. Of course, she had no way to disprove it, either.

You’re being a little crazy, she told herself. You wanted to go with her before. All that’s changed is that she was a little late.

Finally, she found it within herself to speak.

“Okay,” she said. “Well, you’re the one who knows your way around this place. So lead the way.”

Eliana’s smile, which had been slowly fading as Jude took her time, popped right back into place.

“Perfect! I promise you won’t be sorry.”

And Jude followed her, only the barest hint of a question still tugging at the back of her mind.

 

 

Logan woke up to a coil pressing up through the cloth of her mattress, poking her gently but insistently in the side. A small, battery-powered alarm clock beeped just above her head, on its perch on the small dresser beneath the window. Her left arm shot out to silence it, and when she pulled it back, she made sure to grab the small slip of paper sitting just beside it.

She’d found the paper in her own pocket shortly after the feast. It read: we hail Our power, at break. She could count on one hand the number of people who might have left her such a note—unless it was a trick, of course. Even so, it was a trick that few could pull off.

Regardless, she believed she knew who had left her the note.

So, with a sigh, she pushed herself out of bed. Outside the slim window of her closet-sized bedroom, the sky was still dark as night. She strapped the usual knives around her ankles and pulled her pants on over them before slipping into her boots and lacing them up. Finally, she checked her jacket pockets for the rest of her hidden supplies, then slipped on a ribbed tank top before pulling the jacket on and heading out the door.

Her body yearned for coffee to get herself going, but a quick glance at the kitchens told her they weren’t open for business yet, and she found no free-standing coffeemakers on her way out of the castle and onto the grounds. With a small sigh, she slipped a pack of cigarettes out of a hidden pocket, pulled one out, and lit it. Not wanting the smell to give her up on approach, she stood where she was, in a small alcove on the southern perimeter of the building, until she’d smoked it all the way down and put it out, then continued on her way.

If she’d interpreted the code correctly, she had to meet the mysterious note-writer at the center of the western boundary on the grounds, right at the break of dawn. Following her best instincts, she struck out for the very center of the lawn, then started walking in a westward direction. She’d go until she hit the boundary of the place-cast that sheltered the grounds, or until she met the writer—whichever came first.

The sky above the horizon turned slowly from a solid black to dark, deep blue in anticipation of the sunrise to the east. Logan picked up her pace, pushing ever nearer to the boundary. Eventually the ground began to slope upward, and she could feel that she was getting close. At long last, the ground turned up sharply, and her feet froze in place, a tremor running through her body.

Ancient casting; I can feel its timelessness. The boundary lay just ahead, not six feet from her.

She stood where she was and waited. Though she could feel the boundary’s presence, it remained invisible to the eye. She peered out at a vast, rolling hillside, dotted periodically with trees. Even in the pre-dawn twilight, it looked as picturesque as a fairy tale.

Just as the first sliver of pink began to peek through the horizon, she heard a footfall behind her. A man with a heavy Russian accent spoke.

“Well met, my little soldier.”

Kostya.

“Well met, Master.”

She turned in time to see him cresting the slope, a gnarled walking cane clutched in his hand. He was a tall, barrel-chested man with a neatly trimmed mustache and long silver hair tied back into a tight ponytail. He was also the strongest fighter she had ever known, apart from herself. But then, he didn’t have demon lineage on his side, as far as she knew.

“I have heard rumblings of late, little soldier,” he said, taking the last few steps to stand next to her. “Tell, have you been asking after me?”

“I have,” she said with a nod. “Did Adele find you?”

Kostya smiled enigmatically in return. “I heard rumblings.”

“Right.” Logan crossed her arms over her chest, sure there was little point trying to figure out what he meant. “I wanted to know if…well, if you were open to taking on a new student any time soon.”

Kostya turned to appraise her, an inscrutable look on his face.

“You have student in mind for me?”

Logan nodded. “There’s a kid I’ve been trying to teach. Mentor, I guess. She needs to learn eira, but…as you know, I never finished my own training.”

“Mm. This is true.” He turned toward the boundary and the slowly rising sun beyond, and he smiled. “But I cannot help you. This burden, I think, must be yours to bear.” He raised his staff and pressed it forward. For a moment, it looked as though it merely pressed empty air, but then Logan noticed a funny ripple spreading out in a small circle from the far end of the staff.

It looked like smoke haze. He was pressing the boundary to show itself.

“Besides,” he continued, “would not be safe for the child. I have been traveling, you know.”

“Traveling. I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me where.”

Kostya pulled his staff back and rested it near his feet once more.

“Perhaps. Someday.”

“Right.” She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “You came here, though. Are you here as a donor?”

“This is official term, yes.”

Logan tossed him a glance out of the corner of her eye.

“You know what’s happening, don’t you? That’s why you came. You know about the Wolf.”

“I have heard rumblings.” Kostya grasped his staff more tightly in his hands and sighed. “Is not good for us, this man. Is not good for any of us.” He glanced behind them, back at the castle standing stark against the still-dark sky. “I had hoped I would not see you here. I had hoped…you would have sense to stay away from this.”

“You think something’s going to happen at the Summit.”

“I think Atherton is a fool and a liar. His talent lies not in casting or in truth-seeking, but in showmanship and power-seeking. He knows no duty and no honor. And the rest are fools to follow him.” He glanced back at her, his brow furrowed in concern. “You should leave this place. Today, if you can.”

Logan felt a spike of anxiety shoot through her at his words, but she kept her breathing steady, and did her best to keep her mind steady as well.

“Are you going to leave?”

“Perhaps. If disaster strikes, I do not see what you or I can do to prevent it. We might as easily tell stars not to burn, you see?”

Logan unfolded her arms only to re-fold them in the other direction.

“Do you think the Wolf is here?”

“Perhaps he is here. Perhaps he is just outside, howling at gates. Waiting to strike.”

A wolf at the gates. She’d heard that before.

“Well, I hate to disappoint you,” she said, “but I’m not planning to leave. If there’s a disaster, then I need to be here. Even if I can’t stop it, or even help. And especially if Atherton’s an idiot, which he probably is.”

“He is. This is certain.”

Logan felt her mouth unwillingly press into a smile.

“I don’t want you to go,” she said. “It comforts me to know that you’re here.”

“Comfort is a trick of the mind,” replied Kostya. “It makes us complacent. I have never known you to be complacent, little soldier.”

“Mm. Maybe I’ve changed since you knew me well.”

Kostya turned to face her, his brows beginning to knit together. He reached out with the hand that wasn’t currently grasping his cane, brought it to her shoulder, and squeezed.

“Is not merely change, my soldier.” His voice was quiet but steady. “The rumblings I have heard, they were not only about your questions, not only about the Wolf. I have heard tales of you. Far and wide, I hear tales. Some call you a champion. Others say avenging angel.” He cracked a toothy grin. “But I know better than this. I say you are avenging devil instead, yes?”

Logan felt a smile press onto her own face as well.

“I’m not an angel, that’s for sure.”

“Bah, what good are angels anyway?” Kostya tossed back his head with a shake and regripped his staff with both hands. “Ours is not a world for angels. Ours is a world for warriors.” He glanced out at the boundary again, and she followed his gaze. All she could see now was the rising sun, streaks of orange and pink spreading across the sky. Could he see something different?

“Yes, I can see that you have not merely changed, my little daredevil. What is word? Oh, yes. You have evolved. You see?”

Logan stared at him, simultaneously wishing that he would give her more information than that, and that they had met again after all this time under completely difference circumstances—preferably ones where she didn’t want anything from him at all. Somehow, all he’d done was make her feel even more tired and alone.

“I go now, little soldier,” he said, turning on his heel and striking out with his staff. “You heed Kostya, yes? Do not stay here. Leave this place, as fast as you can.”

Without another word, he began marching away from her, away from the boundary, and back toward the castle beyond.

Logan let out a long, low sigh. She had hoped that seeing Kostya after all this time would bring her some answers, or maybe even some confidence. But if anything, she felt worse now than she had before.

By the time she started making her own way back to the castle, Kostya had vanished out of sight.

 

 

When Logan woke up for the second time, her alarm clock told her it was almost noon. She groaned, cursing herself for missing half the day already. Her throat scratched when she breathed, and she cursed herself for the ill-thought cigarette earlier, too.

The room was too narrow for much movement on the floor, so she pressed herself into a downward dog on top of the thin mattress, then moved through a couple of asanas for good measure, hoping to wake up her aching, protesting body. Finally she stood up and shed the boxers she slept in before pulling on sports bra, regular underwear, black pants, and black long-sleeved shirt. She checked herself briefly in the mirror, making sure the majority of her markings were covered. A slim edge of purple-black coloring showed near the base of her neck, but there was nothing to be done about it. As she stared at it, trying in vain to wish it away, she found herself unconsciously clutching the inside of her left forearm, just over her hidden tattoo. A part of her wondered if that, too, might one day disappear under her ever-expanding demon mutation.

Finally she left her tiny sleeping quarters and entered the communal suite beyond. Knatt perched primly on an overstuffed chair, reading a book and sipping from a small tea cup. He nodded at her, then indicated the table before him. A large cup of coffee sat there waiting.

“You’re a magical man,” said Logan in her croaking, cracking voice. “Don’t ever let the bastards tell you different.”

“I doubt anyone but you ever would,” he answered easily, his eyes returning to the book in front of him.

“Well,” said Logan, considering this as she picked up her coffee, “technically I am a bastard, aren’t I?” She tested the coffee, then took a large gulp. “It’s gone cold.”

“That tends to happen when a cup of hot liquid is left to sit for hours.” He glanced at his watch, sitting neatly beneath his tweed jacket sleeve. “You’re a bit later than I thought you’d be. Perhaps Ms. Ren invited you to a short-notice rager last night?”

“No. Actually, when I got back last night, I found a note in my pocket. It was written in an old Temple code, asking me to meet someone. First thing in the morning, at the western boundary.”

Knatt looked up at her with curiosity writ large on his face.

“Not Kostya Semenov?”

“The very same.”

Knatt placed a bookmark on his page and closed the book.

“And what did he have to say?”

Logan plopped herself down in the chair opposite him and took another hearty sip of her stone-cold coffee.

“That Atherton is a fool, and so are we if we stay here,” she said bluntly. “Not in so many words, but that was the gist.”

“I see.” Knatt nodded sagely, deliberately. “Well, I don’t imagine he’s wrong.”

Logan took another drink and said nothing. Glancing around the room, she noticed that Jude’s door stood ajar, the chamber beyond it apparently empty.

“Where’d the kid get off to?”

“Jude left first thing in the morning to meet with Miss Eliana Blake,” said Knatt. He gave a sidelong look. “Do you mind that I let her go, or have you given up on your paranoia about our gracious host?”

Logan smiled mirthlessly.

“She can do what she wants. I don’t have to trust Blake for that. I trust Jude.” She swirled the cold coffee in her hands. “Do you know what they’re up to?”

“I believe they planned to observe the practical demonstrations today. After all, compared to stiff lectures and obscure research panel talks, a practical demonstration is the more diverting option. For a younger person.”

“Couldn’t rope her in, huh?”

“My enthusiasm was not catching, no.” He sighed deeply and brought his tea to his lips. “She may have had the right idea, in the end. I popped into four lectures myself, and not one even mentioned the Wolf, let alone any plans of action. It may prove pointless attending anything until the donors have gone.”

Logan nodded. “Could have guessed as much.”

“Perhaps.” Knatt sipped lightly at his tea. “I won’t lie, I’m hardly comforted by your report of Kostya Semenov’s assessment. I’m beginning to wonder if your initial instinct to skip this year wasn’t the correct response after all.”

“Please. You’ve never skipped a work event in your life.”

Her tone was light, but even as she spoke, she could feel her entire body clenching. Her spikes felt like they were poking at her skin, readying themselves for a fight before she could even issue a conscious command.

She would stay, of course; she had to. The surer she was that danger lurked, the greater her duty was to see it through to the end.

So she sipped her cold coffee and waited for her own internal tight wire to slacken.


Chapter Twenty
The Shield of Morgana

When Jude had first climbed out of bed in the morning, she was filled with equal amounts of excitement and apprehension. To the best of her knowledge, the night before had been giddy and carefree; once they were alone, spending time with Eliana had proved as easy as breathing, and she knew she’d ended the night on a high note, still tipsy from the bottle of wine Eliana had stolen from a kitchen somewhere.

But when she woke, she found that an uneasiness had settled over her, tainting her gleeful memories with uncertainty. Had she misread something, or everything? What if Eliana hadn’t been having fun at all? What if she’d only done it as part of her host duties?

Sitting up in bed, Jude swung her legs out from under the covers and let her feet briefly skim the cold wood floor beneath her, sending a small shock up her body. She got to her feet just long enough to grab an extra pair of socks out of her bag. Then she hid back under her covers, right back into the small pocket of warmth she’d left beneath them.

Her mind started going over the events from the night before, and one moment in particular began to stand out, reverberating through the rest of her, echoing on the surface of her mind and coloring everything it touched.

As Eliana had stepped through a door ahead of her, she’d stopped suddenly and turned around before Jude had a change to register her change in direction. Consequently, Jude’s own momentum had carried through, bringing her right up to her, their faces coming in close—barely an inch away from each other. For one long moment, they both froze, and every cell in her body came alive in the strange thrall of anticipation.

Then a noise from somewhere down the hall broke the surface tension, and they each stumbled away.

It was a perfect moment, she thought. She could feel how perfect it was, how romantic. Couldn’t she?

But…what if it wasn’t? What if…what if Eliana didn’t feel that way at all?

How in the world was she supposed to tell?

With a shake over her head, she wiped blearily at her face, her mind slowly warming up to the day. She knew she had to get going, sooner or later. If she slept the day away, or hid out of anxiety, she’d never forgive herself.

She was pulling on a fresh pair of pants when she remembered that Eliana had asked her if she wanted to meet up in the morning, and suddenly she was struck by a far worse thought.

What if it was all an act?

She caught her reflection in the mirror as the thought rolled through her mind. Even to her own eyes, she looked pale and uncertain—out of her depth in a place like this.

Surely Eliana could see that, too.

She only wants to see me because she’s trying to get something out of me. Jude watched the panic blossom over her face before she had a chance to stop it, or even slow it down.

She forced herself to take a deep breath and to remember that all she was really doing here was jumping to conclusions…and listening to Logan’s unfounded paranoia. Not everyone was out to get her, especially out here. She wasn’t in high school anymore, which meant she had to stop looking over her shoulder for the next school bully.

And maybe she had to stop looking for the next Amy, too.

She let out a long, slow breath, uncertain whether it was a sign of her calming herself down, or simply a sigh. Everything already felt too complicated, and she’d only just gotten there.

With a conscious effort to set everything else aside, she tugged her hair free of the braid she’d slept in and did her best to pull it into a messy bun at the nape of her neck, hoping a change in style might somehow make her both look and feel a little less juvenile. Instead, she just looked messier.

She pulled out the first few shirts in her bag and sighed again. All she’d brought were brightly colored T-shirts. Remembering her chill from the night before, she picked out the only long-sleeved option, which happened to be a muted red. She hoped Eliana wouldn’t think she was trying to match her.

Her boots, at least, had been chosen by Logan, so she automatically felt like they were cool. Even if they were somebody else’s style, at least they were a style. Finally, she made sure her packets were safely secured, grabbed her jacket, and headed out the door.

She met Knatt on her way and let him know what her plans were for the day. For the briefest moment, he paused, and she got the funniest sensation that she had turned into a school girl asking her father if she could go out and play with her friends. Then he smiled benevolently and hurried her along.

Just before she and Eliana had parted ways the night before, Eliana had shown her the route she should take to meet up with her the next day. Now Jude followed their path exactly, each step flooding her with dual doses of anxiety and intrigue.

At last, she reached her intended destination: a short hallway marking the entrance to the dormitory area. She took a deep breath and looked around.

Maybe she won’t come at all, she thought before she could stop herself.

She closed her eyes, pushed all the air out of her lungs, and began to take in a slower breath, counting to ten as she did so. When she felt her heartbeat start to calm, she let her eyes come open again. This time, she decided to take a moment to look at what was actually in front of her.

As it turned out, what was in front of her was a painting of a man in his late forties, with dark hair and olive skin. He stood in front of a brown leather winged armchair, his back stiff as a board as he stared imposingly down at the viewer. Something about him seemed familiar, though at first she couldn’t say why. Then she read the inscription.

Charles Henry Logan, c. 1999, Shield of Morgana.

Charles, Logan’s father—the man she’d met in the nursing home. The man who had terrorized Logan in her youth.

Without a conscious thought, she took a step closer and peered up into his face. Despite the severe expression etched onto the image of his mouth, she detected a hint of something else. Something in his eyes, something like a twinkle—a hint of mischief, just like she’d seen when he’d pulled out his winning move during their chess match. And could she also see a hint of Logan, there in the determined set of his jaw?

Or was that only what he would have wanted her to see? After all, wasn’t she really looking into the face of an abuser, well accustomed to skirting accountability on the power of his own charm?

Was she so easily duped that a painting could do it?

“Charles Henry Logan,” said a voice, from behind and to her left. “Honored with the Shield of Morgana in 1999. A distinction very few have held during the centuries-long history of the Order.”

It was Eliana, of course. Jude forced a smile as she turned to face her, while her jumpy heart ratcheted up its pace again. The Novice stood serenely in the far doorway, silent as sunlight. Jude hadn’t even heard her come in.

“Hi,” she said. Her anxiety and excitement conspired together to turn her voice into a high-pitched squeak. “Uh, good morning.”

“Good morning to you, too.” Eliana’s smile was easy and languid, her voice as smooth as silk. She wasn’t wearing her ceremony robes or the casual outfit she’d ended the night in, but rather the polished and pristine red-and-black uniform from their first meeting. As Jude took in her visibly shining patent leather boots, she realized that Eliana probably had multiple identical sets of this uniform, all hanging in a neat row in her closet, somewhere in the Novices’ dormitories. She stood with her hands held behind her confidently upright back. Loose curls cascaded out of a high ponytail.

“I hope you slept well last night,” Eliana continued, still smiling serenely. “Even though I kept you out so late.”

Jude felt the beginning of a blush on her face.

“Oh, uh, yes,” she stammered, “I slept great. Uh, good—good beds here.”

“No expense is too high for our esteemed guests,” said Eliana. Her smile stayed in place, but Jude detected a hint of bitterness in her voice. Then she seemed to remember herself again. “I’m glad you like them.”

“Uh, so, did you have me meet you here deliberately?” She stuck her thumb toward the painting behind her. “To show me him, I mean.”

“Actually, no,” said Eliana, looking wistfully up at the imposing figure. “I wish I could say I was that clever, but there are paintings of people all over the place. I forgot his was right here.”

Her eyes still glued on the portrait, Eliana took a few absent steps forward, as if she were entranced by it.

“He’s an impressive man, Charles Logan,” she said. “Oh, he was, in his prime.” She tore her eyes away from the painting to give Jude a questioning look. “Do you know much about him? If you don’t mind my asking.”

Every terrible thing Jude had heard about Charles Logan flashed through her mind—alongside the image of a frail old man, wrapped in a quilt, enraptured by a chess board.

“Oh, uh, I mean, not—not really—”

“Sorry, didn’t mean to pry.” This time, her eyes were locked on Jude when she took another step forward. “I just meant, apprenticed to the shadow summoner, I’m sure you’ve heard a few things.”

Jude shook her head in confusion.

“Uh, the shadow summoner?”

“Oh, that’s just a name some people use,” she said, her tone careful and reassuring. “For Logan. You know, because of her eira power. I mean, there aren’t a lot of people who can hide themselves in shadows on demand. Which is good, really, because if that were easy, there would probably be way more thieves out in the world.”

Jude blinked, trying to accept multiple new pieces of information at once. Had she ever seen Logan disappear at will? Now that she thought about it, she was sure she had. And now she knew that was a rare ability. And it was maybe associated with theft, which made a certain amount of sense.

She focused back on Eliana and decided to opt for a limited form of honesty.

“I guess I didn’t realize it was so rare,” she said, her voice light. “I started my eira studies in earnest pretty recently.”

“Ah, I’m jealous,” said Eliana, her eyes alight with curiosity. “The Order forbids Novices from studying eira directly. Once you’ve been through your Binding, you can do whatever you want, but until then? Strictly Order sanctioned letha for us.”

What’s a Binding? Jude thought but didn’t say.

“Logan believes in a balanced approach,” she said, hoping she sounded more confident than she felt. “We do a lot of different kinds of training. And, to be honest, I haven’t exactly taken to letha.”

“Well, nobody does at first. Not even people like Mr. Logan here.” She nodded at the painting, then gave Jude a mischievous look. “Do you know the story behind that? How he got the Shield of Morgana?”

She still didn’t even know what that phrase meant, so of course she didn’t know how he’d gotten it. But she couldn’t say that out loud.

“No, I don’t.”

“Do you want to know?”

A shiver traveled up Jude’s spine.

“Yeah, I do. Do you know it?”

Eliana nodded.

“The official story just says he helped out a satellite base in Russia, along with his partner, Hugh Knatt.” She paused to look around the room, making sure they were alone. Even so, when she spoke again, she lowered her voice and leaned closer. “But if you do a little bit of digging, you might come across a story about a base in Siberia, two years before Mr. Logan received his honor.”

“What—what happened there?”

“Keep in mind,” said Eliana carefully, pinning Jude with a serious stare, “neither of us is supposed to know this story. Got it?”

“Got it.”

“Great.” She took a deep breath, like she was readying herself. “So, the story goes that back in ’97, the Order put out an offer for a highly experienced contractor to help out this office in Siberia, which was getting ready to track down a Ferellion in a nearby town—”

“What’s a Ferellion?” Jude did her best not to complain that it sounded like a made-up word.

“Oh, a Ferellion—they’re like great apes, only massive, and they have six arms. They tend to live in cold climates, far away from people, so they’re not usually a problem. But this one had started encroaching on human territory. It had already attacked one village and killed several people.”

“If they don’t normally bother people, why do you think this one started to?”

“Oh, the same reason any other animal changes its patterns—loss of habitat, loss of prey. The difference with demons is only that the consequences are more extreme. Ferellions have no trouble taking down humans, even in large groups. So, naturally, when there were reports of one attacking a village and leaving behind multiple casualties, the Order decided to send in a team. They assigned twenty well-trained operatives from the main Russia branch to go to the outpost in Siberia, and when Knatt and Logan Senior accepted the contract, they were sent over, too.”

“Why do I get the feeling that this story doesn’t end well?”

Eliana smiled.

“Well, Adepts from the Order are a prideful bunch, the Russians more so than most. Their team is raring to go, and, of course, more than a little pissed that some non-member Westerners have been hired on to their case. So, they take off, before Knatt and Logan can even get there. Knatt and Logan go anyway, and they decide to meet up with the Russian team. The Order provides them with a guide to show them the way, and that guide takes them along the same route the first team took.”

“Did they find them?”

“Oh, yeah, they found them. What was left of them, anyway.”

“Did they—did they all die?”

“Not all,” said Eliana, not quite reassuringly. “Exactly one survived. Apparently, he hid beneath the body of a fallen comrade and kept himself perfectly still until the Ferellion had moved on. At least, that’s where he was when Hugh Knatt found him. Or so the story goes.” She shrugged, her expression dark. “Overnight, Russia went from being the biggest branch in the Order…to the smallest.”

For a moment, they both fell quiet. Jude felt her heart working in overdrive again. Six months ago, she’d had no idea that monsters like that could even exist. Now, she knew they not only existed, but occasionally wiped out entire teams of trained monster hunters.

Logan had tried to warn her, of course. She’d given her any number of opportunities to back out, to go another way. In fact, Jude was certain that if she asked, Logan would give her leave to turn her back on all of this.

And she was equally certain that she never would.

“What happened next?”

“Ah, yes. So, Knatt and Logan found the remains of the expedition, and Knatt discovered the only Adept who survived. And then the Ferellion attacked again.”

Jude managed not to gasp, but she did feel another shiver run down her spine. She couldn’t help but imagine what it would be like to come face-to-face with the beast that had just killed almost twenty well-trained, well-armed men.

“Maybe it had just been lying in wait. Waiting for its chance to see if more were coming. Or maybe it had gone rabid, killing out of impulse instead of hunting for prey. What we do know is that it came back, and it attacked Knatt and Logan. This Ferellion had just killed an entire party of experienced soldiers, leaving only the one it couldn’t sense. But Knatt and Logan survived. They were just two contractors, no formal Order training to speak of, and they showed up and slaughtered it. To this day, speculation abounds as to how they managed to pull it off.

“After that, as far the Order was concerned, they had an open contract option with them. Up until Mr. Logan, uh, retired, they were considered official partners of the Order of Shadows.” She glanced up at the portrait again. “They both received the Shield of Morgana. Hugh Knatt’s got a painting, too.”

Jude looked up at the painting and tried to imagine that version of Charles Logan, side-by-side with a younger Knatt, traversing some snowy hellscape in her mind’s version of Siberia.

“Hey,” said Eliana, her tone considerably lighter than it had been only a moment before, “I don’t know about you, but I’m getting hungry. What are you feeling?”

“Uh, yeah. Yeah, I guess I’m hungry, too.”

“Let’s get you some breakfast then, shall we?”

Ten minutes later, Jude stood in the middle of yet another dining hall, clutching a warm cup of spicy chai, letting its comforting aroma waft over her. Carrying the tray with their breakfasts on it, Eliana led her over to a tall two-person table under one of the giant windows that overlooked the rolling grounds around the building. Jude tried to retrace all her steps to figure out which direction they were facing, but she couldn’t do it. They were somewhere, and that was all she could say.

Wherever they were, she had to admit she enjoyed the view. Trees dotted the rolling hills before them, their leaves turning all kinds of fiery shades. The perfectly manicured lawns were still a pristine green, of course. Jude wondered how much of it was real and how much of it was an illusion, conjured by some centuries-old letha cast whose secrets had been lost to time. Still, it was beautiful. When Jude looked at it, she felt like she’d been transported in time and space, either to the English countryside in another century, or somewhere else equally idyllic, romantic, and alien.

“Kinda looks like a golf course, doesn’t it?” said Eliana, following her gaze with narrowed eyes. “Like a very nice, boring golf course. Well-kept and shiny.”

“Oh. I—I was just thinking that it looked kinda pretty, but—”

“Ah, sorry!” said Eliana quickly, a pained expression crossing her face. “You’re right, actually. It’s—this is a beautiful place, it is, and I didn’t mean to offend—”

“No, I’m not—I mean, you would know better than I would, anyway.”

“No, I wouldn’t.” Eliana shook her head and gave Jude a sorrowful look. “I’m sorry. You’re right, it’s beautiful. Look, I…I kind of hate the Summit, to be honest. I hate the way this whole place changes, whipping itself up into a frenzy just so we can cater to some wealthy donors who have no idea what real Adepts come up against every day, no idea what battle is really like.” She nodded toward the window. “When I look out there right now, all I can see is how different it is. From how it normally looks, I mean.”

“How is it different?”

“Normally, the grounds are covered in obstacle courses and training pits, and, you know, people training in them. But we have to hide all that from the precious donors, who are apparently so fragile they can’t even see a hint of the blood and sweat that goes into making the world a safer place. And then they get here, and they just treat the place like it’s an extra-exclusive holiday resort, and hell, why shouldn’t they? We practically tell them that it is.” She slumped back in her chair, looking dejected. “It just feels like such a lie to me. Plus, I hate training in the basement.”

Jude cracked a small smile and nodded.

“I get that,” she said. “Logan’s got a whole course set up at the estate. She likes training outside, too.”

Eliana’s eyes lit up again, a hint of joy ruining her grim expression.

“See, that’s exactly why I was so excited when I got assigned to her party—your party. You guys aren’t just dumb, naïve tourists—you’re all practically Adepts yourselves.”

Jude chuckled, imagining the rage on Logan’s face if she could hear herself being compared so favorably to members of the Order.

“I wouldn’t let Logan hear you say that, if I were you,” she said carefully, sipping her tea. The aromatic beverage warmed her down to her bones.

“She…she doesn’t like me, does she?”

Jude took more time than she needed to finish her drink, then cleared her throat.

“Who, Logan?”

“Yeah, Logan. I have no idea what I did to piss her off, but I definitely get the feeling that she hates me.”

“Uh, it’s not you,” said Jude, only partially lying. “Logan is…not as fond of the Order as her father was.”

“Oh. Really?” Eliana blinked, looking genuinely surprised. “Huh. I guess I’ve never met anyone who didn’t at least appreciate what we do before. But I guess since she’s a fighter, too, it’s not like she needs us the same way….Huh.” She paused and drank from her own cup, full of a liquid Jude didn’t recognize. “Well, I don’t totally get it, but…I guess I’d prefer that be the truth than have her hate me directly.”

Jude smiled and said nothing. Eliana smiled back, then glanced back down at their food tray, as if she’d forgotten it was there.

“We’d better eat already,” she said, sitting up straight once more. “There’s a demo starting at the top of the next hour that I want to show you.”

“Great,” said Jude, happy to move past the topic of Logan, and whatever half-truths she might be forced to tell about her.

“Thanks for telling me that, by the way,” said Eliana, catching her eye. “You’re a nice person, Miss Jude Li.”

For the second time that morning, Jude felt her face flush.

“Uh, no problem,” she said shyly. “And, uh…you’re not so bad yourself.”

She felt a funny contentment settle over her as she finished her breakfast, and she had a feeling it came from something more than her warming tea.


Chapter Twenty-One
Running the Gauntlet

The morning of the tournament, Logan woke at a decent hour. She pushed herself into a number of asanas, and once her blood was sufficiently flowing again, she strapped her secreted-in weapons to her legs and torso, then pulled on her usual black pants, sports bra, and long-sleeved black shirt, and went out into the small common room.

“You’re up!” said Jude, nearly jumping out of her seat. She was already fully dressed, down to her brightly colored sneakers. “Are you coming to the tournament with me?”

Logan wiped a weary hand across her face and shook out her hair. She glanced over at Knatt in the other armchair, also fully dressed and drinking his morning tea.

“I take it you’re just doing more lectures today?” she said.

He nodded silently, his eyes never moving from the book laying open in his lap.

“I suppose one of us should go,” she said, somewhat reluctantly. “When does it start?”

“Not sure, so we should probably just go now,” said Jude, this time actually rising from her seat and heading toward the door. She had spent almost her entire day with Eliana the day before, so Logan was under no illusion about why she was so eager to get going.

“Fine, fine,” she mumbled, shoving her feet into the boots sitting by her door. She grabbed her jacket, too, patting the hidden pocket carrying three letha-amenable powders. She didn’t plan to use them, but she liked knowing they were there.

Giving Knatt a wave as she shut the door, Logan followed Jude into the corridor beyond. They walked in silence for a few minutes, though Logan could practically feel Jude’s excitement rolling off her in waves. Then she stopped short, recognizing a hallway entrance to their right that would bring her to the small kitchen where she had procured more coffee the day before.

“I’ll catch up with you in a minute,” she called, as Jude accelerated away from her. She saw her falter in her steps and added, “Getting coffee. Don’t worry, I can find my way.”

Jude gave a wave and kept going, while Logan headed toward her goal. Within minutes, she was carrying a piping hot paper cup in her hands, adding a dash of cream at the prep station, and heading back out into the hall. Just the feel of the warmth that spread through her fingers gave her a sense of peace.

She turned back down the hallway she and Jude had been passing through before her detour and headed in what she believed was the right direction. Ten minutes later, she had drunk about half her coffee and was feeling more awake, but she still hadn’t quite found her destination. Cursing herself in frustration, she paused beside a doorway and reached into her jacket pocket for the map of the events.

She had just figured out where she was in relation to the tournament when she heard a voice from the corridor beyond.

“If you would only give me a chance to explain—”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Volkov, but rules are rules, you know.”

Immediately, Logan pressed her body against the wall and stilled her muscles, straining to hear every word that floated to her through the doorway. The first man who’d spoken had an accent so slight she couldn’t quite identify it. The second simply sounded American.

“Yes, I understand this, and I respect it, I do, but—”

“No ‘but,’ Mr. Volkov. I must confiscate this in accordance with our policy; there can be no negotiation on this matter. If you wish to file a complaint, one of our Novices can be summoned to take it down, and I will ensure it finds a way to Mr. Atherton.”

“But—I—”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Volkov.”

“I—oh, all right. Fine, yes, I will…I will bring it up with Atherton, I suppose. Do what you must, then.”

“Thank you, sir. And good day to you.”

Logan heard more footsteps and took a quick, silent step away from the wall, pulling her map up in front of her face and posing as if she had been studying it the whole time. After a moment, a gray-robed Order member rushed past her, barely even glancing her way before he was gone. Logan watched him slip around a corner, and then, on a sudden impulse, she placed her coffee on the floor and took a step to look down the hallway he had just exited.

Standing in the middle of the corridor with a slightly bereft, helpless look on his face was a tall, white man with white-blond hair and a slightly familiar face. After a moment, Logan realized he was the man Sasha had claimed was looking at her during the opening feast. He glanced up right as she made the connection.

“I suppose you heard all of that, didn’t you?” he asked, equal parts forlorn and flirtatious. Now that she knew his surname and she could hear him a little better, she hazarded a guess that the accent was Russian. “No point in pretending that you did not, is there?”

“Can’t say I know what it was about,” Logan answered, allowing her own voice to echo his ambiguous flirtatiousness. She took a few steps forward, bringing herself into the hallway with him.

He gave a dry laugh. “Oh, it was only about a precious family heirloom and all of the goddamn fucking rules in this goddamn fucking place. What else would it be?”

“What was the heirloom?”

“Ah, that would be—well, cards on the table, I suppose. It is an obsidian blade.”

Logan raised an eyebrow at him. A true obsidian blade, strong enough to be passed down through multiple generations while retaining its utility, would be an incredibly powerful letha object.

“You really thought they wouldn’t confiscate something like that?”

“Well, no,” he shrugged sheepishly. “To be honest, I just did not think I would get caught.”

Logan crossed her arms and gave him a serious look.

“So, what exactly did you intend to do with an obsidian blade? Inside the headquarters of the Order of Shadows, no less.”

Volkov shrugged, his expression sheepish.

“Not much,” he replied. “I just prefer to keep it with me. It is…a comfort in an unfamiliar setting, you know?” He glanced at her expression, which remained unchanged. “Listen, if you do not believe me, I understand. But even if I had planned for something with the blade…the Order has very cleverly put my evil plans to a halt, yes?”

Logan let out a noise that was half scoff and half laugh, then she took another step forward and slowly unfolded one arm to stretch out her hand. She kept her eyes trained on his face, watching his reaction to her.

“Logan,” she said.

A surprised smile appeared on his features, and he took her hand and shook it.

“Casimir Volkov,” he said. “But you may call me Cas.”

“Nice to meet you, Cas,” she said. She kept the uncertainty she felt out of her voice, allowing him to hear friendliness instead.

“I have seen you before.” He said it almost like a question, as if he were asking permission.

Logan straightened up her spine and nodded. “In the dining hall the other day, yes. I…saw you, too.” She kept her voice as neutral as she could.

“You are not…you are not the Logan, are you?” He cocked his head to the side as he studied her, as if somehow simply examining her might give him his answer.

“I’m afraid you’re going to have to be more specific than that.”

“You are the one they were all talking about,” he said with a mischievous smile. “A bit of a thorn in the Order’s side, are you not? One might even call you famous, I think.”

First Blake, now this guy. What is it with this place?

“Doesn’t anyone own a television anymore?” Logan asked out loud, then sighed. “Look, I’m not famous. If I had to guess, I’d say that absolutely nothing you’ve heard about me is true.”

Casimir Volkov just smiled.

“If you are not famous, then why should I have heard anything about you at all, hm?”

She let out a slow, even breath.

“I guess you wouldn’t,” she answered, her voice sounding far breezier than she felt. “I’m probably not the right Logan, anyway. There’s practically a million of us, you know?” She forced a shrug, crossing her arms over her chest once more.

“I see that I have offended you,” said Volkov, inclining his head respectfully. “This was not my intention. Tell me, what may I do to ameliorate my misstep?”

Logan could have laughed at him. Instead, she shook her head.

“Forget about it,” she said, shrugging. “I already have.”

“You are quite gracious.”

“Right. Well, I’d better be going. It was nice meeting you, Mr. Volkov. I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

“Please, call me Cas,” answered Volkov. “And I certainly do hope we shall see each other again, before all this is over.”

“Count on it.”

Without another word, Logan turned away from him and strode out of the hall. Though she had no real reason to suspect Casimir Volkov of anything more than owning an impressive object and failing to sneak it into the Summit, she figured she might as well keep an eye on him whenever she could.

She made sure to pick up her coffee as she went on her way again.

Before long, she found herself walking down the long hallway that led to the doors she’d been searching for. Unhelpfully, she finally saw a sign pointing her in the right direction, placed merely a few feet from the intended doors.

Great work, guys. That’ll help maybe four people.

She pulled her jacket tighter around herself, took a bracing drink, and stepped through the large, arching doors.

As she placed her foot onto the first step of the sweeping staircase beyond, she could already hear the echoes coming from the crowd below. By the time she was halfway down, the crowd’s sounds were punctuated by high-pitched metallic clangs.

Swords? she wondered, picking up her pace. With each step, the temperature seemed to drop the tiniest bit. Before she stepped out into the arena, she took one last fortifying gulp of coffee, then disposed of the empty cup in the nearest receptacle.

The last corner she rounded introduced her to a wall of sound. She had entered into a massive chamber beneath the main building, with a large arched ceiling and a steeply curving floor lined with rows and rows of seats, intersected by slim sets of stairs to lead between them. By her estimate, nearly 500 people populated the rows below, and every single one of them was standing as they rapturously watched the match before them. Just as Logan had guessed on the stairs, the two fighters down on the platform bore swords.

As she stepped toward the nearest pathway to the center, a young man in robes with one red sleeve approached her solicitously.

“Name of your party, please?”

“Logan,” she answered, sincerely hoping that, for once, her name wouldn’t strike recognition in a random stranger.

She seemed to get her wish. His face was blank as he glanced down at the clipboard in his hand.

“Oh, uh, you’ve been assigned to Blake,” he said with some surprise. “That means you’re in a box, then. Well, follow me.”

He led her around the circular path along the wall, all the way to the far side. Pillars had been set at regular intervals between the path and the uppermost row of seats, but Logan could see the crowd pretty well in between them. Long before they actually reached the so-called box, she spied Jude standing in the very front row in a small, walled-off section. The stone walls gave her something of a birth, leaving her standing alone, ever so slightly separated from the rest of the crowd.

A perfect place to get spied on, though Logan. Not a great place to do much spying yourself.

Nevertheless, she let the young man in red sleeves led her onward. Before long, she had descended the stairs and entered the front row, stepping through a small, metal gate that the young man opened for her. Then he closed it, and she tried very hard not to feel like she had just stepped into a cage.

“You made it!” exclaimed Jude, her excitement evident on her face. “Isn’t this amazing?”

Logan turned to look at the match playing out before them. To her surprise, Eliana Blake stared back at her, a sword gripped loosely in her hand. After one full second, Logan took in the other form on the dais and realized that Blake was actually staring at her opponent, who stood merely a few feet in front of their position.

“It’s certainly something,” she answered, keeping all evidence of her momentary shock out of her voice. She did her best to take a survey of the rest of the arena, but as she’d suspected, her proximity to the heavily lit stage, combined with the relative darkness of the stands, made it extremely difficult to take in much beyond the match.

And then, of course, there was the duel. Logan focused her eyes back on the platform and watched Blake advance on her opponent, expertly deflecting his first blow before executing her own. Her blade found its target, glancing off his arm and drawing blood. The crowd swelled a gasp as one, immediately underlining her opponent’s predicament.

He tried again, but this time his aim was sloppier and weaker; Blake seemed to exert no effort at all as she side-stepped him, watching him stumble to the right and nearly fall. She gave a quick smile before twirling on him, using the flat side of her blade to knock his sword right out of his limp hand. In an instant, she was on him, grabbing a wrist to twist behind his back while she held her sword to his throat.

“Yield!” her unnamed opponent cried. “I yield!”

From somewhere out of sight in the far corners of the chamber, a loud gong sounded, signifying the end of the match. Blake’s smile broadened with satisfaction, and she took a quick step back as thunderous applause slowly filled the room. Blake dropped her sword and stretched out her hand, which her opponent promptly shook.

A man in blue-lined black robes ascended the platform. As he approached the fighters, they turned to him and dropped to their knees.

“Novice Eliana Blake is the winner,” he announced, though his voice came out of his mouth at an impossible volume. Logan couldn’t immediately tell if this was due to a cast or a hidden microphone. “She will move on to the next stage of the tournament. Novice Steven Haim has been defeated with honor. He will take his vows with distinction at the closing ceremonies this evening. Novice Haim, please exit the arena.”

The boy took a deep bow before stepping down from the stage to the south and walking up the long, narrow steps to the southern exit.

“The next match will begin in five minutes. Novice Tara Moore and Novice Jacob Thompson, please begin your approach.”

At his words, Eliana Blake turned northward and walked over to a small door coming out of the center of the stands on the side. Logan guessed that was where all the fighters went to wait for their next turn. Within a few minutes, she was proven right as the next two students came out from that same door.

During the brief recess between duels, Logan stepped back as far as she comfortably could inside their four stone walls and did her best to look around. Their box contained two benches, each wide enough to seat at least three people. A quick glance in either direction told Logan that their box was hardly an outlier. Each walled-off section appeared to host roughly a third to half of its capacity, while the stands just behind swelled with people clamoring for a better and better view.

“You didn’t miss much,” Jude told her, her own gaze never straying far from the doorway through which Blake had disappeared. “The first part of the fight was basically the same as the second.”

“Blake’s a capable swordsman,” said Logan tersely, eyes still sweeping the crowd. “Seems she’d be a formidable opponent.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” Jude answered absently, her attention elsewhere. “Pretty cool, huh?”

Logan gave a noncommittal grunt in return and forced her attention back to the platform as the next set of duelists got ready.

She watched the next fight with markedly less interest, barely even taking note of the winner. As the pair after them began to get ready, and Logan realized that Blake probably wouldn’t resurface for a little while yet, she decided to run out and get another coffee. This time, she walked along the half of the perimeter that her guide earlier hadn’t taken her, and she took her time, getting as thorough a lay of the land as she could while she passed along the last row of seats. The arena certainly wasn’t filled to capacity, but by her estimate, more than half of the Summit’s attendees appeared to be in the room watching the tournament, and it was early yet. She imagined more people would file in as the day progressed, and the fighters dwindled down to their last numbers.

On her way back, she waved off the various red sleeves who tried to guide her to her seat and made a full circle around the room, before doubling back and finally returning to the box with Jude. She had nearly finished her second coffee when Eliana Blake walked back out through the northern doors, to thunderous applause from the stands. For the briefest moment, she appeared taken aback by her reception—then she smiled broadly and raised her sword up to the crowd, like a practiced gladiator.

As Blake raised her sword and took in the ever-increasing enthusiasm of her audience, Logan zeroed her attention in on her, curious to see if the energy and agility she’d displayed in the first match would hold through a second.

Blake’s next opponent was a slight, blonde white girl who entered the stage with a defiant smirk on her face. They took their places opposite each other and bowed as they were commanded. Then each took a fighting stance and waited for the opening gong.

As soon as the haunting, alien tone echoed through the chamber, the two duelists exploded into blurs of movement. The white girl was fast on her feet, far faster than Blake’s last conquest. She hardly stilled long enough for Blake to strike a definitive blow, and when Blake finally lunged at her, she sped instantly in the other direction, as if she’d read Blake’s mind. As Blake slashed at the empty air, she gave one short huff of frustration, then seemed to shake herself. When she leapt into battle again, Logan noticed a new, quick sharpness to her movements, as if she had instantly adapted herself to her opponent’s style.

A funny thing happened as Logan watched Blake swirl and slash at her opponent once more: her mind wiped away her face and defining features and replaced them with the form-concealing jacket and the stone mask of the Wolf.

She had always assumed that the Wolf was male, but what evidence did she have to support that assumption? Only the words of the boys who had blindly followed an unknown, and perhaps unseen, master. Regardless of the Wolf’s true gender, wouldn’t it have suited them to claim maleness? Each of the boys Logan had faced had been dismissive of women, even hateful toward them. And when Logan had seen the Wolf, they had been wearing a mask…

All of a sudden, she felt a renewed interest in the match playing out before her. Was there any chance she was watching the very same sword-fighter who had given her such a run for her money over the summer? Or was the expert swordsmanship before her merely a coincidence?

Would be nice if I’d ever been to one of these before, I suppose, she thought absently. Is it always a swordfight tournament? Knatt’s always made it sound like they train in everything but eira….

She made a note to ask Knatt at the end of the day.

Despite herself, Logan stayed to watch the entire tournament. Jude maintained her enthusiasm all day, and even seemed to double-down on it when they stepped outside for lunch, making sure that they weren’t about to miss Blake’s next fight, of course. Logan kept to her self-imposed high-protein, low-carb diet with another fish filet and a small side of brown rice, while Jude ordered a giant pretzel and cheese sauce.

“Eliana introduced me to these,” Jude explained as Logan did her best to keep from raising an eyebrow at her food. “The kitchen here is amazing, isn’t it?”

“Indeed, it is,” said Logan.

The people behind the walk-up window they’d found handed them their orders in neat little to-go containers and pointed out that the seats in the boxes came with fold-out tables. So, once their orders passed over the threshold and into their hands, they made their way immediately back into the arena.

This place is ridiculous, Logan thought as she placed her elegant to-go order on the small desk that folded out of her seat. Before her, on the dais, a new pair of students flew at each other with reckless abandon.

The second half of the day passed in much the same manner as the first. To no one’s surprise, Eliana made it to the final round—the very last match. Of course, before the last match started, the tournament held its one true intermission—half an hour of break time stood between the second-to-last match and the last. Logan assumed the purpose of this was dramatic effect. The Order seemed determined to put on a show.

She was a bit surprised when Eliana Blake decided to use her break to come out onto the dais, locate Jude and Logan in the crowd, and make a beeline for them. Jude stood up from her seat to greet her, and Logan reluctantly followed suit.

“Hey, guys!” she said excitedly, boundless energy coming off her in waves. A towel hung loosely around her neck, and she used one end to pat her face as she stood over them. “Been a pretty good day so far, huh?”

“It’s been amazing!” Jude gushed. “Are you ready for your last match? Are you nervous?”

Blake gave a perfectly calibrated twinkly laugh and said, “Oh, I’m just trying not to think about it. How about you, Logan? Like what you see?”

Logan pursed her lips, giving herself a moment to think before she responded.

“It certainly has been a show,” she answered noncommittally. “Have you been practicing long?”

“Feels like forever,” said Blake, almost sheepishly. “But I guess it’s really only been about two years, give or take.”

“You seem like quite the natural,” said Logan, crossing her arms over her chest as she smiled.

“I don’t know about that.” Eliana shook her head dismissively. “Some people only train when they’re required to train. But some of us train every second we can, you know? Makes a difference, after a while.”

“That can’t leave you with a lot of free time.” Logan kept her eyes glued to Blake’s face, ready to catch the slightest admission, the slightest clue that any of her exterior might be a lie.

“It doesn’t,” answered Blake with a simple shrug. “But hey, who needs a social life, right?”

Logan felt the corner of her mouth twitch but quickly beat it down.

“Sounds like you’ve got it figured out. Well, I’m rooting for you, Blake. Best of luck in the final round.”

She thrust out her hand toward Blake, who took it with no hesitation.

“Means a lot coming from you, ma’am,” Blake said, then paused, looking slightly stricken. “Or, uh—sir—I mean—”

“Logan is fine,” said Logan with a tight smile, her hand still held fast by the younger, sweatier woman.

“Right, Logan. Uh, thank you, Logan.”

Logan nodded with a certain finality as she pulled her hand back. Blake echoed her nod, gave a nervous laugh, and waved brightly at Jude before turning away from them and marching back toward the door on the far side of the dais.

As she went, Logan imagined the Wolf before her, facing her down with sword in hand. She pictured where the mask’s eye line had met hers, and then she pictured meeting Eliana Blake’s eye line, the last time they had stood face-to-face on even ground.

Was it just her imagination, or were those two heights exactly the same?

 

 

Logan ended up missing Blake’s final match, though it was through no fault of her own. She was sitting in the box with Jude, waiting for the fight to begin, when she sensed a disturbance in the crowd behind them. Turning around, she caught sight of a hooded figure taking the long path down toward them. A growing number of people in the stands began to notice her and whisper: she bore the silver cloak lining of the Twelve Seers.

Logan stood just as she reached their box. Though she didn’t pull back her hood, she was close enough that Logan could visually identify her. She was a white, middle-aged woman with shoulder-length brown hair, sun-kissed skin, and serious eyes. Logan recognized her from the opening ceremonies.

“Miss Henrietta Logan,” she said, a faint French accent informing her pronunciation, “might I ask that you come with me, please?”

Logan took a step forward, but not far enough to cross the threshold of the box.

“If you’ll tell me where we’re going,” she said, her tone polite, her voice low enough to avoid eavesdropping. “And why.”

“Of course,” the figured answered, inclining her head. “The High Prophet requests a private meeting with you. Should you accept, I am here to take you to his office.”

For a fraction of a second, Logan found herself rooted to the spot. She had never spoken to James Atherton in person. It was her understanding that he rarely ever met with non-Order members.

That meant she might not get another chance like this.

“Lead the way.”


Chapter Twenty-Two
High and False

By the time they were out of the arena, Logan was fairly certain she had remembered the French woman’s name, though she didn’t feel inclined to say so. She intended to keep even her most trivial of cards to herself.

“I didn’t catch your name,” she said carefully, as soon as they were out of earshot of the nearest red-sleeved guard.

“Marion Clément.”

She elaborated no further than that.

Logan did her best to keep her trepidation at bay as she followed behind the serious and silent Seer. As much as she had resigned herself to the necessity of the journey, she still didn’t quite know what to expect when they reached their destination. From Logan’s limited knowledge of the building’s layout, they seemed to be headed toward its very center.

The hallways they passed through were mostly empty and quiet. Logan guessed that by now, most people had left their other talks and demonstrations in order to catch the last fight of the Gauntlet.

What a convenient time to have a private meeting, Logan mused. At first, it had struck her as strange that Clément had found her in such a conspicuous way, but now it was starting to make more sense.

At long last, Clément led her up one final staircase, turned to the right, and stopped abruptly before a perfectly unobtrusive door. If Logan had been looking for Atherton’s office on her own, she never would have stopped here. Clément reached inside her robes and pulled out a plain gold key.

The door led them to yet another hallway—narrower than all the others and featuring only one other exit. The other door, at the far end of this particularly lonely corridor, had been painted a dull red. Logan no longer questioned whether Clément had brought them to the right place.

They continued in silence through the final stretch. When they reached the other end, Clément pulled out a second key, turned it in the lock, and pushed open the door.

If Logan had been prone to gasping, she might have done so. She was certain they had to be as near to dead center of the building as they could be, and yet the enormous office that now greeted her appeared to be filled with natural light, spilling into the room from the floor-to-ceiling windows on the far end. The room was nearly as large as the great room back at the estate, and the stone walls were rounded, making it one giant oval. On the far end, a short set of stairs led up to some kind of stage or altar, just beneath the large, ornate windows. A set of plain windows sat in the wall to her right, as well, which appeared to look out onto the rolling lawn behind the castle.

This was impossible, of course. Logan knew it had to be some kind of cast creating the illusion for her, but she had no idea what letha magic could have possibly done this.

After a brief moment of wonder, Logan took in the rest of the room. Between the door and the windows on the right stood a fireplace, currently cold. To her left, long rows of shelves lined the walls, so tall that a rolling ladder had been installed to get to the items at the top. The shelves held hundreds of books, as well as curious objects and letha implements, like phials of liquids and powders, and one large ox skull, protruding out of the tier that housed it. In front of the shelves stood a large stuffed feline creature on a stand, looking poised to attack. At first, Logan thought it was a leopard—until she noticed its second tail.

Just beyond the stuffed beast stood a tall, old-fashioned reading desk, with a book propped open to a page in the middle. She didn’t have time to make out the text, but she saw a symbol that tugged at her memory: a cross with three endings coming to a point, while the fourth one at the top stretched out longer, ended in a circle, and had a curving line bisecting it, almost like a pair of horns.

Across the room, James Atherton bent over his stone altar beneath the tall windows, his back to them. Between them stood a giant stone desk, oval-shaped like the room but perpendicular to it. Just before he shut the book he was pouring over, Logan caught a glimpse of a circular image, crisscrossed with curving, mazelike lines.

Logan felt her heart momentarily stop, but she made sure not to register any surprise or interest on her face. Beside her, Marion Clément strode deeper into the room.

Was he looking at an image of the Choronzon Key?

“Miss Logan is here to meet with you, High Prophet,” said Clément, with another bow of her head.

He turned to face them slowly, offering up a wide, self-satisfied smile.

“Henrietta Logan.” His every syllable dripped with smarm. “The shadow summoner herself—what an honor it is to finally meet you!”

He wore the same white robes he had donned for the opening ceremonies, and his black hair and matching goatee had been slicked down in the same off-putting style. He appeared to her like a man frozen in time.

Logan felt her right eyebrow raise of its own accord. Though Atherton had begun to climb down his short stairs to head in her direction, she came to a stop only a few feet into the room, her hands hanging loosely in her pockets.

“Forgive me if I find that a little hard to believe,” she said, letting a partial smile cross over her face. “My understanding of the Order tells me that you don’t have much respect for freelance casters. Until you need us for something, of course.”

Atherton’s smile failed to reach his eyes. She sensed danger there.

“I think your father might disagree with that.”

Logan’s gaze hardened.

“My father was a fool.”

At last, Atherton’s expression faltered.

“Your father was a great man,” he said, his tone still genial, even conciliatory. “The services he rendered to the Order can never truly be repaid. He saved a great many lives in his time.”

Logan shrugged her shoulders, hands still in her pockets. She turned away from Atherton and began to amble toward his shelves, letting her eyes roam the titles and the odd objects she found there.

“If you judge men solely by their good deeds, and take care to ignore their sins, then I suppose that’s true.” One hand reached out to trace the spine of the nearest book: Occult Wanderings for the Initiated. “I find it difficult to make such an accounting myself.”

Atherton turned his smile back on.

“Well, we need not dwell on the past. I asked you here to discuss the future.” He crossed over to the other side of the room, where the smaller, plainer set of windows were, and gestured toward the pair of stuffed armchairs that sat facing it. “Won’t you take a seat?”

Logan shrugged again and turned slowly from the shelves, taking her time to head over to him. Clément ushered past her and placed a pitcher of water on the low table between the chairs, then spirited away into the recesses of the room again.

Atherton took the chair on the left and motioned encouragingly for her to join him. With some reluctance, she did.

“Miss Logan, despite your perfectly understandable misgivings, I assure you, my aim here is for us to be friends. In fact, I was hoping you might even agree to become one of our partners—and that we might be able to compensate you appropriately for your efforts. I think you’ll find that a partnership with the Order will be quite beneficial to you. After all, we share a common enemy, do we not?”

Logan smiled. He’d reached his point, at last.

“You mean the Wolf.”

Atherton smiled, too.

“Yes. I’m glad we can speak plainly with each other.” He nodded toward Clément, who picked up a small stone tablet from the large, imposing desk she stood behind. With a wave of her hand, the row of windows before them darkened, turning into a smooth screen instead.

She waved her hand a second time, and the screen changed. Now it displayed an image of what appeared to be a street in a small town that looked strangely empty. After a moment, Logan realized it was actually full of people—only they were all dead.

“What is this?” She hadn’t exactly been expecting a slideshow of horror in the High Prophet’s office, though she couldn’t say she was surprised, either.

“This is the carnage the Wolf leaves behind.”

Clément changed slides. The new image seemed to be a closeup of the previous one, showcasing three bodies laying near a storefront. One of their hands still clutched the door handle, as if they had been killed trying to get inside.

Their chests had all been torn open.

“We are aware that you faced down a rekal over the summer,” said Atherton, while Clément pulled up the next slide. “And we are grateful for your service. What you’re looking at now…is what would have happened if you had not intervened.”

Logan stared into the empty eyes of a small child, staring out from the hood of her ruined overcoat. She’d known, intellectually, what rekals were capable of, but she’d never actually seen it.

“Someone summoned a rekal here?” she asked.

“Yes,” said Atherton. The slide changed again. “We found the summoner among the dead, so he was unable to provide us with a full explanation of what happened.”

On the window that was now a screen, one dead hand stretched outward, toward a carved flute laying uselessly a few feet away.

“You didn’t know this was happening?”

This time, it was Clément who spoke.

“Contrary to popular belief, we are not omniscient,” she said, her tone stern. “Nor are we all-powerful. We have ways of monitoring known casters, but we cannot monitor every person on the planet.”

“And, as we believe you already know, it would seem the Wolf prefers manipulating others into action, rather than acting on his own behalf. It makes it quite difficult to predict his movements. Nevertheless, we did come close to catching him, scarcely a week ago. Marion?”

Behind them, Clément waved her hand again. This time, the slide gave way to a video.

Another town Logan didn’t recognize shifted into focus. After a beat of empty skyline, the camera began to shake, accompanied by a rumbling noise. Someone walked in and out of view, and a moment later, the sky seemed to split down the middle. A giant column of light erupted out of the ground, bisecting the frame. Screams could be heard, coming from somewhere offscreen.

The footage jump-cut to a new image: the Wolf, standing twenty feet away, looking down at what appeared to be a corpse. Ever so slowly, the masked face lifted, turning to look right at the camera. It began to advance.

Another jump-cut interrupted the action, leaving the world suddenly tilted on its axis, as if the camera had been thrown sideways. Logan narrowed her eyes and turned her head to be sure of what she was seeing: in the left corner of the frame, an Order Adept lay slumped over, one hand reaching for something it would never grasp…

Far behind that, a misshapen beast sloped into frame. Spikes covered its hunched, hulking shoulders, and its legs and arms ended in talons. With a roar, it advanced upon the remaining townspeople, all fleeing in terror. The monster moved offscreen as it went after them, though their screams could still be heard.

After a beat, the camera shifted with a jarring lurch, picked up by an unseen force. When it came to a stop, a Wolf mask gazed into it, unblinking. Its permanent painted smile turned into a leer as it stared down the lens.

Then the footage cut out. Logan stifled an eyeroll. She’d known Atherton would try to manipulate her; she just hadn’t realized he’d be so blunt about it.

“You seem to have dropped a few frames here and there,” she said, her tone neutral.

“Edited for clarity, as well as good taste,” answered Atherton, a touch too easily.

“So, what actually happened there?”

“We sent a team to intercept the Wolf not two weeks ago.” He sounded as if he were reading off a script. “They were highly trained professionals, all. We were sure we’d gotten the drop on him at last; we got a tip from a trusted source that he would be there, and we had reason to believe that he wouldn’t anticipate our plan of attack. As you can see, we were wrong.”

“Did any of your team make it out?”

“Only the video survived.” Behind them, Clément waved her hand again and the screen dimmed. The low lighting on the walls came up, illuminating the room.

As Atherton spoke again, he took the opportunity to pour them each a glass of water. “So far, we have chosen to keep this information private, in the hope of preventing mass panic.”

Logan raised her right eyebrow as she took the glass from Atherton.

“Yes, god forbid people panic in the face of an unstoppable killer.”

“Panic would solve nothing,” said Atherton, waving his hand like it was nothing. Logan got the impression that he’d had this argument before. “We’re more interested in protecting people than we are in fear mongering.”

Fear mongering by telling the truth? Logan thought but didn’t say. There didn’t seem much point in saying it.

“How many people know about this?”

“The Twelve Seers are aware of the mission and its failure,” he said, his voice as smooth as water—almost as if he weren’t talking about death. “Outside of that…none but you.”

Logan nodded, keeping her face blank. She didn’t quite believe Atherton, nor did she believe he was telling her everything. He might claim the footage had only been edited for clarity and decency, but she was quite sure it had actually been edited to paint a very specific, and curated, picture.

There was a question she needed to ask, and she was certain that Atherton desperately wanted her to ask it. Nevertheless, it had to be done.

“Why me?”

At that, a cold smile unfurled on Atherton’s face. She didn’t like the look of it.

“It would seem the Wolf has a particular interest in you.”

Behind him, Clément opened up one of his desk drawers and pulled out something that looked like an evidence bag. She walked around the desk and handed it over to Logan, who put her glass back down on the table without having taken a single drink.

“We found this at an abandoned summoning site, during a case we suspected he was involved in.”

It was a piece of yellowing paper with a single sentence written on it. As Logan read, she felt a stone plummet through her body.

Tell me, False Prophet, have you given her my presents yet?

Logan’s gut reaction was to deny that the note was about her, but she quelled it. She knew it was about her. She knew the Wolf had his eye on her, whatever that meant. She’d known since the summer, when Kurt Redmond had all but told her.

There was no denying it.

“What presents?” she asked calmly. “Do you have them here?”

Atherton fixed her with a curious stare, like he was studying her. Eventually, he let out a long, slow breath.

“I believe so. We’ve uncovered various objects at illicit casting sites that would seem to be intended for you. The first one pinned down another note. Marion?”

Clément came back over from the desk, carrying two more clear plastic bags, which she passed to Logan. The first one held a note that read: Give the shadow summoner my love, won’t you?

The second bag held a perfectly flat, oval stone. A heart symbol had been carved into it.

“Just the one?”

Clément took the first three bags back, then brought her three new ones. Each of these contained a stone of roughly the same size and shape of the first. Each one had a heart carved right into the center.

She stared at them all for a moment, then rearranged them in her hands. In that order, it almost looked like the top part or the image was slowly flattening out, turning the heart into a teardrop.

Like the outline of the Choronzon Key.

Logan carefully kept her face void of any hint of recognition or surprise. She passed the stones back to Clément as impassively as she could.

“You’re sure these came from the Wolf?”

“We are.” He offered no further explanation than that.

Logan nodded, mulling this over. Based on her own experience with the Wolf, she didn’t doubt that he would want to taunt the Order, even Atherton himself, with their inability to catch him.

He knew you’d come. That was what Kurt had said. The Wolf had targeted her somehow. And he’d taunted her, too: the town he’d lured her to was called Wolf Creek, after all.

Her real question was whether they knew, or suspected, that he’d been surveilling her somehow—that he knew how to predict her movements somehow. And there were hints he knew more than that.

But if they didn’t know, she wasn’t going to tell them.

“What else do you know?” she asked.

Atherton gave a small sigh and settled back into his chair.

“We think he uses online networks to recruit and manipulate,” he said, sounding weary. “Which would suggest he’s not much of a traditionalist. We’ve tried to use that to find him, but as soon as we zero in on a network he’s using, it seems to vanish wholesale into nothing, as if it had never been. As if he had never been.” For a moment, Atherton’s relaxed spine almost seemed to slouch. “We can’t even be sure any of his acolytes have ever seen him in person. He’s a ghost.”

Logan chose not to tell him she had met the Wolf in person.

It was time to get to the heart of the matter.

“So. What do you want from me?”

“Your cooperation, of course.”

“My cooperation with what?”

“We won’t ask much of you,” said Atherton, his voice an empty promise of reassurance. “We only ask that you stay to the end of the Summit and attend a few of the more exclusive meetings that will be held over the next few days. That would hardly require a change in your plans, would it? Some might even consider it an honor.”

Logan frowned.

“I didn’t come here to earn my participation badge.”

“And yet, here you are.” He shook his head gently. “Don’t think of it as earning a badge. Think of it as…doing your best to help everyone you can. That’s all we want, too, you know—to help people. If you don’t want that, then…why did you come?”

Logan sighed.

“Just so we’re clear…I haven’t ruled out the possibility that the Wolf might be one of you. One of your Adepts…or one of your Seers.”

She declined to name names, though she had a few in mind.

Clément stepped toward them again and nodded solemnly.

“Neither have we,” she said.

In the still-dim light of this outlandishly large office, Atherton looked otherworldly. He had the aspect of a businessman, with the wardrobe of a wizard. She supposed he was a little of both.

“I need to say this, even if you don’t want to hear it,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “You might have played right into the Wolf’s hands.” She watched Atherton’s strange blank eyes as she spoke. “I think he plans to attack during the Summit.”

Atherton cracked another smile that failed to reach his cold eyes.

“That,” he said, “is precisely what we are hoping for.”


Chapter Twenty-Three
Blind Leading

Logan hissed her next breath.

“You’re hoping he will attack?”

“We’re hoping to bring him out into the open,” said Atherton, self-satisfied as ever. “We believe it’s our best chance to gain the upper hand, as it were.”

Her hand came up to pinch the bridge of her nose, though she doubted anything could keep the oncoming headache at bay.

“You won’t gain the upper hand,” she said, exasperated. “Whatever you think your plan is, his plan will be better. You’ll fail.”

“We underestimated him before, it’s true.” Atherton bowed his head in acknowledgement, then looked Logan right in the eyes. “But we’ve learned from our mistakes. And with the shadow summoner on our side, I believe we can prevail.”

A few things clicked into place in Logan’s head. Atherton uttered the name shadow summoner like a taunt, but it belied his true intent: he was begging for her help. Despite his airs, she was the crux of his plan.

So, I already know it’s a piss-poor plan, she thought, shaking her head.

She thought about Knatt and Jude, Sasha and Alexei. All the people she cared about, made into bait without their knowledge or consent. And now Atherton begged for her complicity.

“You’ve endangered quite a lot of people on a very thin hope,” she said.

“Most of them were already in danger, whether they knew it or not. More would be killed if we did nothing.”

“Who else knows about this?”

“Those who need to know, do.”

The arrogance in the room staggered her.

“I could tell them,” she said. “There’s nothing stopping me from walking out of here right now and warning everyone here that you’ve lined them all up like lambs for the slaughter.”

That now-familiar empty smile crossed Atherton’s face.

“I suppose you could,” he said. “And if the Wolf were to hear you, then you’d be giving away our primary advantage in one fell swoop.”

A part of her knew he was right. Even if she told everyone now, if the Wolf was already here, if his plan was already in motion—

“I can’t let you do this,” she said, doing her best to keep her sense of defeat out of her voice.

“But how can you stop it? Who would believe you? That’s the trouble being independent, you see. Your word has only the weight of one person. Ours has the weight of many.” He was smug in his certainty. “How many more do you think will die, if you choose to speak?”

She could hardly abide how pleased he was with himself. He had her cornered, and they both knew it.

“Fine,” she said, through gritted teeth. “I’ll play your game. But I’m letting you know, right here and now, that you’re making a mistake. You’re not going to catch the Wolf by surprise. He’s been three steps ahead of you this whole time, and there’s no reason to think that’s not true now.”

Clément cleared her throat.

“The council of Seers will converge tomorrow,” said Clément. “In a closed-door meeting, we shall propose our next step, and we shall put it to a vote. As a show of our good faith, we invite you to attend. You may bring your partner, if you wish.”

Logan sighed, then stood up from her chair.

“Yeah, I’ll be there. I love a good train wreck.”

With that, she left.

 

 

To nobody’s surprise, Eliana Blake won her last match, and the tournament, with ease. Logan got back to the arena right before it ended, but instead of making her way back to the box with Jude, she held back, scanning the room for a very particular familiar face. It didn’t take her long to spot the mint green blazer in the sea of dark, muted colors.

She didn’t approach him in the crowd. Instead, she waited for him to get up, converse for a few moments with his seat partner, and turn away from the stage, eventually heading up the stairs toward an exit. It wasn’t strictly necessary, but she went ahead and closed her eyes, calling the shadow to her. Within moments, she was nearly invisible to the naked eye.

Thank god the Order never figured out how to block eira casting, she thought to herself. It felt deeply satisfying to cast right under their noses, knowing they couldn’t do a single thing about it.

With her summon keeping her hidden, she followed Alexei silently, through the winding halls of the castle headquarters. Eventually they turned a corner into a particularly wide corridor, with numbers on each of the doors. They were back in the guest residences. Logan was unsurprised to note that Alexei appeared to have snagged fancier accommodations than she had.

She watched him disappear behind a door, then waited a full minute. She knew she couldn’t hide how she’d found him, but she wanted to give him a moment to collect himself.

It was possible, of course, that she was just stalling.

Eventually she let go of the cast. Several seconds after that, she crossed over to his door and knocked.

For the briefest moment when he opened the door, his expression was reassuringly blank. Then he took her in, and a haze of confusion and anger and something else she couldn’t name overcame him.

“You followed me.”

“I did. I’m sorry about that.” She studied his face for a moment, all too aware of the vulnerable uncertainty on her own. “And I’m even sorrier that I have to ask you this, but can I please come inside?”

Alexei pursed his lips, gave a quick nod, and took a step back, allowing her entrance. He closed the door after her.

“Is there anyone else here?” she asked.

Alexei sighed in irritation.

“Not at the moment, no.”

“Good,” she said, easily glossing over the bulk of his words. As she turned to face him, she did her best to turn her face into a mask of professional detachment. “I just had a meeting with the High Prophet. Not only is he aware that the Wolf might attack during the Summit, he’s hoping he will. He’s harboring the insane notion that he will somehow catch the Wolf off guard, and I’d say it’s a fair bet that he doesn’t much care who gets caught in the crossfire.” She took a breath, trying her best not to be bothered by the possibility that Alexei might still be too angry to hear her. “You should leave this place. Immediately.”

Alexei blinked at her.

“You want me to leave?”

“It’s not safe here. I’m going to tell the others to leave, too.”

“But you’re going to stay?”

Logan pursed her lips, biting back the urge to lie.

“Probably, yes.” She felt Alexei’s scrutinizing gaze on her, but she held steady. “But you should go. You don’t owe it to James Atherton to die for his stupid plan.”

The look in his eyes reminded her irresistibly of that last moment in his apartment, before he’d shut the door in her face. She was even surer now that she didn’t really know what was going on behind his eyes.

“But you do?” he asked, his eyebrows raised in question.

Logan glanced to the side, suddenly even more uncomfortable. Why wasn’t he yelling at her? Why did his voice sound soft, instead of angry?

“I owe it to everyone else.” A part of her hated this open honestly, but she was determined not to lie to him anymore. “Most of the attendees here won’t believe me if I tell them they’re in danger. The Order Adepts aren’t going to break ranks from the leadership, and the donors believe every single thing that comes out of Atherton’s mouth. I have no authority here.” She shrugged. “I can’t even get you to believe me.”

“I believe you.” Logan let herself meet his gaze again. His expression was hard, but less hostile than she expected. “But if I go, you should go, too.”

Logan sighed. She didn’t want to go down this road, but more than that, she wanted Alexei to be safe.

“Come on,” she said, lowering her voice and trying to sound as delicate as possible. “You know it’s different for me.”

“You mean I know that you’re different.”

Logan took in a slow breath.

“Yes. That’s what I mean.”

Alexei shook his head.

“I’m not sure I know any such thing,” he said. “You’re still a person, aren’t you?”

Logan felt a funny flicker somewhere in the vicinity of her stomach. The words sounded so close to what she wanted to hear, but a part of her couldn’t help but think that he asked the question genuinely, not rhetorically.

She let out an exhausted sigh.

“I’m harder to kill than you are, okay? I’m harder to kill than most people. And that’s what matters right now.”

Alexei’s gaze narrowed.

“Please tell me you haven’t convinced yourself that the Wolf wouldn’t kill you.” He crossed his arms over his chest as he stared her down. “Just because you got away from him before—”

“I have no idea if he wants to kill me,” she said, shaking her head. “I only know he’d have a pretty hard time doing it. Okay?”

Alexei let his gaze drop and shook his head.

“If you say so.” He ran a hand through his head, glancing at the door behind her. “Look, I’ve got to get ready for tonight, and you’ve got other people to warn, don’t you?”

Logan felt her heart drop through her stomach. She’d expected him to dismiss her pretty quickly, but that didn’t make it any easier to take.

Respect his space, she told herself. You owe him that much.

“Right,” she said, taking a step toward the door. “Well. Remember what I said. And…maybe I’ll see you later.”

She turned around before he could respond, pulled open the door, and shot out into the hallway.

She had already reached the end of the corridor before her preternaturally good hearing picked up on the soft click of his door closing behind her.

 

 

Perhaps owing to the brevity of her conversation with Alexei, as well as her desire to speed away from him as fast as she could without giving away her inhumanity to passersby, Logan managed to beat her party back to the suite. She blinked around the empty room for a while, then remembered that the Gauntlet Ball would be happening in a few hours. Much as she disliked the very concept of the thing, she knew she had to attend, in case the Wolf showed. So, she headed toward the shower while it was still unoccupied.

When she emerged again, clean and not yet dry, the suite remained empty. Shrugging to herself, she went into her room and shut the door behind her.

As the door clicked shut, Logan dropped the overly fluffy Order towel from her body, using it for one quick last swipe at the moisture on her arms and legs before tossing it on the floor. She dove into her bag and pulled out her underwear for the evening: a simple pair of black satin briefs and one of the few bras she owned designed for aesthetic over function. Though she marveled at the idiocy of placing the clasp in the back of the thing rather than the front, she got it on without too much trouble.

The one good thing about her conversation with Atherton was that Logan now felt absolutely no compunction about keeping weapons strapped to her body during an event. If anyone caught her, she would simply refer them to the High Prophet. So, she strapped one knife to each ankle and one to her lower back, easy enough to reach by simply putting a hand to her own waist. After that, she zipped open the plastic garment bag hanging from a lone hook behind the door and slid on the well-tailored black dress pants and black silk camisole hanging inside.

Before she put on the final piece, she took out a small plastic case from the bottom of her bag and opened it. Aside from a comb and extra toothpaste, it held a single tube of lipstick and a black eyeliner pen. She took both and leaned in close to the mirror hanging on the door. After a few minutes, she wore well-applied eyeliner around both her eyes, and less-than-expertly applied dark red lipstick on her mouth. Glancing at her own fancied-up look in the mirror, she felt her mouth twitch.

It’s not a high bar, but…I’d fuck me. She gave herself a shrug.

With her minimal makeup tools put away again, she turned back to the plastic garment bag and pulled out the last item in it: a high-collared suit jacket made of fine black silk, with a closed front, delicate embroidery at the collar, and striking epaulettes on the shoulders. It fastened with a diagonal line of intricate buttons from waist to neck, and it bore an exaggerated train that hung around her hips, shorter in the front and longer in the back. She checked the hidden pockets she knew had been sewn into the lining and found that they hid her extra weapons well.

Once the dozens of tiny buttons had been done up, she seated herself on the twin bed and pulled her notebook out of her bag.

Closing her eyes, she recalled the scene in Atherton’s office, and the first symbol she had seen there. Without opening her eyes, she sketched it on the page in front of her. She took another short breath, solidifying her idea of it. Then she opened her eyes and took in what she’d drawn.

It looked like an inverted cross growing a pair of devil horns. That was what she’d seen in the Prophet’s book.

And it was what she’d seen on the dead Adept’s hand in the video footage, before the Wolf had taken over the screen.

But what did it mean?

After a few minutes, she heard human noises beyond her door. Knatt and Jude had finally made it home, and they were coming in the door. She made out a third voice too, and it sounded like Sasha to her.

“Logan, get out here!”

That was Sasha, all right.

Good. I can tell them all at once.

She stepped into the second, cleaner pair of boots she’d brought with her, tightened up their unnecessarily complicated laces, and opened her door to the main room.

Sasha stood leaning on the wall right outside her door, her head already turned to her, waiting. Her unstoppable hair had been pulled back into a fancy updo, and her pretty eyes glittered with purple and gold. Her dress was a slinky, silky, dark purple number, and she wore a gold wrap around her shoulders. Now that she no longer wore the Order-issue robes, her right forearm was exposed, revealing what appeared to be a cuff tattoo around her wrist.

“Look at you,” she said, amused. “I’ve always told you you’d clean up good, haven’t I?”

“And I always knew you were right,” answered Logan easily. “That’s just how committed I am to an even playing field.”

“And now I’ll never compliment you again,” said Sasha, shaking her head as she pushed herself off the wall. Dramatically and gracefully, she tossed herself into the nearest armchair. “So. What did you come out here to tell us?”

Logan raised her right eyebrow, one eye involuntarily tracking the cuff tattoo. She knew she should be used to it by now, but it still unnerved her sometimes when Sasha told her what she was about to do. Perhaps it felt a little bit like having her thunder taken away.

“You have news?” asked Knatt, turning his head. He paused at the door to his own room, where he likely planned to change for the Ball as well.

“Yeah,” said Logan, taking a deep breath. “I met with the High Prophet this afternoon.”

“That’s where you went?” Jude stood frozen at the door to the bathroom.

Logan nodded. “He wanted to let me in on his plan. To get my help. And my complicity.” The anger she still felt about this asinine plan rose up in her chest. “He’s using the entire Summit as bait to lure the Wolf. He wants the Wolf to attack. Everyone here is in danger.”

Silence met her words. Collapsed on her chair like a boneless cat, Sasha rustled her wrap thoughtfully. Jude still seemed frozen on the spot, neither moving nor reacting. Eventually, Knatt cleared his throat.

“He actually told you he’s using the Summit as bait?”

“He said that he’s hoping the Wolf will attack because he thinks they can catch him off guard.”

“But you disagree?”

“Part of his plan hinges on me helping him,” she said, shaking her head and crossing her arms. “He’s betting on me tipping the scales. I think it’s a dumb bet.”

“It wouldn’t only be you,” said Knatt carefully. “The Order has fighters, too.”

“Fighters who have already failed against the Wolf,” said Logan, waving her hand dismissively. “They sent a team of Adepts against him about two weeks ago. None of them made it out.”

Again, silence greeted her as the others absorbed this. Sasha was the one to break it this time.

“Can I see the picture?”

She pointed at Logan’s left hand, which still held her notebook. As Logan stepped closer to hand it over, she saw Jude’s mouth pop open, saw her struggling to form the question.

“I told you I was psychic,” said Sasha casually, not even bothering to glance Jude’s way. Jude’s cheeks turned bright red. After a moment, Sasha passed the book back. “It’s called the Mark of the Deeper Beast.”

Logan glanced at the page, her right eyebrow raised.

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.”

“What does that mean?”

“No idea.” Sasha shrugged, her expression troubled. “But I don’t like it. It looks…wrong, somehow.” She shook her head quickly back and forth, as if she could physically shake away whatever feeling had overcome her. Logan saw her automatically touch her right wrist. “I can’t explain it any more than that.”

Logan kept her sigh to herself. She loved Sasha, but her readings weren’t always specific. Still, she now had one more piece of information than she had before. She turned to Knatt before he had a chance to ask her and gave the notebook to him.

“Thank you,” he murmured, eyes already glued to the page. “The name sounds familiar, but I can’t quite pull it out. I’ll do some research tonight.”

He started to turn back toward his door, but Logan put out her arm.

“I think the rest of you should leave,” she said, her tone deadly serious. “I can handle this on my own. I’ll stay here and protect as many people as possible, but the rest of you should leave. I’ll work better if I know you’re safe.”

Knatt slowly inclined his head, a faint smile playing on his face.

“You make a fair point.”

“Thank you.”

“But I’m not going to leave you.”

“Damnit, Knatt, what did I just say?”

“You think you’ll work better on your own. I disagree.”

Logan glanced over at Jude.

“One of us needs to get her to safety, at the very least.”

At that, Jude let out an angry noise, not unlike a snarl.

“Hey! I don’t want to leave either!” She crossed her arms, evidently doing her best to look imposing. “How do you think I would feel if I ran away scared, and the rest of you got killed?”

Knatt gave Logan a significant look. “She’s old enough to make up her own mind, don’t you think?”

Logan brought her hand to her temple, the headache she’d developed in Atherton’s office threatening to rear its ugly head again. “Fantastic. Why don’t you all just go and get yourselves killed, hm?”

From her perch on the armchair, Sasha stretched and yawned. “For the record,” she said, “I haven’t made up my mind either way. But I’m certainly not leaving before tonight.” She glanced down at herself appreciatively. “This dress deserves to be seen at least once, I think.”

Logan knew she couldn’t make any of their decisions for them. She was stuck with whatever they chose for themselves. Even if they were all hell-bent on killing themselves.

“Fine,” she said reluctantly. Then she turned back to her own room. “In that case, I’m getting more weapons.”

Logan wasn’t entirely surprised that nearly an hour later, she found herself alone in the main room with Knatt, who was seated calmly in the chair he had apparently claimed for the duration of their trip, wearing a tuxedo and flipping impassively through a giant tome. Logan glanced at the clock for the third time in under a minute and sighed in frustration.

“How’s it going in there?” she called toward the bathroom, where Sasha was apparently performing some sort of readying ritual on Jude.

“Almost there!” Sasha’s voice came to her in a semi-strangled cry. “Just one more—yes, we’ve got it!”

At that, the door to the bathroom burst open, and both Sasha and Jude tumbled out—or, at least, Logan was relatively sure it was Jude. While Sasha brushed a few stray hairs off her white collared shirt, Logan took in the changes to her appearance. Her shirt was tucked neatly into light gray dress pants, and below that, Logan could see plaid socks and Oxford shoes. Her hair now fell a little past her shoulders instead of all the way to her waist, and it fell in short, flattering layers around her face. For half a second, Logan didn’t entirely recognize the angry girl in the sweatshirt, trying so hard to hide herself from the world. Jude smiled.

“It’s pretty good, isn’t it?” She beamed, her voice radiating with excitement.

“You look great, kid,” Logan answered, matching her smile.

“Just remember, I’m not a magician,” said Sasha as she brushed a few more hairs from her own hands. “Well, I’m specifically not a hair magician, anyway. Your hair should look good tonight, but if you wake up tomorrow and it’s fucking weird, don’t come crying to me.”

“Got it.”

“Good. Remember what I told you?”

“You told me to make sure that I get a real haircut when I get home, and to stop acting like lost Dickensian chimney sweep is a valid look for me.”

“Yeah…I meant that in a ‘love yourself’ kind of way, but, yeah, you get the point.”

Knatt cleared his throat and lowered his book, the thick hardcover making a decisive noise as he set it down. “On that note,” he announced as he rose to standing, “I believe it’s time for us to make our way down.”

Knatt led the way out the door, with Logan pausing just long enough to let Sasha by so she could close the door behind her. As she clicked the door fully shut, she took a deep breath, hoping to still the icy quake of anxiety at her center.

Everything will be fine, she told herself as they made their way toward the main ballroom. And if it isn’t…at least I have knives.


Chapter Twenty-Four
Champion Bound

Logan’s anxiety peaked just before she crossed the threshold into the Grand Ballroom, but it ebbed right after. The Ballroom was a lot to take in; they entered through a large archway out onto a grand staircase that provided a sweeping view of the massive chamber, which was dominated by a wide, almost empty dance floor. Hundreds of tables bordered the dance floor on the north and south sides, while the west side was a wall of windows and glass doors leading out onto a terrace, which had been lit by thousands of tiny, twinkling lights. The eastern wall boasted what appeared to be a movable dais, currently draped in black fabric and set up with the trappings of letha rituals. Logan eyed it carefully while one of the Order’s endless supply of servants brought them to a table near the center of the room, not terribly far from the dais.

As she took her seat, Logan cursed under her breath. Sitting in the center of the room meant she could only keep an eye on about half of it at a time. Not ideal. Even as the thought formed in her mind, people began to flood into the room in increasing numbers, each group led to their table by another Novice-servant.

“What’s that all for?” Jude asked once their red-sleeve was out of earshot, pointing at the stone lectern that stood on the dais.

“It’s for the binding,” said Knatt serenely, as though there were nothing out of the ordinary about his statement. With utmost calm and poise, he picked up the cloth napkin at his place setting, shook out the fan folds, and placed it in his lap. “The tournament winner will be bound by the High Prophet to commence the ball.”

Off Jude’s startled look of concern, Logan opened her mouth to explain further, glanced up from her place setting, and suddenly froze. About thirty feet across the room stood Alexei Marin, staring right at her.

For a moment, she felt like time might have actually stopped. She couldn’t look away from him, but she couldn’t seem to make any real attempt to communicate with him, either. After what seemed like an eternity, his face began to move, and for half a second, she thought he might even smile—

Until, of course, someone walked between them, followed by several other people immediately after. The Grand Ballroom was filling up. She considered letting her gaze linger until she found his again, but uncertainty got the best of her, and she looked away.

Her sudden, fervent desire for distraction pushed her to speak.

“The binding,” she said, turning to Jude, “is the real reason most of the donors bother to come. Because binding is illegal outside of the Order, this is the one time a year that anyone can legally observe a binding take place.” Having never seen the point of attending the Summit before, Logan had never seen a binding herself. She didn’t expect to be wowed by this one, nor was she impressed by the respect the donors seemed to give it. “I don’t quite get it myself, but some of these idiots have convinced themselves it’s a special honor to be bound by the biggest wig in the room.”

A few of the attendees passing by their table to get to their own seemed to hear her and paused long enough to throw her a dirty look. Logan shrugged unapologetically at them in response.

Jude didn’t seem to notice this exchange. The concern on her face remained.

“So,” she said, uncertainly, “what exactly is going to happen to—them?”

Logan was fairly certain Jude was going to say “her” before she switched course.

“The winner,” said Knatt in his best professorial tone, “in this case, Miss Blake, will become something of a superhuman.”

“She’ll also be connected to Atherton,” said Logan, making sure to stress this particular point with Jude. “She’ll be loyal to him, but it will feel like more than that to her. The connection between the Bound and their master is more like a physical fact than a feeling.”

Jude nodded, though it was hard to tell from her expression if she took Logan’s whole meaning.

“Most of the time, Order Adepts are just bound with physical strength,” Knatt continued. “Or occasionally a very specific physical power. But every once in a while, one of them gets a psychic power instead.”

“It’s harder to find psychic demons,” said Sasha helpfully, from Logan’s other side. A sly smile curved her lips. “We’re a special breed. Otherwise the Order would use them all the time.”

Jude’s eyes went predictably wide.

“Does that mean—are you a—?”

“Sasha is not a demon,” said Logan authoritatively. After all, she would know.

“I guess I’m more of a delightful sprite,” said Sasha. She tossed her head with flair. “A delightful psychic sprite, obviously.”

Jude grinned at her. “Cool,” she said, her voice awed.

Around them, the Grand Ballroom seemed nearly filled to capacity, though a few people still drifted between the tables on their way to their assigned seats. To Logan’s chagrin, the empty seats at their table were eventually filled by a couple of strangers, and it didn’t take long for Logan to conclude that they were merely tourists, not casters in any meaningful way. Which meant it was probably best to ignore them.

After what felt like an hour, the chandelier lights above them began to dim. The chatter quieted as the final stragglers hurried to their tables. For a few moments, everything was still and dark.

Suddenly, into the darkness, a low gong sounded. At almost the same moment, the dais lit up with a blinding spotlight. The High Prophet appeared before them, his pristine white robe nearly glistening in the light. With a familiar smarmy smirk, he stroked his short, black goatee and surveyed the crowd. Logan felt her arms cross over her chest without a conscious command from her. After a moment, he cleared his throat.

“Well, my friends,” he spoke slowly, as if he were considering his words with great care. “It’s come that time again, hasn’t it? That time when we must say farewell to our gracious donors. Until next year, that is.” His smile broadened, and he shifted his gaze all across the audience, possibly in an attempt to make eye contact with every single one of them.

“But, as always, it is our intention to send our wonderful friends off in style! In a few short moments, our cum laude and magna cum laude graduates will take the stage to demonstrate the results of their bindings. A few short moments after that, our newest Champion of the Gauntlet shall make her way to the stage, and you will all bear witness to the honor of her binding.”

As he said those last four words, Logan felt the tension rise up all around the room.

With his hands raised before him like an entreaty, Atherton closed his eyes and lowered his head gravely, apparently to impress upon them all the gravity and importance of what they were about to experience. Logan did her best not to yawn.

At last, he raised his head and continued.

“Once the ceremonies are completed, the festival may commence! Seer Clément will ascend the stage and lead you all in a toast, and dinner will be served. And without further ado, let us begin!”

With that, the light on the stage went out. Logan nearly rolled her eyes at the pretense. She could clearly hear three sets of feet scurrying up a hidden staircase onto the dais, though of course she’d be hard-pressed to say if anyone else in the ballroom could hear it. This time, stage lights went up instead of a lone, overpowered spotlight.

I give the production value a solid C+. Even to her own mind, she sounded angry.

Clément arrived in her gold-lined robes and took the center of the stage, flanked by two black-robed graduates. One was male, burly, and Asian, his hair cut short and shaved on the sides, his robes barely containing his bulk. The other was female, more compact than her counterpart but hardly slender, and white with brown hair in a tight ponytail. They both stood with their hands clasped behind their backs in what appeared to be a well-practiced pose.

Seer Clément did not bother to clear her throat.

“Adept Harrison,” she barked, “take up your instrument.”

The young woman gave a quick bow before stepping forward and bending down to pick something up from the ground before her. It was some kind of metal rod, more than twice the thickness of a crowbar. She held it out in front of her, parallel to the floor, and waited.

“Adept Yang, take up your instrument.”

Yang also bowed, took a step forward, and picked up his bar. He, too, waited.

Clément drew out the moment. Then—

“Begin!”

Both newly minted Adepts grasped their bars, fortified their stances, and began to press. They pressed both sides of the bar down and inward, and the metal gave way immediately. Within moments, both pieces were bent neatly in half, each now forming a compressed V shape. The room burst into thunderous applause.

Sasha leaned very, very close to Logan’s ear and whispered so low, Logan was quite sure that she alone could hear.

“I’ve seen better than that in my living room.”

Logan barely had time to suppress a laugh before the show continued.

“Adepts, submit!”

The young man and woman dropped to their knees, heads bowed, arms to their sides. Clément stepped forward and touched them each on the shoulder.

“Thank you, Adepts. You have performed your duties well. Go with honor.”

Still kneeling, the graduates bowed again. Then they picked themselves up and made their way from the stage. Clément turned to the crowd.

“Friends,” she said graciously, “the High Prophet and the Twelve Seers extend our thanks to you, both for your contributions throughout the year, and for doing us the honor of joining us here tonight. Those of you who attended the Gauntlet Tournament know what a talented host of Novices competed this year. And our Champion of the Gauntlet outshone them all.” She smiled somewhat smugly at the room. “As you all know, within the Order of Shadows, there are no empty titles.” She stepped back and angled her body to the side, and when she spoke again, her voice boomed. “Champion of the Gauntlet, you are called!”

A new set of lights came on, lighting up a pathway between the dais and the bottom of the stairs. Eliana Blake stepped into it, her jaw set. For one moment, she stared defiantly out at the crowd, not yet moving. Then she began to march the path that had been set for her.

Beside her, Logan could feel Sasha shaking with quiet laughter at the unnecessary drama of the moment. She might have joined her, too, if she weren’t busy clutching the unseen handle of the knife just inside her jacket.

There was a reason that bindings were illegal outside of the Order of Shadows. They were incredibly unpredictable and unstable, and they were more vulnerable to interference than other kinds of casts.

If Blake was the Wolf, now would be the time for her to make her move.

It probably wasn’t common knowledge among the crowd, but for one night only, Adepts Harrison and Yang were at a physical peak that they would likely never experience again. For roughly 24 hours after the binding, the bound experienced an unwavering physical high, fueled by the potent combination of adrenaline and magic. When Blake was bound, she would experience the exact same thing. But after those 24 hours, the adrenaline would inevitably begin to fade. Many newly bound fell into a deep sleep at that point, often sleeping for days. When they woke again, they would still be superhumanly strong, but never quite as strong as that first day.

So if someone were planning an attack, their binding would be an opportune moment. Logan’s grip tightened.

Eliana Blake ascended the stage. Her back was rigid and her shoulders squared as she assumed the same position the others had: facing the crowd, hands clasped behind her back, gaze straight ahead and steady. Seer Clément raised her booming voice once more.

“Adept Blake,” she said, “you have been named Champion of the Gauntlet for these ceremonies. Do you accept this title?”

“I do,” answered Blake, her voice ringing with certainty.

“As Champion, you must submit your will completely to the will of the Order—those who speak with the voice of the First Priestess Morgana. Do you submit?”

“I do.”

“Then it is sealed. Champion of the Gauntlet, take your place.”

With that, Blake turned away from the crowd, walking to the back of the dais to kneel before the stone tablet. As she rested on her heels, she lowered her head and placed her clasped hands atop the stone. Like the others before her, she waited.

“The hour is struck!” called Clément.

“The hour is struck!” replied an unseen chorus, scattered through the crowd.

Her grip on the knife didn’t slacken, but even Logan found it difficult to take this call-and-answer ceremony. She leaned her head closer to Sasha.

“Che drammatico.”

She heard Sasha bite down a giggle.

Up ahead, Clément gave a deep bow and walked off the stage. Once again, the lights all went out. Logan listened for steps that perhaps only she could hear. When the lights came back up, Atherton stood up on the dais. He carried a hanging silver censer, thin tendrils of smoke drifting out through its intricate design. He mumbled a few casting words that Logan could just barely make out. They comprised the beginning of the binding chant.

Walking over to the stone slab where Blake still kneeled, he placed the censer on the far end. Then he reached into a small pouch hanging from his robe and pulled out an unidentifiable powder.

“The Champion has submitted,” he said, just barely loud enough for the rest of the room to hear. “In exchange for her will, she will be blessed. Champion, raise your face.”

Blake lifted her head and tilted it back, allowing Atherton to smudge some of his powder on her forehead. Logan’s vantage point didn’t allow her to see it, though she had a guess. Once he was done with Blake, Atherton raised his hand to his own forehead and drew the same symbol there, confirming Logan’s assumption: the traditional sun and sword of the Order.

“It was the First Priestess Morgana who began our ceremonies,” Atherton intoned. In what appeared to be an unconscious movement, he reached up to smooth down his perfectly smooth goatee. “And so it is Morgana’s blessing we seek. The master shall drink from the cup, followed by the pupil.”

Unable to help herself, Logan put her lips right up to Sasha’s ear again.

“Were you given a schedule, or are we on our own out here?”

“Honestly, I was kinda hoping your magic boogeyman would have crashed the party by now.”

“I’ve never been sadder about a reprieve from violence in my entire life.”

One of the strangers at the table cleared their throat with clear indignation. Logan rolled her eyes into the relative darkness.

Up on the dais, Atherton was now drinking from a copper chalice, stamped with the same symbol now drawn on his forehead. When he finally swallowed, he took a moment to stand perfectly still, eyes closed, as if he were basking in the delights of his own ritual. Then his eyes popped back open, and he leaned over to bring the cup to Blake’s lips. She drank deeply, until he placed it back on the table. It might have been the lighting, but they both seemed to glow.

“Morgana has blessed us!” he announced, turning to the crowd. Predictably, the room of adoring donors burst into applause.

Logan sighed, irritated despite herself. She knew for a fact that Morgana had blessed nothing that night. Though the liquid was a part of the casting, the blessing was not; it was just more pomp for the Order’s overinflated sense of importance.

Eventually the crowd quieted down again, and Atherton turned to the final piece of the casting. A small cedar box sat on the table. He opened it up and extracted a long knife of carved black stone: an obsidian blade. He raised it up high in one hand and began to chant.

“Invoco Ishta,” he hissed, his voice rising with every word he spat out. “Invoco viribum, invoco letheiram viribum! Cum spiravo, invoco legare due anime! Legare due anime! Invoco Ishta!”

With his free hand placed over Blake’s clasped hands, he brought the obsidian blade down, forcing it through his own flesh, as well as hers. Both Atherton and Blake cried out in pain, but only for a moment. If Logan had suspected they were glowing before, she was sure of it now. Dropping to his knees, Atherton came to rest beside Blake. For a moment, nothing more happened.

Then, the place where their hands were still joined by the blade began to shine with a new, unearthly light. The light expanded, growing ever outward like a slow-moving explosion. Logan could feel the crowd around her stilling, entranced by the stage. Eventually the light grew beyond the table, then beyond the dais, until it finally spilled into the crowd, snaking tendrils swirling along the floor, wrapping around chair legs as they went. Logan remained perfectly still as the wave of light reached their table, and as it engulfed them, her vision became nullified, the whole world turned to white-out before her.

For several strange, suspended moments, the world remained a blank, empty space. Then, just as slowly as it had spread, it receded. The light shrunk away from all of them, revealing the darkened space once more.

Up on the dais, Atherton made a show of pulling the obsidian blade out of his and Blake’s conjoined hands. He set it aside and raised his wounded hand, which continued to glow brightly as the wound knitted itself up and healed completely in a matter of seconds. Logan cast her gaze to Blake, who hadn’t raised her hands. She now stared down at them in apparent disbelief—hers were healed, too.

Atherton turned to face the crowd, his smug smile once more plastered on his face.

“Our Champion has been blessed,” he announced. “Such is the miracle of Morgana’s will, and such have we chosen few gathered to witness. Champion, please rise, and take your instrument.”

Behind him, her back still to the crowd, Blake got to her feet. She reached into the remaining, much larger, cedar box on the table, and pulled out what appeared to be a large sphere. After a moment, Logan registered that the sphere was made of solid stone.

Holding the stone before her like a sacred object, Blake turned to the room. With a nod from Atherton, she raised the sphere in her hands and began to press inward.

In a few short seconds, the stone sphere crumpled into pieces in her crushing grasp. The crowd began to applaud before she was even halfway done, and by the time she finished, she faced an ongoing standing ovation. Her face slowly relaxed into a grin as she took in the reaction of the crowd.

Atherton turned to her and bowed, and she returned the bow. When he was upright again, he reached back to the table for one last item—and handed her a sword. Taking it from him, Blake turned to the crowd and raised it up in salute. The crowd roared with renewed applause and cheers.

An extra spotlight found the sword, casting an immense shadow on the wall behind the dais—the shadow of a sword held in a fist, slightly off-center in the circle that encompassed it.

Well, they’re certainly keeping it on brand, aren’t they?

Finally, the lights went out again, and Logan heard Atherton escape from the stage one last time. She also heard movement in the crowd and felt someone slip right past her. When the lights came back, Clément had returned, holding a champagne flute in one hand. Blake stood at attention behind her, the hands behind her back now holding onto a sword, its point down and resting on the floor. Slowly, the chandelier lights in the rest of the room started to come up, bathing the crowd in a soft, golden glow.

“We’d like to extend our thanks to you all one last time,” said Clément. “It is your generosity that keeps us fighting, and it is in your name we serve. You will notice your waiters have all returned to your tables with champagne for the toast. If you would, please take a glass and join me.”

Logan glanced to her left, where a red-sleeve stood holding a platter with exactly enough champagne flutes for everyone at the table. He must have been the presence she’d felt slipping past her in the dark. In a few short moments, he had passed each of them a glass. Logan turned back to the dais.

Clément waited patiently, her arm slightly elevated as she gazed out at the crowd. Eventually the last of the waiters slipped back to the edge, signaling the completion of their task. Clément raised her hand a few inches higher.

“The hour is struck!” she called.

“The hour is struck!” the room responded.

All around her, people clinked their glasses in self-congratulations before bringing them to their lips to drink. On her left, Sasha leaned in again.

“At least the hour gets to see a little violence, hm?” She saluted Logan with her glass before taking a sip. “It’s a bit sweet.”

Logan allowed a small smile to grace her lips as she brought the glass up and pretended to drink. It returned to the table with all its liquid intact.

“Too sweet for my taste, I think,” she said, casual as could be. “But I’m sure it was nice and expensive. Gotta give us all our money’s worth, don’t they?”

The strangers across from them looked affronted.

“Let’s have one last round of applause for our Champion of the Gauntlet, shall we?” called Clément. The room obliged. “Champion Blake will be around for the rest of the night, should any of you wish to meet her. Of course, be advised that should you do anything to annoy or disturb her, she will be quite capable of putting you in your place!” The crowd laughed heartily at that, but Logan surreptitiously touched the handle of her hidden blade. Meanwhile, Blake left the sword on the stage and joined a group of her fellow graduates toward the north end of the room.

“And with that, let the feast commence!” announced Clément.

The waiters appeared once more, bringing plates of appetizers to every table. A waiter asked if she was done with her champagne, so she took the opportunity to ask if they had anything a bit drier. He nodded without a word and darted off again, leaving behind a plate of dainty crab rangoon puffs arranged artfully atop a tapestry of inedible green leaves.

Sasha leaned in again.

“Did you just send him off to get you an alcohol beard?” she said, her voice tinkling with repressed laughter. “Shameless!”

Logan turned her face to whisper back.

“Keep it to yourself, will you?”

“Your willing conspirator, as always.” With a wink, she turned to address herself to the strangers. “So, where are you folks from?”

Logan pasted a bland smile on her face as she tuned out their tablemates’ answers. To give herself cover, she grabbed a crab puff and immediately tore off a bite.

The conversation continued seamlessly without her, aided as it was by Sasha’s considerable charm. For just a moment, Logan had a flash of Sasha as she was the moment they’d met, with her nose ring and her dramatic, peacock-inspired eye makeup. She’d been the light of the party they were attending, up until the moment she’d accidentally touched Logan on the arm.

Logan swirled the sweet drink she could not consume. A part of her imagined what it might be like if she could simply enjoy the trappings of the Gauntlet Ball, enjoy her old friend’s company, enjoy a drink. Instead, she brought the drink to her lips to afford herself a moment to move her eyes around the room, searching for Atherton.

She found him at an elevated table on the north end, surrounded by Seers and other high-level Adepts. His expression was serious but distracted, as if he couldn’t quite hear or connect to anyone around him. Beside him, Clément held court with another Seer—white, female, light blonde hair. Whatever they were talking about with such intensity seemed to barely glance off the High Priest.

Suddenly, Atherton’s eyes flicked right over to Logan’s, as if he’d somehow sensed her watching him. His face turned on like a light, a smile stretching out his lips as he raised his champagne glass with one gloved white hand. It was a smooth, almost robotic motion. Logan returned his smile and his toast with equal grace, her client-facing front sliding into place with ease. As one, they brought their drinks to their lips. Logan’s mouth remained closed as she tipped the glass upward in a near-perfect imitation.

Her eyes, meanwhile, zeroed in on his face, his mouth. Was his action as much facsimile as hers? Was it her imagination, or was that a bead of moisture running down the side of his mouth, into his goatee? When he brought the drink away, his free hand reached up and stroked the hairs on his chin, confirming her suspicions.

She couldn’t spy on him all night, of course. At least, not from this vantage point. She looked away again, pretending to be drawn back to her own table. Her hearing, on the other hand, did its best to stay trained on that end of the room, where the majority of Order Adepts and graduates congregated.

Eventually the waiters brought out everyone’s entrees. Logan ate with one hand, her other ready to reach inside her silk jacket at a moment’s notice. Her dry champagne had arrived as well, so she made sure to pause every once in a while to sip from it.

She wasn’t sure how quickly time moved, but at some point, a live string quartet made its way up to the dais, which had been cleared of all remaining letha accoutrements. They began to play a waltz, and immediately a number of people got up from the tables and made their way toward the dance floor.

Logan’s interest in the food before her was minimal, but she forced herself to finish off her last few bites of cod. The food was delicious, of course; it was only Logan’s resting sense of alertness that kept her hunger at bay.

She was taking a quick sip of champagne to wash down her last bite when she sensed someone come up behind her, stopping just beside her chair. Whoever it was bent down and brought his face a few inches away from her ear.

“Will you dance with me?”


Chapter Twenty-Five
A Dance for Three

Logan felt a funny warmth spread up her neck as she recognized Alexei’s voice. She wasn’t quite sure what to expect from him. Did he want to be able to confront her publicly?

“Yes,” she said, a little uncertainly, “of course.”

She set her glass down on the table and stood. There he was, the same sly smile playing on his delicately sculpted features. He was wearing his favorite shade of midnight blue, in a suit that had clearly been tailor-made to fit his body as perfectly as it could. To her surprise, she sensed no animosity in him. He held out his hand to her, and she took it.

Neither of them said a word as they wound their way through the tables, eventually stepping out onto the cleared space of the dance floor. His hand felt warm in hers, but she did her best not to notice. Her boots fell heavily on the shiny wood surface below.

“Mind if I lead?” he asked, turning toward her with his right hand still entwined in her left.

He was the better dancer by far, but she’d be damned if she was going to tell him that.

“I’ll allow it,” she said, allowing her faint hope to inject a tease into her tone. “Just this once.”

“Fantastic.”

He placed his other hand delicately on her waist, then drew close to her, their hips nearly coming into alignment. For a moment, they stood perfectly still like that, their faces merely inches apart as they waited for the next song to begin. Logan did her best to keep her breathing smooth and even, well aware of the feel of his hand at her waist.

At last, another waltz poured out from the dais. The couples began to move. Alexei squeezed their clasped hands, then launched them into the dance. After a few beats, Logan found her feet as she followed his lead, the dance coming back to her from memory, ingrained in the muscles instead of the mind.

She had to say something to him. She had to let him know.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice quiet but sincere. Though every fiber of her being told her to look down, she refused. She stared right into his eyes as she spoke. “I’m sorry I violated your privacy earlier, and I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the truth years ago. And I’m sorry I—well…I’m just sorry.”

I’m sorry I murdered your client’s son. Those were the words that refused to roll off her tongue. There were some things for which one couldn’t apologize.

“I’m sorry, too,” he said, gently. “I forgave you months ago. I just couldn’t bring myself to tell you.”

A small fire in her heart, one she’d done a good job convincing herself was dead, began to rekindle. She could practically see him standing in his apartment, dressed to the nines, holding his phone and failing to call her.

“You always were stubborn,” she said, brevity spilling over. “And you’re not the only one.”

The hand that clasped hers gave a small squeeze.

“The second I saw you again, at the opening ceremony—it was like I had forgotten us, and then suddenly I remembered.” His eyes searched her face, though she was hard-pressed to say what they searched for. “I think I—I was mad about all the wrong things.”

Logan glanced around the room, checking to see if anyone was listening. As she had at the opening feast, she spotted a number of Adepts stationed around the room, and at least one of them seemed to be watching her in particular. Of course, he was far enough away that he couldn’t possibly eavesdrop on her with unaided human hearing. But who knows what ability he may have been bound with?

Still, she needed to communicate. She lowered her voice and opted for vagueness.

“Phillips?” Her right eyebrow quirked.

Alexei seemed to catch her intention, casting his own glance around the room.

“Yes.” He matched her volume. “I think I should have stumbled over that, but…if anything, I was—” eyes wide with uncertainty, he shook his head, “—I’m not sure I can say it out loud.”

“If it helps…I do know how to keep a secret.”

A laugh passed through his eyes, though it didn’t escape his lips.

“I was happy about it. Bad as it was…you did it for me. It was proof that you cared.”

“Alexei, of course I—”

“I mean, seeing you jump to my defense that passionately…” he shook his head again, smiling at his own expense. “I knew it was wrong, but there was no part of me that could condemn you. The only thing I was upset about was…well, it wasn’t even the lying. It was the sense that maybe I’d overestimated how close we actually were. How important to you I was.”

“You didn’t,” she said, shaking her head. “Alexei, you’re one of my closest friends.”

He gave her a rueful smile.

“But only a friend, right?”

Something caught in her throat, and she had the curious feeling that she’d missed a step somehow. For just a moment, the world seemed to stand still for the two of them. Then another couple rushed by too fast, pressing past Alexei’s back and pushing him into her. Out of instinct, she held him tighter, protecting him from a fall that would never come.

After half a moment too long, she righted herself again, creating a small gap between them.

“Sorry,” she said quietly. “Guess I’m wound a little tight at the moment. You good?”

Alexei blinked and glanced away.

“I’m fine. Shall we resume?”

Alexei’s hand came back to her waist, and his feet launched them back into the dance. Within a moment, she was swept up in the movement again, the hypnotic rhythm of keeping pace with him, and with the music. Apart from the sudden lightness in her chest, she could almost forget their little moment had happened at all.

Eventually, the current song came to an end, and they paused to catch their breath.

“So,” said Alexei, doing his best impression of nonchalance, “I guess it goes without saying, but it looks like you changed your mind about coming to this.”

Logan’s mind flashed to Atherton and her conversation with him. She couldn’t help but wonder what the High Prophet might be willing to do to win, to hold onto his own power.

“Decided it was time I see what all the damn fuss was about,” she answered. Her eyes swept the architecture of the room, with its vaulted ceiling and giant windows, and the centerpieces of red-and-black flowers set at every table, the deep maroon tablecloths under the expensive glassware. “They do love a spectacle here, don’t they?”

The next song began to play, so they resumed the dance.

“Well, who doesn’t love a spectacle?” His smirk came through in his voice; he leaned in conspiratorially. “You haven’t even seen the best part yet.”

A reluctant smile pressed its way onto her lips.

“There aren’t any more godforsaken ceremonies, are there?”

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re a bit of a workaholic? I meant the afterparty, of course.”

“There’s an afterparty? Here?”

“Best afterparty in the world,” he answered easily. “You are going to it, by the way. That’s not a question.”

Logan let out a sigh.

“I assume Sasha already knows about this afterparty?”

“Sasha Ren? Of course she does.”

“Then I suppose my fate is sealed.”

“Good. The sooner you accept it, the easier it will be.”

They twirled and passed by another couple on the dance floor, and he flashed them his most dazzling smile. Logan did her best to match it, with no way to measure her own success. In a moment, they had twirled in another direction, so it didn’t matter much, anyway. For the next few moments, they danced in silence, and Logan took the opportunity to let her hearing expand, searching for the now-familiar tones of Eliana Blake’s voice.

There. She caught her mumbling something, then laughing.

“Another one?” Blake said to someone Logan couldn’t see. “Guys, I’m gonna get tired eventually.”

“Last one, we promise,” said the other unseen speaker.

Logan heard a shift in the air, like someone passing over a heavy object. As her own body spun in a new direction, she caught a glimpse of Blake holding something over her head. It looked like a watermelon. A moment later, Logan heard a crunching, squelching sound, followed by applause.

Blake was crushing watermelons in her bare hands. Logan felt the omnipresent tension in her shoulders ease.

“Something on your mind?” Alexei’s voice floated into her ear, his lips not terribly far behind. “Care to share?”

Logan tilted her head toward him.

“I would,” she said, her voice nearly a whisper, “but I’m under the impression you don’t want to work tonight.”

She felt a low chuckle in his chest.

“For tonight, that’s true. Work can wait for tomorrow.”

“Let me know when you clock in.”

They kept dancing through the end of the song, and when the next song started, they started up with it again. This one was faster than the others before it; Logan felt the pace change immediately. Her ability to keep one ear trained on Blake faded as a rising elation overtook her, spurred on by each faster and faster spin. If they’d been alone, she might have allowed herself to laugh.

By the time the song ended, both Logan and Alexei were panting ever so slightly, their hands clutched tighter than ever. Logan caught his eye, and Alexei gave her a sheepish chuckle at his own breathlessness.

“Er, I hope I am not intruding,” said a familiar, slightly accented voice from somewhere to her left.

Logan turned to the voice, her right hand still grasping Alexei’s elbow as she did so. Before them stood a pale-haired man with a face she recognized: the one she’d overheard arguing with an Order member earlier that day. He looked a bit different now, in his tailored suit of head-to-toe black.

“You,” she said, blunt in her surprise. “Uh, hello.”

The man gave a sheepish smile, one hand going nervously to his throat to straighten his tie.

“Casimir Volkov,” he said, with a nod in Alexei’s direction. “As I said, apologies if I’m intruding. It’s only—well, I fear I may have made a less-than-optimal impression earlier, Miss Logan. And I was hoping you might allow me the honor of a dance, and a chance to, perhaps, redeem myself.”

Thrown by his sudden appearance at her side, as well as his request, Logan froze. Strange as it would have sounded to anyone she tried to explain it to, Logan really hadn’t come to the ball to dance. Of course, that idea was a little harder to sell now that the entire room had seen her dance circles around it with Alexei.

As Logan hesitated, Volkov gave her a shy smile, then bent himself into a theatrical bow, his hand outstretched, imploring her to take it. She glanced back at Alexei, feeling an alien panic sneaking up her spine.

“Do you, er, mind?” She kept her expression calm, though she felt anything but. Please mind. Just say you mind.

But Alexei smiled graciously at her.

“Of course not,” he said, giving his own, subtler bow as he released her. “I have a few clients I should try to keep face with, anyway. We’ll continue this at a later time, H.C.”

With a wink that Volkov may or may not have been able to see, Alexei clasped her hand again and brought it to his lips, leaving a light, fluttery kiss on that small patch of exposed skin. Then he spun away from her before she had a chance to react.

Balls.

Logan turned back to Volkov and cleared her throat.

“Well, hi,” she said. She raised her hand and waved at him, feeling her muscles start to tighten.

Volkov, on the other hand, smiled.

“Shall we?”

With a nod, Logan took his offered hand. He stepped in closer to her than she would have liked, though not quite as close as Alexei had been. They resumed the dance.

Logan found that he was unexpectedly graceful—almost, but not quite, as polished as Alexei. Maybe he was raised by a prima ballerina, too.

She adjusted to him quickly, a little surprised by the ease with which it came. As she relaxed, she took a quick moment to take in Volkov’s features up close. His thin lips were softly shaped and framed by facial hair that fell somewhere between five o’clock shadow and carefully trimmed beard. His bright blue eyes seemed to droop a little at the outer corners, giving him the impression of care and sensitivity without him saying a word. Though his pale hair had been combed back from his face, she noticed one lone strand kept threatening to break free.

He cleared his throat and caught her gaze.

“You and your friend make quite a pair,” he said, a smile pulling at the corner of his mouth. “During our conversation earlier, I came under the impression that you preferred to—ah, what is expression?—oh, yes, fly under the radar, no?”

Logan cleared her throat, too.

“You could say that.”

Volkov’s smile widened.

“And yet, when you were dancing just now,” he said in a low voice, “at least half the room turned to watch. You are a lovely dancer, you know.”

Logan felt her left eye twitch involuntarily. She didn’t like the sound of…any of that.

“That was mostly Alexei,” she answered, keeping her voice light.

“Perhaps,” conceded Volkov with a nod. “Of course, you two weren’t the only source of entertainment. There is always the newest Champion of the Gauntlet, isn’t there?”

As he spoke, he flicked his gaze over to the north end of the room, and Logan let her gaze follow. Two red sleeves were now making their slow way over to Blake, a cinderblock held between the two of them. By now, a number of tables had been pushed aside to allow more room for the debris that Blake’s demonstrations left behind. Logan scanned the crowd directly around her, and she was unsurprised to see that Jude had joined them, too.

“Yep,” said Logan, turning her gaze back to Volkov, though she kept one ear trained on Blake. “Can’t forget her.”

“After all,” said Volkov, his voice still low, “she is walking proof of the Order’s blatant hypocrisy, is she not?”

Logan felt her right eyebrow slowly raise and quickly scanned their immediate vicinity. She wasn’t the only one who might be under surveillance.

“That’s one way of looking at it,” said Logan noncommittally, knowing full well that she’d expressed nearly the exact same sentiment herself. “I’m sure the Order would disagree.”

“But you would not.” It was a statement, not a question. Logan decided not to rush to respond. Volkov broadened his smile. “Perhaps now is not the time to discuss. Is not in keeping with good decorum, I think. So, instead, I shall say, if it is not too forward, that I think you look stunning this evening.”

With a quick scan of her own relatively simple outfit, Logan chuckled. All around her, women twirled in every direction, each of them wearing long, complicated dresses of various styles and colors. It seemed to her that a few of the guests had taken the concept of a traditional ball to heart, wearing dresses that might better be served in an older century.

That, or Logan was woefully out of touch with the current trends. Either option seemed equally plausible.

“Are you trying to charm me, Mr. Volkov?” She allowed a questioning smirk to mark her lips.

“Only stating the obvious,” he replied. He followed where her gaze had gone, taking note of the rainbow of couture all around them. “Some women, and some men, choose fanfare and spectacle to highlight their beauty. Others know when to use simplicity and strength to stand out in a crowd.” He looked back to her, his eyes earnestly imploring her. “Perhaps my taste is…more in line with yours than it is with theirs.”

He nodded down at his own attire, prompting Logan to look down at his body. Up close, she could see how closely fitted his black shirt and vest were, his jacket barely any looser on his broad shoulders. Suddenly she became a little more aware of their hands, still cupped together as they moved.

“We seem to be matching. I can give you the name of my tailor, if you want.”

Volkov chuckled, his blue eyes lighting up as he did. “That is hardly my aim, but thank you. And I do wish you would call me Cas.”

“Right,” said Logan. “I’ll try to remember.” She was doing her best to ignore the cold beauty of his features, but the ease of his laughter and his slightly odd accent seemed designed to test her resolve.

“You told me earlier to forget all of the nothing that I know about you,” he said, a tease in his voice. “I have done as you asked, and now my mind is a blank slate. So, for the sake of small talk, might I ask you where you are from?”

“Seattle,” said Logan. “But I’ve lived all over. You?”

“It is the same with me,” he said, nodding. “Well, I am not from your city, but I, too, have lived all over. Europe, mostly, but in recent years, I have made my homestead in your country. The nation of immigrants, yes?”

Logan gave a quiet, mirthless laugh. “I’m not convinced we’ve got consensus on that.”

“Consensus on history?”

“Indeed.”

“How depressing. And what is it that brings you here, tonight?”

Danger and probable mayhem, of course, Logan thought but didn’t say.

“I heard the feasts would be beyond compare.” She spoke facetiously instead.

“Sounds like propaganda to me,” said Volkov lightly. “Too bad. Perhaps I hoped that you and I might have come for the same reason.”

“And what reason is that?”

“Why, the Wolf, of course.”


Chapter Twenty-Six
Shadows and Whispers

Logan’s mouth closed abruptly, but she kept her face impassive. The music around them slowed to a stop, leaving them standing still in a now-awkward silence. Volkov smiled graciously at her and stepped back, offering her another customary bow. Logan made sure to keep her face pasted with a bland smile.

“Do you know,” said Volkov, stepping close to her once more, “I hear the terrace off this hall is quite lovely. Perhaps you would join me there?”

If he knew anything substantial about the Wolf, she needed to know.

“Lead the way.”

For a moment, Volkov seemed to consider offering her his hand once more, before apparently thinking better of it. Logan let out a silent sigh of relief. She might have made an exception for Alexei, but in general, she didn’t like being led by the hand. Instead, they walked side by side to one of the large glass doors leading outside.

The terrace was chilly, but not as chilly as it should have been. Along with the twinkling lights strung all across the balustrade, the balcony was dotted with stone columns, each one boasting a coal fire of purple or blue. Logan guessed the coals within the fires had been bound, allowing them their unearthly appearance, and their ability to keep the entire terrace nearly as warm as the ballroom inside—apart from the cold breeze that brushed her hair back.

No one else had come outside yet, as far as they could see. Even so, Logan made a beeline for the balustrade, which was as far from the door as she could get. Volkov followed her without question. She leaned against the railing as she turned back to face him.

“You know about the Wolf.”

He nodded.

“Rumors, mostly.” He stuck one hand in his pants pocket while the other shot up to run through his hair. The strand of hair she’d noticed earlier popped free, falling right into his eyes. He tilted his head down to peer up at her, his expression sheepish. “Not too different from what I know about you.”

“Right. And what is it you think you know about me, exactly?”

“Mostly, well…” he trailed off a moment, his gaze drifting into space before snapping back to her. “Mostly I hear that you are something of a renegade. A thorn in the side of the great and powerful Order of Shadows. I believe the nickname they give you is…shadow summoner, no?”

Logan crossed her arms over her chest and shrugged.

“Is that it?”

“According to rumor,” he continued, “you have a knack for stealing cases out from under their noses. And to their great embarrassment, you don’t even have the decency to require their help.”

Logan scuffed a boot against the bottom of the railing and sniffed out a laugh.

“Well, that’s not completely true,” she said. “I have my uses for the Order. They’re great at body disposal and general cleanup. Damn near indispensable.”

“Of course,” said Volkov, laughing as well. Then he gave her a mischievous smile. “So, you admit it. When it comes to the Order of Shadows and their claim on ultimate authority…you have a hard time bending the knee, yes? Don’t worry, it does not offend me. On the contrary, I would say…I would say it draws me to you.”

She allowed her gaze to meet his, and she found that same strange, imploring, almost intimate look in his eyes.

“So,” she said, clearing her throat, “what rumors have you heard about the Wolf?”

Cas sucked a short breath in through his teeth.

“The Order does not like him either,” he said. “Not many do, from what I have heard.” He glanced back at the door, but neither of them saw any signs of an intruder. “As for specifics, I can only tell you my own story. The Order has kept everything else quite tightly under wraps.”

Logan nodded with understanding.

“Okay. Tell me your story.”

“As you might suspect, my story begins with a contract,” he said. He reached down into his coat pocket and started to pull something out, then paused to glance at her. “Sorry, do you mind if I smoke?”

Logan slipped her left hand behind her back so he couldn’t see it clench.

“Not at all,” she said.

“Many thanks.” He pulled out his pack, which was stamped with Cyrillic, and tapped out a cigarette. Before he could find his own light, Logan held out hers.

“Many, many thanks,” he muttered, cupping a hand around her flame as he lit up. When he took a drag, he seemed to find some strength. “I take contracts with the Order on occasion. More often than not, I suppose. I may not like all their rules, but I like their money well enough, so…ah, to my point. I took a contract. I went to New Jersey, and I met with one of their Adepts. They had detected a demon summoning in the area, though as per usual, they wouldn’t tell me how they detected it. Secret Order magic, I suppose. Anyway, we went to the site, and it was quite clear a demon had been summoned. So we began canvassing the nearest neighborhoods, waiting for the demon to make an appearance. Then it did.”

He paused to take a long drag. The smoke drifted out into the darkness beyond the terrace.

“We had not been there a day before a woman was killed. In broad daylight, too. Mauled to death in her own backyard.” He shook his head, letting out a smaller puff of smoke. “Her young daughter was the one to find her.”

“Shit,” Logan hissed. She battled with herself a moment, then motioned toward the cigarette in Cas’s hand. “Do you think I could—?”

“You wish to share?” He smiled at her, the mischievous twinkle in his eye nearly upsetting the tone of his whole story. “How intimate. I accept, of course.” With that, he held it out to her, and she took it gladly.

“This is a great fucking job we got, you know?” she said, passing it back to him, her regret already mounting. She was supposed to stay alert, on task—not smoke her lungs into oblivion, or, worse, non-athleticism.

“You don’t have to tell me,” Cas replied, flicking a spot of ash into a nearby enchanted flame. “I haven’t even gotten to the worst part.”

“You’re not about to tell me something terrible happened to all the neighborhood cats, are you?”

Cas chuckled and offered her a second drag. This time, she held steady and refused.

“No, the cats were fine. The girl, on the other hand, was not. Why do you Americans care so damn much about your pets, anyway?”

Logan shrugged. “They’re easier to like than humans.”

“Strange.” He shook his head and flicked another spot of ash. “Anyway, it was the girl. The demon came back, and he attacked the little girl. We did our best, but we failed. She was killed. When we arrived, it was only seconds after her father had found her body. In his, well, grief-driven madness, he confessed it all to us. It was he who summoned the demon. He had believed his wife was cheating on him, you see. And he was active in some…online community—I can’t be totally certain, but the way he described it, it sounded like the community centered on…well, a shared interest in the hating of women.”

“Sounds familiar.”

“Well, this group had a sub-group that had another sub-group, or something like that…and one of the sub-groups knew a little something about casting. So, the man got a spot of magical help, and he summoned a demon.”

Cas flicked his cigarette again, which had burned almost all the way down by now.

“He said he only wanted his wife to understand. He wanted her to know that she could never humiliate him again, or she would suffer consequences. It would seem their conversation did not go as he hoped, so he killed her instead. Of course, he never imagined he might be putting his precious daughter in danger as well. I suppose he thought he could control the beast forever.” Cas shook his head, dropping his cigarette to the floor and putting it out with his boot. “He didn’t know magic very well.”

With a sigh, Logan shook her head.

“So where does the Wolf fit in to all of this?”

“Ah, yes. The Wolf ran the community. Our man claimed the whole thing was his idea.” He ran a hand through his now tousled hair. “He stood over his daughter’s body as it went cold, and he insisted that it was not his fault.” He sighed. “Then he charged at us and tried to kill the Order Adept, so we had to deal with him.”

“You mean kill him.”

“He did not leave us much choice.” Cas shrugged. “If I am to be honest, it was the Adept who made the call. It is like you said: if the Order of Shadows has but one skill, that skill is body disposal.”

He sighed heavily, staring hard into the blue flames nearby.

“After that, I assumed the Order would open up a broader investigation into the Wolf. And considering everything I had already witnessed, I assumed I would be invited to take part. But no. If the Order did investigate further, they did not discuss it with me.

“I tried a few of my contacts, hoping to get a little more information. But all I got was a run-around. And all I’ve heard since are rumors—rumors that other contractors like myself have gone on similar missions. Rumors that there are even more the Order is covering up.” He looked at her through his considerably long eyelashes. “Your story is the same?”

Leaning back against the balustrade to give her lower back a small stretch, Logan shrugged.

“I didn’t take a contract with the Order,” she said. “I went out to a small town, ran into a kid who’d summoned a demon. He mentioned the Wolf. Didn’t get too specific about an online community, though. I don’t suppose you found a URL for that or anything?”

“We found a few sites on the summoner’s computer, but they were password-protected. By the time we found a way in, the links were dead.”

Logan shook her head, disappointed but unsurprised.

“Technology these days,” she muttered.

Beside her, Cas let out another long, sad sigh as he turned away from the bright lights inside the hall, and out into the darkness of the fake countryside all around them.

“That case has stuck with me,” he said. He gave a small shake of his head, as if he could shake it away from him. “It was the little girl, I think. Seeing her body, knowing that…that her own father had done it to her. And the way he kept insisting it wasn’t his fault. Believing he could control a monster, he invited it into his home. Nobody else did that to him. And it devoured his future. Do you ever wonder…just how stupid one man can be?”

“Not really,” said Logan. “I passed high school history, so, you know.”

Cas let out a mirthless snort.

“No surprises for you, then. So it goes.” He rotated a little where he stood, turning towards her instead of the dark. “I’m sorry, I did not mean to bring down the mood. Perhaps we should discuss something…lighter?”

Logan allowed herself a small smile. She couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t lived waist-deep in talk of monsters and death.

“It doesn’t bother me. If I needed to look away from this kind of stuff, then I’d be in the wrong business.”

“Hm,” he nodded thoughtfully. “Perhaps that is so. And perhaps I am the one who’s in the wrong business.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean to imply—”

“No, do not mistake me, I take no offense. This is…something I wonder sometimes. I wonder about the stupidity of men, and I wonder…I wonder if we are all doing it the wrong way somehow. The Order, its contractors…perhaps even the Adherents of the Temple, hidden away in their secret gardens. What if we’re all wrong?”

“Well, if you think of another way to do it, feel free to let me know,” said Logan, only partly joking.

“That I will do, shadow summoner.”

Suddenly, the sounds of music reached their ears, almost as if the string quartet had materialized on the terrace right next to them. They both turned toward the door, expecting to find it open, and a few more guests spilling through. To Logan’s surprise, there was no one. She scanned the rest of the deck, and eventually her eyes lighted on the flame-carrying columns.

“Looks like someone just remembered to throw the last switch,” she said, then pointed. “Outdoor speakers.”

“Delightful,” said Cas. His tone was neutral; she honestly couldn’t tell if he meant it sarcastically.

“I changed my mind,” she said, turning to him. “I’m done talking about death for now.” On a whim, she held out her hand to him and gave a slight bow, much as he had done before. “Shall we dance instead?”

His eyes lit up immediately. “I would love to.” With a flourish, he took her offered hand.

This time, it was Logan who led them into the dance. She knew Sasha and Alexei both likened dancing to sex, but that was never what it felt like to her. To her, it felt like a spar—or a preamble to a fight. The tension, the back and forth: it was fighting with the safety on. Her feet moved lightly in her heavy boots, and the cold breeze that cut through the artificial warmth of the terrace invigorated her.

Casimir Volkov’s hand rested gently at her waist, a little higher than Alexei’s had earlier. He was taller than her, though her boots helped make up some of the difference. As they spun around another time, she felt the distance between them close just a little bit.

As she studied Cas’s face, now so close to her own, her mind wandered back to Alexei. How was it that she had known him for as long as she had, and yet somehow, she still felt so much messier when he was around? His presence blurred her sense of her own boundaries.

And that look she’d seen on his face, when he realized she’d kept so much from him…when he watched her suck the life out of Todd Phillips…

He should probably run away from me. They all should.

Cas shifted his hand ever so slightly along her waist, and despite the layers of thick fabric between his skin and hers, she felt a funny kind of tingling sensation run up her spine. All her guilt-ridden musings dropped to the side at once, her attention pulled into sharp focus on the present.

His hair had fallen into his eyes again, and as she looked into them, she felt an unexpected urge to test just how wide she could make them go.

That’s an intensely bad idea. Fooling around with red-haired nurses was one thing. But an unknown contractor attending the Summit? He could have a million different motives, a million different agendas. For everything he’d said about the Order, she couldn’t even rule out the possibility that he was in their pocket.

She tried to take a breath to reign herself in, but her breath seemed to burn in her throat. His chest rose and fell in rapid succession, the movement straining the tight, silky shirt that clung so closely to his skin. She pressed forward, spinning them in a new direction, changing up the spar. His lips quivered uncertainly, and her hand braced his shoulder—

The squeaking sound of a door swinging wide interrupted them, splitting the tension in two. Whatever half-formed ideas that floated in Logan’s head now fluttered and died. They paused their dance, glancing back at the open glass doors behind them.

Zilla Ulric, one of the Twelve Seers of the Order of Shadows, stood framed in the doorway, openly staring at them both. Logan dropped her hands, but she didn’t step back.

“Mr. Volkov,” called Ulric, her voice commanding their attention. “Your presence is requested at one of our esteemed donors’ tables. If you’ll please come with me…”

“Of course,” Cas called back, before turning back to Logan one more time. “Forgive me, I must beg my leave. Perhaps, if it is not too much trouble, you might save a dance for me some other time?”

“Sure,” said Logan with an easy shrug. “I’ll hit you up at the next ball I go to.”

“Wonderful.” Either he was playing along with her, or he hadn’t caught the sarcasm. “Until we meet again.”

Logan smiled and nodded, not entirely certain how to respond to such a formal-sounding farewell. Of course, it didn’t matter much: within seconds he was gone, walking away from her and toward the Seer impatiently tapping her foot by the door.

Guess we all go after the paycheck, in the end.

As Ulric and Volkov disappeared into the crowd beyond the large glass doors, Logan decided to hang back. She had to return eventually, but she could take a moment to collect her thoughts. She returned to the balustrade, leaning over it until her head and shoulders pressed out of the invisible dome of magical warmth, and she could feel the blissful cold of the evening.

She stayed there as long as she could justify it. Though she did her best to keep her mind blank and meditative, her thoughts found a way to interrupt her. She could feel the warm press of Cas’s shoulder against her palm; she could feel Alexei’s warmth, too. His hand at her waist, his breath on her neck. She could hear him posing her a question, back in San Francisco, not for the first time.

On her next inhale, she brought her focus back to her own body. First, she concentrated on her diaphragm, then her chest, then her shoulders. Each piece she contracted and released. Each new breath pushed out a little further.

Just like that, she was back. The dance was gone from her mind.

Inevitably, of course, she had to return to the fray.

The Wolf may not have struck yet, but her work was far from over.

 

 

Jude’s night had been a blur, and she could feel it blurring still. Her heart beat a staccato rhythm in her chest as she ascended a set of darkened stairs, feeling every bite of rich food and sip of sweet champagne weighing her down. The hand she had clasped to the railing clenched for just a moment, then released.

Taking a quick, large step, Sasha came astride her and poked her gently in the shoulder.

“You’ve gone quiet,” she said, her tone lighthearted. “Something on your mind?”

There were a million things on her mind. Jude glanced over her shoulder; Logan and Alexei had fallen nearly a floor behind them.

“I’m a little nervous,” said Jude. “Not really sure what I’m walking into.”

“What is it that’s got you nervous?” asked Sasha. She didn’t sound as out-of-breath as Jude felt, and she also didn’t seem nearly as drunk as she should have been, considering how much champagne they’d all consumed already. “Is it the fear of being drugged up and locked inside an enclosed space, or is it something else?”

Jude stopped dead in her tracks.

“What did you just say?”

“Oh, don’t worry—it’s perfectly safe. I mean, you’ve already been through the burden release. This is nothing compared to that. Though you didn’t hear me say so.” She emitted a light, twinkly laugh as she tossed her head back. “Now, come on. What are you nervous about?”

Jude glanced back once more to make sure Logan and Alexei couldn’t hear them. She started up the stairs again, motioning for Sasha to come with her.

“It’s…there’s a girl that I…that I kinda like. She’s gonna be up there, at the afterparty.”

“This girl wouldn’t happen to be the Champion of the Gauntlet, would it?”

Jude felt her face flush. Immediately, she imagined Eliana in her mind’s eye—all shiny, curling hair and wide, black eyes, and even in the middle of a fight, an effortless confidence coming off her in waves. Jude knew she couldn’t even begin to match up.

“I, uh, well—”

“Don’t worry so much,” said Sasha, lowering her voice ever so slightly. “You like her, don’t you? I mean, you certainly spent a lot of time watching her crush rocks tonight.”

“Uh, yeah, well—she’s pretty cool.” Suddenly Jude couldn’t help but notice how awkward her left arm was, swinging at her side like that. She shoved her hand in her pocket.

“You’re plenty cool yourself, you know,” said Sasha, patting her on the back again. “Believe me, I know how to spot it.”

“Uh, thanks.” Jude knew she sounded incredulous, but it couldn’t be helped. She’d never been cool, and she’d always been keenly aware of that.

“Besides,” said Sasha, apparently indifferent to Jude’s tone, “she likes you back.”

Against her will, Jude felt a thin ribbon of hope leap inside her chest.

“Did, uh, your psychic powers tell you that?”

“Didn’t have to,” Sasha said, shaking her head and giving Jude a knowing smile. “All her very best friends around her all night, but you’re the one she can’t take her eyes off of? Seems obvious to me. Oh, look, we’re almost there!”

Sasha turned back to the others, yelling at them to hurry up, but Jude could barely hear her anymore. Her heart beat wildly in her chest, strumming with excitement.

She didn’t want to let herself believe Sasha completely, just in case she was wrong, but she couldn’t help the way her body immediately responded to her words.

She tried to scroll through her own memory of the evening so far, to see if she could categorize and parse every moment she’d locked eyes with Eliana in the small crowd of strangers they’d been surrounded by all night, but her excitement wouldn’t let her press pause on any single moment long enough to analyze its content. Instead, a kaleidoscopic carousel of images twirled at top speed inside her mind.

At the top of the last staircase, their group met with an unassuming pair of thick metal doors. Sasha and Jude each pressed down on their bars at the same time, throwing both doors open at once.

As soon as they stepped outside, a cold night breeze rolled right through them, sending shivers down Jude’s spine.

The sight that greeted them nearly took her breath away; she did her best not to gasp out loud.

The roof was massive, far larger than she had been expecting, and a twenty-foot wall of solid green hedge ran the entire length of it. Directly in the center of the wall stood an open archway, giving way to the darkened green interior of a maze. On each side of the doorway, a red robe held out a platter carrying thirty or more tiny glass phials of an unknown substance. Between them, under the archway, stood an unmoving dark figure, blocking the path inside.

“Jude! Over here!”

Jude whipped around at the sound of her name and hoped against hope that the flush had finally gone from her cheeks. Her eyes alighted on Eliana, waving her down and jogging in their direction.

“Told you,” Sasha whispered into Jude’s ear, before giving her a playful push toward the other girl.

As Jude glanced back at Eliana, she realized that she wasn’t alone: behind her stood a boy about their age, wearing a maroon beanie and thick, square-cut glasses, his arms crossed over his chest.

Even from this distance, Jude could guess that he was about as happy to see her as she was to see him. Eliana waved her on again, so she pushed back her anxiety and closed the rest of the distance between them.

“Hey,” Eliana beamed as she approached, her eyes shining with an almost unnatural brightness, as they had been all night. She reached out her arm and touched Jude lightly on the shoulder. Jude felt a tiny shiver run through her entire body, but she tried not to show it. “I was just about to send a search party after you.”

“Yeah, uh, I guess I need to start incorporating squats into my routine,” said Jude, attempting a self-deprecating smile. “Who’s your friend?”

“Oh, yeah.” Eliana turned back toward the boy standing a few feet behind her. Taking Jude’s hand and grasping it tightly, she pulled her back over with her.

Jude felt her heart fly right out of her chest. There was something off about Eliana right now—she was being a little too enthusiastic, not quite as smooth and collected as she’d been so far. And her eyes looked like they were more open than they normally were, whatever that meant.

Still, Jude wasn’t about to complain. The feel of Eliana’s hand grasping her own prevented her from seeing anything to complain about.

Then they reached the sullen-looking boy, and Eliana’s hand disappeared. Jude couldn’t help but feel a funny sense of loss.

“Jude, this is my best friend, Ian Fisher. Fisher, this is Jude. The one I told you about.”

She told someone about me? Jude’s stomach fluttered, though she was hard-pressed to say if it was a good flutter or a bad one.

“Sure,” said Ian, his arms still crossed tight over his chest. “You’re the one who came with the shadow summoner, right? Her plus-one, as it were?”

“Uh, yeah. But not as, like, her date or something. I’m, uh, more like an apprentice.” Jude instinctively glanced back toward the doors where Logan still stood, Sasha now whispering in her ear. Without trying to, Jude caught her eye and received a big, unexpected wave from her in return. Was it Jude’s imagination, or did Logan’s gaze seem to lock and linger on Eliana?

Ian turned his attention away from Jude almost immediately, switching back to Eliana with an accusatory look.

“I don’t know, Blake. Do you honestly think she’ll be able to keep up with us?”

Jude felt her heart freeze, the intoxicating mixture of excitement and nervousness temporarily blocked from her system. Suddenly she was in high school again, opening her locker to find that, somehow, all her clothes had vanished. She was empty, already defeated.

Then Eliana laughed.

“Fisher, what exactly makes you think you can keep up with me tonight?” Turning back to Jude, Eliana offered a softer smile. “I was hoping you might want to join our group, Jude. I mean, if you don’t mind that my supposed best friend is a huge douchebag, obviously. Oh, and it does sort of mean you’d have to leave your other friends behind. They only let us go in groups of two to four.”

The ice cracked and broke away as Eliana spoke, and Jude felt herself floating back to the present moment. High school was over, and she was right here, on an artificially grassy rooftop in an impossible bubble of magic, hidden inside an abandoned warehouse in Brooklyn, New York.

She felt a little disoriented as she looked at the people milling around, giggling with each other in their fantastic finery, drinking brightly colored liquids from tiny phials in their gloved hands. I’ve never even been to New York before, she thought to herself, suddenly struck by the absurdity of it all. And now I’m here, inside the secret headquarters of an ancient society dedicated to the research and study of magic, and…killing demons, I guess? What the fuck else do they do here?

She looked around again, and her eyes fell on a couple several feet away, grasping onto each other for support. Giggling and stumbling, they approached the large archway in the center of the hedge wall. A man stood in front of them—or, at least, Jude thought it was a man. He was wearing black from head-to-toe—including the hood that had been pulled over his head, obscuring his features.

Despite no obvious openings for eye holes, he seemed to see just fine. He gave the couple a quick once-over, then bowed and stepped out of their way. Giggling some more, they stumbled forward.

As soon as they stepped under the arch, they disappeared completely. Jude’s heart skipped a beat.

“Go where, exactly?”

“Into the maze, of course.”

“Uh, right.”

Jude looked at the looming hedge wall again, straight up to where it met with the deep black of the nighttime sky. When Eliana had first mentioned the afterparty to her, Jude had wondered what could possibly top the binding ceremony and the Gauntlet Ball. Now she wondered again, with a bit more dire urgency.

But it was just a party, after all. How bad could it be?

“Seriously, this is who you invited?” Fisher sneered at her. “If I’d known you wanted a puppy so bad, I would have gotten you one.”

“Yeah, I’ll go with you.” Jude’s words tumbled out of her, louder and tenser than she’d meant them. “I wouldn’t miss it.”

Fisher scoffed.

“Fantastic,” said Eliana, giving her friend a disapproving shove. “Ian, why don’t you go grab us our party favors, hm?”

Somehow finding a way to cross his arms even harder over his chest, the bespectacled boy let out an impatient huff as he began to move off.

“Whatever. Always happy to serve the Champion.”

Eliana watched him move safely out of earshot before turning back to Jude, bearing a look of contrition and concern.

“I’m sorry he’s being such an ass,” she said hurriedly. “He’s had kind of a rough day, and—well, to be honest, I should have given him more warning than I did that I was going to invite you.”

Jude blinked, remembering what Sasha had said about this party and wondering if perhaps she shouldn’t have come.

“Why—why does he care so much?”

Eliana gave her an incredulous smile.

“You really don’t know what you’re getting yourself into, do you?”

“Well, no. I’d never heard of this party until you told me about it.”

“Oh.” This time it was Eliana’s turn to blink. For the first time in hours, her eyes narrowed. “In that case, I should tell you…the afterparty can get a little…intense. It’s kind of…well, revealing. And intimate. Some people prefer to go through it with only their closest friends.”

“But…not you?”

“I don’t know. I just thought it might be a fun way to get to know you.” She cast her shining eyes at the floor, looking embarrassed. “I mean…look, it’s not too late if you still want to join up with Logan and your other friends. If that’s what you want, I mean.”

Jude flashed to Sasha’s words, comparing it to the burden release. If someone were to describe that as intense, she wouldn’t disagree. Still, Sasha’s assertion that the eira ritual was by far the harder of the two helped to put her at ease.

Jude shook her head.

“No, I—I think you’re right. It sounds like it might be a good way to get to know each other.”

Her uncertainty flared up as soon as the words formed, but there was little she could do about that now. Besides, the look of relief and excitement on Eliana’s face made it worth it.

“I’m back.”

Jude and Eliana jumped at the same time, turning to see brown-haired, beanie-wearing Ian Fisher staring at them, carrying an entire full tray of tiny phials. He let out an exaggerated sigh as the two of them gaped at the tray.

“Are we doing this, or what?”

Eliana laughed and picked up a phial.

“We’re supposed to toast, right?” She held her phial aloft. “I hate toasts. Uh, okay, okay. To—uh—to the struck hour!”

Fisher chuckled as he grabbed his own.

“You can stop sucking up to the elders, Blake, you already won.” He rolled his eyes and held his glass up next to hers. “To my own personal youth—and beauty.”

Eliana shook her head at him, then glanced over at Jude, expectantly. Catching on, Jude picked up a third phial—or was it a shot glass?—and held it next to theirs.

“To—uh—to making new friends!”

She glanced over at Eliana, who met her gaze with a shy smile. Ian Fisher sneered at them, then pushed his hand toward theirs, brusquely completing the toasting motion. They each tossed back their tinctures.

Jude’s head felt funny almost immediately. She’d barely righted herself again before she felt an unfamiliar wobbliness, somewhere in the vicinity of her ears. Shaking her head, she gave a little cough, even though the liquid hadn’t exactly burned its way down her throat. In fact, she’d barely felt it go down at all.

Ian and Eliana both tossed their empty phials over their shoulders as soon as they were finished with them, so Jude followed suit. When she didn’t hear the tell-tale sound of glass crashing to the floor, she glanced behind her—but there was nothing there. In fact, there was no debris around any of them. It was as if the phials had simply popped out of existence.

Strangeness was the order of the day, then.

“Shall we do another?” asked Ian, his eyes shining behind his thick, black glasses. Jude glanced at his face again; this close, she thought his glasses looked wrong somehow, but she couldn’t say why.

Eliana glanced over at Jude, looking uncertain.

“Jude,” she said gently, “when it comes to tonight…I don’t think you should try to keep up with us. Letha enhancers can be overwhelming the first time, you know?”

“Letha what, now?” Jude heard her voice come out of her mouth, but she was only partly certain she controlled it.

“Letha enhancers. You just took one, in that glass. Like I said, they’re powerful. You might feel a little disoriented.”

Fisher made another quiet sound of disgust.

“Seriously, if we’re doing this with a newbie, then I’m invoking my right to get trashed.” He grabbed a second phial. “What you might not know, young outsider, is that Blake and I were bound tonight. Which means for the next twenty-four hours, we’re basically superheroes.” He pushed the tray towards Eliana. “Come on, Blake. I’m gonna burn right through that first one, and so are you.”

Eliana glanced uncertainly at Jude, and even in her swiftly spiraling state, Jude recognized concern in her eyes.

“Come on, Blake,” said Ian, more insistently this time. “Don’t you want to make it an even playing field for your new friend?”

She touched Jude lightly on the arm, and it was all Jude could do not to stare in amazement at the place where they touched.

“Are you gonna be all right?”

Jude nodded tightly and swallowed hard, preparing herself for forming new words.

“I think I can hold it together.” She sounded surprisingly clear and confident, though a part of her realized that she might only seem that way to herself. What if she’d actually shouted those words, and she just couldn’t tell anymore?

Eliana, however, seemed to think she sounded fine.

“Okay,” she said carefully, her gaze—and touch—lingering a moment longer than it needed to. Then she finally turned back to Fisher and took another shot from the tray.

“Yes!” said Fisher, raising his own shot with gusto. “To getting fucked up!”

Eliana smiled.

“To the underappreciated virtues of sobriety,” she said, her voice pleasantly serene.

They both tossed back their liquids and threw the containers over their shoulders. Jude watched them do it this time, and to her eyes, it looked like the tiny glasses slowly faded into nothingness as they fell. She might have chalked it up to the increasing fuzziness of her head, if it weren’t for the pristine condition of the grass all around them.

In the end, Fisher and Eliana shared a third round, and Fisher soldiered on alone to a fourth. Jude found herself taking notice of the sky above her and wondering if it had always been as beautiful as it was right at that moment, and how it was possible that she had never realized it.

Eliana reached out a hand and touched Jude’s wrist, then with a move so quick and smooth Jude hardly felt it, slipped her hand into hers.

“Let’s go in, shall we?”

Jude thrilled at her touch, and for just a moment, her excitement completely overrode her apprehension. Then Eliana gave a pull, and they were just like everyone else: giggling, tumbling their way toward the gaping entrance to the darkened labyrinth, where the hooded man stood and waited.

Jude was never sure what happened to the tray, though she supposed it must have disappeared just like its contents. In any case, Fisher was right behind them when they finally reached the gate.

As they approached the hulking sentinel at the entrance, Jude started to worry that he would turn them away. Surely she wasn’t allowed, surely they knew that she was underage, and now they weren’t just going to throw her out of the party, but probably right out of the Order—

“Hello, there!” said Eliana cheerily, letting go of Jude’s hand as she stepped forward. “And a good evening to you!”

“Tell him you’re the Great Chosen Champion,” teased Fisher, smirking at his own half-joke.

“Please ignore our idiot,” said Eliana, pulling her spine straight and looking for all the world like she was about to salute. “The hour is struck!”

The apparent guardian of the maze bowed his head and stepped silently out of their way.

“How charming,” muttered Fisher vaguely. Puffing up his chest, he stepped out in front of the other two and marched straight into the archway.

Somehow, unlike the couple Jude had seen earlier, he didn’t disappear. Instead, he turned back toward them with a flourish and bowed theatrically, then glanced up at the other two.

“What’s the matter, comrades? You’re not afraid of a little bush, are you?”

Beside her, Eliana gave a stiff cough.

“I really wish you’d learn to think before you speak,” she said with a sigh. “Especially when we have company present.”

Fisher straightened back up and laughed.

“She’s gonna get to know me one way or another tonight, Blake. So what’s the point of hiding?”

With a shake of his head, he turned away from them and began moving away from the entrance, into the shadows. Eliana gave her an apologetic look and a shrug, then followed after him.

Jude glanced over her shoulder one last time, and as it happened, she locked eyes with Logan, standing on the far side of the roof. She must have looked more freaked out than she realized, because Logan gave her a reassuring smile before mouthing two comforting words at her.

You’re safe.

Relief broke immediately through Jude’s entire body. Surely, if there was danger here, Logan would know. Logan would warn her.

With that thought holding her steady, she gazed into the darkness and stepped inside.

Nothing seemed to change. The air within the maze was the same as the air outside of it, if not a touch warmer. The corridors were lined with pretty twinkling lights and glowing orbs, and the aroma of flowers floated up to greet her.

She spun back around, thinking she’d mouth a thank you back at Logan—only Logan was no longer there.

In the span of an instant, everyone else on the roof had vanished.


Chapter Twenty-Seven
Into the Long Grass

Jude blinked twice, and then a third time. As she stared out from the other side of the archway, she could still see the rooftop outside, covered in tile walkways and fake grass, illuminated by a star-filled sky. But, to her vision, the rooftop no longer held a single occupant. Even the sounds of the night had disappeared.

Jude did her best not to break into a panic. She took a breath, then turned to her right, where Eliana and Fisher stood several feet into the maze already.

“Where did everyone else go?” she asked. She hoped she didn’t sound as lost and childlike as she felt like she did.

“They’ll all get their turn,” said Eliana easily, clearly untroubled. Jude gaped at her.

“But they’re—they’re just gone.”

Eliana gave a small smile and shook her head.

“They’re not gone. Their journey into the maze will just be separate from ours, that’s all. Don’t worry, Logan will be fine—in fact, she’ll probably beat us to the end if we don’t get moving.”

It’s magic, Jude told herself as she started to walk toward the others. It’s magic you’ve never seen before, but it’s still just magic. Everything will be fine.

“Right, sorry,” said Jude, accelerating her pace. “I didn’t mean to hold us up.”

Eliana’s smile broadened.

“Not to worry,” she said. “I like to take my time.”

Jude wasn’t entirely sure why, but she felt herself blush again as warmth pooled in her abdomen.

“Hey, comrades! Are you coming, or what?” Fisher called from about twenty feet ahead of them, reminding them both of his presence.

Eliana sighed and shook her head.

“I suppose we’ve kept the little prince waiting long enough,” she said, mirth in her voice. To Jude’s immense surprise, she felt Eliana grab her hand again. “Come on!”

Just like that, they took off down the tunnel, closing the distance between Fisher and themselves in a few short seconds. Jude knew she should have wanted to drag her feet, to try to keep as much distance between them and Fisher as she could. He’d been mostly rude to her so far, and the working logical section of her brain told her to be wary. But another, larger part of her, one she didn’t quite understand, didn’t mind at all—in fact, it wanted her to move forward. It told her that they needed to stick together, all three of them, even if she wasn’t too sure about the boy. It was that part of her that propelled her feet to move, quelling her own uncertainty with every step.

The warmth of Eliana’s hand didn’t hurt.

They had barely reached him when he took off again, motioning for them to follow.

“I think I’ve figured out where the Hall of Roses is,” he called over his shoulder. “Follow me!”

Eliana squeezed Jude’s hand as she pulled her forward, after him. “What makes you think that?”

“I can smell it. Can’t you?”

Remembering the wafting scent of flowers from when she’d first stepped inside, Jude took a deep breath. There it was, clear as air. And from what she could tell, Fisher seemed to be right about the direction it was coming from.

“We’ve heard a lot about the Hall of Roses,” Eliana told her. “The story goes that it’s as old as the Order itself—in fact, it’s supposedly the place where the Order began.”

“And not everyone gets to go,” said Fisher, striding just ahead of it. “The maze decides whether or not you can see it—whether you’re worthy.”

“Oh, wow.” Jude couldn’t think of anything else to say. She got the distinct impression that Fisher’s words contained a veiled threat.

They continued down the corridor made of foliage, pretty little lights leading their way. When Jude looked up, she could still see the night sky, even though she felt as warm as if she were indoors, and she still couldn’t seem to hear anything beyond their immediate vicinity. As she assessed herself, she realized that she didn’t feel as wobbly and uncontrolled as she had when she’d first drunk from the phial. Now it felt more like she was carried along by a tide, tethered to her two companions.

Was it just her mind playing tricks, or was her hand starting to feel like it might not actually be able to let go of Eliana’s?

She leaned a little bit closer to Eliana and lowered her voice. “What was in those phials, exactly?”

Fisher heard her anyway.

“Sex, drugs, and rock’n’roll, baby.”

Eliana rolled her eyes.

“Nothing dangerous,” she replied, somewhat evasively. “Just something to get us all to relax, to help us bond.”

Still walking, Fisher turned to face them. “And to keep us totally and completely honest. Isn’t that right, Blake?”

Eliana nodded. “Correct.”

Ian’s face lit up with a perfect impression of a mischievous smile, directed right at Jude. “Why don’t you try to tell me a lie?”

Jude smirked, unimpressed by the challenge.

“Fine. Uh, right now, the stars up in the sky are—”

“No, no—not like that. Tell me—tell me what you think of me.”

“Leave her alone, Ian.”

Fisher laughed.

“Would you prefer I ask her what she thinks of you?”

“Nah—how about I knock your teeth down your throat instead?”

Still walking backwards, Fisher’s grin looked exaggerated and wolfish. “Feeling a little sensitive, are we?”

Eliana had barely opened her mouth to respond again when the boy in front of them tripped over something on the ground behind him, immediately losing his balance and tumbling hard to the earth. Jude felt something inside herself jerk forward, as if pulled along with him.

Feeling a sense of calm she wasn’t sure came from within herself, Jude stepped forward and glanced down at him.

“I think you’re kind of an asshole,” she said serenely.

Eliana stepped forward alongside her.

“What, your fancy new eyeballs can’t see through the back of your head?”

A giggle escaped Jude’s lips, though she had no idea what Eliana actually meant. As the sound faded on the air, she picked up on that flowery scent again, even stronger than before. As her head began to turn inexorably toward it, she realized that Fisher had tripped over a thick set of roots spreading over the ground ahead of them, leading them onward…

Several feet ahead of them, the hedge walls gave way to a large archway made of interlocking branches, several different types of flowers blooming throughout.

Jude felt her right hand float up to point. “Hey, uh, guys? Is that the place we’re looking for?”

Eliana and Fisher both turned their heads, though Fisher had to crane his neck to do it.

“Holy shit.” Eliana jumped over her fallen friend to move toward the mesmerizing, unearthly light streaming in from the archway. Still attached by the hand, Jude was pulled along by her movement.

The archway seemed to grow bigger and bigger as they approached, though the room beyond it remained obscured by the glow.

In no time at all, they found themselves walking under and through it. Their world went dark for the briefest moment, and then they were on the other side.

Jude didn’t bother to hold back her gasp. They weren’t in a hallway at all; they weren’t even in a room. Instead, they had just stepped out into a sweeping botanical garden, full of a million varieties of flowers in every imaginable color. As large as the maze had looked from the outside, Jude never would have guessed it contained something this size.

“How?” was all she managed to say.

“Awesome,” said Eliana beside her.

Fisher stumbled in behind them, slightly out of breath. “Congrats, newbie. You haven’t fucked it up for us yet.”

“Didn’t the entrance just knock you on your ass?” said Jude, blinking slowly at him. “Seems like you’re the one it doesn’t like.”

“She got you there,” said Eliana, chuckling softly.

Fisher started to say something back, then stopped himself. Instead, he scowled at the both of them and stalked off into the rose bushes without another word.

Jude could vaguely remember the feeling she’d had earlier: the certainty that they would all be safe, if only they stayed together. Yet her calm remained, though she wasn’t yet certain it was really her calm.

“Maybe I shouldn’t have said that,” she said. “He seems like he might need to be handled with care.”

“Oh, don’t worry about Ian,” Eliana replied with a shrug. Her voice was as calm as Jude felt. “He can handle a little harsh reality now and then. Come on, I want to find the floating bridges.”

With that, they were off.

 

 

Jude couldn’t quite say how long they’d been in the Hall of Roses. After the antechamber of bursting wild flowers, the rest of the garden seemed to separate itself into intersecting rows and columns, forming a looser mini-maze within the confines of the wider maze. They might have only been exploring it a few minutes, or it might have been hours.

They hadn’t seen Fisher since he’d broken off from the group. When she thought about him wandering around alone, she started to feel a dull worry poking at her perfect, complacent calm.

“Is everything all right?” asked Eliana.

Jude shook her head. “I’m not sure. Something feels odd about this place.”

“You can say that again.” Eliana nodded, then pointed over to the left. “Hey, do you think we’ve passed by here before?”

Jude followed her point and realized that she had, indeed, seen that particular shrub and those particular purple-and-yellow flowers before.

“Yeah. Are we walking around in circles?”

“I think so.”

Jude felt another ripple through her surface calm. She’d been so sure they were going in a straight line….

“Do you hear that?” The hand that still held hers tightened.

Jude stilled, straining for the sound. There it was, somewhere in the distance. At first, it sounded like the wind. Then it sounded like a howl.

“I think it’s coming from behind us,” said Jude, her voice low.

A beat after she said the last word, it sounded again. Closer this time.

“Forward it is, then,” said Eliana.

She pushed on with deliberation, pulling Jude along for the ride. They flew through the next few rows of rose bushes, past a lovely water fountain carved with angels and a smattering of wire sculptures of trees. They went faster and faster with each step until they were running flat-out.

They might have kept on that way if they hadn’t, at that moment, found their first floating bridge. As they rounded a bend in the hedge, a pristine and lovely pond materialized before them. Eliana skidded to a halt, and Jude gratefully followed.

“What the…” Eliana trailed off, staring hard at the perfect, serene water before them.

“What’s wrong?” asked Jude.

“Nothing, it’s just—I was just thinking—but it doesn’t matter. Let’s just…let’s just check out the bridge, yeah?” She turned around briefly, surveying as much of the path they’d taken to get here as she could, which wasn’t much. “Can you hear it anymore?”

Jude turned, too, though that was unlikely to help her.

“I don’t hear it right now. But maybe it comes and goes.”

“You mean it might come back.”

She looked uncertainly at the water again. The bridge across was narrow and low, made entirely of stones that just barely breached the surface of the water, creating the impression that they hung suspended, magically impervious to applied weight. There was no railing on either side; there was nothing at all to hang on to.

In her mind’s eye, Jude could already see herself missing a step, sliding right under the dark surface of the water. She began to understand Eliana’s sudden reticence.

“We could go around it,” she offered, looking to either side of the pond. As she did, she realized that might not be true: vines and shrubbery began to amass a few feet in either direction, forming two low walls that not only rose in height, but eventually broke away from the pond, forcing the walker to pick an entirely new direction in which to travel.

Eliana shook her head.

“That’ll take too long. And what if it moves us even farther away from Fisher?”

What if going forward does that? Jude thought but didn’t say.

“Okay. Then let’s get it over with.”

Eliana gave a tight nod before letting go of Jude’s hand so she could stride forth onto the first stone platform. She stepped on with ease, and Jude saw her shoulders relax. She even tossed back a reassuring smile before she took her second step.

So, Jude followed her in.

Her first step was just as easy as it looked. Her shoes connected with the stone, and she returned to her center of balance without effort. Her next few steps were just as uneventful, though she made sure to keep her eyes glued to the bridge so she wouldn’t trip.

As she took her fourth step, she saw movement on the edge of her vision. A small ripple on the surface of the water.

She blinked, unsure if she’d really seen anything at all. But as she took another step, her eyes focused now on the water instead of the stone.

Another ripple, originating from only a few feet away. Small, but…

“Eliana?”

“I see it.”

Jude felt her heart begin to race. Now that she knew they had both perceived it, it felt a hundred times more real.

“What should we do?”

“Try to go faster. And don’t fall in.”

Jude nodded, though Eliana couldn’t see her. Ahead of her, the newly bound Order Adept sped forward, immediately gliding over the stone bridge with impossible speed and incredible grace. Jude suddenly realized how much she’d been holding herself back when they’d been joined together by their hands.

Now it seemed her fear had broken through her restraint. Jude did her best to keep up, but she found herself sorely lacking. With every step she took, Eliana only got farther and farther ahead of her. The water rippled again. It seemed like it was getting bigger.

After a few moments, she realized something was different: it had gotten a little bit harder to see clearly.

The world had gone dark. But why? She looked up at the sky.

The stars were missing.

She heard a kind of groan coming from somewhere nearby: it sounded almost like a large machine, creaking and screeching its way to life. Almost, but not quite. She was fairly certain it came from somewhere beneath the dark surface of the pond.

Eliana sped up even more. She was now more than ten feet ahead of Jude, who struggled to make up the distance. She could see the other side of the pond, maybe thirty or forty feet ahead—

In the corner of her eye, she saw a flash. When she turned her head, something had just slipped back beneath the surface, leaving nothing but a splash of water in its wake.

She ran as fast as her legs could carry her, ran so fast she forgot to look where she was going—

The next piece of stone her foot connected with was slanted to the side, and she slipped.

She threw her arms out wildly as she went down, and while one found purchase on the stone, the other skimmed and slid, scraping up her palm as her entire arm crashed through the surface of the water.

“Jude!” Eliana screamed, now more than fifteen feet ahead of her. She spun around frantically, searching for the other girl and the source of the sound. “Jude, get up!”

She began to run back for her, but Jude was already back on her feet, doing her best to ignore the harsh cold and the dull ache in her hand.

“I’m fine, keep going!” she called back, using her other arm to flag Eliana onward. Eliana nodded and obeyed, flying off again.

Jude saw another splash out of the corner of her eye, but she didn’t pause to look. Even so, she knew it was nearly upon her.

She could feel her body beginning to lag, the cold and the fear spreading through her like a paralyzing agent. Why had she agreed to any of this? And why the fuck did Sasha Ren tell me it would be fine?

Eliana was already safely to the shore, and she skidded to a halt and turned back. Jude only watched her long enough to see that she was safe, then dropped her gaze back down, terrified of another fall.

The splash again, now merely feet from her. She tried to imagine a soccer field, tried to pretend the water creature was nothing but a rival player, and she used that image to help her push through her fear, push her legs to move faster than ever—

And before she knew it, she hit solid ground. Real grass cropped up beneath her stomping feet.

As the wave of relief crashed over her, she felt her knees buckle, and she fell to the ground, rolling farther away from the edge.

She didn’t even let herself stop to think. She just bounced back up and turned back to the pond, her feet ferrying her backward.

Except…there was nothing there. Jude blinked, but the result was the same. The entire pond was gone.

“What the fuck?”

“I know.”

Jude glanced to her left. Eliana stood slightly hunched over, her hands on her knees as she surveyed the open field that now stood before them. She looked every bit as confused and out-of-breath as Jude felt.

“But…how…”

Jude glanced down at her right arm. She’d been absolutely certain that she’d felt it go into the water, but…now it was completely dry. She turned her palm over and saw that it still looked a bit scraped up, but it, too, was dry.

“We must have hit a pocket of…something,” said Eliana, giving a faint shrug. She stood up straight and shook her head, still looking nonplussed, then glanced at Jude with concern. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

Jude raised her raw, red palm. “I think some of the rocks were real.”

Eliana gazed back out at the open field. On the far side of it, the hedge wall through which they’d entered was still clearly visible, unchanged by everything that had just passed. Jude thought about how scared she’d been only a moment ago, and she felt silly.

“It’s so weird,” said Eliana, sounding almost dreamy. “Just before we turned that corner, I’d been thinking…I’d been thinking about this lake I used to go to…a long time ago.”

Her gaze softened into the middle distance as her words trailed off. Jude wanted to ask her if this lake had been terrifying in some way, but she got the impression that Eliana didn’t want any follow-up questions.

“Well, I guess everything is okay now,” said Jude uncertainly. She straightened up and dusted herself off, hoping maybe the action would quell her lingering unease. It did not.

“Yeah, I guess we should…keep going.” Eliana turned around, back toward the direction they’d been headed in, and Jude followed suit.

Before them stood an old lattice-work fence, vines and flowers growing over and through it, sprouting in every direction. Jude was starting to feel suspicious of flowers.

They strode forward, stepping right through the break in the fence, leaving the pond-field behind them. Jude glanced up at the sky again and was unsurprised to see that all the stars had returned. But were they really there? She was starting to wonder if they were actually on the roof at all. What if this whole place was just another room, full of dangerous illusions?

She recalled how reluctant Logan had been to come to the Order of Shadows, and she was starting to think she understood why. Nothing here was exactly as it seemed.

You’re being a little dramatic, she chided herself immediately. Everything was fine before you took a bunch of magic drugs.

Yeah, but I was expected to take them, wasn’t I?

She gave herself a shake. If only she could put an end to this unbalanced feeling…

Beside her, Eliana stopped walking. She put her face in her hands and sighed.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked, peeking through her fingers. “Because I’m not sure I’m okay.”

At her words, Jude felt a glimmer of warmth in her chest.

“Honestly?” She turned to face the other, shrugging in her helplessness. “I’m terrified that the next corner we turn, we’re gonna run right into the Loch Ness monster or something.”

Eliana lowered her hands, a small smile playing on her lips.

“I wouldn’t worry about that if I were you,” she said gently. “Nessie is quite peaceful.”

Jude smiled, then immediately balked.

“Uh—that’s a joke, right? I mean, there’s no such thing as—”

“Wait—do you hear that?”

Eliana turned on a dime, her expression immediately serious as she faced forward again. The path ahead of them was darker than the one they’d left behind; the lattice stretched across the top to form a trellis tunnel, and Jude couldn’t see more than a few feet into it.

“I can’t hear any—”

But she stopped. She could hear something—or, rather, someone.

And they were screaming.

“Come on!” cried Eliana, immediately breaking into a run. After a moment of frozen shock, Jude followed, willing her legs into motion as fast as they would go.

Within moments, her adrenaline kicked in again. She was already lagging behind, but as the scream sounded one more time, she felt a burst of energy rush through her body, nearly bringing her up to speed with Eliana.

That didn’t last long, of course. She kept pace for several strides, but in the end, she was no match for the newly bound. Eliana pulled ahead once more.

It’s okay, she told herself. I won’t get left behind, just as long as I don’t—

Before she could finish the thought, she tripped and fell.

Eliana didn’t seem to notice. She zoomed along without pause, and before Jude could even climb back to standing, she was gone—gone around a bend, swallowed up by the foliage.

Jude turned down the same corner she was certain Eliana had taken, but the other was nowhere to be seen. It was almost like she had stepped right out of existence.

With no clear idea of what she should do next, Jude let herself skid to a stop. She couldn’t even hear Fisher screaming anymore, and she was starting to doubt she’d ever heard him to begin with. Her own heartbeat sounded like a war drum inside her ears.

I’m alone.

She turned back around and tried to retrace her steps. Maybe Eliana had simply gone a different way. She ran farther down the path, looking for the next turn—but there wasn’t one. The trellis tunnel kept going and going and going—

Until it finally, impossibly, came to an end. The tunnel ended in a wall. There was no way to go except the turn she’d taken before—the turn that had not revealed Eliana’s shrinking form.

But what else was there to do? She went back to the turn.

She didn’t know how long she could keep running, and she no longer believed that there was anything to run from, or to, so her pace slowed. She turned back down that same corner, and, predictably, Eliana was not there.

I’m alone.

Devoid of other options, Jude kept on down this new path. She made herself take deep, slow breaths, even though every single particle of her being told her to panic. If ever there was a time for it, that time was now.

No, stop it. Everything is fine. It’s not even that bad; I just need to calm down. Everything could be so much worse. I mean, at least I know I’m safe from the Wolf.

No sooner had she formed the thought than her memory conjured up the sound of his terrible, wheezing laughter. Except…was it a memory?

Jude froze in her tracks.

The laughter was real, and it was coming from right behind her.


Chapter Twenty-Eight
Fly in the Ointment

Jude was running again, faster than she’d ever run before. How could the Wolf be here, now? Logan had been afraid he would show himself at the Summit, but during the party? Surely, if that had been a real danger, Logan would never have let her run off with people they didn’t know.

But I wanted her to trust me, she thought desperately, still pushing her body forward at top speed. God, how could I be so stupid?

But maybe if the Wolf was here, then Logan could help her—except she had no idea how to reach Logan. The last time she’d seen her, she’d promptly disappeared in some sort of letha magic trick. How could she reach her?

Why did it have to be now? Her thoughts were growing wilder. Jesus, I almost wish it had been an actual wolf.

Except as she imagined a wolf showing up right behind her, she knew that wasn’t true. A real wolf would be just as terrifying.

As if the universe had somehow read her mind, at that exact moment, she heard a wolf begin to howl.

As if it read my mind.

Just like that, the events of the last hour clicked into place in her mind. From Sasha’s reference to the burden release to a real wolf howl sounding in her ears, everything made perfect sense.

None of it was real.

Jude stopped running. She could still hear the laughter behind her, as close as ever, but the meaning of it had vanished.

“You’re not real,” she said confidently.

She turned around, and there was no one there. No Wolf and no wolf.

I’m alone.

And she wasn’t the only one. Wherever Eliana and Fisher were, they were alone, too—alone with their own minds. Hoping against hope that she was on the right track, Jude took another steadying breath.

“I’m going to find Eliana,” she said, still as confident as she could be.

Before her, the path began to open up. The foliage dropped away, and the trellis gave way to open space. Blinking rapidly, she walked forward, watching the scenery change before her very eyes. She remembered the sense she’d had when she first walked in the room—that if they could all three stay together, they’d be just fine. She wondered now if that feeling had been the room, the Hall of Roses, trying to tell her the rules of the game. Rules that they had all promptly ignored.

“I’m going to find them both,” she said, firmly. She wasn’t sure if the room was actually listening to her words, but on the off-chance it was, she wanted to let it know that she was ready to follow the rules.

She kept moving forward, and eventually, she heard the sounds of someone else nearby. It sounded like they were crying. She moved toward it.

After a few moments, she saw Eliana, her back turned toward her, kneeling in front of a dry pond bed, clawing desperately at the earth in front of her.

“Eliana!”

Jude flew toward her, but once again, Eliana hardly seemed to notice. Even as Jude reached her, she didn’t pause in her movements, still clawing uselessly, needlessly at the dry dirt, and muttering half-incoherently to herself.

“Come back,” she said, still oblivious to Jude’s presence. “Amin, come back—I’ve got you, Amin—”

“Eliana?” Jude glanced uncertainly at the dry bed, wondering what Eliana could see that she couldn’t. She wasn’t quite sure how to drag someone else out of their delusion, but she knew she had to try.

She used both hands to grab hold of Eliana’s shoulder and gave her a gentle shake.

“Eliana, can you hear me?”

For a moment, the Adept went still and quiet, almost limp. Then she slowly blinked, her eyes finally coming into focus on what was actually in front of her.

“Jude? How are you here?”

Jude glanced back over at the slight incline beside them.

“Where do you think we are?” she asked.

Eliana followed her gaze, and her jaw dropped open.

“What? I thought—I was at the lake, with my brother, but—”

Jude’s hands were still on Eliana’s shoulders, so she gave her a gentle, reassuring squeeze.

“It’s okay,” she said. “Whatever you saw, it wasn’t real. None of it was real.”

“It wasn’t real? But…” She looked back at the empty ground and trailed off.

“It’s this room—I think it can read our minds, our fears. I think it’s been kind of…torturing us. Because we didn’t stay together when we were supposed to.”

Eliana blinked a few more times, horror slowly dawning on her.

“Oh my god, I’ve been such an idiot,” she said, shaking her head. “I should have known about this, I should have known that we needed to stay together—”

“Hey, it’s not your fault,” said Jude. Feeling a slight sense of irony, she added, “We’re all adults here.”

A weak smile slowly pressed onto Eliana’s face, and she brought her right hand up to Jude’s where it rested on her shoulder.

“Thank you for finding me,” she said quietly.

Jude flushed, her eyes seeking the ground.

“Don’t mention it.”

“Hey.”

Jude let her eyes flutter back up and found Eliana’s clear dark eyes staring back at her. For a moment, they seemed frozen that way, seated awkwardly on the ground in a partial embrace. Then, in a flurry of movement, Eliana launched herself forward, engulfing Jude in a full-bodied hug. Warmth flooded Jude’s entire being.

They held together for a moment longer than was strictly necessary.

“Oh, wait,” she said finally, reluctantly. “Fisher—he’s still alone out there. And he’s been alone a lot longer than we have.”

“You’re right,” said Eliana, slowly moving apart from her. “We have to find him.”

They stood up together, and to Jude’s contentment, Eliana immediately reached for her hand.

“Any ideas how we do that?” she asked, her lovely brown eyes searching their vicinity.

“Well,” Jude said, then paused. She’d had the comfort of solitude when she’d tried it before; it seemed infinitely more embarrassing now. But she had exactly one idea. “We can just…do what I did before.” She turned toward the nearby path and did her best to ignore how self-conscious she felt.

“We’re going to find Fisher,” she announced to the room. She said it with as much confidence as she could muster, but nothing happened.

Eliana squeezed her hand and stepped shoulder-to-shoulder with her. “Maybe if we said it together?” Jude nodded her agreement. “Okay.”

“We’re going to find Fisher.”

As embarrassing as it had been when she said it alone, saying it at the same time as someone else made her feel like an elementary school kid.

But it worked. The path ahead of them seemed to shift, briefly letting off a faint glow, as if it wanted to underline the starting point.

So off they went. Now that Eliana walked beside her again, Jude found it much easier to soothe her own anxiety, as if the presence of another human being acted as a balm that she could apply to her own mind.

Every step they took seemed to help her feel better and better, and from Eliana’s softening expression, she guessed it was the same for her. She wouldn’t be able to say for sure until they finally found them, but she hoped it meant they really were getting closer to Fisher.

After a few moments of quiet, Eliana let out a quiet, relieved laugh. Jude glanced over at her questioningly.

“It’s been a really weird night for me,” said Eliana.

“Me, too,” said Jude. She felt a smile break across her face and glanced down, gesturing at her outfit. “I’ve never even worn a suit like this before.”

“It looks good on you.”

“Thanks.” Jude tried and failed to keep herself from blushing. “You, uh, you looked pretty good crushing all those rocks earlier.”

Eliana laughed.

“Well, who wouldn’t?”

They’d barely gone a few more feet before a new sound drifted its way to them: the echo of someone crying.

“Ian,” Eliana muttered under her breath. She shot off like a light, once again dragging Eliana along behind her.

If she goes any faster, I’m going to fall on my face, thought Jude. Fortunately for her, it didn’t take them long to find him. Two turns later, there he was—slumped on the ground, crouching near the base of a tree. He didn’t move as they approached.

“Fisher?” called Eliana, slowing down as they came within reaching distance. “Ian, it’s me. It’s Elli.”

Elli. Jude’s heart gave a small twist at the sound of the nickname, unknown to her.

Fisher seemed to shrink further from them, his hands coming up to cover his face.

“You’re just a trick,” he muttered. “It’s all just tricks.”

Jude let out a small sigh, then seated herself on the ground beside him. Slowly but surely, she put one hand on his knee—enough to initiate contact, not enough to invade his closest bubble. She motioned for Eliana to do the same.

“Ian?” she asked quietly, kneeling beside Jude. “Can you hear me?”

“Go away,” he moaned in response, though he didn’t move from their touch. “You’re trying to trick me.”

Aware that it wouldn’t help anyone, Jude did her best not to roll her eyes at him.

“You’re right,” she said gently. “It’s all tricks. Everything in this room is a trick. We know that because it tricked us, too.”

Ever so slowly, one of his hands came down, and he peeked out through his fingers.

“It did?”

“Yes, it did,” said Eliana, seizing the opportunity. “That’s why we came to find you.”

Fisher’s hands came down, but his eyes were still wide behind his glasses.

“But how do I know that you’re real? What if you’re just another trick?”

Jude found herself quickly losing patience.

“Come on, dude,” she said, her exasperation showing. “The faster you snap out of this, the faster you can get back to making fun of me. Isn’t that what you really want?”

Fisher hung his head uncomfortably and coughed.

“I deserved this, didn’t I?”

Eliana and Jude both sat back and shared a glance, eyebrows raised.

“Why do you think that?” Eliana asked, carefully.

“Because I was a jerk,” he said sullenly, now wrapping his arms around his torso. “I was mean to your friend, and I—I deserve to be alone.”

“Hey, man,” said Jude, trying to give him a reassuring smile, “we’re cool. I forgive you, okay?”

He looked out at her from under his surprisingly long eyelashes.

“Are you sure?”

“Totally sure, as long as you don’t make me sit here and talk about it any longer. So, you ready to get up off your ass now?”

Suddenly it was Fisher who smiled.

“Yeah, I am.” Jude offered him her hand, and he took it. As soon as they were both on their feet, Fisher let out a self-conscious laugh. Jude could tell he was already starting to share their calm. “Wow, that was embarrassing, huh?”

“For you, yeah,” said Jude. Beside her, Eliana laughed and shook her head.

“Okay, I say we get the hell out of here,” she said, looking all around them for a clearly marked exit. “Fisher, maybe it’s time you actually use your X-ray vision, huh?”

“Oh, right,” said Fisher. Almost unconsciously, he touched the side of his glasses. Suddenly, Jude realized why they looked a little odd—they had no lenses in them.

“Wait, this whole time, you’ve had X-ray vision?” asked Jude, nonplussed. “Were you born that way?”

“Of course not,” Fisher scoffed, as if that were the ridiculous idea. “I was in the tournament, just like Elli was. Not all of us choose to be bound with brute strength, you know.” With his fingers still pressed lightly to the side of his glasses, he scanned the shrubbery walls around them, then pointed. “All right, I think we should head that way.”

Once again, they headed off. For the first few moments they walked in silence. Jude still couldn’t say that she liked Fisher exactly, but she also couldn’t deny that while the three of them were together, she felt infinitely safer traversing the maze. Though she knew they were still in the same space they’d been in this whole time, they no longer heard strange, unsettling noises, slowly coming closer and closer. Instead, she heard a plaintive, peaceful owl hooting somewhere in the distance.

With Fisher only a few feet ahead of them, leading the way, Eliana stepped closer and took Jude’s hand once more.

“So,” she said, sounding more cheerful than she had since they’d first entered the maze, “sorry the Hall of Roses turned out to be…well, kinda bat-shit crazy, I guess.”

“I’m not sure it was just the room,” said Jude, shaking her head.

Fisher glanced back at them. “What else could it have been?”

“We drank those phials before we entered,” she shrugged. “And, uh, you were the one who drank the most—and it was kinda the worst for you, wasn’t it?”

Fisher turned back to the front and shook his head.

“Figures,” he muttered.

“You might be right,” said Eliana. “Either way…well, I’m glad you were here with us.”

Jude felt her mouth twitch into a smile. She felt almost like a hero—almost like she didn’t even need Logan to swoop in and rescue her anymore.

Though if Logan were to show up now, she wouldn’t turn her away.

After a few more minutes of walking in near silence, Fisher finally came to a stop, pointing at a large archway several feet away.

“That should be our way out, and into the party,” he said, gazing at it with a kind of amazed relief. An ironic smile playing on his lips, he glanced back at Jude. “Hey, newbie. You wanna know why I signed up for the Order of Shadows?”

“Sure,” said Jude with a shrug. “Why’d you sign up?”

He looked like he might laugh or cry; she couldn’t be sure.

“’Cause they have all the best drugs, of course.”

Jude paused for a beat, then nodded to herself.

“Wow. You made a really bad choice.”

“I’m aware of that now.”

“I mean, I think you might be an idiot.”

“You’ve made your point.”

“Guys,” said Eliana, waving her free hand. “Can we do this outside?”

“Please, let’s,” said Fisher. He turned on his heel, away from them, and strode out through the archway. This time, Jude wasn’t surprised to see him vanish into nothingness.

“Let’s never do this again,” she said.

“I’m with you there.”

Together, they marched through the archway.


Chapter Twenty-Nine
High Secrets

It was light out by the time Logan pulled back the curtain in her room the next day. Grabbing her towel from the hook on the back of her door, she pushed out into the small shared living room and made her way into the bathroom. Knatt and Jude were nowhere to be seen.

She showered quickly and thoroughly, making sure to wash whatever faded remnants of makeup might still be on her face. With no grime or blood to wash off, it wasn’t the same as most of her showers, but it felt like a relief nonetheless.

Knatt was still nowhere to be found when she exited the bathroom, and Jude’s door remained shut tight, no light emanating from underneath it. So Logan continued back to her cell to get dressed.

The next item of business was to locate herself some coffee, and perhaps a spot of food as well. She pulled on her jacket, checked on the key in her pocket, and headed toward the door.

No sooner had she opened it than she stopped cold, finding herself suddenly standing toe-to-toe with Alexei, who was slumped somewhat suggestively against her door frame.

“Well, hello there,” he said, his voice unusually low and husky. She wondered if he were suffering any ill-effects from the night before.

“Hi,” she answered, her right eyebrow rising almost automatically. “What are you doing here?”

“Thought I’d see if you were hungry,” he answered easily. “Care to join me for breakfast?”

“Only if there’s coffee.”

“It would hardly be breakfast if there weren’t.”

He straightened his spine and bent his elbow, offering it to her.

“All right.” She stepped through the doorway to join him, though when he wagged his elbow at her, she shook her head. “Lead on.”

As they made their way toward one of the dining halls, Logan took note of the comparative emptiness of the corridors through which they passed. During the first few days of the Summit, she could hardly travel down two consecutive hallways without seeing someone darting in another direction, looking for a lecture or a demonstration. The sounds of droning voices and whirring projectors had clouded her ears at all times.

But now the halls were completely empty, and she could only make out one or two voices in the distance.

“Seems like the fun’s all over,” said Alexei, as they turned down yet another deserted corridor. “Although I thought I’d see more new Adepts out and about, eager to keep playing with their new powers.”

“I think they’re all asleep,” said Logan.

“Asleep? It’s almost noon. What kind of sorry, half-assed soldiers are they training here?”

“It’s not really up to them,” said Logan with a shrug. “It’s just how the process goes, when you bind a human with demonic abilities. They’re not in charge of the high they experience, and they’re not in charge of the crash that comes afterward.”

“Ah, I hadn’t thought about that.” Alexei smiled sheepishly. “Consequences aren’t really my forte.”

“Shocking.”

Suddenly he waved at someone behind her. “Ah, look at that! We’ve been reunited.”

Logan turned around to see Sasha, her face determined as she marched over to them. She no longer wore her sleek gown from the night before; instead she looked smart and mission-driven in bold yellow jeans and a dark purple blouse. Now that she’d caught their attention, she waved them down.

“I don’t have a ton of time,” she said quickly, as soon as they were in earshot. “My ride is here, metaphorically speaking.”

“What the hell does that mean?” asked Alexei, staring at her quizzically.

Sasha smiled reluctantly, then held up her right wrist, pointing at the tattoo encircling it, which now glowed red. “Duty calls.”

Alexei took her meaning, and his eyes grew wide. He glanced back and forth between the two women, then nodded and took a step back.

“Did you need to tell me something?” asked Logan, hoping to get right to the point.

Sasha glanced up and down the hallway, looking for signs of life.

“Do you think we’re safe from the ears of crows here?”

Logan’s voice was even and calm as she answered.

“You’re never safe from crows.”

“Right.” Sasha sighed. “The first thing I have to tell you is…show Alexei the paper. The one you showed me—the Mark of the Deeper Beast. I don’t know why; just do it.”

“Okay, I will.”

“The second thing is just that I’m leaving.” She touched her left hand to her right wrist—an almost unconscious motion. “You need to know that I won’t be here. You need to count your allies carefully.”

“I always do.”

“Good luck, H.C.”

“You too, Sasha.”

She turned to Alexei and gave him a smile.

“Be seeing you.”

With that, she turned on her heel and left, her swift legs carrying her out of sight within moments. Logan was sorry to lose her presence, but she also felt increasingly sure that, even with the dangers of duty waiting for her out in the world, Sasha would be safer once she’d gone.

With careful deliberation, she turned to Alexei.

“I guess we’ve got something to discuss.”

 

 

Jude couldn’t remember much from the afterparty. She remembered how they’d gotten there, but after they stepped through the archway, the details began to blur. She was fairly certain it was magnificent, of course. She was sure there were fountains of some kind, and tables with more drinks and little cakes, and multiple curtained-off rooms where people could dance to different styles of music.

But she hadn’t really taken in any of it; she was too busy noticing every tiny movement Eliana made, and stealing surreptitious glances at her whenever she thought no one was looking.

She wasn’t exactly sure how long they’d stayed before Eliana had grabbed her hand and pulled her away from the party, but she remembered exactly what it felt like when she did.

Down they trundled through the endless staircase again, stumbling and laughing as they went. Down they slipped through the resulting corridors, and a few more staircases, until they entered into a hallway Jude had never seen before. Departing from the brick-and-tapestry mysticism that marked the rest of the manor, this hallway was tighter and more austere, designed around function instead of impression.

Finally, it clicked—these were the dormitories where the Novices slept.

Sure enough, a few minutes later, Eliana had opened a door labeled “2422” and ushered them both inside. Eliana explained that she shared the room with Fisher, and it was anyone’s guess when he might tear himself away from the dancing they’d left behind.

Collapsing together on her slim bunk, Jude and Eliana talked, and watched videos, and laughed their way into the wee hours. Jude wasn’t sure when they’d fallen asleep, and she couldn’t remember if they’d heard Fisher come home or not.

The last thing she was sure she remembered from the night before was Eliana reminding her that she shouldn’t worry if she couldn’t wake her up tomorrow.

“It’s a binding thing,” she’d said, gesturing vaguely, her words nearly slurred.

Shortly after that, they’d both drifted off to sleep.

The moment Jude woke up, she felt the brief, barely conscious moment of panic as she realized that she didn’t know where she was. Then she remembered Logan, and the Summit, and the Ball, and Eliana. She tried to shift her right arm, which seemed to be stuck underneath something.

Eliana. Her arm was pinned beneath Eliana’s torso. As her eyes fluttered open, she took in her full posture, wrapped around the other girl as if she’d been afraid she might run away.

Eliana’s breath rustled a few spare hairs across her face, and suddenly Jude remembered the haircut she’d gotten, too.

Weird night. Long night.

As warm and contented as she felt, she could tell her arm was on the verge of falling asleep. With careful effort, she extracted it, making sure not to wake her sleeping companion.

Once her arm was free, she wiggled her weight around in the tiny bed until she lay on her stomach, propped up on her elbows. Beside her, Eliana’s head rolled back on the pillow, her magnificent curling hair stretched out behind her.

A part of Jude desperately wanted to wake her up, if only to get her assurance that everything that had happened the night before had been real—or, if not real, had been experienced as real by everyone involved.

I think I saved the day, she thought to herself, with some amazement. Glancing down at Eliana, she added, Wish you could tell me I didn’t make that part up. Oh well.

For a moment, she contemplated staying right where she was until Eliana woke up, but it didn’t take long for her to realize what a boring, limiting plan that was.

Also kinda creepy, she thought. I’m gonna pretend I realized that first.

So, with little ado, she extracted herself the rest of the way from Eliana’s sleeping embrace and stepped awkwardly out of her bed. She was unsurprised to see Fisher passed out in the other bed, just as dead to the world as his roommate. She didn’t remember him coming in, but that didn’t mean much at all.

Once Jude was up, she took a moment to make sure she had all her belongings on her and that her suit looked as free from wrinkle and rumple as she could get it.

With one last glance back at Eliana, she muttered, “I’ll catch up with you later, when you’re out of the coma.”

Making sure to close the door as quietly as she could, Jude slipped out of the room. The hallway outside was completely deserted, and just as Spartan as it had seemed the night before. Jude didn’t care much more for this decorating sense than the one that governed the rest of the Order.

Still, as she slowly made her way back to the side of the building that held the guest quarters, Jude felt an unanticipated buzz of contentment running through her body.

She had finally stood up to something that scared her, and she’d beaten it. Sure, “it” was little more than a cast reflecting her own fears back to her, but what did that matter? She’d been terrified when it was happening. And she’d faced it anyway.

And that means I can do it again.

 

 

“The Mark of the Deeper Beast? Those were her exact words?”

“Yep. They were specific enough for me to remember.” Logan shifted uncomfortably on her feet, waiting for Alexei to bring up whatever page he intended to show her. They had relocated to his new apartment, reassigned to him just that morning. Logan was fairly certain it was at least triple the size of the one she shared with Knatt and Jude.

They sat now at the small island in his kitchen, while he moved around the mousepad on his computer, searching for whatever it was he wanted to show her.

“There are a lot of symbols that look similar to that,” he explained, pointing at her pocket, where she’d tucked away her drawing once more. “But only one that I’ve heard referred to by that specific name.”

At long last, he turned the laptop around to show her. The website he had pulled up looked old, full of blocky, dark text on top of a dark background; Logan got the vague impression that it hadn’t been updated since the early days of the internet.

With a sigh, Logan began.

 

THE STORY OF THE KORATHTESH

 

The first myth about the daemon Ko’ra’thtesh seemed to have originated in the region which now makes up Albania, sometime during the 1400s (NB: some sources dispute this, note similar folklore over a century earlier in Tibet, links at the bottom of the screen.)

The daemon Ko’ra’thtesh, also known as the Deeper Beast, was believed to be a devourer of strength itself, making it a particularly dangerous foe for any knight or hero, as it was believed by many that the stronger the enemy of the daemon was, the faster the Ko’ra’thtesh would be able to drain him of all his strength.

Other stories eschew this part of folklore and focus instead on the origin of the Ko’ra’thtesh and what it represents. It is said that the Ko’ra’thtesh only came into existence because of man’s own sin and folly. When a Ko’ra’thtesh is born, it is because some man or woman has committed an unspeakable crime.

As with many of these such myths, the truth lieth somewhere in betwixt.

 

Logan stopped reading and gazed up at Alexei with one eyebrow raised.

“I didn’t write it, okay?”

“Sure, sure.” Her eye dropped back to the page.

 

The truth about the Ko’ra’thtesh’s origin is, in one respect, the same as that of any other demon: it must be summoned onto this plane of existence from another, by a human being.

But in another respect, it is quite different: the summoning of the Ko’ra’thtesh requires human sacrifice, yes, but not just any human sacrifice—it requires the sacrifice of a Demonically Bound Person.

While this researcher cannot in good conscience commit to the internet the full details of this ritual, suffice it to say that for it to be performed, the DBP must actually consent to the ritual, though of course, the true consent of any Bound Person is a subject of continual debate. But in practice, the Bound Person must formally agree to be included in the ceremony, and must allow themselves to be given the Mark of the Deeper Beast, to be tattooed on their dominant hand.

And so, we can see how the two different takes on the myth may have originated from the truth—

 

The text continued, but Logan did not. Instead, she scrolled further down the page until she came across a lone image printed in the middle of the text. It looked like a cross with horns drawn through the center, each spike ending in a point. She glanced up at Alexei again, this time a far more serious expression on her face.

“There are only so many things this could mean,” she said flatly.

“Where did you see the Mark?”

“On James Atherton’s reading desk.”

“He left it out for you to find?”

“I’m not sure he realized I could see it. If I were human, I probably couldn’t have made it out.”

“It’s possible he was just researching it.”

“It’s possible, yeah.” She glanced down at the page, but she didn’t really see it. Instead she saw that footage he’d shown her, of his own people running for their lives. Of the hand that fell to the ground, unable to reach the weapon for which it searched. “I saw it somewhere else, too. On an Order Adept.”

“An Order Adept?”

“Yes. He showed me some footage of his own people, trying to take the Wolf by surprise. And when one of them fell, I saw the mark on his hand. Which either means that somehow the Wolf got an Adept of the Order of Shadows to submit to a dark magic ritual to bring forth a demon—”

“Or James Atherton did.”

“Exactly.” Logan motioned toward the screen again. “Will you bring this to Knatt and tell him what we’ve discussed? In private, of course.”

“Of course. And where will you be?”

“I’ll be giving James Atherton exactly one chance to explain himself.”

 

 

Logan’s sense of direction had been temporarily impaired by the scents of endless casts when they first arrived at the Summit, but she’d long since adjusted to the overwhelm and figured out new ways to get her bearings. So, it was with some certainty that she set out to retrace her steps to Atherton’s office, despite the circuitous way Clément had taken to get them there.

And yet, when she finally reached the point where she was certain that all she had to do was turn left, and she would find the door to that oddly long and claustrophobic hallway…there was nothing there. She walked backward a little bit, to an earlier point, and stopped and closed her eyes, trying to bring up every detail of the walk with Clément. Certain she had it this time, she opened her eyes and tried again.

The hallway felt right to her as she turned down it, but there was no door. She backed out again, and this time she tried to take a different approach toward the same area. Then she tried a different floor. The end was still the same.

After several more failed attempts, she decided to try an experiment. She went and got herself a new cup of coffee and drained its contents. Then she found the approximate spot where she believed she had first encountered the entrance, which now featured only a locked cleaning cupboard across from an empty wall, and she placed the cup there. Then she went to a different floor, and after waiting about five minutes, she returned again.

The cup was gone, but more than that—the closet was gone, too.

The hallways are moving.

She sighed. She could try every hallway in this building and never find the right one. There was no way for her to reach Atherton. Her only option now was a public confrontation: she would have to attend the meeting with the Seers and the highest Adepts and expose his actions to them. She could only hope they would actually disapprove of the casual killing of bound Adepts.

Seeing no point in continuing her experiments, Logan gave up and began to make her way back to the suite. She might have been imagining it, but it seemed to her that the corridors she passed through were even emptier than they had been this morning.

Eventually she was back in the guest residences, and shortly after that, she stood at her own temporary door. With a swift turn of the key, she stepped inside.

Knatt, Jude, and Alexei were already waiting for her, ominous expressions on their faces. While Jude and Knatt sat on the couch, Alexei leaned against the door frame to her tiny bedroom.

She closed the door definitively behind her. “What’s going on?”

Knatt cleared his throat. “Clément came by, hoping to find you. She said there’d been a change of plans, and the meeting that was supposed to occur this evening had been moved up to now.” He glanced down at his watch. “That was almost an hour ago.”


Chapter Thirty
Deep in the Dark

Logan’s mind began to race. Was this deliberate, to shut me out of it?

“Did she tell you anything else?”

“As a matter of fact, she did,” said Knatt, folding his hands neatly in his lap. “In confidence, she told me that one of the other Seers had already brought up a ritual called The Binding of the Three, and that the Seers’ Council is likely to take a vote on whether to perform it.”

“And I’m probably missing that vote as we speak,” said Logan, moving over to the chair across from him and dropping into it. If she’d known about this, she obviously wouldn’t have wasted her time trying to track Atherton down in private. But that hardly mattered now. “So, what is this ritual? I’m not familiar.”

“The Binding of the Three is no small feat,” said Knatt. “It hasn’t been performed in over a century, and there’s a reason for that.”

Logan cast him a sidelong look.

“And that reason is?”

“The ritual requires four souls to participate,” he said carefully, like he was winding a narrow path. “Three to be bound, and one to bind them. It takes great strength of will to channel that much power at once, and every second the ritual lasts, the strain on the binder grows greater. Seldom few are up to the task. The last time the Order attempted it…all four souls were lost.”

Four people, dead. The Order of Shadows might consider that merely the cost of doing business, but Logan didn’t feel the same way.

Alexei seemed to agree with her. “If it’s so dangerous, why bother with it at all?” he asked from his perch at her door. “Why not just bind them separately, like they do with the Gauntlet champions?”

Knatt gave a slow, sad shake of his head.

“Hubris, mostly,” he said. “Hubris and greed.” He reached inside his tweed jacket to an inner pocket, and when his hand came back out, it carried a small red book; it looked almost like a pocket bible. He opened it and began turning through the pages. “The Binding of the Three can only be performed using one particular kind of demon as a source. Ah, here we are.” Holding the book open to a page toward the end, he showed it to Jude first, who squinted in horror and looked away, then passed it over to Logan. “It’s called a heirophid. The plural is technically heirophidil, but that fell out of common use decades ago.”

Transfixed by the image on the pocket-sized page, Logan took hold of the book. Staring back at her from the page was a creature with multiple scorpion-like legs, a misshapen head sitting atop a snake-like neck, and an unsettlingly gaping maw…

“You would have something like this in your pocket, wouldn’t you?” she said, passing it along to Alexei. “So, it’s an extra nasty demon. Why does that matter?”

“The heirophidil…extract a toll from all who come into contact with them. No summoner has ever managed to control one, and calling upon one for any kind of casting is…risky, to say the least. At best, the bound will come away changed. A little less human than they were before.”

“And at worst?”

“The last time the Binding was attempted, something went wrong,” he said, his expression turning dark. “The caster made a mistake, and the heirophid was summoned instead.” He smiled grimly. “You can see why even the Order began to think the risk was too great.”

Alexei handed Knatt his book back. “Maybe they still do. Maybe they’ll all vote against this thing.”

“Or maybe they’re about to summon a giant demon,” said Jude, looking stricken.

“It is possible Atherton could complete the ritual successfully,” said Knatt, carefully.

“I won’t hold my breath,” answered Logan. “So, another potential demon summoning. Only this time, it’s the Order doing the summoning.” She sighed, all the pieces clicking unfortunately into place. “Sounds like the Wolf has us all exactly where he wants us.”

“So it would appear.”

At that moment, they heard a knock at the door.

“Miss Logan, are you here?” called a now-familiar French-accented voice.

Logan hopped up from her chair, and in the next moment, she had opened the door to Marion Clément’s grim expression. “Hello. I heard you were looking for me.”

“I was, before,” responded Clément, somewhat dismissively. “It’s a bit late for that now. The Council has already met to discuss the Binding and put the matter to a vote.”

Behind Logan, Knatt came to his feet and stepped forward. “And what was their decision?”

Clément’s mouth narrowed in displeasure. “In one hour’s time, the High Prophet will commence with the Binding of the Three.”

Logan’s mind immediately went to the image of the heirophid. Well, how hard could it be to fight? She had no idea one way or the other, of course, but that wasn’t really the issue. The issue was how many people would die before the fight was over.

“Is there no way to prevent this course of action?” asked Knatt.

“I did not say that,” said Clément, caution in her voice. “In fact, my intention is to go to the High Prophet now and persuade him to refuse to perform the ritual.” She gave Logan a meaningful look. “Will you join me?”

Logan felt a cold smile cross her lips. “I don’t think Atherton cares much about my opinion. Why me?”

Clément furrowed her brow, giving Logan the impression that she found the truth distasteful. “It was an outsider who ultimately tipped the scales against reason. I thought perhaps another outsider might be best positioned to tip them back.”

Logan glanced over at Knatt, who met her gaze and gave a swift, almost invisible nod. “I’ll go. But Knatt’s coming with me.”

Clément inclined her head in concession. “The invitation extends to your partner.” With a quick glance at the other two in the room, she added, “And only your partner.”

Logan met Alexei’s eyes. “Would you mind staying a bit?”

Alexei threw a smirk at Jude. “Why not? I’ve babysat before.”

“Hey!”

“Perfect, let’s go,” said Logan, already rushing Clément out the door and motioning for Knatt to follow. She could deal with Jude’s reaction later; for now, she just wanted to know the kid would be as safe as she could be while she was gone. “Please, lead the way.”

Without a moment lost, Clément proceeded down the hallway, barely pausing long enough to make sure the other two could keep pace. Logan could hear Jude beginning a longer protest, but fortunately, Knatt made sure the door shut tight behind them.

Clément certainly seemed determined to waste no time, striding along at an unforgiving pace and practically whipping her way around corners. After a few sharp turns, Logan was convinced that they couldn’t possibly be heading toward Atherton’s office. Her memory wasn’t perfect, of course, but she was fairly certain they were going in the opposite direction.

After a few minutes, Clément finally slowed down by a hair, giving Logan and Knatt a chance to catch their breaths. Logan seized her chance to ask her a question without Atherton present. She wasn’t entirely certain of the correct form of address, so she took a shot in the dark.

“Excuse me—Madame Seer?”

Clément gave her a withering look.

“Yes?”

“I was just wondering…who was the outsider who tipped the scales?”

Clément’s expression grew dark. “There were a few Council members who argued heavily in favor of the Binding, most notably Seers Hardy and Rossi. Hardy is an American, of course.” Clément practically rolled her eyes. “But I would say the last straw came from a contractor named Casimir Volkov. He reminded us that if the Order were to do nothing, someone else, perhaps someone like himself, might rise up to act in our stead.” Her expression was one of disdainful, reluctant respect. “It is a clever thing, to appeal to the vanity of the powerful without letting on your intent.”

“Apparently so,” said Logan, allowing a hint of bite into the word. “So, is it Atherton’s vanity you intend to speak to?”

“Perhaps,” said Clément. “Or perhaps simply his sense of self-preservation.”

At long last, Clément pulled out her key and opened up a new door. Logan glanced around in every direction before stepping through, but she already knew what she would find: this was not the same hallway they had gone to the last time Clément had brought her to the High Prophet’s office.

And yet, when she stepped through the now-open doorway, it was into a familiar long hallway, eerily absent of doors except for the red one. She and Knatt shared a quick skeptical glance before following Clément toward the end of it.

When they passed through the red door, they entered into relative darkness. The cavernous office had been lit by a single dim lamp in the corner. Atherton stood just beyond that, staring into the blank depths of his darkened windows. He glanced up at them; he looked like a man lost at sea.

“Marion,” he said with a tone of mild surprise. “I must admit, I didn’t expect to see you so soon.”

Clément closed the door behind them and ushered them deeper into the room.

“I hoped there might still be chance you could be talked out of this foolishness,” she answered succinctly. “Before you get yourself killed, that is.”

“To be clear,” said Logan, folding her arms over her chest, “I’m mainly here to make sure you don’t get anyone else killed. I don’t really care what happens to you.”

She was fairly certain she could feel Clément shooting daggers at her with her eyes, but she didn’t turn to find out.

“You brought the shadow summoner to plead your case,” said Atherton, sounding almost delighted. As he turned to face them, Logan saw he was holding a glass full of amber liquid. “Alas, you have all wasted the trek. The Council has voted; my course is set.”

Shaking her head, Clément took a few steps toward him. “The Binding of the Three is far too dangerous. James, you must know this will be disastrous.”

Atherton scoffed.

“I must know no such thing.” He took a deep drink from his glass. “The High Prophet serves the people, and the people have spoken.”

“Refuse to perform the ritual,” Clément insisted. “The Council cannot force your hand if you do not consent to it.”

“Can’t they?”

Logan exchanged a glance with Knatt. She knew that her only winning argument might be to point out that the Wolf had almost certainly manipulated him into this position. But that wasn’t at all what she wanted to talk to the High Prophet about. Knatt gave her only a shrug.

“Tell me, High Prophet,” she said, slowly and carefully, “was it the people you served when you called on the Mark of the Deeper Beast?”

She fixed him with an unwavering stare. She heard Clément make a small, surprised sound, but her eyes were stuck on Atherton. He met her gaze and didn’t blink. Ever so slowly, he brought his drink to his lips once more.

“Is this what you bring me, Marion?” he asked, though his eyes remained trained on Logan. “Baseless accusations from the mouths of the insolent?”

Her back as straight as a board, Clément looked from Logan to Atherton, her expression unclear. “I did not realize I was.” She narrowed her eyes at Logan. “Have you any proof, Miss Logan?”

“My proof was in the video footage you showed me.” Her right eyebrow drew upward. “Which of your own soldiers did you sacrifice, Prophet? Did you pick them based on performance, or on whom you least liked?”

“That’s enough for now,” said Atherton, his tone bored. “Get out of my office.”

“What’s the matter?” asked Logan, feeling a perverse kind of glee. “If you’ve got nothing to hide, why not just pull up your handy reel of horrors one more time?”

“I said get out of my office.”

“James, please—” Clément began.

“All of you. Get out!”

Logan didn’t need to be told again; she’d said her piece, anyway. She spun on her heel and headed back toward the eerie hallway. She didn’t care if Atherton got himself killed. She didn’t care if she’d failed to do what Clément wanted her to do. They could all go to hell.

She was halfway down the hallway before she remembered how many people were still at the Summit. The ritual would begin in less than an hour; that wasn’t nearly enough time to convince everyone to evacuate.

She was left with the same damn decision that had been haunting her from the start: wash her hands of this twisted, conniving place…or try to save the people within it.

When she got to the end of the hallway, she turned around to face Clément one last time.

“Can you get me into the room?”

For a moment, Clément looked surprised. Then her face softened. “Of course, if you are still willing.”

A cold smile lived and died on her face. “No point hanging the rest of you for one man’s crimes.” She set her jaw as she looked Clément in the eyes. “But so we’re clear…I won’t waste my breath saving him.”

Clément merely nodded.

 

 

In her small, coffin-like room, Logan tightened the strap on the sheath near her ankle. Clément would be getting her inside the room, but once there, she planned to keep hidden beneath her Order-issue black robes, on the off-chance Atherton had truly changed his mind about her being there. Though she hoped he wasn’t foolhardy enough for that, she wouldn’t put it past him.

As she saw it, the primary upside to the black robes was that she could strap her weapons on over her other clothes, shaving a few seconds off her draw time. She moved to the harness around her shoulders, which held down the double axes on her back. This particular harness was relatively new, and a bit bulkier than what she was used to. It wouldn’t have fit beneath her usual leather jacket, but under the flowing robes it would be just fine.

At least it’s black, she told herself as she finally picked the plain garment up off the bed and swung it around her shoulders. It came with a slim belt of black fabric, which she tied around her waist with a small loop at the end, so that all she would need was one swift tug to undo it. The robe had a few buttons up and down the front, but she left those alone. Her clothes underneath were the same black as the robe, so she doubted anyone would notice the difference.

Ready at last, she stepped out of her little chamber and into the main room of the suite.

Jude sat in an armchair, anxiously tugging at a piece of her own hair, while Knatt sat across from her. To the untrained eye, he was simply reading a book, but Logan saw him mouthing a few of the words to himself, which was something she’d only seen him do when he had reason to be nervous.

Alexei, meanwhile, paced back and forth behind them, looking a little like an uncommonly well-dressed expectant father, waiting outside the delivery room. When he heard her step into the room, he came to an abrupt halt and turned to stare at her. Seeing the open question in his face, she pasted on a self-assured grin, hoping he wouldn’t see how false it was.

“Well,” she said, injecting confidence, even humor, into her voice, “we all know our assignments, don’t we?”

“Stay here and be ready to flee?” asked Jude, her expression confused.

“Exactly,” answered Logan cheerfully. “Stay here. Don’t die. Run when you need to.”

“This is a shitty plan,” said Jude. “I’m not sure it even qualifies as a plan.”

“I’m open to alternate suggestions.”

Jude straightened her back and furrowed her brow, and for several seconds, she looked like she might actually come up with something to say. Then she sighed and slumped back down again.

“Fantastic,” said Logan, cheerful as ever. “Well, thanks for the input, everyone. I’ll be on my way now.”

She had just reached the front door and had her hand on the handle when Alexei materialized in front of her. He stood close, placing himself right between her and the doorway. She found herself enveloped in his scent—jasmine, with just a hint of cinnamon. She wondered if he’d put on cologne, or if that was his natural scent.

“Can I help you?”

“Just be careful. Okay?”

“Always am.”

A pained moment of doubt crossed his face, but then it was gone. With a shake of his head, he got out of her way.

If she’d had any words of comfort that might have helped any of them, she would have offered them. But she didn’t.

Instead, she stepped out into the night and headed forth. Clément was waiting for her.

The Wolf was waiting for her, too.

 

 

Logan had barely been gone a minute when Jude felt a terrible lump of anxiety slide down her throat and fall heavily in her stomach, sitting there like a cancer ready to spread. She knew that, in theory at least, she was relatively safe. But she had no idea what Logan was heading into, and that was enough to put her off balance.

“Is everything all right, Jude?” asked Knatt, still sitting across from her.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said with a shake of her head. “Just wish I could get my mind off…well, everything.”

“Maybe we should all play a board game—something family-friendly,” said Alexei, now reclining leisurely on the sofa. Aiming his gaze at Jude, he added, “For the sake of the children.”

For as nervous as he had looked before, as soon as Logan had gone out the door, it was like all his tension had gone out with her. Suddenly he seemed like he didn’t have a care in the world. Jude knew it was an act, but that didn’t stop her resenting him for it.

“Oh, you want to act like we’re family now?” Her arms crossed automatically over her chest.

“Down, boy.” Alexei’s tone was acid. He plucked out a strategically placed hair coming down over his forehead and flicked it back. “Master’s gone, you can save the growl.”

“Right. I should learn to be flippant while my friend risks her life.”

“Just bringing a little levity into the situation,” he said with a shrug. “Sorry. Thought your hide was tougher than that.”

“You are such a—”

“Quiet, both of you.”

Jude and Alexei snapped to attention, their defensive stances momentarily muted. Jude watched Knatt’s head tilt slowly to the side as he followed his own train of thought. Eventually, he nodded to himself and sighed.

“It occurs to me,” he said, “that we may be wrong about what the Wolf wants.”

“What do you mean?” asked Alexei.

“It is possible that what he wants is…us. By which I mean…he may want leverage over Logan, and he may see any of us as having that potential. I believe…I believe we should relocate at once.”

Alexei straightened up and nodded, his expression calculating.

“I might have a relatively safe place for us to go,” he said. “Some of the biggest donors left early this morning, and I took it upon myself to find out if they left any vacancies behind. Long story short, I’m in new quarters now. The odds that the Wolf could know that are slim, so I suggest we head there.”

“Seconded,” said Knatt. “Jude, if you want to bring a small bag, get it quickly.”

Jude nodded and hopped out of her seat. Luckily for her, she’d already re-packed everything she had into her backpack—except for the suit she’d worn to the ball, of course, which hung in plastic on the back of her door. Knowing it would be ridiculous to try to bring it with her, she took a moment to say goodbye to it instead. Then she went back to the common room, now with her pack on, ready to go.

“Ready when you guys are,” she said.

Knatt was standing now, and at her words, he turned to the door. Then all three of them froze in their tracks.

Someone was knocking.


Chapter Thirty-One
The Wolf at the Gate

For several seconds, Jude stood still, caught between the idea of answering the knock, or pretending no one was home. Then she heard the voice.

“Jude? Are you in there? It’s Elli.”

Jude felt her face relax into a smile and took a step forward, but Knatt threw up his hand, motioning for her to pause. She glanced at him.

“Are you sure?” he mouthed, his expression one of caution and concern.

She remembered Logan suggesting Eliana Blake could be the Wolf. If it were really her, now would be the perfect time for her to show up.

That, or she just came to see you, like she said she would. After all, she’d had plenty of opportunities to kidnap Jude before now.

“I’m sure,” she mouthed back, then walked right over to the door and threw it open.

“Hey there,” said Eliana with an easy smile. “You know, for a second, I started to think you might be avoiding me.”

“I wasn’t,” answered Jude, limply. She didn’t know how to be more specific than that.

Eliana’s smile faltered slightly as she took in the full layout of the room: Jude in her jacket, tugging nervously at the straps on her bag, while Alexei and Knatt stood behind her, each posed like they might be ready to fight or flee at any minute.

“Are you…leaving?” Eliana asked, somewhat nervously.

“Not…right now,” said Jude, glancing back uncertainly at Knatt. She had no idea how much she was permitted to say.

Knatt let out a long, world-weary sigh.

“Well, it’s not as though we have a plethora of options,” he said. “We might as well take her with us. Come on, you can explain once we get there.”

With that, he and Alexei pushed past them both and began to lead the way.

Jude saw no choice but to follow.

 

 

Logan stood in the shadow of a support pillar, fidgeting slightly in her robes. She was underground again, in the cavernous chamber where they’d held the Champion’s Gauntlet, only now the dais had been removed and replaced with a ritualistic, triangular shroud spread out on the ground, a heavy, carved statue on each corner, weighing it down. In a way, she was about to be inducted into an elite club she’d never intended on joining; as far as she knew, no living person had ever seen the Binding of the Three performed, and she certainly hoped they never would again. It was a dubious badge of honor, shared only by every person in the room with her.

As Logan shifted from one foot to the other, she felt an unfamiliar weight against her outer thigh—the phial Clément had slipped her before they entered the chamber. When they’d reunited only a few minutes earlier, Clément had led her through corridors inaccessible to the public at large, down into the bowels beneath the castle—even farther down than she was now. She’d made her stand outside while she went through another door, and when she came back, she’d pressed one phial into her hand and offered her a second one, in case she wanted a spare.

“What is it?” Logan had asked, holding it out in the palm of her hand. The liquid was thick and viscous, and dark green in color. She couldn’t say exactly what it was, but something about the substance inside felt so strange to her, like it radiated a magnetic aura—like it called to her.

“It’s demon blood,” said Clément. “The Council has debated on the aesthetics of its use—and the ethics, of course. But the simple fact of the matter is it allows our Adepts to retain more energy and hold their casts for far longer than when they use their own blood. You would be astounded at the efficacy.”

Logan stared at the phial in her hand and slowly blinked. She imagined a sea of Order Adepts in black robes swarming her, holding her down, and extracting her blood.

You would be astounded at the efficacy.

“Right,” she said at last, pulling aside the robe and slipping it into a small pocket on her upper thigh. “One should do me, thanks. I prefer hand-to-hand anyway.”

“As you wish.”

And with that, they were off. Clément had led her through a few more tunnels, and eventually they’d materialized in the fighters’ ready-room just off the underground arena.

“I trust you’ll be on the lookout for suspicious activity,” she’d said. “I won’t be in a particularly good vantage point, myself.”

“Are you saying you trust me?”

“Of course. What other choice do I have?”

And so she’d entered into the arena beyond, which had been empty of other people at first. She’d set herself up near this support pillar, and she’d waited.

Now the room had a few more occupants. The Twelve Seers, minus the three who had been selected for the Binding, knelt in a circle around the shroud, with an obvious gap toward the back to allow the ritual’s participants to enter. Around them, forming a larger circle, stood more people in black robes. Logan assumed most of them were Order Adepts, but it was impossible to say for sure: they all had their hoods up, faces cloaked in shadow. This made it harder for her to tell who was who, but it also helped keep her hidden.

The small crowd was quiet, except for an occasional shifting, an occasional cough. The room was lit only by a few standing torches, and the burning sconces along the circular walls—but those were so far back and high up, they hardly provided more than flickering decoration. Most of the room stood in shadow. Under normal circumstances, it would have suited her just fine.

At long last, the contenders’ door opened once more. Three robed and hooded figures stepped out—but these robes, like those of the Novices, were blood red. The figures’ steps were quiet, mere whispers over the stone. After a moment, she realized they were wearing red silk slippers to match their robes.

They entered into the circle in the center, and each one took their place right in front of one of the stone statues, facing the center as they knelt down. Then, one by one, each lowered their hood.

Clément had given her enough information about the participants for Logan to know who each one was, based on their order in the ritual. The first was Savino Rossi, an Italian Seer who had seconded Seer Hardy’s motion in favor of the ritual. The second was Dale Petrie, a British Seer Clément didn’t know much about. The third was someone Logan was slightly more familiar with: Zilla Ulric, the Seer who had come to Logan’s house to invite her to the Summit.

Almost as if she could feel Logan watching her, Ulric turned her face upward, eyes searching the crowd. For a moment, Logan could have sworn they landed on her. Then they flickered and turned downward, no longer looking at anyone at all. Logan breathed an inner sigh of relief.

Suddenly, the attention of the crowd shifted away from the three waiting to be bound, back toward the entrance through which they’d come. Everything was quiet. Logan had to concentrate to keep from listening to twenty-odd heartbeats, each one made loud and irregular from anticipation.

At long last, Atherton entered. The ritual could begin.

With the grave manner befitting the High Prophet, Atherton took his place at the center of the ceremonial shroud, his hands clasped together in front of him, long robed sleeves trailing halfway down his torso. He wore his hood up, like everyone else, and kept his head bowed. Were it not for the distinctive smell of demon blood rising off him, she might not have been so certain it was him.

As it was, there could be no doubt.

Atherton cleared his throat.

“So it was decided,” he began, “so shall it be done.”

“So shall it be done,” chorused the Twelve Seers.

“The Order of Shadows has spoken, and the Three have been chosen,” he continued. “Seer Rossi, the High Prophet inquires—do you accept the task before you?”

“High Prophet, I accept.”

“Seer Petrie, do you accept the task before you?”

“High Prophet, I accept.”

“Seer Ulric, do you accept the task before you?”

“High Prophet, I accept.”

“The Three have been chosen, and the Three have accepted. They shall be Bound to the will of their commander, and through him, they shall execute the will of the Order.” Lifting his head, Atherton pulled his hood back, revealing his face and forehead, which now bore a triangular symbol, painted in demon blood.

With his right hand, he reached into a small sheath and pulled out a glistening, perfectly carved obsidian blade.

The sight of the blade caught on Logan’s memory, but she couldn’t immediately say why.

Atherton’s other hand reached into a pocket, pulling out a full phial of demon blood. Raising the black blade, he nicked himself behind the ear, sprinkling his own blood over the fine razor’s edge. Then he unstoppered the phial and dipped the blade into it, coating its entirety.

Logan had never seen a ritual combine demon blood with human blood. The strangeness of it unsettled her.

The Three now sat with their faces upturned, waiting to begin. He held the blade out over Petrie first. Logan watched three drops of thick black liquid splash down onto his skin, sliding down his forehead toward his closed eyes.

Then Atherton moved onto Rossi and repeated the action. By the time he turned to Ulric, Logan realized what it was he was doing: he was anointing them.

For a moment, her eyes rested on the obsidian blade again. The sight of it began to bother her.

She found herself distracted from the question again as Atherton pulled back his sleeve and pressed the blood-coated blade to his own skin, carving the first line of some pattern or symbol she couldn’t immediately place. Eventually he formed a kind of triangle with thin, drawn-out corners, and a swirling design weaving through each of the lines. To Logan, it looked like smoke.

Suddenly Atherton stopped carving, standing up so straight, it almost looked like someone had shot a metal rod right through his spine. For a moment, Logan wondered if the ritual was already over somehow. Perhaps he’d finally realized that the threat of political loss wasn’t worth the higher risk—

Then, just as suddenly, she realized that wasn’t it.

Atherton hadn’t stopped on purpose.

For a moment, it was crystal clear to her that he couldn’t move. Then his entire body began to convulse, hard, though he remained standing. His limbs shook so hard, it was like they were trying to shake free from his torso. Even so, he never dropped the blade—in fact, as she glanced briefly at it, she thought she saw fresh blood leaking out from his closed fist—

Atherton’s eyes grew wide in terror, and his jaw fell open.

He began to scream.

 

 

For nearly a full minute, Jude found herself distracted from anxiety by the sheer size and luxury of Alexei’s personal suite. Though it had only one resident, it was easily four times the size of the shared suite assigned to Logan. The rounded room boasted a full wall of windows, curtained in heavy blue-gray velvet, a large fireplace, and two armchairs alongside an artfully curving sectional couch, all upholstered in fine satin the same blue-gray color of the window treatments. The right side wall featured a wide open archway, revealing a giant four-poster bed with blue-gray hangings and sheets.

Beside her, Eliana let out a long, low whistle.

“Guess the tourist life has its perks,” she muttered.

Alexei stopped short a few feet into the room and turned around.

“Excuse you,” he said coldly. “What did you just call me?”

Eliana’s eyes widened, her face mortified.

“Oh, no, not you,” she stammered, tugging uselessly at her own collar in her obvious discomfort. “Sorry, I know you’re not a tourist, I just meant—because this wasn’t originally your room—and—well, I’ve just never seen any of the guest rooms before—”

“Forget it, kid,” said Alexei, shaking his head ruefully at her as he turned away once more. He headed toward the far corner near the window, where Jude noticed a rolling bar cart packed to the brim with glass bottles full of dark liquids. “Make yourselves comfortable, everyone. Might as well enjoy the perks while we can.”

Eliana’s face fell as she took in his emphasis, and she leaned in close to Jude’s ear and lowered her voice.

“I can’t seem to stop pissing off all your friends,” she said. Jude found herself taken aback, and perhaps a little bit touched, by the apparent self-doubt in her words.

“Honestly,” said Jude under her voice, “calling Alexei my friend would be a stretch.”

Eliana smiled weakly.

“It’s just starting to feel like a pattern,” she said, “that’s all.” She glanced furtively at the two men. They both now stood near the drink cart, while Alexei picked out one of the bottles and poured them each a glass. “Maybe I can still get Knatt to like me. He’s seemed kind of neutral so far. You got any tips?”

Jude followed her glance and furrowed her brow, doing her best to compile everything she’d learned about Hugh Knatt over the past several months.

“Well,” she said carefully, considering, “he likes tea. And cooking. And…uh, mystery novels.”

As far as she could tell based on how he spent his time, he also enjoyed writing up and filling out contracts, and doing serious research on everything from demons to the history of Belgium to ancient fish preservation techniques. But none of those things seemed like very good conversation starters.

“Mystery novels,” said Eliana excitedly, her face lighting up with a smile. “Like Dan Brown?”

“No!” Jude blurted out, louder than she’d intended to. She could still remember the half-hour long tirade Knatt had launched into when she’d brought up Angels and Demons.

Never again, she thought to herself, with a quick glance back at Knatt and Alexei. “Not that,” she continued, a little quieter now. “More like…Agatha Christie novels. Or PD James.”

Eliana’s briefly lived smile died away, replaced by a blank confusion.

“Okay,” she sighed, defeated. “Well, I guess I could try tea. I have technically had tea before, after all. Does he like any particular kind?”

“Earl Grey, I think,” she said with a shrug. “But probably any black tea would do.”

“On second thought,” said Eliana, “I might not know anything about tea. Is it, like, divided by colors?”

Jude sighed and shook her head.

“You know what? I think we should stick with neutral. Neutral is fine.”

Pasting on a reassuring smile, Jude crossed over to the fancy sectional couch, motioning for Eliana to follow her. With one last look of trepidation, she did, seating herself somewhat near Jude, but with a good foot of space between them.

Knatt came to sit down on the far armchair, crystal tumbler of an unnamed liquid in hand. He cleared his throat as he sat down and smiled placidly at Eliana.

“I take it you didn’t wish to attend the Binding ritual tonight?”

The question was innocuous enough, but Jude couldn’t help feeling there was something else behind it.

“Wasn’t allowed,” said Eliana easily, an uncertain smile turning up the ends of her mouth. “Closed ceremony, and all that.”

“Is that so?” Knatt took a small sip of his drink, brow furrowing slightly. “I would have thought the Order would invite its own Adepts before it let any outsiders in.” With a smile Jude wasn’t sure how to interpret, he added, “You were this year’s Champion, after all.”

Eliana’s own smile didn’t falter.

“The guest list for this one is pretty small,” she said. “Only upper echelon members, no fresh graduates.”

“And yet, Miss Logan was invited to attend, and she isn’t a member at all.”

Eliana nodded, then glanced around the room, as if she were checking to make sure nobody else could hear them. Once she was satisfied that the four of them were, indeed, alone, she spoke in a dramatic whisper.

“If anybody asks, you didn’t hear this from me,” she said, conspiratorially, “but the rumor is that two contractors were invited into the room.”

At that, both Knatt and Jude automatically glanced over at Alexei, who had just reached the other armchair. He dropped himself down into it, somehow managing not to spill a drop from his glass, and shrugged.

“Don’t look at me,” he said. “If I’d been invited, I wouldn’t be here.”

Knatt tapped a finger against his glass, looking pensive.

“Hm,” he murmured. “I wonder who the other was.”

Everyone fell silent. Jude wondered where Logan was at that moment; had the ceremony begun, or was she still waiting?

After several moments of unnatural quiet, Eliana cleared her throat.

“So, uh,” she started, glancing nervously at each of them, “it kinda seems like you guys came over here to hide out, maybe. Was there, I don’t know, a reason for that, or—”

“If there was,” said Alexei, with cold contempt, “what makes you think we’d tell you?”

Jude found herself tugging on the loop of her backpack, which now sat awkwardly at her feet. She sighed audibly.

“Guys,” she began, “you did say that once we got here, I could let her know—”

“Technically, I never agreed to that.”

Jude turned her gaze directly toward Knatt instead.

“Knatt?” she asked, her own voice rising in exasperation. “You remember, you said—”

“I am aware, Jude, yes,” he answered steadily. He paused before continuing and took a deep drink from his cup. “But the truth is, we aren’t entirely sure yet what we’ve gotten ourselves into here, and—”

“Come on, not you, too!” In her quickly rising anger, Jude found herself leaping to her feet. “You guys, Eliana has done nothing but be nice to us, and show us around, and offer to help out, and now you’re saying that it’s okay for us to drag her here with us, but we can’t tell her why? How is that fair?”

“Uh, guys—”

“All I’m saying is that it might be better if we waited until the morning, or at least until we hear from Logan—”

“Guys—”

“Honestly, though,” said Alexei, shifting his lean from one side of the chair to the other, “do we even have to tell her anything at all? I mean, why choose now to start working on our radical honesty, hm?”

Jude whirled on him.

“If you’ve got a problem with Logan’s secrets,” she fumed, “then you should bring that up with Logan.”

“I never said—”

“GUYS!”

Jude and Alexei stopped dead, their attention immediately pulled away from their argument. Instead, they found themselves staring down at Eliana, who still sat in the same place on the couch. But for some reason, she was now hunched over, and she grasped onto her own stomach like it was in pain.

“Something is wrong,” she said. Every syllable sounded like it cost her something. “Something is very wrong.”

Jude knelt down beside her and carefully placed a hand on her knee, in what she hoped was a comforting manner.

“What is it?” she asked softly. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

In response, her body went rigid, and she tumbled forward, onto the floor. Jude was with her in an instant, bringing a hand up to her forehead as if she could actually tell her temperature that way. It was an automatic impulse, something she’d seen her mother do when her siblings were ill—

Knatt was beside them in an instant, kneeling down on Eliana’s other side and taking her hand, possibly feeling for her pulse on her wrist.

“Miss Blake,” he said, his tone gentle but firm, “you have to tell us what’s wrong, so we can help you.”

Instead, Eliana’s eyes went blank. Her body convulsed, her head shaking uncontrollably back and forth. As Knatt reached out to keep her steady, she went still again. Then her eyes popped open. She stared up at the ceiling in horror.

“It’s…Atherton,” she rasped, her voice devoid of the life and charm it had held only moments ago. “He’s—he’s in danger. We’re still…linked…from the binding. I can feel his life force.” Her body convulsed again, but only once. Her eyes still stared up at the ceiling, but Jude got the impression that she couldn’t see what the rest of them saw anymore.

After several long moments, she spoke again.

“I can feel him dying.”

On her other side, Knatt didn’t even move when he spoke.

“Mr. Marin—”

“I’m already gone.”

Jude barely registered his movement as he rocketed out of his chair, grabbed some weaponry, and flew out the door, into the hallway beyond. She thought briefly of his earlier nonchalance, and wondered if he had simply been waiting, that whole time, for the moment when he could spring into action.

The answer didn’t matter to her much right now, of course.

Eliana was convulsing again.

 

 

Logan had never seen anything like it, and she hoped she never would again.

While the crowd stood in silent, breathless horror, James Atherton’s mouth wrenched wide open, his whole body shaking with the movement. It looked like an invisible giant had grabbed hold of him, pulling open his jaw and forcing his face to turn up toward the sky. The scream that left his mouth only lasted a second, but even as it faded, his expression remained tortured and contorted.

Then came the spiders.

A strange gurgling sound emanated from him, somewhere between a rumbling stomach and a guttural growl. His body convulsed one more time, and his already wide eyes bulged.

Then a tiny, furry, spindly leg poked out of his mouth, dragging its way out into the open.

It was a spider. A spider crawled out of James Atherton’s mouth. For a moment, it was alone.

Then a million more followed.

Before the crowd realized what was happening, hundreds upon hundreds of tiny spiders poured forth from Atherton’s rigidly locked jaw, flowing down his body, across the dais, and into the crowd, spreading outward in every direction.

Stepping out from the safety of her pillar, Logan raised her voice and called out, “Everybody, get back!”

But even as she tried to pull the people around her farther away from the High Prophet, the person to her left began to scream incoherently, unleashing their own terror into the room with violent cacophony.

After that, everything was chaos. A few people took reasonable, measured steps back, but others panicked. The first person who screamed set off another, who set off another. For a crowd of fewer than thirty people, they managed to froth themselves into an impressive melee in short order.

Why am I always right? Logan asked herself as she pushed through the increasingly riotous crowd, aiming for the center.

If she could get to Atherton fast enough, maybe she could figure out what was happening and put a stop to it. It was a gamble, considering her limited understanding of this ritual, but she didn’t see any other choice.

Somewhere behind her, a voice called out.

“The door is locked!” She didn’t recognize who it belonged to, but she registered the unbridled panic in its tone. “WE’RE LOCKED IN!”

The crowd roared in unison, hysteria rising like a chorus. Logan found herself pushed backward on a wave as several bodies pressed into her.

“Aren’t you fuckers supposed to be professionals?” she asked out loud.

A few people turned to stare in response, their faces turned to portraits of uncertainty. Logan felt her frustration with them swelling into a fever. So with a growl, she crouched down—and launched herself forward, pushing violently through the last ranks of people standing between her and the High Prophet.

When she broke through the wall of people, Clément had already reached Atherton and begun to mumble a cast under her breath as she took his pulse, tugged on his arm, attempted to physically shake him out of whatever had a hold on him. The spiders at last ceased their terrible skittering waterfall out of his mouth, though at least a thousand still scuttled across the floor, climbing over people’s shoes and disappearing into crevices.

Each of the three Bound knelt in place, still frozen in mid-ritual stance.

Logan stumbled forward again, her eyes locking on Atherton. His face bore an expression of shock and horror, his mouth still wrenched unnaturally open. In fact, his entire body seemed immovable, as Clément’s continuing attempts to revive him proved ineffective.

And yet…his eyes moved.

As she watched, his bulging eyes tilted, irises searching for something—until they fell on her, and their gazes locked.

She got the sense that he wanted desperately to tell her something, but she had no idea what.

Then his right hand twitched, and the obsidian blade dropped to the ground.

The obsidian blade.

Her eyes tore away from his, pulled incessantly toward the gleaming black blade, a line of demon’s blood still clinging to its razor-edge.

Obsidian has one very important special quality, said Knatt, in the recesses of her memory. Can you tell me what it is?

Obsidian. Born of the change of state, from one form to another, answered her 14-year-old self. As a reflection of this dual nature, obsidian can serve dual masters.

So you must be careful when you use it, Knatt had warned her. You can only trust an obsidian object when you’ve secured its loyalty. Fortunately for us, loyal objects can, in fact, be passed down through family lines.

In her mind’s eye, she saw Casimir Volkov, pleading with an unnamed Adept, working security for the Summit. The Adept had taken something from him—a piece of contraband, as it were.

“It was only a precious family heirloom.”

“What heirloom?”

An obsidian blade.

It was Volkov. It had to be. He must have known about the dual nature of obsidian, so he had deliberately brought an obsidian blade—an old, loyal blade, passed down in his family for generations—and he had gotten himself caught—gotten the Order to take that loyal blade and store it among the others in their care. How hard would it have been, then, to convince someone inside the Order itself to switch the two blades out, to make sure the one Atherton used for this binding ceremony was not his own?

It had to be Volkov. And he’d danced with her—expressed interest in her, admiration for her, like he knew more about her than he let on—

He was the outsider who’d tipped the scales.

Volkov was the Wolf.


Chapter Thirty-Two
Rise and Fall

She turned away from Atherton and Clément, who was still trying desperately to save him. Instead, she turned on the crowd, which had, at long last, begun to flee the scene, searching for a way out. At the first two people who came within her reach, she stretched out both hands, grabbed hold of their hoods, and pulled.

Their heads were freed, revealing pale, terrified faces—but no Volkov.

This will take too long.

She paused, took a step back. Closed her eyes and emptied her mind. In a moment, the switch in her head was flipped, and she heard every sound, smelled every scent. She let it all hit her, a cacophonous array of sensation that put the crowd alone to shame.

But she knew his scent now. She had danced with him, had spoken to him alone on the terrace, no other animals around to confuse what belonged to him and what didn’t. She had watched him smoke. She had shared his cigarette. She had his scent, all right.

In fact, she had it right now.

Once she smelled him, she could hear him, too—hear him whispering an incantation, sotto voce, underneath everyone else’s radar.

This time, she used the chaos of the crowd to her advantage. He’d assumed they would give him cover, obscure his movements and his sounds. But she had a lock on him now, and she knew he hadn’t noticed it yet. She slipped through the crowd, calling shadows to her without a sound, feeling herself disappear into the noise and confusion.

Within seconds, she was on him. The blade from her ankle already in her hand, she came up right behind him. She was silent, and, for all intents and purposes, invisible.

Ripping off his hood, she put the knife to his throat, pressing hard. If he moved half an inch, it would draw blood.

“Funny meeting you here,” she said.

He said nothing. Just stood there, hands falling limply to his sides.

Grinning a monstrous, victorious grin.

 

 

Knatt stood running a hand through his hair, over and over again, the other hand perched on his hip like a stern schoolteacher. They had gotten Eliana back onto the couch, where she now lay on her side, clutching at her abdomen and occasionally letting out a low groan. Jude knelt beside her, patting her head and feeling useless.

“Are you sure there isn’t anything I can do?” she asked, her voice low.

With some effort, Eliana shook her head.

“It’s just—part of the binding.” Her words came out in short, pained bursts. “Can’t be stopped. Can’t be helped.”

“You don’t mean it will never stop, right?” Jude tried to sound lighthearted, but she was finding it difficult to keep the panic out of her voice.

Eliana, however, seemed to have reached the end of her ability to vocalize. She shook her head again, clenching her hands where they lay, and said nothing.

“It will stop when Atherton is safe,” said Knatt, from his hovering spot near the fireplace. “Or when he is dead.”

Jude turned to meet his eyes, and the fear she saw there echoed her own. It brought her no comfort. After a long moment, Knatt shook his head and set his shoulders with new determination.

“We shouldn’t stay here any longer,” he announced. “If Atherton is in this much trouble, then no one is safe. Miss Blake, if we help you, do you think you could move?”

Eliana closed her eyes in a hard grimace and nodded.

“Good. Miss Li, help her up. I’ll get you two out safely, and then I’ll come back to evacuate the students’ quarters.”

At first, Jude nodded and started to help Eliana up, grateful to be leaving and grateful that Knatt would be by their side, keeping them safe. Then she stopped.

Am I really such a coward that I can’t even evacuate on my own?

“No,” she said aloud, standing up to face him. “You should go help the students now. I can get Eliana out on my own.” She glanced back at Eliana with a weak smile. “Besides, if Atherton does—well—then she’ll be back to normal, right? Between the two of us, we can protect ourselves.”

She pushed her smile wider, trying to imbue it with more confidence than she felt. It must have worked, because Knatt gave her a nod.

“Very well. That would be more efficient.” He stepped closer to her. Placing an encouraging hand on her shoulder, he smiled fondly. “You are braver than you know, Miss Li.”

“I hope that’s true.”

He nodded again. Then he dropped his hand and turned away, and within a moment, he was gone.

Jude felt her panic rising, but she reminded herself that Eliana needed her to keep it together. So she swallowed hard, and pushed it back down.

 

 

Logan tightened her grip on the knife. Her right hand pinned his behind his back, and she could feel the damp edge of his robe sleeve. She didn’t want to risk checking to be sure, but she suspected it was damp with his own blood.

“I knew you’d be the first to figure it out,” he whispered, sounding delighted. His voice sounded different now than it had before. “While everyone around her remains blinded by belief and prejudice, the shadow summoner soldiers on.”

Atherton still stood within her sight, face contorted with an unknown pain. She gave Volkov’s arm an extra twist as she leaned into his ear.

“Let him go.”

Volkov chuckled. She could feel it reverberating through his body.

“Come now, Henrietta,” he murmured, so quiet she doubted anyone else could hear. Why did his voice sound different? “We’re friends now, aren’t we? Would you really risk our special connection for the sake of that old windbag?”

It’s the accent, she realized. He didn’t sound Russian anymore. British, maybe?

His tone was playful, wanting. Appeasable, perhaps.

Time to play ball.

“Of course we’re friends,” she answered easily, her voice as breezy as if she weren’t holding a knife to someone’s throat. “And I’ll give you the same deal I’d give to any of my friends: you let him go, I’ll let you go.”

“You really do want to help him, don’t you? See, that’s what I admire about you, Henrietta. You never give up. Even when the odds are against you.”

“Do you really think the odds are against me, Volkov?” She gave his arm a tug, reminding him of his own precarious situation.

“Perhaps not,” he conceded, sounding strained. “But tell me, if I let the Prophet go, how do I know you’d keep your end of the bargain? After all, you seem to have allied yourself with a group of liars and murderers.”

She didn’t mean to do it, but her gaze shifted back to Atherton. Volkov wasn’t wrong: the High Prophet was a liar and a killer.

He picked up on her hesitation immediately.

“Yes. You know, don’t you? You know what he did.” She could practically feel Volkov smiling as he watched her ambivalence play out on her face. “Do you want to know the names of the Adepts he sacrificed? It should only have taken him one, you see, but Atherton isn’t as studied a man as he likes to put on. He fucked it up the first time. So another one had to die.”

As much as she wanted to ignore what he was saying, a part of her knew he was telling the truth.

“They were young, too,” he whispered. His tone was dangerous. “Do you want to know their ages?”

Ahead of them, Atherton began to sink down, quickly disappearing behind the bodies in the crowd that stood between them.

“Nobody else has to die tonight,” said Volkov. “I only wanted him.”

Logan didn’t believe that, but an ever-increasing part of her wanted to. For a moment, she hesitated. I could walk away right now.

A moment was all it took. Right at that moment, an unearthly howl erupted from the center of the room, not far from where Atherton’s body had fallen. Several people screamed, and the crowd around her began to work itself into a frenzy again. She felt her grip on Volkov slip for a moment, and then slip even further as someone barreled right into her.

The Bound are waking up. And what had they become, now that Volkov had distorted the ritual?

Several feet ahead, she saw the Bound rising to their feet, their new massive forms coming head and shoulders above the rest of the crowd. Another body slammed hard into her, and Volkov seized his chance.

Just like that, he was out of her grasp, dancing just beyond her reach. Before she had a chance to react, he grabbed the nearest Order Adept and positioned his own blade over their heart.

“Oh, shadow summoner,” he said. “It never ends for you, does it?”

Logan regripped her blade.

“Nothing ever ends,” she growled back at him. “Don’t tell me you don’t want to dance with me anymore. Do we really need the chaperone?”

Volkov grinned with delight.

“Oh, I’ll save the last one for you, no doubt,” he said, stepping further out of her reach as she tried to close the distance again. “But it seems you have a choice now, haven’t you? You can choose to follow me, or you can choose to save them.” With a nod of his head, he indicated the crowd. “Don’t worry. I’ll try not to take it personally.”

Just as he finished speaking, one of the Bound howled again. Logan made her choice. She let her instinct take over as she whirled around, away from the Wolf. She didn’t need to see him to know that as soon as she wasn’t looking, he disappeared again.

Anticipating the crowd, Logan dropped low before hurtling herself forward. Within seconds, she had dodged around the nearest Order members attempting to scramble away, and she got a full view of the chaos at the center.

It was a sight to behold. All three of the Bound had become monstrously distorted, as though someone had stretched them out like poorly formed clay. They still bore the remnants of their former features, but each so changed it could barely be named for its former self. Their back and shoulder muscles had rippled outward, creating a new, hunched upper body, arms hanging below their shoulders at an unnatural angle. Their wrists bent so far that they appeared broken, with gnarled, spindly claws where their hands once were.

And yet none of these changes struck Logan as quite so horrific as what had become of their faces. Their heads had been stretched, turning their eyes into oblong pools of empty black. Black veins webbed over the surface of their skin, which had turned a sickly gray color. Their jaws hung long and low, almost as if someone had grabbed them each by the chin and pulled down, hard, until they broke—and then kept pulling.

They reminded her a little of how Todd Phillips had looked when he changed—only more monstrous, more grotesque.

One of the Bound was turning its head from side to side, the last remnants of black hair swishing back and forth as it did. With no hesitation at all, it landed on the nearest human in black robes and reached one inhuman arm out, grabbing him around the neck. His hood fell backward off his head, revealing a white man Logan recognized as one of the Twelve Seers, but she couldn’t immediately call up his name.

Whoever he was, he grabbed uselessly at the hand that held him while it lifted him up, dragging him closer.

“Help me! Fucking help me!” he screamed at the crowd, at whoever was nearest, at whoever would listen.

Logan moved immediately, but the Bound moved faster. Just as she realized that the tide of long hair hanging limply off the back of its head marked it as Zilla Ulric, she brought the unknown Seer up to her mouth and clamped her new monstrous jaw right around his face.

His scream died in an instant, his whole body going limp. With a look that Logan could have sworn was glee, Ulric made a motion of tightening her grip, and gave his body a good, hard shake. Then she dropped him to the ground, like a toy that bored her.

Logan didn’t have to look long to know that he was dead.

The crowd around her had gone strangely silent. Everyone else backed away slowly, as if they thought sudden movement would attract the attention of the Bound. Within seconds, Logan stood apart from the crowd, the only person who moved forward instead of back.

Zilla Ulric turned her attention on her. She tossed back her uncannily distorted head and let out a howl.

Logan leapt forward.

 

 

Jude felt she was making pretty good progress, all things considered. Sure, they had only gone two hallways past Alexei’s door, but she was nearly carrying Eliana, after all. Of all the training she had done with Logan and Knatt, somehow they had skipped the section on supporting almost the full weight of another person while running away with any speed.

Suddenly, Eliana reached out her hand and pressed it weakly to Jude’s shoulder.

“Stop,” she said. “Set me down. Just for a second, I just—I need—”

A few feet ahead of them, there was a little alcove that housed an even littler bench, so Jude guided them over in that direction. She set Eliana down carefully on the center of the bench, then knelt in front of her. For a moment, Eliana sat with her eyes closed, her mouth still pressed shut in pain. Still, she was sitting up on her own, so Jude tried to take that as a good sign.

“I’ll…I’ll be okay,” said Eliana at last, letting out a long, slow breath. Finally, she opened her eyes again, fixing Jude with a piercing stare. “It’s over now. I just need a minute to recover.”

Jude felt the bottom of her stomach drop out.

“What do you mean, it’s over?”

Eliana took another breath and rocked back and forth on her hipbones. Then she stilled.

“The connection is gone. Atherton’s dead.”

Jude took a moment to let that sink in. If the leader of the Order of Shadows was dead, what hope did the rest of them have?

She turned back to Eliana.

“What does that mean for you?” she asked.

“Not much.” Eliana let out a short huff of air. “I feel this…this sense of loss, but it’s…physical. Like I lost an arm or something.” She shook her head, apparently gathering herself back together. “But the pain is gone. I guess that’s what matters.”

“Are you sure you’ll be okay?” Jude still didn’t quite understand what it meant to be bound to someone, let alone what the binder’s sudden death might mean.

“I will be,” said Eliana, sounding determined. “If Atherton is dead…then the others must be in trouble.”

Her gaze hardened as she gave Jude a meaningful look. Jude felt her pulse begin to quicken.

“If he’s really dead,” she said, carefully, “then…then we should go, right? Whatever killed him…we wouldn’t stand a chance against it. Right?”

Eliana shook her head immediately, her eyes shining.

“People are in danger,” she said. “I have to try to help them. What you have to do is up to you.”

Jude could see Knatt in her mind’s eye, telling her to get to safety. Beside her, Eliana stood up and stretched her neck and shoulders, as if the malady that had afflicted her only moments ago was no more serious than a touch of muscle soreness.

“Are you coming?” she asked.

In the end, Jude’s hesitation lasted only a moment.

“Yeah, I’m coming.”

 

 

Logan got in a few good hits right off the bat. She kept herself loose and limber, letting her momentum carry her past Ulric instead of at her, giving her just enough speed to avoid Ulric’s cloying grab. Logan used her continuous movement to get a look around the room while she could, to size up their whole situation. Apart from her, it was starting to look like Clément alone held her ground with the power of her cast.

It was also starting to look like Ulric had gone through the greatest transformation out of the three Bound. She was larger than the others, her neck thicker, shoulders more hunched and misshapen. And was it Logan’s imagination, or was she still getting stronger with every second that passed?

Logan made a run at her again. Hoping to cause some actual damage this time, she put more force into it, throwing all her strength and body weight into her collision with Ulric. This proved to be a miscalculation, as Ulric reached out with fast claws and grabbed her. She caught her neck in a strangle grip and held her tight.

Suddenly Logan found herself up-close and personal with what had become of Zilla Ulric’s face—her eyes sunken in so far, they looked like empty sockets, and her jaw a dark, gaping chasm. Up close, her skin looked like a half-melted candle, forming lumps where none had been before. Logan had never quite appreciated how human Ulric had previously looked.

Nor had she appreciated how easy it had once been to breathe. She grasped at Ulric’s claws as they closed down on her throat, but the monster’s grip was like a vice. Summoning all the strength she could, Logan gave a wrenching pull…and just barely loosened the claw’s hold.

At that moment, a large spike appeared from out of nowhere, slamming right into Ulric’s hunched shoulder and knocking her aside. Logan whipped around to see who sent it.

Standing before her was an Order Adept she recognized but couldn’t name: one of the Twelve Seers, female, in her late 40s, white with white-blonde hair and blue eyes. She came forward.

“Are you hurt?” she called brusquely as she approached, her eyes on the temporarily felled Ulric.

“Pride only,” answered Logan somewhat falsely, giving her neck a tender touch. She would bruise for about a day, but she would heal.

“Good,” the woman nodded. “Then stay ready to fight. That may have been the only trick I had. I’m Janssen, by the way, and you?”

“Logan. I’m ready when she is.” With minimal reservation, she reached down to her ankle and pulled out the knife strapped there, preparing for her next round with Ulric.

“Good,” said Janssen again, repeating her terse nod. Her accent was too faint for Logan to guess it, but from the name and hair, she would pick Swedish.

Ulric was angry. She roared as she rose to her feet, one strangely overlong arm reaching up to pull the metal rod out of her body. She extracted it brutally, spraying thick black ichor onto the ground as she tossed it aside.

Her wound began to knit itself together before their eyes. Within moments, it was like it had never happened.

Logan cleared her throat as she regripped the knife. “You’re sure you could only do the rod thing once?”

Janssen’s eyes widened as Ulric roared again. “I will try.” She began mumbling her cast words and rolling up her left sleeve. With her other hand, she used a small puncture tool to make a second mark on her skin, drawing her own blood to catalyze the cast.

Ulric began to charge before Janssen’s summon could do them any good. With a sigh, Logan threw herself forward to meet her. Now, instead of trying to inflict damage that would only heal moments later, Logan opted to launch herself at Ulric’s massive back instead. She used all four limbs to wrap herself around Ulric’s body, pinning one of her arms as she did so. Ulric screamed wordlessly in protest, writhing like an animal caught off guard by a hunter’s trap. She flailed wildly with her other arm, but her limited mobility kept her from reaching backward.

Nearby, Janssen’s cast sputtered and failed.

Knowing she might not have much time left, Logan tightened her grip on the knife still clutched in her left hand. She pulled her arm back just far enough, then slammed the knife down, doing her best to aim for Ulric’s throat.

She missed. The flesh on the front of Ulric’s body had grown so contorted, the flesh of her shoulders and chest bubbled up and hardened like armor, that Logan didn’t know where to aim. Whatever she hit, it wasn’t vital—though it did seem to hurt. Ulric howled and thrashed and stumbled to the side.

Before Logan could stop her, she threw herself to the ground, backward.

Logan’s head hit the pavement hard. Stars burst behind her eyelids as her limbs lost their hold on the Bound in one fell swoop. For one split second the world seemed to blink out of existence. Then it blinked back, and the sounds of it screamed at her. She’d lost her control on her overpowered hearing, and everything in the room had gone as loud as it could go.

And then, just like that, it turned back down, all on its own.

She took a breath and blinked. I am on the floor. The world seemed tilted, and the light didn’t want to stay. She tried to push herself up, but instead her head rolled to the side, and her eyes met a gruesome sight. She had landed right next to Atherton’s empty body. His open eyes stared at her, unseeing. His jaw hung slack, almost unhinged. Spiders skittered around his corpse. They skittered toward her.

Something else was coming for her, too. Something large and cumbersome, crawling toward her. Ulric.

She had just formed the name when it was on her. Its weight pressed down on her body, its claws pricking her skin. At first, she could not move her gaze from Atherton. The spiders skittered away now, flowing down and up and away from both of them. She looked back at his face and saw that his blank eyes had begun to glow.

It looked as if he were still performing the ritual, but she knew that couldn’t be true. He was dead; he couldn’t perform anything. And yet the ritual continued.

The last time the Binding was attempted, something went wrong.

The heirophid was summoned instead.

At long last, Logan managed to turn her neck and face the thing on top of her. Ulric’s skin looked as waxy as ever, and icy breath issued forth from her gaping maw. But her eyes—her eyes seemed to have partially reverted, returning to a more human size and shape.

Those same eyes seemed to smile at her as its claw pressed down into the skin of her forehead—and slashed downward.

Logan shut her eyes tight just in time, but she felt her skin slice open as if by a razor blade. The cut trailed through her eyebrow and cheek, to the top of her mouth. As the claw moved away, she heard something that sounded like hissing.

The monster is laughing.

An energizing anger ripped through Logan’s body, and she realized that Ulric had left her right arm unpinned. With her attention now pulled into hyper focus, it was all too easy to find the first knife hidden at her waist and slip it out.

She was just positioning it when Ulric suddenly froze on top of her, its attention pulled to the side. Just like that, it jumped off her, skittering away like a spider. Logan tried to twist her head to follow it, but it disappeared from her range before she could track it.

She let her body relax again, only for a moment. Blood was streaming down her face, and her head was pounding. She needed to re-center and reorient so she could get up. She squeezed both hands tight and took a breath. Was that in her mind, or was someone pounding at the door? She struggled against the pounding, sliding her knife back into its holster so she could place both hands on the floor.

Before she could push herself up, a fuzzy blonde someone appeared in front of her, offering what might or might not have been a hand. Logan blinked. It was Janssen, and it was a hand. She took it, and Janssen used her other hand to brace her behind the shoulder as they stood.

“Thanks,” said Logan brusquely. Blood still streamed into her eyes. She reached up toward her own right shoulder, grabbed hold of the relatively cheap cloth of the robe, and pulled down hard.

“Ah, did you want—help—” Janssen’s words stumbled to a halt as Logan pressed the fabric of her former sleeve onto her face to staunch the blood.

“I’ll be fine, thank you.” She could feel the blood slowing down, her accelerated healing powers already getting to work. “It’s not as bad as it looks. Did you see where Ulric went?”

Janssen shook her head. “Someone tossed me to the ground, though not as hard as you. I tried to throw a cast at them as they ran, but—well, you saw before.”

Logan grimaced into her makeshift bandage. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but—aren’t you a Seer? Shouldn’t you have a little more staying power than that?”

Through her still open eye, Logan saw Janssen cast her gaze toward the floor.

“We were not allowed to bring our usual accoutrements into the ritual room.” She glanced briefly at Atherton’s prone form. “I believe the High Prophet suspected a spy among us.”

“By accoutrements, you mean the demon blood?” Logan did her best not to clutch the former sleeve, soaking up the primary evidence of her demon heritage. Instead, she pulled it back and used a different corner to wipe up the rest. The bleeding was done, though she imagined it didn’t look pretty.

Janssen nodded warily. “My stamina appears to have waned from lack of use. It would seem the demon blood has become a crutch.”

And yet why do I get the feeling that you aren’t even close to giving it up? Logan slipped the damp sleeve into one of her pockets.

Before she had a chance to say anything more, they were interrupted by a new scream. They turned to see two fights happening at once. On one side stood Marion Clément. In an impressive bit of casting, she had summoned an entire swarm of wasps, which she now bore down on one of the Bound—the one Logan believed to be Savino Rossi. While most of the Adepts in the room couldn’t stand up to the strain of casting, Clément had entered through the side, with Logan. She had all the demon blood she needed.

On the other side, the remaining Bound bore down on a group of Order Adepts who had tried to flee. The nearest Adept, still stumbling backward, gave their best attempt at facing it down. They shouted cast words and repeatedly nicked the skin inside their elbow, but to no avail: the cast would not come. And the monster was nearly upon them.

All thoughts of her pain and the pounding forgotten, Logan sprang into action. She grabbed the knife at her waist as she ran, and she threw it with inhuman precision.

It landed square in the middle of the beast’s back. If he’d been human, it would have killed him. Instead, he let out an unearthly scream and arched his back in pain. His arms flailed, unable to reach far enough back to get the knife. Logan ran so fast she knew she risked revealing herself to anyone around her who might be conscious, but she also knew she had no other choice. Despite the pain and the unsteady quality to her vision, she bared down on her prey.

She was on him in seconds. Before he had a chance to react to her presence, she had reached up and pulled down hard on the hilt of the knife, tearing open his admittedly tough skin. Black ichor oozed from the wound as he screamed again and fell to his knees.

Grasping the knife firmly in her hand, she landed in a wide stance to face him down, challenging him to engage.

With a roar, the Bound stood up and charged at her. She stood her ground until the last second, then ducked while she slashed out with her knife, searching for its remaining weaknesses. Her knife glanced off him, but she happened to look down while it did. With a small smile, she let herself slip, let the monster believe he’d caught her. She stumbled within its reach and let it drag her close.

And with one steel-tipped boot, she slammed down hard on the inside of its foot, still clad in nothing but a silk slipper from the binding ritual.

It howled in rage, and its hold on her faltered. She slipped right out of its grip and spun around, hitting it across the face with the blade of her knife. It was the kind of blow that might have killed a human man. Its monstrous form stumbled backward, and she followed. Taking a boxer’s stance, she pummeled its rib cage with repeated blows in quick succession. In a moment of panic, it reared back from her—at last revealing a strip of vulnerable flesh right at its center. Without allowing herself a moment to consider, she struck out her knife and slashed it across the throat.

The effect was immediate. Black blood poured down its bare chest. It grasped futilely at its neck and fell, first down to its knees, then face first onto the floor. As it lay motionless on the ground, its body began to shrink back down to the size of a man.

One down. She tried her best not to think anything else.

The pounding sounded again, and now it was louder and more insistent than it had been before. Logan spun to find its source, and she was unsurprised to find her gaze drawn back to the ritual site, where Atherton’s body still lay.

His whole form had begun to glow, and as she watched, transfixed, the glow began to spread. It shot upward in a straight line until it connected with the dome ceiling above. Then a million tiny cracks of light broke out from the beam, spreading across the surface of reality in every direction.

“Janssen,” she called out, heading back toward her, away from the fallen Bound, “get out of there!”

Janssen whipped around and began scrambling backward, away from the cracking beam of light she could now clearly see. Logan saw Clément turn briefly from her fight with Rossi to see what was happening, and as soon as she did, Rossi dropped what it was doing and ran away.

Just like Ulric. This time, Logan was able to watch as it slipped out through the fighters’ entrance—the very same door she and Clément had used earlier.

“Logan!”

The voice that called her was as familiar as her own. She whirled around. A man came down the stairs toward her. He wore an impeccable suit of royal blue.

“Alexei,” she said, so quiet she could barely hear herself.

He was nearly down the stairs already, and she watched in some dismay as the less stalwart among the Order swarmed around him, heading toward the open exit he’d left behind. Finally, she raised her voice in greeting.

“Weapons ready!” she called out, using one ichor-soaked hand to point him at the beam of light, in case he’d somehow missed it.

Alexei clattered down the stairs, brandishing what appeared to be a cane before him. Logan recognized Alexei’s weapon of choice and smiled. In contrast, his face fell as he took in the wound on hers.

As he sidled up beside her, the earth beneath their feet gave a hard shake. While Logan’s stance held fast, Alexei grasped her shoulder with his free hand to keep himself upright.

“Apologies,” he muttered quietly, his veneer of calm disturbed only by the tremor in his voice. “What happened to you, H.C.?”

Logan touched a hand to the blood on her face.

“Work accident,” she shrugged.

Alexei began to respond, but the universe seemed to decide against it. The earth shook a second time, and this time, the cracks above them burst, too.

The sky had broken open.


Chapter Thirty-Three
The Wolf and the Heirophid

The veil tore open, and light leaked out. Logan had never seen a tear in the veil in person, but Knatt had shown her enough pictures for her to recognize it for what it was. Everything around her went still and silent—not as if everyone had stopped making sound, but more as if all sound had been sucked out of the room.

Then Clément broke through.

“Janssen, can you cast?” she called to Janssen, hurrying closer to them.

Janssen shook her head. “Could not bring anything inside.”

As Clément closed the distance, she reached inside her own robe and produced an extra phial, which she passed over immediately. “Here; prepare yourself.”

Logan glanced at Alexei, who stood only a few feet from her, gripping his cane.

“How ready do you feel right now?” she asked him, motioning quickly at the sky above. “If I’m right, we’re moments away from sharing this room with the heirophid.”

He smiled, but it looked like a grimace.

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” he answered. Catching her eye again, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a small gray stone, keeping it out only long enough to show her. “Your partner gave me a cassis stone, so if we’re in dire need, I can call him.”

Logan glanced at the Champion’s gate, through which Rossi had disappeared.

“The Wolf is trying to run,” she told him. “If I go now, there’s still a chance—”

“Then go,” said Alexei, pulling the stone out again. “Knatt’s on his way, and I can hold the line.”

Logan smiled at him, gratefully. “I know you can.”

So down the rabbit hole she went.

 

 

Unsurprisingly, Eliana had known exactly where to go. She’d directed them to a nearby hidden weapons cache first, and they’d both loaded up, with Jude picking out only things she recognized. For her part, Eliana seemed most intent on the bow and arrows. After that, they were on their way, heading at top speed toward the giant amphitheater beneath the castle.

Worryingly, they passed fleeing Order Adepts as they went. Gripping the sword she’d picked up from the weapons cache, Jude did her best to beat back the anxiety that threatened to overwhelm her.

Then they were passing through the doors, and coming down the steps, and looking up, and—

For a moment, Jude wondered if her brain was broken. Surely she was hallucinating. Surely the fault was hers.

Then she glanced over at Eliana and she saw a look of shock that must have mirrored her own.

Not hallucinating then.

In the center of the cavernous amphitheater, near the curved ceiling, the sky had broken into a million tiny pieces of light.

But far worse than that was the thing currently climbing down, out of the opening and into the room.

At least twice the size of an elephant, it skittered down on scorpion-like legs, its head suspended on a long, thick neck that moved from side to side like a snake. Its head featured blank holes for eyes and a maw that hung open far too wide.

“Holy shit,” Jude breathed as she took it in. “What is that thing?”

“I think it’s the heirophid,” Eliana muttered back, under her breath. She sounded stricken. “Fuck. How did this happen?”

Jude just shook her head in response, though Eliana wasn’t looking back at her. In fact, to her dismay, Eliana soon started moving down the stairs again, ever closer to that thing. Glancing down at the room, Jude saw that there were only three other people in there with them, and one of them was Alexei.

She scanned the room for Logan, but she couldn’t see her. Her pulse began to quicken. Eliana had gotten ahead of her, but now she sped up and nearly overtook her. Alexei will know where she is. I’m sure he’ll know.

“Hey, Marin!” she called as they rounded the last step. Alexei turned toward them, and so did the two women near him. “Where’s Logan?”

The French woman, Logan had called her Clément, spoke first, directing herself at Eliana. “Blake, what are you doing here? You should be in the dormitories.”

Eliana set her jaw. “I know my orders, ma’am, but I couldn’t sit this out.”

Clément surveyed her, considering her words. “You were bound by the High Prophet, were you not?”

“I was.” Eliana bowed her head solemnly. “I—I felt it happen, ma’am.”

“I see.” Clément nodded. “Well, I commend you for your bravery, Adept. If you wish to stay, you may.” She glanced behind her shoulder, where the monster had just touched down. “Prepare yourselves.”

“Hey, Marin—I asked you a question!”

Alexei had just opened his mouth to answer her, when the heirophid let out an awful gurgling sound. It was upon them.

Clément and the woman beside her sprang into action. “Avisi oppugnatem!”

Jude’s eyes widened as she watched a giant cloud of wasps rear up above the women’s heads, arrange themselves into an apparently deliberate formation, and then hurl themselves all at once at the gigantic beast that had just fallen from the sky.

The heirophid roared, thrashing its head from side to side as the insects swarmed. Eliana immediately got down on one knee, propped up her bow, and drew an arrow across it. The arrow sailed upward in a perfect arc, heading right toward the beast—only for the heirophid to turn at the last second, hitting the arrow away with one of its pincer-like forelegs. Quick as a wink, Eliana drew and fired again, and again her arrow was tossed aside.

Though she hadn’t inflicted any damage on the monster, Eliana had managed to catch its attention. It reached out a scorpion-like leg and side-swiped her, sending her crashing into the stairs they’d just come down.

“Elli!” Jude cried out, running over to her. She’d landed hard on her side, and even as Jude approached her, she didn’t open her eyes. Jude practically collapsed beside her when she reached her. “Elli, are you okay?”

Groggily, Eliana shook her head. “Gotta—get back—to the fight—”

Jude glanced beside her. The others stood between them and the beast now. Alexei had aimed what appeared to be a fancy walking cane at it, and he was somehow using it to shoot some kind of energy blast at the monster, which had the effect of preventing it from advancing.

Jude turned back to Eliana. A line of blood had formed near her hairline; Jude wasn’t sure where it originated.

“We can handle it,” Jude whispered, although every bone in her body told her to run. Where the hell is Logan? “I think you need to stay put.”

“Jude.” Eliana reached out weakly with her hand, and Jude took it. “Take the bow—take my place—”

Jude’s heart sank. “Elli, I don’t know how to use a bow. I—I’m not even sure I can.”

A sad smile stretched across her face. “Ah, right. If only I could give you my strength.”

Jude felt her heart sinking as she realized she was about to fail Eliana—about to fail everyone. Was there nothing else she could contribute to the fight?

Suddenly she remembered that feeling she’d had in the Hall of Roses, when she’d been so sure that everything would be fine if they could only find each other, if they could only be together. She had an idea, but she had no way of knowing if it would work.

“Would you?” she asked Eliana, deadly serious. “If you could give me your strength, would you?”

“Of course.”

She squeezed her hand tight. “Then let’s hope this works.” Closing her eyes, she kept their hands held tight. She remembered the night she first met Logan, and that brief flash of a cast she’d done that had actually worked. As weak as she felt, she knew that it wasn’t only her strength she’d need for the cast, but both of theirs.

Think about the light.

She could see it rushing toward her, filling up both their bodies like water in a glass. She had it now.

With barely enough time to let go of Eliana’s hand, she spun away from her, back toward the fray, and streamed down the stairs, her right hand held aloft before her.

The moment the beast’s wavering head turned her way, she let the light pour forth, right at its unblinking black eyes. A scream broke from its maw as the light hit it like a waterfall.

Eventually she felt the cast start to slip, so she let it go. The monster still screamed, now moving back and forth on its too-many grotesque legs.

It’s blind. I blinded it. But it wasn’t dead yet.

It thrashed about blindly, and this time it was Clément who met its wrath. It tossed her backward, and she crumpled in a heap on the floor. Jude felt her fear starting to rise, despite the piece of Eliana’s strength she now carried.

You’re going to fail, said an unknown voice inside her head. You always fail.

“Get out of the way, kid!”

Before she realized what was happening, Alexei had taken hold of her and was dragging her backward. He pushed her behind one of the thick stone pillars and crouched beside her.

“You made it angry,” he muttered to her. Beyond the pillar, the beast still thrashed about. “That was a nice bit of casting, though.”

“We shouldn’t leave Eliana alone out there—”

“She’s fine, for the moment.” He fixed her with a serious stare. “What other eira summoning can you do?”

Jude gaped at him. “What other—what?”

“You know, that thing you just did five seconds ago,” he said, shrugging casually. “Eira.”

Jude blinked. “Uh, I didn’t—I didn’t realize I was—”

“Can you summon fire?” Jude blinked at him, too afraid to speak. He shook his head in annoyance. “Hold out your hand and give it a try.”

Just like you did with Logan. Where the hell is Logan? But she didn’t have time to ask those questions. So, instead, she did as she was told. Holding her hand out in front of her, she remembered what it had been like to summon the fire. She could still feel Eliana’s presence with her, warming her, giving her hope. She remembered the heat, how it filled her up. She remembered the girl in the tower, and the climb up to save her.

Her palm warmed. Glancing down, she nearly gasped to see a neat little ball of fire sitting in her open hand.

“Perfect,” said Alexei. He pushed back from the pillar and waved his arm—at the next pillar down, the woman Jude didn’t know was crouching, waiting. She saw his wave and signaled back to him, and he nodded. Turning back to Jude, he clapped her reassuringly on the shoulder. “I’ve got a plan, and it doesn’t even require you to move from here. You ready for it?”

Jude gulped. “Uh, yeah. Just tell me.”

Alexei nodded, not looking terribly certain himself. “I’m gonna go get your friend’s bow and arrow, and I’m going to fire several very strategic shots with it. What I need you to do is to take that fire you summoned and light every single one of those arrows up. You got it?”

The fire in her hand grew brighter.

“Yeah. I got it.”

“Okay.” He gave her an attempt at a rakish smile, but it almost looked sarcastic. “I’m putting my faith in you, kid.”

Without another word, he ran back out into danger’s path.

The fire in her palm went out.

Fuck. She stared down hard at her hand, trying to remember exactly what she’d felt only moments ago. What was it? The fire—the burning—and towers, and—

She flicked her hand, hard, willing the flame to spring out of it again. Nothing happened. What was different?

Keeping her body low, she ducked out from behind the pillar, looking to see where Alexei had gone. He’d already reached Eliana and was extracting her bow from her hand—

Eliana. She’d touched Eliana—she’d felt their strength merge together, if only for a moment.

That was what she needed. She didn’t quite know how to get there herself yet, but together—together with Eliana, she could do it.

Her eyes darted to the heirophid. Its wild crashing had slowed down, and now it seemed to be feeling its way around, trying to figure out a new way to navigate the room. It bobbed its head back and forth, and suddenly something slick and wet hurled out of its mouth, falling to the ground several feet ahead of it.

The mass hissed as it hit, the stone right beneath it bubbling up and falling away, eroding right before her eyes.

It spits out acid.

Jude felt her heart take off at a gallop as she took in the space in between her pillar and Eliana. But she could see Alexei already gathering up her arrows, about to pick one out to string. She had no choice.

She ran as fast as she could. Her steps echoed across the stone, and she knew without having to see that the heirophid could hear her. It spat in her direction, but at the last moment, she put on an extra burst of speed and slid across the remaining stair, landing just behind Alexei.

I’m not the girl in the tower anymore, she told herself as she grabbed Eliana’s hand. Alexei was already drawing back the bow and taking his aim.

I’m the girl who rescues her.

She felt the fire flowing through the both of them, filling them up. Alexei let one arrow fly, then another, and another, and as they flew through the air, Jude channeled the fire out of her hand, lighting all three of them up. They hit the beast one after the other, landing in the softer flesh around its leg joints, and it reared back its front two feet, exposing its underbelly.

The old blonde woman from the Order was already there, summoning a giant metal spike out of thin air. As soon as the monster revealed a weak spot, she pushed her hands forward, and the spike soared through the air, impaling the heirophid right through the middle.

Without even thinking about it, Jude channeled her fire toward the spike, artificially engulfing it in flame even though there was nothing there for it to burn. The fire spread toward the beast’s wound, and when it reached its hide, she willed it to expand.

Before long, the monster was aflame, screaming its inhuman wrath toward the sky. And then, quite suddenly, it wasn’t. It collapsed on the ground. Dead.

Jude let the fire go out of her. As it slipped away, she felt herself exhale, felt her shoulders start to soften. She’d been drawn tight as a bow herself, but now, her slack started to return.

“You all right, kid?” It was Alexei. When she looked back at him, she saw genuine concern on his face.

“I’ll be fine,” she said, and she knew it was true. “You?”

“Seen worse.” He glanced down at Eliana. “I think we need to get this one to a doctor.”

Jude glanced down. She was still holding Eliana’s hand, and she gave it a gentle squeeze.

“Elli?” she said softly, bending down. “Elli, can you hear me?”

Slowly, groggily, Eliana’s eyes came open. Eventually they settled on Jude’s face.

“Hi, there,” she said, her voice faint. “Did we win?”

“We did,” said Jude. She could feel her own strength waning fast. She hadn’t felt tired while she held the cast, but now that it was gone, the rest of the fight leading up to it began to take its toll. “You were instrumental.”

A half-smile broke over Eliana’s face. “Don’t patronize me, now.”

“I’m not!”

“She’s not,” said Alexei. “For starters, I used your bow. And, uh—well, Jude, I’m honestly not sure what you were doing, but—”

“I used your strength for my cast,” she said, meeting Eliana’s gaze. “Couldn’t have done it without you.”

Eliana blinked deliriously at her. “Glad to be of service.”

Right at that moment, the sound of forty-odd footsteps rounded the corner and burst into the amphitheater.

It was a group of newly minted Order Adepts, all led by Hugh Knatt, carrying a giant crossbow. They thundered down the stairs, searching for the fight.

Knatt came to a stop a few feet away from them, gaping open-mouthed at the heirophid that lay broken on the floor. A dozen feet away from it, the blonde woman was tending to Clément.

“Is the fight already over?” he asked, staring around at Jude and Alexei.

“Afraid so,” said Alexei, standing up.

“Ah.” Knatt slowly lowered his weapon, looking almost disappointed. “Well, is there anything we can do?”

“We’ve got wounded,” Alexei answered. “Janssen’s over there with Clément, and we’ve got Adept Blake here. There may be others, but—well, apart from us, I’m not sure who else made it.”

Knatt nodded, then motioned to some of the others beside him. “You four, check the room for survivors, and call out if you find any. You lot, go and tend to the Seers. And the rest of you, come help Miss Blake get to the medical wing.”

Jude stood up and caught his gaze. “I’m going with her, if that’s okay.”

“Of course,” said Knatt, nodding. “I’ll come and find you when I can. I suspect I’m going to want to hear about what happened here.”

Jude nodded earnestly. “Absolutely.”

Knatt glanced around the room once more, concern growing on his face. After a moment, he fixed Alexei with a solemn stare.

“Mr. Marin,” he said, carefully. “Where is Logan?”

 

 

It was the smell of blood that led her. Ulric’s blood, she was almost certain. It didn’t quite smell human anymore. But then again, Logan’s own blood had never smelled quite human.

She followed it through the labyrinth beneath the building, winding around corners and confusing her sense of space. She was certain she was following them out, but it felt like she was following them deeper in, deeper down. Either way, the following came easy.

Just as she began to wonder if there might not be any end to her path, she ran right into a heavy metal door with a heavier metal lock on it. The lock was broken; the door swung wide.

On the other side, the blood scent hit like a crescendo. Glancing up, she could see that she’d come out under some kind of terrace, the grounds cascading away into the darkness. She smiled at the irony: it was the same balcony where she’d shared a cigarette with Casimir Volkov.

A hundred yards ahead, a glimmer of movement caught her eye. Casimir Volkov stood there, his back to her, flanked on either side by his monstrous Bound. All three of them looked like they were shimmering under the starlight.

She took off at a gallop, heading straight for them. The distance closed quickly, and she found herself almost upon them, barreling at a breakneck pace—

Suddenly, she slammed into an invisible and unforgiving barrier. The force of it nearly knocked her backward. With effort, she shook away the shock and pain and turned back to her target.

Her eyes met Volkov’s insistent, unblinking gaze. A smile unfurled on his face, contorting his features.

“Henrietta. Delighted you could join us.” Taking a step forward, he pressed his hand into the air—or, rather, into the barrier, causing it to glisten and glimmer, revealing its edges. “You’ll have to forgive my manners, but I’m afraid I can’t invite you in at the moment.”

Logan stepped as close to the barrier as she could and offered him a scowl. “Too afraid to take me on yourself?”

“Henrietta,” he said, making a tsk-tsk sound. “You wouldn’t hurt me, would you? Now that we’re such good friends.”

Logan raised her right eyebrow at him. “Wouldn’t I? You killed Atherton right in front of me.”

Volkov let out a huff of air, sounding exasperated with her. “Come now, don’t try and tell me you actually gave a shit about that old windbag, did you?”

“It’s not about whether I liked him. It’s about the whole murder thing.”

At this, Volkov gave her a leering smile. “Aye, there’s the rub, isn’t it?” He trailed his hand down the shimmering barrier, bringing it parallel to his face, which was now as close to hers as it could come. “The murder of it all?”

Against her will, Logan grimaced, remembering the Mark of the Beast. Atherton had sacrificed his own at least once, to the best of her knowledge. If Volkov was a killer, so was Atherton.

Volkov saw her hesitation and chuckled.

“You know, don’t you? You know what that bad old man did.”

Setting her jaw, she met his eyes. “Doesn’t change what you did.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not. Killing is killing, of course. And yet…you’ve killed, too, haven’t you? In the heat of battle, of course, but killing is killing. So, tell me, summoner, are we all damned just the same?”

While he leered at her, she shifted her weight and put out her right hand, testing the barrier that had nearly knocked her down.

“Never said I wasn’t,” she answered with a shrug. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the movement of her hand, and a faint shimmer.

“Don’t get me wrong,” said Volkov, his tone gentle. “I don’t mean to condemn you.”

“You don’t?” More shimmer, more shine.

“Of course not. I want you to join me, Henrietta.”

That’s new, she thought. She let her surprise show on her face, so her hand would remain unseen.

“And why would I do that?” There it is. Her hand found purchase. She felt a strange, unnatural cold begin to envelop it as it pushed through.

“Because you’re like me.” He sounded eminently satisfied with himself. “You know what the Order of Shadows is like, and you hate them as much as I do.” He sighed and tilted his head at her, gazing at her with concern. “But perhaps you aren’t ready. Perhaps you haven’t even faced your true nature yet.”

Logan felt her pulse quicken, but she did nothing to show it. “What true nature is that?”

“Oh, Henrietta, must we entertain the façade? There’s really no need for it. I already know you quite intimately.”

Though she had the uncomfortable feeling that comes with unwanted exposure, Logan had the presence of mind to press the fingers of her left hand against the strange, slippery surface of the barrier. She nearly had it now.

His gaze was fixed, unwavering, on her face.

“You don’t know anything about me,” she answered easily.

“Oh, but I do. I know you’re different from other people. Better than other people. Stronger, faster, cleverer…and a natural at eira summoning, even though you never did finish your training, did you?” His gaze was full of earnest admiration. “What I would have given to have met a woman like you when I was younger. I didn’t even know you were possible.”

Logan laughed. “What are you talking about?”

He shook his head, almost regretfully. “If it will allow you to drop this silly pretense, then I’ll say it. I know you’re a half-demon, Henrietta.” He sounded breathless as he spoke. “In all of recorded history, there has never been anyone like you.” He paused to wink at her. “Well, perhaps I shouldn’t be too hasty. After all, what if you have a sister?”

At that moment, her left hand found the purchase it sought. Logan returned his leering smile, keeping his attention on her face as her hand began to slip through the barrier.

“You’re right. I am different.” She could feel the air flowing through her body. “Maybe even unique. Doesn’t that make you wonder if they ever tested this barrier…on someone like me?”

He looked down and saw her hand already partway through the barrier. Her fingertips grazed the other side. He immediately took a few steps back, looking panic-stricken.

“Zilla!” he commanded. “Zilla, do it, now!”

Logan pushed hard on the barrier, feeling it slide away before her. What once was stone now turned to sand—packed tight, but movable, crumbling under her unbending will.

“Master—I’m almost there—” Under the distortion of her inhuman voice, Zilla Ulric sounded panicked, too. Beside her, Rossi bellowed, flexing his misshapen shoulders, preparing for a fight.

Logan’s hand burst through the barrier, and her skin met the cold night air on the other side. Again, she imagined the wind blowing through her, imagined the line of separation disappearing.

End to end, she thought.

At once, a passageway opened within her. She felt the wind hurtling toward it, ready to make her its conduit.

She twisted her wrist, aiming at Volkov.

Immediately, he coughed and clutched at his throat, stumbled and went down on one knee.

“Master!” cried Zilla Ulric.

Logan pushed her arm through with ease, holding Volkov where he was with her dangerous cast. She didn’t want to kill him, but it was all she could think of to hold him in place. The barrier came up to her shoulder now, so she tried to push her shoulder through. The resistance of the sand-like structure of the cast redoubled, now holding her in place.

Beyond the barrier, Volkov clutched at his throat and tried to speak. His words came out in sharp gasps.

“You wouldn’t—kill me—would you—Henrietta?”

Logan’s resolve began to falter, and she tried slamming her shoulder against the barrier, but to no avail. Across from her, Rossi let out another scream. Then he barreled forward, throwing his body between Logan’s outstretched arm and Volkov’s choking body.

At once, her cast shifted, hitting Rossi instead. Coughing but freed, Volkov stood upright.

“It is ready!” Ulric cried. Her gaze narrowed in on Rossi as he fell to his knees.

Logan breathed in the air, willed it to flow with greater force, willing her cast to stretch beyond the Bound—

But Volkov had already turned away, crossing to Ulric and the hole she’d ripped in the sky. It shimmered, just like the barrier. Suddenly Logan understood what she had been doing: manipulating the space-magic of the barrier cast in order to find them an escape route.

“Master—Savino, he is dying—”

“Leave him.”

Hearing Ulric’s words, Logan dropped the cast. Rossi slumped down, coughing and grabbing at his neck. He was hurt, but he was alive. After a moment, his black pit eyes looked up at her. She couldn’t read his expression with any certainty, but she guessed it was a look of confusion.

“Savino, get up!”

Though it was Ulric who spoke, Logan’s gaze turned back to Volkov. He locked eyes with her, and his expression was much easier: it was full of hope.

“Soon,” he mouthed at her.

Then he stepped forward into the breach, and he was gone. The others followed moments after.

She felt her arm begin to droop, held up awkwardly by the barrier. She could feel its desire to close back up, to push her out. With no small amount of effort, she pulled herself backward, freeing her arm in one smooth motion.

Out ahead of her, the shimmering breach shuddered and convulsed and disappeared.

They could have gone anywhere in the world. This kind of barrier cast could be incredibly unpredictable. Though most people had entered somewhere in Brooklyn, technically the grounds, the castle, everything inside the bubble existed in an elsewhere space, located everywhere and nowhere all at once.

She sighed and dropped her hands. The passageway had closed; he was out of her reach.

It was time to return to the Order, and to see who was left standing.


Old History

Logan hadn’t yet made up her mind about this plan.

She agreed that something needed to be done, but this particular course of action didn’t sit well with her.

And yet…what else was there to do?

Glancing down at her cell phone as she stepped out into the cloudy, blustery day, Logan saw a missed call from Marion Clément. Clément had temporarily assumed leadership of the Order of Shadows. During the catastrophe at the Summit, Clément had proven herself a capable leader, so Logan privately concurred that this was as good a decision as any. And yet…she still didn’t know how much Clément had known of her predecessor’s actions. Had she consented to his decision to sacrifice one of their own, or had he kept her in the dark? Logan could ask, but she might never know for sure. It made every single conversation with her feel tense and taut.

It was almost like a game of chess, only she didn’t know for sure if the other side was playing the same game. She sighed when she saw the call. Whatever Clément had to say to her, it could wait.

The heavy wooden front door opened behind her, and the hushed step of a canvas-and-rubber shoe sounded on the porch. She turned to see Knatt stepping through the door and shutting it firmly behind himself.

As soon as she saw his face, the reality of what they were about to do hit her all over again.

When the dust had cleared back at the Order, Logan had taken some time to herself, in that tiny little closet-like room, to think about what Volkov knew and how he knew it. Eventually, she realized there was only one person who could have told him.

“Mr. Marin wishes to inform you that he didn’t come up here to babysit,” said Knatt, sounding beleaguered. “And Jude would like to remind us both, again, that she is over nineteen now, and therefore technically an adult.”

Logan shrugged. “Right. So, did you want to drive, or—”

“Absolutely not,” he answered immediately, giving the keys in his hand a quick shake before tossing them over to her.

“Off we go, then,” she said as she opened up the driver’s side door and climbed inside. On the passenger’s side, Knatt climbed in, too.

They drove in silence for a while. When they hit the freeway, Logan turned north automatically, her body remembering where to go before her brain could tell it.

After all, she’d been up to visit Charles Logan a few times over the years. The only difference was that this time, they were bringing him home.
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