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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

It was late, the library was closing, and it should have been empty, but it wasn’t. I perked up from behind my desk, scanning the quiet stacks ahead of me and all around me. There were five rows of books on the ground floor, three stretching out directly in front of me, the other two on either side of me. On the next floor up, reachable by taking the stairs to the left of my desk, there were more aisles of books, and shelves, and study desks; this library was a dark maze of knowledge, my maze, but it wasn’t as still as I wanted it to be.

The noise I had heard had come from upstairs, somewhere near the psychology section, I thought. My eyes narrowed, lips pressed together. Careful not to make a sound, like a jungle cat sensing an intruder in her domain, I reached under my desk for my weapon of choice and stood, slowly, inching around Reception and moving up, and along the staircase. 

I heard the sound again, first a knock, then a rustling of some kind. My footfalls were light, and completely inaudible—that’s what years of training and conditioning will do to a mage, or rather, ex-mage. I knew I wouldn’t be heard, but my heart started hammering anyway, beating like a drum inside of my chest, beating to keep rhythm with my quickening pace. 

Psychology lay ahead, only one more stack to go. More rustling. I readied my weapon, fingers gripping the neck and trigger, and when I was close enough to make a sharp turn around the corner of the aisle I took it, my weapon raised to chest-level. I saw my target, pulled the trigger, and a jet of liquid shot out of the bottle, sailing through the air and striking the side of a woman’s face. When she turned her head to look at me, I squirted her again, this time hitting her square in the mouth. Bullseye. 

The girl in the aisle started hacking and coughing. She had put her hands up, but hadn't been quick enough to protect herself from the searching jet of liquid. The guy she was with moved between us, to protect her, his hands outstretched, ready to ward off another attack.

“What the hell!” he yelled.

“Keep your voice down,” I said, my tone no higher than a harsh whisper. “This is a library.” 

“What did you just squirt at us?” 

My eyes narrowed into thin slits. “Acid. How quickly can you get to the infirmary?”

“Infirm…” he turned to look at the girl, who had recovered. I recognized her, then—her long, brown hair, those big helpless eyes, thin, pink lips; her name was Jenny, she was legitimately doing a psychology degree and spent a fair bit of her time in the library. We’re creatures of habit, returning to our comfortable watering holes.

“You’re crazy, shooting water in a library,” Jenny said, her thick, northern accent coming through, “How’s that worse than kissing?”

“I never miss, you should know that by now.” Then I turned my eyes, and squirt bottle, toward the man in her company. “You… I don’t know you,” I said.

“You make it a point of knowing everyone who comes through here?” He was British, his accent falling somewhere between Jude Law, and Tom Hardy, but he was older than Jenny. Of course, that didn’t mean anything; age and university had nothing to do with one another. There were as many 50-year-old students doing their first degrees as there were 19-year-old geniuses doing PHD research for the university. 

Alright, maybe not as many as each other, but the demographics of this university were indeed that varied. What this man didn’t have was a student ID, which he would have needed to scan into the library. He also hadn’t collected a visitor’s pass; I’d have remembered him.

“As a matter of fact, I do. This is my library, and it shut ten minutes ago, so I suggest you take your face-sucking elsewhere.”

“What can I say? When the mood strikes, the mood strikes,” Jenny protested. 

“How about you tell that to security? Because unless you want me to call them, or squirt you again, you should leave. You have dorms, for God’s sake.”

Jenny’s face flushed red. The man she was with, however, he was all stern, smoldering looks, lips pursed, short black hair falling lightly just above a pair of cutting, hazel eyes—green flecked with gold. Dangerous. My hackles rose, a shiver climbing along the length of my spine. When Jenny started moving toward me, I stepped aside to let them both pass by me and of the library, but she turned around when she was through the doors.

“You should lighten up a bit,” she said.

“And you shouldn’t be giving it up in a library,” I shot back. 

“Whatever. I guess I’d be aggy too if I had resigned to being a sexless spinster at twenty-eight.”  

“Asshole!” I squirted her with the bottle again, but she put her hands up and shielded her face, moving quickly out of my range. When they were gone, I slammed the door shut, locked it, turned the lights off, and went back to my desk, setting the spray bottle down where I’d found it.

He had a point; spraying water in a library was probably the stupidest thing a librarian, custodian of books and knowledge, could do. But they didn’t know, and didn’t need to know, that the bottle was enchanted. There wasn’t any water in it at all; the magic of the bottle just made people think there was water being sprayed at them. 

Alright, so maybe I didn’t have a right to consider myself an ex-mage if I went around carrying enchanted items, but just because I wasn’t hunting anymore didn’t mean I couldn’t allow myself a couple of small, magical luxuries. Maybe if I wasn’t living off a meagre salary in one of the most expensive cities in the world I’d be a little more reserved with my gifts, but I had chosen to move to London of all places, and that meant I needed to take a couple of shortcuts in life if I wanted to make it a little more bearable. 

I sat at my desk, huffing away the frustration, and caught a glimpse of the picture I kept standing next to my monitor. The desk was a cluttered mess, to be sure; papers to file everywhere, pens—some in working order, others not, most without tops—scattered around, a mug from which many copious amounts of English Tea had been consumed ever since I moved to the continent eighteen months ago. But it was my mess, I knew where everything was, knew which pens worked and which didn’t, and I didn’t keep any personal belongings there, except for that one picture.

It was me and Shannon, my sister. 

A fond smile swept across my face, tugging at the corners of my lips. My heart gave off a series of hard, almost audible thumps at the sight of her. I was two years Shannon’s junior, but we were the splitting image of each other regardless. Thick, long, red hair ran strong in our family, as did slightly paler skin and eyes as green as emeralds, thanks entirely to our family’s strong Irish heritage. I took a little more after my father than Shannon did, though.

My features were a little curvier than hers, the apples of my cheeks were a little more pronounced than hers and tended to redden rapidly, and for no apparent reason. Perpetually flushed was my brand, a physical quirk visible no matter what expression the rest of my face was trying to convey. Though we looked slightly different, we at least shared that same always flushed look that identified us as sisters. 

Tears were starting to build. I blinked hard, took a deep breath, and got back to work, realizing only when I was done with Carla’s work, separating the currently singular French Revolution into two, that I noticed the box. It sat curiously underneath the reception desk, out of sight, almost intentionally so. I reached over, pulled it out of hiding, and read the label.

“Fuck. Carla!” My voice crashed into the silence like the snap of a gunshot, echoing through the dark, quiet aisles. The box must have been sitting there since early this morning, waiting to be opened by the librarian whose half-assed job I was adding the other cheek to. Of course, she’d failed to mention having received the box to begin with, and I hadn’t seen it until now, but now that I had, I had a choice. I could have ignored the box and feigned ignorance, though the little voice in the back of my mind—possibly guilt, or ethics, or maybe just obsessive compulsion—would have made it almost impossible for me to get a good night sleep in that case.

Sighing, I grabbed a pair of scissors from the mess that was my desk, impaled the top of the box, and dragged the scissors down to slice open the layer of tape sealing the box shut. The new-book smell emanating from inside was the only consolation to the sting that was having to stay and work even later than I had planned. Not that I had a life to speak of, but it was pushing midnight, I hadn’t eaten anything yet, and unpacking, registering, and stacking the books in the box was probably going to take another hour to do, and that was if I rushed it.

Telling myself I would never cover for Carla again was a lie. This wasn’t the first time I had covered for her, or even the fifth, and even though she had left me with more work to do. We were a three-person operation—there was also Nick, but we didn’t talk about Nick. One of us would open in the mornings, another would float in at mid-day, and the third would come in the evening to close. I had floated today, meaning my shift was supposed to be over by six, and Carla was meant to close, but she had a date, so I’d offered to cover for her.

Nick was a bit of a creep at times, and this is why we didn’t talk about Nick, but to his credit, if he had received the box he’d have done exactly what I was doing right now, and he would have done it at least to an acceptable standard. No good deed goes unpunished, though, and now I was stuck with this box, late into the evening, sitting under the glow of the single light from my desk, in an empty library, with not a soul in sight. 

Life could be worse.

The work took a little over an hour. I wasn’t the kind of person to get distracted on Facebook or Instagram, checking pictures of what my old friends—more like acquaintances, really—back in the United States were eating. I was, however, the kind of person to get a little lost in the task of organizing, of finding the perfect place for things and putting those things in that place. So even though the box was filled with a fresh intake of books from about twenty different subjects I didn’t have a clue about, the task was at the very least satisfying.

I was about ready to get up and call it a night, just before 1am, when I heard it; another sound, this one not entirely unlike the one I had heard earlier. It was a thud, like that of a book falling off a shelf, and it had come from somewhere upstairs, on the first floor. I swallowed hard, licked my lips, and reached for the spray bottle again. 

There was no way the two people I’d earlier discovered had come back; I had shut and locked the door behind them. That meant there were other stowaways, hiding in the stacks somewhere, waiting for exactly this moment, when the library appeared to be empty; it wouldn’t have been the first time someone had been caught this late, and it wouldn’t be the last. Though my desk light was on, the illumination emanating from it wouldn’t reach the deepest recesses, so unless they were actively looking for me they wouldn’t know I was still there, which made their stealth game pretty weak, in this librarian’s humble opinion.

I took to the stairs again, being just as careful in my approach this time a I had been earlier. That there were people making out, probably looking to hook up, in my library after hours wasn’t uncommon. That I would encounter two sets of people with the same idea on the same night was also, unfortunately, not uncommon. It amazed me how many people wanted to have sex in the library wen the vast majority of them had dorms, or were at least a couple of Underground stops away from their student housing. 

It wasn’t my job to figure out the answer to that question, though; it was my job to make sure the sanctity of this place of knowledge wasn’t defiled… again. So, as quietly as I could, I moved across the first floor keeping my back to the railing overlooking the floor below and my eyes front, staring directly into the aisles as I passed them.

This particular group of intruders, who I could now hear rummaging around a little more clearly, seemed to be hiding in the middle of religion and theology section. My heart started racing again as I closed in on the section, and the hair on my arms began to stand at attention, sending a prickling sensation running through my entire body. 

I licked my lips, breathed a little more deeply—though still quietly—and then tightened my grip around the spray bottle in my hand, fingers sitting decisively on the plunger, ready to pull at the first sign of the intruders. When I arrived at the mouth of the aisle to the religion section, I slowed almost to a complete halt and listened closely. No giggling this time, just the rustling of feet on the carpet and the occasional thud of a book falling to the floor. 

Those bastards are letting books fall! 

I rounded the corner, bottle raised like a gun in front of me. “Now, you listen here you ass—” I started to say, but the sight of the thing standing in front of me stole my voice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

It turned to look at me, though it had no eyes, and no face to speak of, only a slit that stretched from one side of its oval face to the other. Its skin was alabaster white, or maybe it was grey, it was tough to tell in the dimness of the library. The thing was also entirely hairless, tall and bony, with thin, ropey muscles along its arms and legs. I could see its ribs beneath its thin skin, ridges of its spine—ridges which were far sharper than that of a human spine. This thing’s arms were long, impossibly long, and the tips of its fingers ended in sharp claws that drank in what little light there was like razorblades gleaming in the darkness. 

The thing standing in front of me sneered, its wide mouth shifting to reveal rows upon rows of sharp, deadly teeth. 

I took a step away and the thing reacted to my movements by turning to look at me fully, drawing its hunched back up to full height, easily six or seven feet. Staring at it from this angle was like staring at a completely wrong anatomical image of something that wanted to be human, and could possibly pass for human under the right circumstances, but was entirely not human. Was, in fact, demonic. Not exactly a demon, not really, but more like the animals that sniff and beg at the feet of demons, eager to receive a scrap of the thing they feed on. 

Fear. 

The creature’s mouth cracked open, and from its open mouth came an awful clicking sound. I pulled on the trigger in my hand, and the liquid that shot out of the bottle’s nozzle was so hot it left a stream of steam as it sailed across the aisle. When it struck the creature, the thing hissed and staggered back, dragging with it a book it had caught between its long, bony fingers. 

Demons were generally immune to my mind games, but these things were barely demons at all, and easily tricked by a clever warlock such as myself. It clawed at the featureless space where a face should have been, believing it had been hit with a jet of acid. It flailed and clicked wildly as it stumbled and fell to the floor, dropping the book it had picked out. 

As the creature’s mind cleared, and clarity returned to its senses, it started to get back up. I readied my bottle again, aiming it at the thing’s head. “Don’t move!” I yelled, but the beast didn’t listen. It reached one claw-tipped foot out and raked the book it had dropped toward itself. I thought it would have come for me, but the book was more important to it, and that meant something to me.

These creatures never acted on their own initiative—they were little more than lap-dogs. We, mages, called them Brutes, and I thought I had seen the last one I would ever see back in New York City. But there was one right here, in London, in front of me, and it had just revealed the reason for its presence in my library. It wasn’t to hurt me; it had come for that book.

I pressed hard against the trigger again and another jet of imaginary acid shot toward it, striking the arm it had raised to protect its face. The creature flailed again, not screeching, but making that rapid clicking sound as its manifested, physical body reacted to pain that was all too real to it. I was about to dive for the book, when I heard—and felt—a thud immediately behind me, followed by a rapid series of clicks way too close to the back of my head. 

I should have known; Brutes never operated alone.

A bony, claw-tipped hand clasped around my shoulder and squeezed, claws digging deeply enough into my flesh to draw blood. Before it could get a good enough grip, I spun around and out of its grasp, bringing the bottle itself up for a back-hand strike at the Brute’s temple, but it was ready for me. The Brute standing behind me grabbed the bottle as it moved toward its target, and crushed it with a single action. 

The beast’s mouth split open like a bloodless flesh-wound filled with teeth. I took a step back just in time to avoid a swipe of its clawed fingers, though only narrowly. One on one, I could take these things out with no problem. I had done this before. But there were two of them here, and I wasn’t even remotely prepared to deal with one of them, let alone two.

Improvise, Hailey. 

Sensing another attack from the lanky creature in front of me, I jumped back again, conscious that I was moving closer to the still flailing Brute I had felled a moment ago. It ignored me as I got closer, the pain it was in distracting it from all other thought, and when I was within arm’s reach, I dove for the book it had tried to grab, snatched it up, and turned to face the still standing Brute at the mouth of the aisle. 

It opened its mouth, and from within came a chorus of clicks so fast it sounded like a machine-gun trying to spit bullets out of an empty clip. The thing then launched itself at me, its long arms stretched out toward me, claws reaching to taste my flesh again. Sensing my opening, I bolted toward it, hunching my shoulders and tucking into a forward roll just as it wound back its arm to take a swipe at me. 

I got to my feet again on the other side of the Brute, and now the way before me was clear. Wasting not another second, I made a mad dash across the first floor of the library, taking to the stairs two at a time and heading straight for my desk. The Brute, however, wasn’t far behind me. It had come speeding out of the aisle, but instead of running along the first floor as I had. It vaulted over the railing and landed with a hard thud on the carpeted floor below, its clawed feet digging into the material. 

But I didn’t let fear overcome me. Instead I kept my eyes on the prize—the letter opener on my desk. It wasn’t sharp enough to be used as an effective weapon, it wasn’t even balanced the same way a real dagger would be, but it would serve the task I needed it to serve, even if what I needed to do was going to suck. 

I set the book down on my desk, reached for the letter opener, grabbed it tightly in one hand, then, gritting my teeth, plunged the tip into my other hand as hard as I could just as the Brute fell on the spot where I was standing. The force of the impact drove the blunt-but-pointed tip of the letter opener into the palm of my hand, not only drawing blood but effectively impaling my hand like a piece of meat on a skewer. 

The pulse of power was instantaneous, an explosion of psychic energy that pushed out of me and crashed into the Brute like a wave, forcing it to halt its attack mid-swing. Its clawed fingers had been inches from my face when the magic struck it, overwhelming its tiny, animal-like brain with a command to stop, and then to obey me.

The Brute’s lips quivered. It sneered, visibly resisting the command I had given it, but I narrowed my eyes and pushed more of my own magic into it, forcing its will to bend to mine.

“Kill the other,” I said to it. 

For a hesitant moment the Brute stood completely still, almost like a statue with a fixed sneer on its featureless face, but it turned around just as the other Brute came staggering out of the aisle where it had fallen. They stared at each other, the Brute on the first floor opened its mouth and emitted that terrible clicking noise, speaking in a language I couldn’t understand but the questioning tone of which was easy to grasp.

Why haven’t you killed her yet?

My Brute opened its mouth and sent a chorus of clicks in return before vaulting toward the nearest wall and crawling along it like a spider. I had forgotten they could do that. When the Brute was high enough, it flung itself through the air toward the other, and then the two were fighting with each other, claws digging into one another, black blood—their blood—splattering on the carpets, the aisles, the books, even the ceiling. 

I pulled the dagger-shaped letter opener out of my hand, wincing at the pain and the uncomfortable sensation. There was a lot of blood, some clinging to the letter opener, more of it pooling in the palm of my hand, but as I stared at the wound, it started to close. I set the dagger down on the desk and rubbed my hands together, spreading the blood around. With my own blood now coating the letter opener, acting as a conductor for my psychic power, I wrapped my mind around the small, dagger-like object and infused it with magic. 

The letter opener began to glow with deep, red light, the color of blood. I commanded it to float off the desk, and it obeyed my order, rising from the desk as if being held by a phantom hand. I grabbed the book and made a run for the stairs, climbing them the same way I had descended them, two at a time, the letter opener floating at my side. When I reached the next floor up, I saw the Brutes still struggling with each other, clambering over one-another, claws swiping, enormous mouths gnashing and tearing.

One of them stared up at me, its pale, featureless face now cut and bleeding. It opened its mouth, the clicking sound issuing from its throat. I narrowed my eyes, and the letter opener shot toward it and embedded itself into the Brute’s forehead. The clicking stopped, the creature stiffened for an instant, then fell limply on top of its packmate. 

The second Brute, the one under my control, suddenly shook me loose from its mind, likely from the psychic shock of its packmate’s death. It struggled to remove itself from under the body of its fallen brother, but by the time it was free, my mind-controlled letter opener had risen to the ceiling and plunged itself into the creature’s brain-pan. 

The Brute stiffened, clicked its final click, and went flaccid. 

I took a deep breath, then another, and another, fighting to calm myself despite the adrenaline surging through my body. I had gotten lucky there, and I knew it. If I hadn’t found something sharp to draw my own blood with, this would have ended differently. Living in London had made me complacent; there wasn’t a minute of the day when I wasn’t armed when I was living in the US, but that was a different time, a different life. 

I heard another thud, and immediately my eyes shot to the spot where the Brutes lay, only they weren’t there anymore. The letter opener that had been stuck in one of the Brute’s heads had fallen to the carpet below as the creature beneath it began to fade to fine, black mist. Not only was its body disappearing, but also every splattering of blood, every droplet, was vanishing from whatever surface it could be found. 

These creatures would return to whatever broken dimension they came from, only for them to reform and be ready when summoned again, because they had been summoned. Brutes had no intelligence of their own, no cognitive thought, only animal cunning. They were servants, bloodhounds, and enforcers to much more powerful, much more insidious forces; demons. Which begged the question; why the hell were they rummaging around in my library?

I turned my eyes down to the book in my hand to see Peter Rabbit staring off into the distance, his face distorted by the smudges of drying blood, my blood, on the cover. It made no sense. I opened the book, skipped past the check-in/ check-out table on the front page, skimmed the following few pages. Nothing about this book stood out, nothing about it seemed special, and yet the Brute had chosen to grab it instead of attack me, which meant it was important—it was the thing the creature had been sent to collect.

“Holy shit,” the voice cut through the silence like a thunderclap, snapping me out of the thought and setting my skin alight. 

The letter opener that had fallen, still under my control, shot across the library and sailed directly toward the throat of the man standing on the ground floor. He put his hands up, yelled for me to stop, and when I realized he was the guy I had kicked out only a few hours ago, I did, but only mere seconds before the glowing-red letter opener tore through the soft flesh of his neck.

“You,” I said, staring at him. I noticed then that the library door, the one I had locked shut, was open. “How did you get in here?”

The man with his hands up didn’t take his eyes off the pointy thing inches from his esophagus. “Is that really the question you should be asking?” he asked.

It wasn’t, I had a ton of questions for this stranger, but as long as I had him where I wanted him, I would ask them all. Maybe he knew something about the Brutes. Maybe he was the demon who had summoned them. More likely, though, he was just some innocent idiot that had just witnessed a traumatic supernatural incident. 

Either way, I was eager to get back to my normal night in my normal life, so I was going to wrap this up quick.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

“This is a really bad time,” he said, “But… I need that book.”

I glanced at poor Peter Rabbit, covered in drying blood, then turned my eyes back on the intruder. “This book?” I asked, “No way. This is my book.”

“Your book?” 

“It came from my library, which makes it my book.”

A more inexperienced mage may have tried to figure out why this man’s fragile little mind hadn’t been blown by what he had just seen, but I had a hunch he wasn’t entirely human. I watched his Adam’s apple work, moving more rapidly as the letter opener inched closer to its target. “Look, I’m not here to hurt you.”

“Not that you could, anyway.”

He turned his eyes on me, those warm, dangerous, hazel eyes. “I could, but I won’t. I’m just here to collect that book, and then I’ll go.”

“What’s so important about it?”

“That I can’t tell you.”

“Considering you’re not the only sentient being that’s shown a vested interest in Peter Rabbit over here, and also considering you aren’t exactly freaking out over what you’ve just walked into, I’m going to have to ask you to answer the question.”

“And if I don’t?”

I walked down the stairs slowly, advancing on him very much the way a predator would—slow, methodical, deliberate. “I haven’t decided whether or not I’m going to put this letter opener through your throat yet, so I suggest you think about your next course of action very carefully.”

 He considered me, and considered the floating blade poised in front of his neck. “Levi,” he said, “My name is Levi, I’m a mage sent to check out that book, and I’m on your side.”

“My side?”

“Those things that showed up, I was told something like that might happen, so I came over as fast as I could. I needed a reason to be in the library after closing, so I—”

“Hooked up with a student?”

Levi’s jaw tightened. “Yes. The plan was to wait for those things to show up and then use… I have something in my pocket I could have used to immobilize them once I knew exactly where the book they were looking for was.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Why not? Why would I lie?”

“Because I have a knife to your throat and you’ll tell me anything I want to hear in order to get out of this situation?”

“I’m telling you the truth. I was hired to pick that book up and bring it back to my employer at any cost.”

I held the book up. “I know every inch of this library, and this book shouldn’t be here. This is a university library, it’s all reference books and non-fiction, so why in the world would Peter Rabbit be sitting on one of the shelves?”

“I don’t know.”

The letter opener pressed against the skin of his neck, causing beads of sweat to pop out on his forehead. “You don’t know, or you won’t tell?”

“I don’t know,” he said through gritted teeth. “I don’t know anything other than what I’ve been told.”

I walked up to him now and stood directly in his line of sight. “If you don’t know why two Brutes would be sent to a university library to pick up a children’s book, but you took the job of retrieving it anyway, then you’re either desperate for money, or the stupidest mage I’ve ever seen.”

Levi frowned, then tried to smile. “The first one?”

I cocked an eyebrow. With a thought, the letter opener relieved some of the pressure it was applying to Levi’s neck, then fell away entirely, but stayed close to him, hovering only a couple of feet away. “That I can relate to,” I said, turning my eyes on the book in my hands. I opened it again and skimmed the pages, but nothing especially strange stuck out to me. It didn’t make sense.

“What’s your name?” Levi asked.

I looked up at him. “Hailey,” I said. 

He put out his hand. “Hailey, it’s a pleasure.”

I stared at the hand like it was some entirely alien object. “You expect me to shake the hand of a mage I don’t know?”

Levi let his hand rest by his side again, deflated, cautious. “You don’t trust easily, do you?”

“I’ve met enough assholes in my life to know one when I see one.”

“Me?”

“You seduced a student so you could sneak into a library to wait for a pair of demon things to arrive. When I caught you, you had your tongue down her throat. How far would it have gone if I hadn’t intervened?”

Levi shrugged, but his cheeks flushed. “You’re making it sound like I used her.”

One of my hands fell on my hips. “Didn’t you?”

“Just so happens I knew who she was, we’d hung out before. It’s not like I picked some random girl up and got into her good graces in a single night, though that would have been more impressive and not entirely out of the realm of possibility.”

I rolled my eyes. “Alright, playboy. Here’s what’s gonna happen. I’m keeping this book; it doesn’t belong to you, or your employer, and I’m still not entirely convinced you’re telling me the truth.”

“But—”

I put my finger up to shush him. “—If you want to earn my good graces, you can help me clean up the mess those Brutes made, then maybe we can both discuss this book, your employer, and the situation we find ourselves in. But let’s get one thing straight; I don’t want to be involved in any of this, I just want to make sure something like this doesn’t happen again. As soon as I’m sure it won’t, you can go on your merry way and I’ll go on mine. If you tell me the truth, that’ll make this whole process go way faster, and I’d really appreciate it.”

Levi frowned. “I really don’t have time to—”

“You’re on my side, right?”

“I am.”

“Then you have time.”

I set the dagger to rest on the desk as a gesture of goodwill, and Levi visibly seemed to calm down. Glancing around the library, I could spot a few areas where the Brutes had done some damage—namely the carpet where one of them had landed, and the entire aisle where another had staggered, stumbled, and flailed. 

Holding Peter Rabbit in one hand, I directed Levi to start moving furniture around on the ground floor to mask the spot of carpet that now had a couple of holes in it, then when we were done, I moved upstairs and started picking books up and stacking them back on shelves. Some of the books were damaged, but none of them were damaged to the point where they were unusable. One was a little scuffed, another had some of its pages warped and crumpled out of shape, but that seemed to be the extent of the damage. 

The section of carpet on the aisle where one of the Brutes had fallen down, though, was looking pretty bad, and I had no idea how I was going to fix that. 

Levi scratched the back of his head. “What did you do to it?” he asked.

I shrugged. “Same thing I did to your girlfriend.”

“That worked on it?”

“Brutes aren’t hard to play mind games with.”

“You’re a warlock…”

“Yes, and you’re an elemancer.” 

“How do you know?”

“I haven’t met a single elemancer who didn’t carry that exact same I’m top dog aura about them.”

“Really? I could say the same for warlocks.”

“Ours is a quiet confidence. We aren’t peacocks, we’re panthers.”

“You’re also American. What’s an American mage, who clearly knows way too much about mages and Brutes, doing working at a university library in London?”

I turned to look at him. “Oh, are we doing the get to know you thing?”

Levi shrugged and scratched the back of his head. “Looks like we’re done here, right? May as well.”

“I don’t know what your definition of done is, but that carpet is fucked, and it can’t stay like that.”

“Okay, well, I don’t know the first thing about re-upholstering a carpet, nor do I have the kind of magic that can help. I’m also on a deadline, or else I don’t get paid, so I’ve really got to get a move on… with the book.”

I cocked an eyebrow at him. “I’ve already told you, you aren’t taking this book with you anywhere. It was found in my library, which means the book is mine.”

“Technically it belongs to the university, but...”

“Don’t technically me. I still have no idea why this book wound up on that shelf, why those Brutes wanted it, or exactly why you want it. I’m still not buying your story.”

“I wish I knew what to say to change your mind. Maybe if you met my employer?”

“So I can be in a room with two mages who want what I have? I wasn’t born yesterday.”

“It’s not like that. You’ve said yourself you have no idea why this book was even here. I’m going to tell you right now, I don’t either. I don’t know anything about it, only that my employer asked me to retrieve it because it can’t be left to fall into the wrong hands.”

I looked at the book again. Peter Rabbit still wouldn’t give me his eyes. “Seriously, what the hell is so special about this thing?”

“My employer knows. He must know.”

“Worth? It’s a children’s book. Maybe it was worth seven pounds when it was bought for the library.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know what you meant, I’m just being difficult because I can’t wrap my head around this.”

I was used to being one step, no, two steps ahead of everything and everyone around me. To say that being left to wonder what was going on was keeping me pretty frustrated would have been an understatement.

“Then come with me. If you won’t let me take the book, come with me to meet my employer. Maybe he’ll be willing to tell you more about it.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You don’t want to know?” 

“I told you earlier. I’m doing this for the money.”

I exhaled through my nose. “Fine. I’ll go with you. But I’m doing this so everything can go back to normal.”

“That works for me, but we have to get back to him before right away.”

I turned around, walked toward the steps, and headed down to ground level and the reception desk. I grabbed my leather jacket from the back of my chair and threw it around my shoulders, sliding my blood-caked hands through the sleeves and making a mental note to wash off before leaving the building. 

“Take this,” I said to Levi, pointing at a sharpie on the desk. 

Levi grabbed it. “Okay?” 

“I need you to write a note. The library’s gonna open late tomorrow.”

He moved around the desk, grabbed a sheet of A4 paper out of the printer, and started to write, following my dictation. The library was usually open at seven AM for the early-bird crowd that liked to study before lectures. Tomorrow, the library wouldn’t open until ten, when things were usually pretty slow. I had to find a way to keep people out of the damaged part of the library, but that would have to wait until tomorrow morning, and by doing this I would at least buy myself a few hours.

Inspecting Levi’s work—he had remarkably neat handwriting—and finding it satisfactory, I moved through the library doors, shut them, locked them, and stuck the note to the front of the doors. I then sent a message to Nick, letting him know he could sleep in tomorrow, that I was taking his early shift, and headed through the quiet university halls. After a quick trip to the bathroom to wash my hands and readjust my hair, we were on the move to find Levi’s employer. 

I still didn’t trust him, didn’t trust any of this. Two Brutes and a mage had come in search of the book I held in my hands. Mages and Brutes had a long history of working together, demons weren’t the only beings capable of summoning them, so it was entirely possible Levi was leading me into a trap. This was precisely why I took a detour on the way out and grabbed my knife from my locker, strapping it to my ankle without Levi spotting me. 

It had been a while since I’d had to carry it with me, and doing so felt strangely like coming home after a long trip, only this was a home I didn’t want to come back to—it was the home I had run away from. I wasn’t ready to go back to it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

The grassy grounds around the library building were wet from the rain that had been falling all day, the air thick with the scent of flowers and damp soil. It was late, so there was no one standing around the campus, no one to spot us walking through except maybe the security guard at the gate, but even he seemed way more interested in his phone than in the two people moving past his booth. 

It didn’t take long for us to reach the nearest Underground station, which was mostly empty now and due to shut down in the next half an hour. 

Levi found a spot to sit on the empty carriage. I decided to stand.

“You know it’s a twenty-five-minute trip, right?” he asked.

“I know.” I was lying. I hadn’t checked the route. Damn. I should have checked the route.

“So, you’re gonna stand the whole time?”

“I’m not telling you how to live your life, am I?”

The carriage pulled, and I wasn’t ready. I staggered a little, but managed to put out my hand and grab the nearest railing to stop from going further. Keeping the book held tightly against my chest with one hand, I pulled myself upright pretending Levi hadn’t just seen that, but knowing full well that he had.

“You okay?” he asked.

“I’m fine.”

“Alright… suit yourself.”

Levi looked up and caught me gawking, but I turned my eyes away anyway. “I don’t know anything about you,” he said.

“Good.”

“Good? Why’s that good?”

“Because if I get to know you any more than I should, then this whole thing is just going to drag on, and on, and on, and I don’t particularly want that.”

“Just what do you think is going to happen tonight?”

I looked at him now, and caught him smirking at me. He has dimples on his face… God dammit, why does he have to have dimples? I took a breath, steeling myself against that face. “You’re going to take me to your employer, who is going to tell me why this book was inside the reference library of a university. Then, if I’m happy with the answer, I’m going to decide whether or not to leave the book in your possession. If I do, I’m going to walk away from this and try to figure out how to fix the carpet tomorrow morning. If I don’t like the answer, I’m going to keep the book, and hide it somewhere neither you, nor Brutes, nor whoever summoned them will be able to find it.”

“And how are you going to do that?”

I tapped the side of my nose and returned the smirk. “A good warlock never reveals her secrets.”

Levi stood and walked up to where I was. Immediately I was pushed away by his sudden proximity, but I didn’t want to show him he’d done that to me, so I simply moved to another railing as if I’d planned on doing that all along, shifting the book from one hand to the other, and turning my eyes to the windows. All I could see were black pipes moving rapidly past. He’s much nicer to look at. 

“I get it,” he says, “You don’t like me, you don’t want to get to know me. That’s fine. But there’s something you should know.” 

I looked at him. “Oh?”

He grinned. “I’m very persistent.” 

“Are you, now?”

“I am. I would very much like to get to know you a little before I take you to my employer. In fact, I’m almost tempted to make that a prerequisite.”

“Prerequisite…” I said, using my best unimpressed face.

“That’s right. If you want to meet my employer, I need to get to know you a little better. You’re a warlock, right? How do I know you aren’t going to try and kill both of us?”

“Because if I wanted to kill you I had the perfect opportunity to do it earlier, when I had a letter opener to your throat. The odds of doing it successfully now have shot up, and if there’s two of you in the same place, well, I’m not a gambling girl but I don’t like the odds. As far as I’m concerned, I’m already at a disadvantage by trusting you enough to go meet your employer. That alone should have any prerequisites covered.”

Levi considered this, frowning, but then he smiled. “Alright, fine. Then let me get to know you because you want to. What’s the harm in a little small talk?”

I rolled my eyes. “Because I want to? Don’t you mean because you want to?” 

“Whatever gets us talking.” 

There was that smile again, wide and smug—dangerous. This guy, I could tell, was used to getting all the attention, and he knew that I knew it, which made my responding all the trickier. If I gave him what he wanted, he would know it was because he had orchestrated it, because he had wanted it, but if I kept quiet, then he’d go away thinking I was an unpleasant, standoffish asshole, which I wasn’t; I just didn’t trust him or any of what had happened tonight. I was on edge, my guard was up, and here he was, convincing me to drop it.

And it’s working. 

I sighed. “I don’t like doing the backstory thing,” I said.

“No? Why not?”

Skeletons. Demons. “I’m a private person. Why do you think I took a job at a library?”

“Because you like books?”

“I do like books. I love to read, in fact. But what I like more is solitude, silence, peace; all things your very presence is threatening tonight.”

“Just threatening? I like to think those have already been shattered, and mostly thanks to the Brutes, I’ll have you know.”

“I’m still not sure you aren’t the person who summoned them.”

“I can promise you it wasn’t me.” He leaned a little closer, to the point where I could feel his warm breath crashing against the side of my face. “I don’t know who it was, but my employer seems to think it was a demon.”

“Seems to think or knows?” I asked, trying to ignore the tingling sensation pushing through me. 

“Knows. He has a source. I don’t know who the source is, but it was accurate enough.” 

“The source didn’t know I’d be there, though, did they?”

“I don’t think so, then again no one would have pegged you as a mage.”

He wasn’t moving away. My heart started racing. “And why not?”

“Well… you’re a librarian…” 

“Uh, wizards are always seen as custodians of knowledge in book and on TV. If anything, I was advertising my mage…ness. And right now, I’m a mage that hasn’t had dinner yet.”

Levi nodded, adequately acknowledging my situation. If I didn’t get any food in me soon, I was likely to go nuclear on the closest person to me—and that was him. Whatever we were going to do, it had better happen quickly. 

The tube started to slow, and the inertia pushed me closer to Levi who wrapped an arm around me to stop us both from going forward. Quickly, as if contact with his skin had somehow triggered an involuntary spasm to overwhelm my entire nervous system, I backed off and moved through the tube’s opening doors as fast as I could. My plan to move away from him failed, however, since he was the one who knew the way to his employer’s place, so I waited for him at the foot of the escalator which would take us to the surface. 

Levi approached without saying a word, then hopped on the escalator, moved through the Underground gates, and headed out into the frigid London air, still without speaking to me. It wasn’t snowing, not yet anyway, but November in London carried one hell of a bite to it. Luckily, all of London’s Underground stations were heated, so you were never standing out in the cold open air for long. 

Unless you were in the middle of the Barbican district at two in the morning. 

It was dead quiet here, the streets washed with gold light from above, a fine mist-like rain falling from the low-hanging clouds. I gripped the book more tightly to my chest, then Levi touched my elbow to get my attention and bid me to follow him away from the Underground station and deeper into this unknown district. 

I had only ever heard of this part of town thanks to the Barbican Theatre, which you’d often see advertised all around London, but I had never been here before and didn’t know my way around. That, more than anything, was what made me most nervous of all. My whole life I had survived by making it a point of knowing my surroundings, by knowing where I was, by knowing how to escape if I needed to. This was true not only in a physical sense, but also an emotional one, for example where men were concerned, but I wasn’t about to distract myself now by going down that particular rabbit hole. 

Levi led me through the district on foot, navigating a series of small roads and alleys flanked on either side by low-rise buildings which were homes just as regularly to private, small, independent businesses as they were to residents. The buildings were mostly crammed together, in typical London fashion, almost as if they were cuddling for warmth. There was a small park nearby, crows cawing from the trees at the park’s extremities. 

We arrived at a—the—redbrick building only moments before I lost all feeling in the hand I was holding the book in. Levi pushed a button on the intercom and waited for a response. The first four buttons each had small plaques next to them indicating what business you’d get through to if you pressed it. The lowest was a dental clinic, the next one up a private accounting firm, the third one was a barrister at law, and the fourth, the one Levi had pressed, was… oddly lacking in information. It simply read Nathaniel Hook, Antiques. Above his name was an embossed line, and sitting on top of that were numbers and names, each belonging to a private residence.

Levi pressed the button a second time, but I didn’t hear a buzz, or a bell, or a chime, nothing to suggest that the panel was even working. “Is your man asleep?”

“He told me he’d wait up for me,” Levi said.

“Doesn’t look like it.”

“Give it a minute…”

We gave it two minutes, and as the seconds ticked, so did Levi’s attempts at getting through to Nathaniel. First, he buzzed, then he called, at one point I saw him stare up along the side of the building, possibly contemplating yelling from the ground floor—a terrible idea I was able to dissuade him from without having to vocalize my worry. When nothing worked, Levi shouldered past me, placed the palm of his hand on the door to the building, and did something I hadn’t expected him to do so casually.

He used magic.

His brand of magic was nothing like mine. I was a Warlock, and also a blood mage; I used the power of my own blood to channel magic into the world, to empower it, to act as a vessel of my will. It was an ancient artform, one used since the dawn of time, before mages even know that by bleeding for their magic they could use it more freely, or empower it further. When Levi used magic, the elements themselves went a little haywire. 

I felt the breeze kick up the instant Levi touched the door. A moment later, the light above the porch began to flicker. There was a click as the door’s locking mechanism gave way, forced to open under the weight of Levi’s magic, and then a snap of lightning filled the clouds, momentarily lightening the night sky. The thunderclap had startled me, but the rumbling thunder made my skin prickle.

Levi pushed the door open and went inside. “Come on,” he said, his voice echoing in the quiet interior of the building.

I followed, shutting the front door as I went in and moving up the stairs behind him. Though Nathaniel’s intercom had been the fourth one up, his office was on the first floor, not the fourth, but my heart was hammering by the time I reached the landing; not from exertion, but from excitement. I didn’t want to admit it to myself, but part of me was enjoying the thrill of the hunt, the danger of getting caught, the adrenalizing fear of the unknown. Something about this wasn’t right, and Levi and I could both sense it, even if neither of us had spoken it aloud yet.

The first floor was dark as we arrived, the air charged with an invisible current. Outside, there was another distant clap of lightning followed by a rumbling roll of thunder. Levi headed straight for Nathaniel’s door, and when he arrived, he pressed his finger against the doorbell which gave off a loud, droning buzz. He waited a second, two, three, then he tried it again. Nothing. Nathaniel was either asleep, or not in his office, and yet—

“The light is on,” I said.

“What?” Levi asked, turning to look at me. 

I pointed at his feet. Beneath the door, a thin strip of light shone through. “Look.”

Levi faced the door again. “Nathaniel,” he called out, banging on the door, but there was no reply from inside. 

“Open it,” I said.

“That’s the door to a mage’s office. You don’t just open it, are you insane?”

“He could be in trouble, open it.”

“I’ll set off his traps!” 

“God-dammit.” I pushed past him, pulled my knife out of the sheath wrapped around my ankle, and dragged the blade across the palm of my left hand, grimacing at the cold/ hot sensation and the dull pain that followed. When the blood began to pool, I slapped my palm against the front door, shut my eyes, and searched with my mind for the strands of magic woven into the door and picking them apart one at a time. The task was tedious, but Levi had been right—it was better than barging the door open and risking the wrath of whatever traps Nathaniel had installed to ward off intruders like ourselves.

When the task was done, I pulled my hand away from the door and watched the blood disappear into the wood. “Now, open it,” I commanded.

Levi nodded, moved into position, pressed his own hand against the lock, and an instant later, the door unlocked. On the other side of the hall, a window suddenly snapped open letting in a gust of air that pushed against us like the ire of an angry God. Lightning crackled, filling the dark hall with light. Thunder growled, hungry and close. Levi opened the door and stepped through, and I didn’t hesitate in following, but immediately I wanted to turn around and take my chances with the elements. 

“Oh, fuck…” I couldn’t help the words from falling out of my mouth. 

There, laying on his front, in a pool of his own blood, was a man who could only have been Nathaniel Hook. His back was slashed to ribbons, through the tatters of his shirt I could see torn flesh, muscle, protruding bones. There was blood on the desk near the window, on the walls, scatterings of it on the ceiling. The far window was shut, but the breeze from the hall now found its way inside and began to play with the curtains, and every single paper stacked on Nathaniel’s desk, many of which took flight and began floating around the room, some landing on Nathaniel’s corpse, others landing in his blood and instantly turning red.

Levi simply stared at the body, dumbfounded, and hurt, too—that much I could sense. He had called Nathaniel his employer, but from that single flash of emotional pain I had picked up, I could infer they were perhaps closer than that. Oh fuck is right. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

A lampshade had been knocked over, and its light now shone directly upon Nathaniel’s death-grimace, his eyes bulging open, his mouth agape. Shock had killed that man in an instant, not prolonged pain, otherwise his eyes would have been closed. I wasn’t exactly a forensic pathologist, but I knew enough about sudden death to be able to make that deduction. Whoever or whatever had killed Nathaniel had done so incredibly quickly, though not without a struggle first.

I shut the door, because I didn’t know what else to immediately do, and the sound snapped Levi out of his own thoughts. He stared at the body on the floor, then scanned the office. It was tiny, or at least it was tiny if you considered how little free space to move around in there was. The office space itself was large, but much of the available space was covered in shelves and display cases containing a whole host of antiques. 

In one case I spotted a number of tiny dolls, each probably fifty or sixty years old. Beneath the dolls there was a toy piano, a toy guitar, a toy harp, the pieces meticulously restored and polished, but still displaying their age. I noticed several paintings on the walls, most of them old oil paintings of people, farms, animals, buildings, each with huge gold borders. The air in the room was pregnant with the smell of varnish and cleaning products, and now also the coppery aroma of freshly spilled blood.

“How could this have happened?” Levi asked.

“That’s the million-dollar question,” I said, looking down at the body. Many pieces of paper had fallen on him, and they were soaking up the blood as best they could, curling as moisture overtook them. At least there are no flies.

Levi moved closer to Nathaniel’s body and knelt beside him. “Nate…” he whispered, “Christ.”

“Do you know of anyone who would have wanted him dead?” I asked.

“Do I know the names of people who wanted him dead? No. Do I know if people wanted him dead, period, yes. Nate was a good man, but his work attracted the wrong attention.”

“Demonic attention?”

“Sometimes.”

I circled the body, giving it a wide berth. Examining a corpse and a crime scene wasn’t exactly what I had in mind for tonight, but I was here now, and even dead this man may still have answers for me. He had, after all, been the man to hire Levi to retrieve the very book I now held in my hands, the same book that had been the target of two Brutes. Did those same Brutes kill Nathaniel? No, I didn’t think so. Were Nathaniel’s wounds consistent with the kind of wounds a Brute might inflict on a person?

Yes; at first glance, they were.

“Levi…” I said.

He turned his eyes up at me, though his attention was elsewhere. “What?” he asked.

“I’m sorry.”

His jaw tightened. “There’s no time for that now. I need to figure out who did this.” 

I nodded, straightened up, and went over to the desk in the corner of the room. The small light was still on, casting down on a large, leather-bound book as well as several smaller books—notepads—scattered around. There was a noticeable lack of computer, or even a laptop on the man’s desk, but there was a landline there at least. Not wanting to touch anything with my fingers, I gave the area a quick once over with my eyes to see if I could figure out what Nathaniel was working on or looking at the moment before he died. 

Inventory. He was updating his inventory, making changes to the entries in his logbook. Someone had bought something from him tonight—Mister Edmonton had purchased an old music box valued at one hundred and twenty-five pounds. That didn’t seem like a large amount of money, but compared to the other entries in his logbook, it was a pretty big sale. According to the date and timestamp, the sale had happened tonight, at around nine at night. 

I thought back. Nine at night, I was still in the library, there were still students there, reading and studying, and working on assignments. When did Levi show up? I couldn’t remember having seen him enter the library with Jenny, but then again, I had been caught up with my own work at the time, but that wouldn’t have stopped me from spotting him as he entered. Levi, however, hadn’t exactly wanted to draw the librarian’s attention, so he would have taken steps to actively mask his entrance, and that’s why I didn’t spot him. Still, I found he and Jenny late into the night, so he must have arrived after nine, meaning this transaction took place after Levi had been given his mission.

Something else caught my eye; a small logbook, open on a page with a series of addresses written on it. The address at the bottom of the page caught my eye because there was a small splotch of blood next to it, about the size and shape of a fingertip. Above the address, which had been by hand, was the name Scholes. Edmonton Scholes? No. Edmonton was a last name. Scholes Edmonton? Not that, either. They both sounded like last names.

“Mister Edmonton,” I called out. “Does that name sound familiar?”

Levi stood upright. “No,” he said, “Why?”

“He was here at nine. When was the last time you saw Nathaniel?”

“I didn’t see him at all; he called me, asked me to do what I had to do and then come meet him when I had it.”

“When was that?”

“This afternoon, probably around six.”

“That was the last time you spoke to him?”

“Yes.”

I glanced at the blood on the floor and splotching on the pieces of paper that had landed on or near it. “Dammit.” 

“What?”

“I don’t want to have to do this, but I don’t have a choice.”

“Do what?”

I walked around the desk, knelt next to Nathaniel’s body, and pressed my middle and index fingers into the pool of blood. It was cold, and thick, but it wasn’t dry yet—not all of it, anyway. Levi gawked at me like I was some kind of crazy person, and when I lightly licked the bloody tips of my fingers, his face almost seemed to change color in the dimness of the room. 

The cold, metallic taste was disgusting, although if I’d said this was the first time I had ever done this, I would have been lying. Blood magic was powerful, but also subtle. It had many nuances, and offered many advantages to a mage well versed enough in the art form. I had been using blood magic for almost seven years. I wasn’t an expert, but I knew my way around the block, so when Nathaniel’s blood touched my tongue, I knew exactly what I was doing.

I sampled the blood between my lips and tongue like a tracker following a large animal through the savannah by tasting its droppings. The rush of magic was instantaneous, a vibration that coursed through me only a second or so after contacting the blood. I shut my eyes and let the magic work through me, forming a connection between myself and the corpse on the floor. It was weak, but present, and just strong enough for me to gather a little information from it.

Nathaniel Hook was in his mid-forties, and he was healthy enough before he died sometime after nine tonight. It had been a surprise, he hadn’t seen it coming. I couldn’t tell if that was because he had been hit from behind, or because he had been killed by Mister Edmonton, whoever the hell that was. The psychic impressions left behind after his murder had faded to the point where I could no longer pick them out to try and identify the killer, which I found odd considering they should have at least lasted a couple of days given the circumstances surrounding this man’s death—the struggle, the surprise, the shock to his system. 

“You know blood magic,” Levi said. 

I turned my eyes up at Levi. “I do,” I said, “And so did he.”

“Nathaniel? How do you know?”

Bringing my bloody fingers to my lips again, I tasted Nathaniel’s essence for a second time. “There’s a message…” 

“Message?”

“Yes, in his blood.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s faint, I don’t think he had much time to do it… I think he was already dying when he encoded the message into his blood. This is something only mages who know understand blood magic can do.”

“Do you know what it says?”

I shut my eyes and concentrated. “I’m trying to decipher it but it’s… difficult.”

Levi shot over to the window and stared outside. “Bollocks, you’d better be quick.”

“What is it?”

“The police are here.”

“Police!” I shot upright and went to join him by the window. “What are you talking about?”

Sure enough, a police car had pulled up in front of the building. Its lights weren’t flashing, its siren wasn’t blaring, but the three officers that had gotten out of the car and were rushing toward the front door indicated the urgency of this unit’s mission. They know. I didn’t know how they knew, but they knew. 

“We have to get out of here,” Levi said.

“I need more time to figure out what Nathaniel’s message was about!” 

“We don’t have time. Those coppers will be up here in twenty seconds, maybe less.”

“Is there another way out of here?”

Levi moved through the office to another window and opened it. “Here, a fire escape,” he called out.

I could already hear footsteps trundling up the stairs. Time was running out, but we had no idea who had killed Nathaniel, what he had written in his message, or what he knew about the book in my hands. I spotted the mess of papers and journals on his desk and thought, maybe, I could grab them all before leaving the room; maybe they held a clue I could use. There was also Nathaniel’s blood to consider; he had left a message decipherable only with blood magic. It wasn’t like there was a shortage of blood to collect, it was pooling on the floor and soaking into the many pages that had been blown all over the room—grabbing some wasn’t a problem. The problem was, would the blood on those pages be enough for me to work with?

“God-dammit!” I cried. Throwing myself on my knees beside his corpse I did my best to pluck as many sheets of paper as I could, some dripping with blood, others only splotched. There was little else to do but pray, hope, this wouldn’t kill the only connection we had to him, and by extension the message hidden in the blood. I didn’t stop until I heard the first series of knocks on the door. 

“Mister Hook,” someone called from the other side, “Mister Hook, this is the police.”

Heart pounding, I got up and raced for the window which Levi was holding open, then quickly clambered through it and onto the fire escape, immediately heading down the stairs as fast as I could. Levi followed, shutting the window behind himself as he went. I had to step aside and let Levi through when I reached the bottom of the stairs because the ladder was up. He kicked at the lock, and the ladder slid the rest of the way down, then he started climbing through, but he stopped and looked up.

“Give me the book,” he said, reaching out his hand.

“No!” I said, holding it more tightly against my chest.

“Your hands are full, you can’t climb down like that.”

“I’m not giving you this book.”

“Look, we don’t have the time for this. Sooner or later you’re going to have to trust me. Start now.”

I frowned, gritting my teeth. He was right, of course, but handing over the book wasn’t something I was ready to do yet. Instead, I handed over the clump of blood-stained pages I was holding. Levi didn’t argue the point. He took the pages and started climbing down the ladder. When he was clear, I followed him down, quickly taking the last few rungs and dropping to the floor. It was a miracle the police hadn’t yet opened the window we had jumped out of, but I counted that as a small grace and followed Levi away from the scene of the crime, entirely aware that in his haste, Levi had left his handprints all over the window we’d just jumped out of.

We ran a full three blocks, taking as many back-roads and alleys as we could, finally ducking for cover behind a set of dumpsters in a nook between buildings. If the squad car decided to come rolling down the street Levi and I had hidden in, we’d hear them and would have enough time to hide from their sight until they passed. The spot we had picked couldn’t have reeked more, though, and I wanted to be out of there as soon as possible, but I needed to get my heartrate down and we needed to let a little time pass before making another move.

I peeked around the corner of the alley and checked the roads. Quiet, dead. That same fine, misty rain had persisted and I could see it falling in flurries from the sky. I turned on my heel and glared at Levi. “Are you fucking insane?” I asked, shoving him hard.

“Hey, what the hell?” he asked, putting his guard up. Our voices were lowered, little more than harsh whispers that hopefully wouldn’t carry much in the dead of night.

“You put your hand all over the window of a crime scene. What if they dust it for prints?”

“I hadn’t even thought of that.”

“Of course not.”

“I hadn’t thought of it because my main concern was making sure we weren’t in the office when the coppers decided to kick the door in. If they find my fingerprints, they’ll find them. I don’t have a record, I’ve never been fingerprinted, it won’t come back to me.”

“You’re absolutely sure about that?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

“And in a year’s time when you knock someone out at a pub and get brought in, processed, and fingerprinted, and they link your prints to this night, to that office, and that murder, what then?”	

“Okay! Maybe I’m not thinking fifty steps ahead like you are.”

“Well, you’re going to have to come and meet me on my level, because this whole thing just became one massive mess that I really don’t want to be a part of.”

“Doesn’t look like you have much of a choice.”

I sighed the tension away as the night air cooled my warm skin. Fearing water damage coming to the book in my hands, I tucked it into my jacket and held the jacket closed. “How’d my night turn into this?”

Levi shrugged and produced his phone from his pocket. “I don’t know,” he said, “But I’m gonna get us an Uber so we can get the hell out of Barbican.” 

I moved up beside him to keep away from the street. “You realize what just happened back there wasn’t a coincidence, right?”

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean the cops didn’t just happen to show up to the scene of a murder five minutes after we did. Somebody tipped them off.”

“Maybe someone heard us break into the office?”

I shook my head. “Levi, nothing about this was coincidental. The only way that could have happened was is someone knew we would be going to the office at this time, or if someone was watching the office when we arrived… or worse, watching us from the moment we left the library. I know demons have a knack for looking into the near future, but it’s more likely someone was watching the office, waiting for you to show up.”

“Fuck. Do you think it was the same person who killed Nathaniel?”

“I don’t think it was a person that killed Nathaniel; I think it was an animal, maybe a Brute, which means our demon was probably involved.” 

Levi went to pocket his phone after having connected with an Uber that was going to be picking us up from the street corner down the block, but I noticed something on the screen. 

“Scholes?” I asked, “Your name is Levi Scholes?”

“Yes?” Levi said, frowning. 

“And do you happen to live in the Hammersmith area?” 

“I do… how do you know that?”

“You can’t go back to your place.”

“What?”

“Give me your phone.”

“Wait, what?” 

“Just give it to me.”

Levi handed his phone over to me, unlocked it, and I quickly changed the Uber’s destination address to my own place, though not without huffing and puffing, giving voice to my frustration. “I think there’s going to be people watching your apartment,” I said.

“I hate to ask another question, but…”

I handed Levi his phone, and then started moving down the street toward the pickup spot. “Back at the office I spotted a small address book on the table, one of the addresses on it was yours.”

“So? He must have had my contact information open when he called me.”

“That could have been the reason, but I spotted a splotch of blood on it, and there was no blood anywhere else, which leads me to believe somebody handled that book after killing Nathaniel. You can’t go back to your place, so we’re going to mine for now.”

“Your place…” 

“Yes, as much as I hate this, there’s no way I’m letting you go back to your apartment, not until we figure this whole thing out.”

“That’s nice of you, I guess.”

“It is, because like I’ve told you, I’m a very private person.”

“I’ll count myself lucky.”

“Don’t do that, just don’t touch anything I don’t give you explicit permission to touch and you’ll be fine.”

Levi nodded. The Uber arrived a few minutes after we did, and then we were headed to my place. For the first time since… damn… since I arrived on the British Isles, I was bringing a man back to my place. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Levi had specific, very clear instructions—I had given him my address, but had warned him against showing up without food in his hands. It was sometime during the Uber ride, when the adrenaline had worn off, that I realized I hadn’t eaten a thing all night, and I was ready to bite someone’s head off. Soon enough, I would stop being reasonable altogether and just shut down.

My house was an apartment in a district of London called Leytonstone. My place was still reachable via the underground, but it was a fifty-minute commute from my house to my work, and an even longer Uber ride. Lucky we were nearing the demonic witching hour of quarter-past-three in the morning, and the roads were devoid of cars and pedestrians at this time of night. When the Uber dropped us off, I had pointed Levi toward the open-all-night McDonalds down the road, and then I had headed upstairs with the book and the sheets of bloody paper in my hands that the Uber driver hadn’t noticed I had been holding onto. 

After entering a code on the main door, the electronic lock gave way and allowed me to access the lemon-scented lobby of the building I lived in; a corner block overlooking a park and an intersection adjacent to an elementary school. It was a busy neighborhood during the day, but safe enough that I didn’t need to look over my shoulder while walking home, and quiet enough at night that even the thin walls were enough against the ambient noise. 

I stepped into my apartment kicking my shoes off and dumping them next to a whole bunch of other unceremoniously dumped shoes sitting by the front door. I then walked barefoot on my carpeted floor through the small, L-shaped hall and into my kitchen, where I was able to set the book and the papers down and finally wash my hands and my face. 

The water running off me and swirling into the drain was red, and thick, and when I was done I felt only relief; there was nothing worse than having dirt, or in this case blood, caked on your skin. But I realized as I inspected my clean, healthy hands, that I’d been carrying a real injury with me all night. Shrugging out of my jacket, I headed into the bathroom and checked myself out in the mirror. The blouse had been ripped around my right shoulder, and that area looked darker than the rest of the item. 

I decided I had time to take it off and clean the wound now, so I did exactly that, taking care to dab the wound with disinfectant from my medical cabinet and wrapping it appropriately to prevent infection. When I was done, I headed back into the kitchen, picked up the pieces of paper, and set them down on the counter, one next to the other. By now the blood on them had dried to the point of turning brown, and had taken on an almost dirt-like texture. The blood pooling around Nathaniel’s corpse would probably still be wet, and easy to reach into with magic. This? This wasn’t looking too hopeful, but I had to try anyway.

Shutting my eyes, and touching my hands against the sheets of paper, feeling the blood with my fingertips, I reached out with my mind, reaching into the blood, into the strands of magic that still linked to Nathaniel. Nothing. There was about as much of a psychic connection here as what would pass between two ham sandwiches. 

“Dammit,” I huffed and opened my eyes. I then reached for a kitchen knife and stared at my left palm. It was clean, and unmarked, despite having been put through the ringer tonight, but that’s what happened when you used blood magic. The wound you inflict heals far more quickly than a wound inflicted by someone else. 

It doesn’t mean you wouldn’t feel the pain, or the shock. It doesn’t mean if you stabbed yourself in the heart, you wouldn’t die. Only that if the wound can heal easily, it would, and usually without leaving a scar. The only real problem when using blood magic, then, was blood loss. That didn’t replenish any faster than a normal person’s blood would, so using blood magic too much came with its perils. 

But I was feeling fresh, and I didn’t think I would need much, so I clenched my jaw and stuck only the tip of the knife into my palm, enough to pierce the skin. When the knife went through there was a pop, and a small bead of blood pushed to the surface, pooling around the tip of the blade. I set the knife down on the kitchen counter, then smeared my own blood onto each of the sheets of paper I had laid out in front of me. By the time I was done, the wound I had caused to myself had healed.

“Let’s try this again,” I said to no one, then I shut my eyes and placed my hands on the papers again, this time noting the faint buzzing at my fingertips. My blood was acting as a conductor, strengthening the link to Nathaniel.

Breathing calmly in and out, I concentrated on the corpse in the office. It was probably still there, would be until the detectives had been given enough time to go over the crime scene. The coroner would then take the body to the morgue, probably sometime in the next few hours. I wondered what they would discover, how they would be able to explain away what clearly looked like some kind of wild animal attack. 

They would, of course. That’s what the human mind did when presented with evidence of the supernatural. They just justified it, somehow. Convinced themselves of the most rational, logical explanation that had nothing to do with magic or anything otherworldly, even if there was a ton of evidence to the contrary. 

The jury was out in the mage community as to whether or not this was just a coping mechanism inherent to all humans, they only saw what they wanted to see, or if there was a thin veil cast over the eyes of humans making them see only what their small minds could understand. The first suggested biology and psychology, fields of science that could be measured. The second, however, suggested interference by some intelligent, supernatural force designed to keep the world of humans and non-humans separate.

I was a woman of both science and magic, and even I didn’t know where I stood on the debate. The phrase intelligent design was abhorrent to me; the idea that some unknown, all powerful force had created and exerted total control over the universe and everyone in it. Then again, if I could stand here and feel out a psychic connection to a man that had been killed several hours ago, wasn’t anything possible?

Finding Nathaniel was like changing a ceiling lightbulb without the use of a chair or a small ladder; I could do it if I really stretched out, but I couldn’t keep hold of the socket for long periods at a time. I had to be quick if I wanted to extract information from the dead mage’s blood, and even then, I didn’t think I would get more than snippets at this point, if I was lucky.

I could hear him in the back of my mind, now; or maybe not him, but his ghost, the echo of his voice, muffled and distant. He was speaking, but not to me. It was almost like hearing his thoughts as he wrote an actual, physical letter. I caught glimpses of words, out of place and out of context, caught faint impressions of what he had been thinking when he encoded the message into his blood. What I was able to immediately figure out was, the message hadn’t been intended for me. Of course not, how could it have been? Nathaniel would have had to know who I was, and if he’d known who I was, you’d think he would have told Levi to watch out for the warlock librarian. He hadn’t, and so the message in his blood was meant for someone else. Someone close to him. 

As I concentrated not on the words, but on the intent behind the message, the faint, distorted image of a person began to form in the back of my mind. A woman, a girl. A sister? A daughter? There was a blood connection between the two. She was blond, I thought, shoulder length hair, and curled, but I couldn’t see the features of her face; they were distorted and warped, always shifting. 

A loud, electronic beeping filled my apartment, and the image disappeared like many clouds of smoke. Just like that, my link to Nathaniel and his message were gone forever; there would be no doing this again. I opened my eyes, took a deep breath, and ran my hands under the faucet again, wiping the rest of the blood off, hopefully for the last time tonight. With my hands still drying, I pressed the button to activate the intercom camera. 

“Third floor,” I said into the mic, buzzing the front door open. Levi pushed through, and then disappeared out of sight. 

I decided to give the apartment a once-over before he could make it up the stairs. Luckily there wasn’t much to do besides pick balls of clothes up and throw them into my bedroom to keep them out of sight. I ran a tight ship at home; that was to say, I didn’t do much in the house except change, sleep, read, and watch TV. I didn’t cook, all of my meals were delivered, and didn’t own much in the way of furniture. 

There was a buzz at the door. I turned around and scanned the living room one more time, then walked over to the front door and opened it. Immediately the smell of fried food came up to greet me, and I could have thrown myself at him then and there, but I didn’t. Instead I calmly stepped aside and allowed him to enter my apartment.

“This is a nice place,” he said when he reached the kitchen. 

“Nice? Barren, more like,” I said, shutting the door and locking it—three deadbolts and a clasp. The neighborhood may have been safe, but I still wasn’t the kind of person to take chances. “Thanks for bringing the food.”

Levi had started unpacking in the kitchen, and quickly noticed the sheets of bloody paper I hadn’t disposed of. “Did you get anything?” he asked.

I grabbed the pages, bunched them up, and tossed them in the sink. I then turned the faucet on and poured hot water onto them until, slowly, they began to dissolve and slip in little red and white clumps down the drain. I shut the faucet off when there was nothing left of the pages, then moved around Levi to grab my burger and fries—as well as Peter Rabbit. 

“I got something,” I said, “Not as much as I would have gotten if I’d had more time with Nathaniel’s body.”

“That couldn’t be helped,” he said, grabbing his food and following me to the small dining table. “We had to leave.”

“I know. Nothing about this night has worked out the way I would have wanted it to… y’know, if this was the kind of thing I was still doing.”

Levi sat down, plucked a French fry from the box and ate it. “What do you mean?”

I took a sip of my drink and then a bite out of my burger. When I was done chewing, I took another bite, then another sip of drink, and then I set the burger down, enjoying the satisfaction of finally getting something to eat. “I needed that,” I said, attempting to change the subject in the cheapest way possible.

It didn’t work. “Okay, but what did you mean—if?” 

I turned my eyes on him. “You really wanna know?”

“I don’t know anything about you, and I’m in your house. I’d say I’ve shown you more trust than you’ve shown me.”

“That doesn’t mean I have to tell you anything.” 

“No, but it would be polite… and you are among the British.”

“Excuse me, but there are very few of you I’ve met who I’d consider polite. Most of you are rowdy, loud, and obnoxious.”

Levi cocked an eyebrow, but said nothing. 

“Most of you.” 

He nodded, then smiled, and his smile brought a flutter of warmth to my chest—which I immediately washed down with a gulp of cool, icy soda. “So, we’ve established I’m not like most Brits. How about you tell me something about you that I don’t know, then? You have a ton of topics to choose from. Choose any one.”

I considered the question, maybe for a moment longer than I should have. I realized, outside of my old life, there weren’t many interesting things about me. I didn’t have many hobbies, unless you could count reading and binge-watching re-runs of my favorite, old TV shows hobbies. I didn’t like sports, didn’t play video games, didn’t consider myself a nerd, or a jock, was never one of the cool kids in school. I was depressingly boring, and it had taken this man, with this question, to make me realize that.

“I like music,” I said.

“What kind of music?”

“I don’t know. All kinds?”

“What about reggae?”

“Not that.”

“Ska?”

“… what’s that?”

Levi laughed, and when he did, his entire face seemed to light up. “Okay, so obviously not all music. I’m going to take a guess and say, rock is probably your favorite, but you’ll dabble in the occasional indie, possibly a little pop, and sometimes a little hip-hop.”

“I’d say that’s pretty accurate. What about you?”

“I’m a bit all over the place with my musical taste. I like music with heart, and soul, and meaning. I’m not into a lot of modern stuff, more of an oldies fan. Classic rock, rap from the nineties, that kind of thing.” 

“So, you’re the kind of guy who would just as likely have a poster of Tupac on your wall as you would one of Angus Young?”

“Yeesh, who puts up posters anymore?”

Me, right now, in my bedroom. It was an old poster, one of the few things I had brought with me from the states. Mean Girls, it was mine and Shannon’s favorite movie of all time, and the poster had come with the special, limited edition DVD she had bought with her first pay-check back in the day. I still had the DVD, too, only I had no way to play it right now; not that watching the movie was an issue, I could just stream it, but still, it was the ritual that mattered.

My cheeks flushed red. I tried to hide the reaction by taking another bite out of my burger, and hoped that the relative dimness we were in would help. “Anyway, you know one thing about me, now.”

“That’s right, but that was an easy question, so how about we try a hard one?”

“I don’t like the sound of that.”

“It’ll be easy. I ask you something, and then you get to ask me the same question—or an equally tough one.”

My eyes narrowed. I didn’t want to share with him. Not because I didn’t trust him… okay, I didn’t trust him, but then I didn’t trust anyone, so that didn’t make him particularly special. Didn’t. I shook my head. “Look, I don’t like going into… all of that.”

Levi tilted his head to the side. “Why not? I mean, I won’t probe if you ask me not to, but…”

I sighed. “I used to do this for a living.”

“Do what?”

“This…” I pointed at Peter Rabbit. “All of this. Contracts, hunting, investigating. That was my life before I came here.”

“When did you come over?”

“About eighteen months ago. I wanted to be done with all of it, I didn’t like my life.”

“I’m sorry to hear that… it sounds rough.”

“It was. What happened tonight, the Brutes… I thought I’d never have to see another one again after I left the US. I mean, that shit is everywhere over there. Demons, corruption, mages killing mages, evil. It’s rife.”

“And you’re telling me Britain is different?”

I shrugged. “Tonight was the first time in almost two years that I’d so much as sniffed the presence of a demon. Back in the states I couldn’t go more than a week, maybe not even a few days at a time. It got overwhelming; every night someone needed our help, if not in New York, then in Boston, or Chicago, or New Orleans.”

“Wait, are you telling me you’d take contracts in other cities?”

“It’s not like we went looking for them—people called us because… Shannon and I were the best.”

“Shannon…” Levi’s eyes narrowed. “And your name is Hailey… forgive me if I’m entirely wrong here, but are you telling me you’re Hailey Matthews?”

“I don’t like people recognizing,” I said, grabbing a couple of French fries and wolfing them down, “So, please don’t spread it around.” 

“No fucking way.”

“I take it you’ve heard of me?”

Levi curbed his excitement. “I may have, yes. You’re surprised? I don’t know many mages who don’t know about you and your sister—” he cut off, then, abruptly, as if he’d bitten the inside of his own lip. I knew what this was, though. There had been others who had learned the truth about me, and sooner or later, they always arrived at the same conclusion. “I’m sorry…” he said.

I nodded. “It’s fine. You didn’t know. I mean, you did, but you got excited. It’s cool.”

“I really didn’t mean to remind you.”

“I’m reminded about Shannon every single day. There isn’t a moment where I’m not thinking about her. Trust me, you haven’t caused any lasting damage. Let’s just, not talk about her… okay?”

Levi nodded, and then the conversation guttered like a candle flame under a strong gust of wind. We continued our meal in silence, neither of us really knowing where to take it next. He had accidentally stumbled into the truth about me and in doing so had brought my now dead older sister up in conversation. I couldn’t exactly fault him, but I had also been lying when I said it was cool. It wasn’t. Thinking about her was painful. Painful enough I had decided to leave everything I had ever known and move to a different country, just to get away from it all.

And now here I was, sitting in my tiny living room with a man who may or may not have been lying to me about everything that had happened tonight. For all I knew, he was waiting for me to fall asleep just so he could get his hands on the book on the table. Why, I didn’t know. That knowledge had died with Nathaniel Hook. All I knew now was that I had a responsibility to make sure whatever was in this book didn’t fall into the wrong hands, and as far as I knew, the only hands it was safe in was my own. Not only because it had been removed from my library, but also because I had no idea what it was, and as such had no vested interest in its use.

Because let’s face it, if this thing really was just Peter Rabbit, that lovely old children’s book, then why in the hell had a demon gone through the trouble of sending two Brutes to retrieve it, and why was there a man now dead because of it? When I finished my meal, I grabbed what was left of it, as well as the book, and moved into the kitchen to dispose of the wrapping and packaging. Levi stayed where he was.

“Alright,” I said, “So, I only have the one bedroom, and there’s no way I’m sharing my bed with a guy I don’t know—sorry—so, I’m afraid you’ll have to sleep on the couch.” 

“Couch is fine,” he said, standing up and turning around “I’ve slept in worse places.” He stepped into the kitchen and dumped his wrappers in the garbage, then washed his hands. “I really appreciate you letting me crash here.”

I nodded. “No problem. Just remember, I’m a warlock, and a hunter, so I sleep lightly and with at least three knives within reaching distance.”

Levi put his hands up. “Absolutely understood.”

“I’m also sleeping with this thing in my bedroom, because until I know what it does, I’m not handing it over to anyone.”

“That… I thought as much.”

“And we’ll be up early… I volunteered to cover the morning shift, so we’ll have maybe four hours of sleep.”

“Got it.”

My eyes lingered for a moment, taking in the sight of him standing before me, in my kitchen. I hadn’t really looked at him before now, maybe because since the moment I met him, there had been nothing but stress and anxiety falling around us, like walls that were closing in. But now we were here, safe, there were no corpses, no Brutes, just us, and I realized—as I had realized so many things tonight—that he was way too good looking for his own good, and mine. 

It wasn’t just his accent, which let’s face it, who could resist the British accent? It was the way his short, dark hair fell just above those sparkling, hazel eyes. It was the dimples hidden beneath the days-old stubble growing on his cheek and some of his neck. It was the angular shape of his jaw, the strength in his muscles which, while concealed under a jacket, were still easy enough to identify. 

I bet he has tattoos, too. 

I shook the thoughts—those dangerous thoughts—away, turned around to head to bed, but before I reached the hallway, threw him a look across my shoulder. “In the message in the blood,” I said.

“Right?” he asked.

“I couldn’t read it properly. The connection was too weak.”

“Oh… so we didn’t get anything from it?”

“No, we got something… did you ever meet a woman when you met with Nathaniel? Or did he ever talk about one? She was blond, maybe… blue eyes.”

Levi’s eyebrow arched up. “His daughter.” 

“He had a daughter… we need to find her. Maybe she also knows what this whole thing is all about.”

Levi nodded. “We’ll get at it in the morning.”

I headed to my room without saying another word. It was time to undress and unwind. Tomorrow would be another day—another chance at getting my normal life back, because that’s all I wanted to do.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Morning hit me like a migraine—slowly at first, then all at once. The streets outside were mostly still quiet, but dawn had already turned the sky a pale shade of blue. Sleep had been dreamless, but undisturbed, and when I woke up it took me a moment to remember there was a man in my house, sleeping in my living room. When that realization hit, I scrambled, reaching under my pillow, searching frantically until my fingertips touched the cover of the book I had, effectively, stolen from the university library. 

It was still there, I was still alive, my bedroom door was shut, catch closed. Maybe Levi was as trustworthy as he looked, or maybe he was playing the long game. Either way, it was time to get up. I’d promised I would cover the morning shift, of course I still had the problem of the ripped-up carpet and scratched shelves to deal with. 

I rubbed my temples with my fingers, summoning a trickle of magic and massaging it into my brain. Just because I knew blood magic didn’t mean it was the only way to use magic. I rarely spilled blood to create mundane effects… like make my brain think I’d had a full night sleep when really, I’d slept only four hours. Something like this required only a small amount of power, but the relief was instant. 

Maybe if Levi asked nicely, I’d help him out too. He’d earned it after last night, I guessed; assuming he wasn’t, you know, actually going to try to kill me at some point. And assuming he was still in my house at all… for all I knew he’d decided to get up in the middle of the night and leave for some reason that may or may not become apparent to me in the next few moments. 

I got out of bed, slipped my jacket over my shoulder, which gave me trouble now that the injury I had sustained last night had started to swell, and opened my bedroom door to the smell of fresh coffee. I walked into the kitchen, frowning, to find Levi standing in the kitchen stirring a spoon into a cup. He then tapped the spoon against the side of the cup, and handed the cup over.

“I made coffee,” he said, smiling, “I hope you don’t mind.”

I rested a hand on my hip. “So, you just helped yourself to my kitchen without asking?”

Levi’s face changed, his smile deflated. “I’m sorry, I just thought—”

“Dude, I’m kidding. Thank you.” 

He sighed, relieved, then drank from a cup of tea he had made. I didn’t drink English tea, but I had friends who did, so I liked to keep some stocked. Actually, that was a lie. I didn’t have friends. I also didn’t drink any tea, only coffee. But in an ideal world I would have English friends who drank English tea, and in this ideal world where we had movie nights and game nights, if these imaginary friends wanted a cup, it was comforting to know I had some in the apartment. 

That’s sad, Hailey. Real sad.

“I think I have a solution to the carpet problem in the library,” he said.

“You know a carpet guy that can work quickly, and for free?” I asked, sipping my coffee and only after feeling the shock fall into my stomach like a block of ice. I’d trusted he hadn’t put something into my drink.

“No, but I think I can repair it myself.”

“You can re-upholster an entire section of carpet? It isn’t as small a job as you think.”

“I’m sure it isn’t, but we hadn’t had time to do it last night. Today, I think I just might.”

“Time to do exactly what?” 

He shrugged. “Why don’t you just wait and see?”

“I don’t do patience very well.” 

Levi grinned. I could tell he enjoyed holding a little air of mystery, so I wasn’t about to deny him, not when we needed to hurry the hell out of my place if we wanted to get to the library before anyone else got there. Yes, I had told the others I would be taking the morning shift, but that didn’t mean Nick wouldn’t decide to show up anyway; he’d done that before. I didn’t think Nick had much of a life but then again, neither did I.

After downing what was left of our warm drinks, Levi and I made our move. I called us an Uber to take us to the Underground station, and then from there we sat mostly in silence as he followed me on my morning commute to work. I had, after the first ten minutes or so, started to wonder why he hadn’t tried talking to me since we got on the tube, considering he had been so talkative the night before, so adamant to know more about me. 

He had fallen asleep on the tube, probably as soon as we had departed. Smiling, I shook my head and left him to his rest. We had another forty minutes or so before getting to the library, and if today was going to follow yesterday’s rhythms, he’d need as much rest as he could get. I wasn’t hoping for a repeat of yesterday, though. What I wanted was for everything to go back to normal, and getting that carpet fixed was the first step on that path.

When the tube stopped I woke Levi up with an elbow-jab to the ribs, and then we walked together out of the underground station and into the frosty, London morning cold. The air was wet from the night before, the clouds were low and grey, and at any moment I thought the very skies would open up and cry tears of sleet. We hurried to the university with rolling thunder following our every step, arriving as the sun began to climb over the horizon. 

First ones here, I thought as I unlocked the library door, and I was right, Nick was nowhere to be found, neither was Carla. As the lights flickered on, the rush I had been in to leave the library last night became apparent to me. My desk was covered in clutter, the letter opener—still covered in dry blood—was very much still front and center, just waiting to be found by some random person, and some of the books I had meant to stack were still waiting to be housed. 

“Shit,” I said, and I rushed across, grabbed the letter opener, and stuffed it into my jacket pocket. I then scrubbed out any droplets of blood I could find and quickly began arranging my desk into something a little more presentable. As I looked around, I realized I couldn’t see any bloodstains on the carpeted floor. Thank God for small victories.

“The place doesn’t look that bad,” Levi said.

“Maybe not to you, this isn’t your house.”

“It’s a library.”

“Yes, but it’s also my responsibility, and I just ran out of here last night without giving the place a second thought.” 

“Okay, so, where’s that piece of carpet I need to look at?”

“Over here.”

I led Levi up the stairs and into the section where the Brutes had inflicted the most damage. It was here where I had first found one, here that I had been injured by another, here where I learned that I actually didn’t know all there was to know about this library. That in itself had been enough to shatter some small part of me, the part that craved control over the world, into a hundred pieces. There were very few things I was the lord of anymore, but this I thought was one of them. 

I was wrong.

Levi whistled. “Yep, I can see it,” he said, “But it’s not actually that bad. It’s fixable.”

“Fixable? How? You still haven’t told me what you’re going to do to get this fixed.”

“Why don’t you work on… anything else… and let me figure this out?”

“Because I like to supervise.”

“Are you an elemancer?”

I stared at him, eyes narrow. “No.”

“Then you can’t supervise. You’ll just have to trust that I can do this, and that I won’t just be enchanting the carpet so people think it’s fixed.”

“You can do that?”

“No, but I know you can.”

Frowning, I turned around and gave Levi the space he needed. It was difficult, not having a hand in this, but I decided it was better to delegate in this instance because he was right; my plan had been to enchant the entire section of the library into tricking everyone. It was only a temporary measure, but one that would have cost me dearly. Maybe if last night hadn’t happened the way that it had, I may have gone through with it, but as it was, I needed a permanent solution.

I worked downstairs, arranging my desk the way it should be, cataloguing the books I had missed last night, while Levi worked upstairs. I couldn’t see what he was doing, but I could feel the rumble of magic moving through the library, the constant surge of wind that wouldn’t allow me to keep papers down without using any and every object I could as weights. 

Books would flap open, their pages spinning wildly. The lights would occasionally flicker. Outside, the rain had started to fall exactly as I had thought it would, in grand, icy sheets that pounded the tall windows on the eastern wall like thousands of tiny hands. Lightning struck once, then again, and a third time, before the first roll of thunder happened. 

Almost a half hour had passed since Levi had started, and I was beginning to wonder how many students were queueing outside the library, waiting for me to open it. I had left a sign up on the door—cleaning in progress, opening soon—but someone was bound to get impatient and try to push the door open eventually. 

I stared at the door, chewing my lower lip, then Levi called out. “Done,” he said as he hopped down the stairs. “Do you want to have a look?”

I moved around the desk and walked past him, up the stairs and to the spot he had been working on. It was… fine. I wasn’t sure if I had been expecting to see floating, glittering motes of magic, or if maybe I thought the whole place would be glowing slightly. It wasn’t. In fact, the entire section was decidedly dull, just a normal library aisle, with two racks of shelves on either side and a simple, navy blue carpeted floor. The floor, however, was spotless, and undamaged by the claws of Brutes.

I popped out of the aisle and stared at him from above. “How?” I asked.

Levi pretended to dust his shoulders, then tapped the side of his nose. “A magician never reveals his secrets.” 

A frown darkened my face. “Alright, fine. Don’t tell me. I don’t care how you did it… just… thank you for doing it.”

He shrugged. “No problem. Maybe now you’ll trust me a little more.”

I headed down the stairs and for the library door, spinning around on the spot and giving the place one final glance. “Don’t count your chickens,” I said, and when I was satisfied the library would be ready to accept students, I placed my hands on the door, ready to open it, then I realized—I should have been the only one inside. 

“What’s wrong?” Levi asked.

“Go and hide,” I said. 

“Hide?” 

“There are people on the other side of that door, people who know me and the other librarians. You aren’t a librarian, you’re not faculty, and you’re not cleaning crew. They’re gonna think… something’s up.”

Levi wiggled his eyebrows at the implication. “Something?” 

“Oh, shut up and just hide, will you?” 

Still grinning, he moved away from the front door and hid behind a set of cabinets off to the side. When I opened the door, there were three students chatting in the hallway. I apologized for the late open and let them in, they didn’t seem to mind much. Or at least, if they did, they didn’t say anything to me about it, although maybe that’s what they were talking about in the hall? I wasn’t sure, didn’t care, not in the face of what was going on.

The students, who looked to be a trio of people wanting to study at the same time, in the same place, headed upstairs to the study rooms. As they took the stairs, I signaled for Levi to come to me and then hurried him out of the library. The swinging door shut behind me, and I pulled the sign I had placed on it off before escorting Levi to the building’s front door. It was still raining outside, really coming down. Lightning flashed up above, splitting the sky in two. Thunder grumbled on its heels.

“Alright, what now?” Levi asked.

“You can’t stay here.” 

“why not?” 

“I’m getting paid to be here. Do you want to spend eight hours of your day in a place without getting paid for it?”

It looked like Levi was about to respond to that, probably with some smartass remark, but he stopped himself. “I guess not.”

“No, and besides, we need to find Nathaniel’s daughter—which means you need to find her.”

“Me?”

“You knew him. You must know how you can reach her.”

“I could try.”

“It’s possible the cops have reached out to her already, so she may be too distraught to talk, but see if she’s willing anyway.”

“And if she hasn’t already been told that her father is dead?”

A gust of wind pushed a mighty stream of rain against the outer door, slashing my thoughts in two for an instant. “We need to be careful here,” I said, “Find out where she is and if she’s already been told, if you can. Then we’ll figure out how to talk to her.” 

Levi nodded, then offered me his number. This was the first time in my life where a man had slept in my house before I’d gotten his number. The entire sequence felt wrong, and rushed, but then again that had been the theme of the past twenty-four hours—wrong, and rushed. No time to think, just act. 

He left quickly, running across the grounds to the shelter of the Underground station. I found myself hoping he wouldn’t get too wet, then, and quickly I pushed those niceties to the back of my mind. He was the reason I was in this whole mess in the first place. Maybe he should get wet. Turning around and heading back to the library, I prepared myself mentally for an eight-hour shift, and was glad for it.

I could do with a bit of normal right now.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Despite working on very little sleep, my morning was going as well as it could have gone. Once the magic—and the coffee—I had used to freshen my brain up in the morning had worn off, I had turned to more conventional methods of keeping myself awake; namely, more coffee. It helped that I had plenty of filing and administration to do this morning, tasks which were just involved enough to keep my mind constantly moving, and also that I loved my job. 

I had always wanted to work in a library. When I was a kind I had wanted to own one, but when the harsh truth about just how difficult owning your own castle was—hell, even owning a house was hard enough in this day and age—I quickly decided that I wanted to be a librarian. No one understands just how difficult it is to become a qualified librarian, how many hours of study, how many degrees. 

Most people who had ever asked me what I did would look at me like, yeah, but that’s not a real job, is it? Those were the kinds of people who wouldn’t respect the dedication required to become a custodian of books, no matter how many degrees I told them I had. It was two; I had a bachelor’s degree in Classics, and the required Master of Library and Information Sciences degree. Not bad for someone who was voted least likely to succeed… by her own parents. 

Carla rolled in at eleven to cover the floating shift, while Nick wasn’t meant to arrive until three to cover the final shift of the day, which was great, because we didn’t talk about Nick. I had an earful to give her about the box she had forgotten to unpack and catalog, but I decided to go easy on her because I actually had a favor to ask.

Well, not so much a favor… 

“How many days?” she asked, her eyebrows both going up.

We were sitting at reception, our voices low. Carla was a mousy looking woman with sandy brown hair and hazel eyes. She tended to wear her hair in a bun which would arrive at work neatly pulled, but would unravel throughout the course of the day giving her that frazzled look.

“A week,” I said. 

“A week? Why?”

“I wish I could give a little more notice, but I can’t.”

“I have a life, you know. And plans.”

Don’t roll your eyes, Hailey. “Look, I get it, but I’ve worked here eighteen months and I’ve never taken a single day of annual leave, I rarely get sick, and I’ve covered for both you and Nick plenty of times. Hell, I was covering for you last night. I need to do this.”

“Why?”

“How about it’s none of your damn business?” I snapped.

“Seriously?” 

“Look, you have me cover your shifts while you’re out partying or doing whatever, and I try not to take issue with it. I’ve never taken a day off, and now I’m taking a whole week all at once. You can either take it, or leave it, but I’m going anyway. Understood?” 

Carla rolled her eyes and sighed a sigh of reluctant acceptance. As much as she hated the idea of having to cover both shifts with just Nick for an entire week, she didn’t want to look like a bad person, and saying no to me would have made her out to be exactly that. How do you tell someone you don’t accept their request for leave, on the grounds of a family emergency, because it might interfere with a week’s worth of your social activities?

“Alright,” she said, “Fine, I’ll work things out with Nick. You’d be leaving tomorrow?”

“I’m going to stay until the end of my shift today, then yeah, I won’t be coming back into the office tomorrow.”

She sighed again. “In that case, would you mind slipping these back into their homes?” Beside her was a small stack of hefty looking science books bound for the physics and biology sections of the library. I wouldn’t say Carla was a small woman, but she was a lazy one, and even though it was her responsibility as a clerk to put the books where they were supposed to go, she’d get out of it whenever she could.

I grabbed the stack, noting the weight and shifting to compensate. “No problem,” I said, “I’ll check on the computers too, while I’m at it.”

Carla nodded, then immediately grabbed her phone to check up on her social media—no doubt a reward for a task well done. I couldn’t blame her. She was about to work the hardest she’s ever had to work, purely because I was the kind of person who helped other people and made their lives easier. She’ll be fine. 

I headed upstairs and got to work returning the books in my arms, a task that took up almost forty-five minutes of my time, if you included the time I spent re-alphabetizing the entire section. Someone had clearly ruffled through it and not bothered to replace the books exactly as they had found them, and this set my mild OCD off enough that doing nothing would have bothered me. 

When that was done, I found myself drifting into the part of the library Levi had repaired earlier on. It was miraculous, really. That was the only word to describe what Levi had done. I had met many mages in the past, but I’d never seen one use magic in this way. Had he repaired what carpet had existed there before, or had he created a brand-new section of carpet whole cloth, from the very fabric of magic itself? I didn’t think Levi would ever spill the beans on this, not without some truly heavy-handed convincing, but hey, it was at the very least a talking point.

Why do I even want a talking point? Maybe Levi was growing on me a little, but he was a contract mage caught up in a murder probably committed by a Brute under the orders of a demon. That was way too reminiscent of a murky past I very much wanted not to be part of anymore. At the same time, I was technically in the mess too, considering I had in my possession the children’s book at the very heart of this entire situation. 

Which reminds me. 

I headed back downstairs, circled around reception, and grabbed Peter Rabbit from under the desk, which I had stuffed into my purse. I then moved back up the stairs and made a round of the computer section. There were four students there, each hard at work, none of them playing games or watching porn. Yes, that had happened before, and it was the reason these rounds had become standard protocol; once every hour by whoever was on duty.

I mean, why not watch that in your dorms? What was it with people coming to the library to get off? My sexual fantasies had never involved libraries, did that mean I was missing out on something? Maybe I’d missed the memo, maybe libraries were in fact incredibly erotic places. I guessed there might be a nugget of truth there. Being brought to orgasm by the hands of a hot guy while surrounded by hundreds and hundreds of books kinda sounded like a good time. 

Being finished upstairs meant I was done with my shift and could go home. It wasn’t even midday yet, but I was taking the rest of the week off, which meant I was also bugging out early today. So, when I was done with my rounds, I made my way back to the stairs with the thought in my mind to call Levi as soon as I was out. 

He hadn’t texted yet, and it had been several hours. Maybe he was having trouble tracking the girl down, or maybe he’d been picked up by whoever had been watching Nathaniel’s apartment last night. Levi was a tough guy, though, and clearly pretty well practiced with his magic. I had every confidence in his ability to look after himself, and trusted he would find a way to tell me if he’d run into trouble. 

It wasn’t the sight of him that forced me to come to a halt before I took the first step down, but the sheer power of his intelligence. All warlocks possessed an innate sense of the minds around them, it was like a sixth sense that allowed us to detect the presence of other thinking entities, whether alive or otherwise. As soon as I saw the man standing by the desk, my temples started to throb. 

Very rarely did my invisible sense trigger on its own. I usually had to concentrate if I wanted to detect other thinking intelligences nearby, it was almost like turning a receiver on and waiting for a signal. But the man wearing the charcoal suit, with the light, almost platinum blond hair, was possessed of an incredibly potent, dangerous, and very much inhuman intelligence, so much so that it had set me off from a distance. 

That meant only one thing: demon. 

My hand tightened around the railing as I stared at him from where I stood. The man was talking to Carla, smiling at her, flirting with her. I could only see the side of his face, but already I could see he was a handsome man. Pale skin, angular features. His frame suggested he was pretty agile, nimble, light on his feet, but there was always more to demons than met the eye.

I took a step back just as Carla, who couldn’t possibly have sensed anything wrong about the man in front of her, glanced around the library and then pointed directly at me, almost as if the man had asked for me specifically. He turned his head, and then I fell under his gaze. For an instant there was no one else in the room. It was as if the world around him didn’t exist, there was only him, his stare, and those dangerous, incisive violet eyes. 

“There you are,” he said, his voice low, and smooth as silk, and while his lips had barely moved at all, I heard him speak as if he had whispered directly into my ear.

The treacherous timbre of his voice sent me back a further step; watching him begin to advance on me sent me back another. He was standing between me and the main exit, but there was a fire escape on this floor, and it was only fitting that I use it considering I’d escaped a perilous situation using a fire escape last night, too. 

I didn’t run, but I walked at a brisk pace, putting as many aisles between myself and this strange, blond demon as I could. Eventually I lost sight of him, and I started to move a little faster, pulling my phone from my pocket and calling the only other person who I thought could help me in this moment—Levi. 

He answered after two rings. “I was just about to call you,” he said. It sounded like he was outside somewhere.

“Levi, I need your help.”

“Help? What?”

“At the library, someone’s here.”

“Who?”

“A demon. Where are you?” 

“I’m leaving the Underground, I was about to come and get you.” 

“Run, I’m exiting the building through the back, then once I’m out I’m going to make a break for the street. Start running and don’t stop until you reach me.” 

“Okay, I’ll be right there.” 

Levi hung up just as I pushed down on the bar that would open the fire door. I pocketed my phone and shouldered my way through, dreading the rain that was about to come down on me like a waterfall of ice-cold needles, searching for every bit of exposed flesh. But the rain wasn’t the worst thing waiting for me on the other side of the fire-door; he was there, standing at the foot of the stairs. 

I went to turn around and head back into the library, but the demon waved his hand, I felt a surge of dark magic rip past me like the bass-riff of a techno track at a club, and the fire escape door slammed shut on its hinges. In its wake, the demon’s magic left the remnants of incoherent whispers floating in the air around me. It had been so long since I had encountered a demon, I had almost forgotten about their knack for seeing the immediate future. He had known I would go for the fire escape, probably from before he had even entered the building.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“That’s a stupid question, isn’t it?” came his reply, the dark timbre of his voice sending rivulets of fear as well as excitement coursing through me.

“You’re the one who summoned the Brutes?”

“You’re astute. I’ll give you the answer to that question for free, but any more will cost you the book you’re holding.” 

“You really think I’m giving you this book?”

The rain falling around us was starting to darken his suit further and plaster his short, platinum hair to his head. “Don’t you want to know its secrets?”

“You’re going to just tell me if I hand this thing over to you?” 

The corner of his mouth tugged into a grin. “You were able to identify me on sight, which tells me you know, at least, what I am. If so, then you know demons are bound to their word, so if I tell you I’ll reveal the book’s secrets if you hand it over, I would be forced to do so.”

He didn’t know who I was. This was at the same time a refreshing little morsel of knowledge, and an advantage. There were few demons who hadn’t heard of Hailey and Shannon Matthews back in the US. Demons talked, they shared knowledge like currency, and the names of their enemies spread throughout their ranks like blood through water. I was an enemy of their kind, not only because I had dedicated my life to the solving of mysteries and the hunting of threats to mages and humans—of which demons were often the culprits—but also because warlocks and demons shared common ground in the grand mythology of the cosmos.

We were, in many ways, like half-siblings, and that had caused all kinds of drama over the millennia.

“I’m gonna give you a single warning, demon,” I said, “Get out of my way, or I’m going to have to go through you.”

The demon took a step closer to me, then another, and another, until he was close enough to the stairs to hold onto the railing and set a foot on the first riser. “Do you really want to threaten me, warlock?” he said, taking the stairs slowly, “I have tried to reason with you, but you choose to defy me. Test me. Is that truly what you want to do?”

“I bet you’re used to getting what you want, aren’t you?” 

His grin widened. “Like I said earlier. Astute.”

“You’re probably also used to seeing the future, huh?”

Now his eyes narrowed, and he paused. “What are you doing?” 

“I have no fucking idea,” I said, revealing the book from inside my purse. “But I should warn you, I’ve killed many of your kind that way.” 

Without thinking about it, I tossed the book at the demon’s face. He put his hands up to catch it, and as he did that, I used the railing to support the weight of my body as I hurled myself at him. The demon caught the book in the air, a future he hadn’t been able to predict, and in the confusion of it all he had missed my rapidly approaching foot. It struck him in the chest with a loud thud that sent him stumbling down the stairs and sprawling to the concrete floor. 

By the time he recovered from the fall I had retrieved my knife from its sheath and had reached ground level. The demon glared at me from where he lay, and with an outward push of his hand he sent a wave of telekinetic force into my hand powerful enough to knock my knife right out of my grip and send it hurtling into the side of a tree, where it impaled itself. I turned my head to look at him, after having followed the knife’s trajectory, and had to quickly raise my forearm to block his right hook.

Caught off guard, I could do nothing but protect myself from the uppercut that followed by twisting my body around him, grabbing his wrist, and pulling it around his back. The demon groaned, but quickly wriggled free. He turned around to look at me and scowled. His face was dripping now, his eyes not violet anymore, but as black and as cold as space itself. 

“Why can’t I see your moves?” he asked. 

“Because I’ve caught onto your game,” I said, “If I don’t know what I’m about to do next, there’s no way you can know. Now give me that book!” 

The demon screamed, pushed his right hand out, and sent another bolt of telekinetic racing toward me, distorting the very air around it as it went. But I was nimbler than his aim. I moved to the left, threw my foot against the wall, and used my own momentum to backflip over the ball of dark magic and land only feet away from him. His attack struck the redbrick wall and took a huge bite out of it, sending bits of red debris flying in all directions as if the building had been hit by a cannon ball, but it hadn’t hit me, and I was right in front of him. 

I threw my right elbow into his face and connected with his cheek. The demon grunted and staggered, and before he could recover I hit him with my left fist, and then again with my right. By the time he had put his hands up to defend himself, I had hit him three times, and hard enough to make his lip bleed. 

The demon growled, went to kick me, but I grabbed his leg with my hands and with all my might flipped him onto his back. His head hit the floor with a loud crack, the book slipped out of his hands, and before it could touch the floor I had grabbed it and spun out of the demon’s reach. He scrambled to get onto his front, then stared at me from a kneeling position. 

He spat a glob of black blood onto the floor. “You insolent bitch,” he said, his voice had now lost its smoothness and seemed harsher, deeper, like the sound a cave might make if it had a voice. “You will give me the book, or I will kill you and everyone you love.”

An icy cold pushed through me that had nothing to do with the rain. Shannon came to the forefront of my mind, not smiling and happy as I liked to remember her, but screaming, begging for her life. The demon’s eyes widened, and a grin formed on his bleeding lips. He had tasted my thoughts, I had let him in. 

The sound of running footsteps caught my attention, and a moment later Levi came into view, breathing heavily. He stared at me, then at the demon kneeling on the floor. 

“Is that—?” he asked, but that was as far as he got. The demon stared at the hard, concrete floor, and dove into it head first, but instead of spattering his brains against the concrete he melted into it, leaving a pool of black liquid in his place which quickly dispersed with the falling rain. 

“Yeah,” I said, panting, “That was him.”

“What the hell did he just do?”

“I don’t have time to explain. We need to go, now.” 

Levi nodded, and together we moved briskly away from the campus, hurrying for the shelter of the nearest Underground station. Where we would go next, I didn’t know. Considering a demon had caught my scent, and they could see the future, that was probably a good thing.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

There was one thing about demons that was entirely true; their magic was imperfect. While they could see the future, they could only see a short amount of time into the future—maybe minutes—and if they wanted to see someone else’s future, they needed to have had contact with them at least an hour before, otherwise the link was too weak. This was why, for the next hour, Levi and I got on a series of trains with absolutely no foresight or forward planning. As soon as we reached a new platform, I would put my head down and move onto the next tube without checking its destination. I would count stops in my mind, not listening to the announcements, then get off and find another tube.

It was exhausting, but it was the only way to be sure the demon didn’t know where we were headed and couldn’t pursue us. Once we were clear I thought about going home, but if the demon had come to the library searching for me, then it was possible he either knew where I lived, or could easily find that information out. All he would have to do would be sweet-talk Carla into giving up my personnel record. I didn’t trust she’d be strong enough of will to resist him, but after the beating I’d given him he would need time to recover, at least, and that meant I had time to go back home for a while.

Going back home was still risky, though, and I wasn’t about to let myself get cornered at home by a pissed off demon. So, I went with plan B, and decided to take Levi to my lockup on near the Themes River. It was still raining by the time we hit the streets from the warmth and safety of the station, so I ordered an Uber to take us the rest of the way to my lockup. My entire body was damp, and cold to the point of shivering when the car picked us up. 

I thought at one point Levi was going to put his hand on my knee, so I stared at his hand, then at his eyes, and tilted my head to the side, frowning inquisitively. He nodded, though his expression was more of a request than an affirmation. Swallowing, I nodded my approval, and he placed his hand on my leg, and immediately my body began to warm. At first, I thought this was because he had worked magic through me, but no, it was just his tough that had set my body alight with delicious waves of warmth and excitement. 

And then the magic happened. 

There was a thunderclap in the sky, a flash bright enough to even attract the driver’s attention. A moment later, my muscles began to warm, then my skin, and then as the moments passed I could have sworn I saw steam rising off my black leggings, clearly my body was hot enough for that, but I wasn’t uncomfortable in the slightest. In fact, I welcomed the sensation as if I had wrapped myself in my own blanket after a long, hard day of work. 

Levi went to remove his hand from my leg, and I almost stopped him, but didn’t. That would have been weird, and no, Hailey, I didn’t know if I trusted him yet. Just because he’d used a little magic to warm me up didn’t mean he was telling me the truth about who he was, and what he wanted the book for. I appreciated the gesture, but I had to keep my guard up.

The Uber stopped, and Levi and I stepped out of the car. It had stopped raining by then, and the cool air felt blessedly welcomed on my warm skin. In the air was the reek of the river itself, the smell of fuel from the many vessels navigating through it, the sound of seagulls eager for a morsel to snap up. To my right there was a series of storage units, a small district of lockups each guarded only by a padlock, except mine. 

Mine was guarded by magic, too.

“What are we doing here?” were Levi’s first words. We hadn’t spoken since our encounter with the demon back at the library, by my instructions. 

“Follow me,” I said, walking ahead of him with the book held against my chest, safe within a plastic bag.

The storage units were little more than boxes behind a large, metal shutter. My door was red, on it was the number twelve. I knelt in front of the padlock and unlocked it with a key. Then, before pulling the shutters up, I rested my palm against the cool metal and whispered to it two, simple words—it’s me. 

Levi wouldn’t have felt a thing, but I sensed the protective magic around the shutter recede into the dormancy my proximity had roused it from. Then with one mighty heave, I pulled the shutter up and let the light from outside bathe the interior, highlighting a desk, several shelves, a wooden chest, a mattress, and even another door in the back. The walls were dull grey concrete, and the insides of this tiny box on the riverside were a little damp, but I had installed heating in here long ago, and I turned it on now just as I dropped the shutters, locking them from the inside. 

“This is… a safehouse?” Levi asked.

“That’s right,” I said, setting the book down on the desk. “I had a few in the US, too; one in each of the major cities I often worked out of.” 

Levi walked over to the shelves and produced a sheathed katana. He stared at the sword, then at me. “Why?” 

I shrugged. “Because it looks cool and it always pays to be prepared?”

“Do you have guns in that chest?”

“Are you kidding? This is the United Kingdom. People don’t just carry guns around.”

“I know, I’m from here.”

“Then that was a pretty redundant question to ask, wasn’t it?”

“I don’t know. You’re American. Don’t you guys love guns?”

“Most people do, but I prefer blades. It makes for a much more intimate form of combat.”

Levi set the katana down on the shelf. “Intimate…” he said the word as if it had amused him. “I’ve never heard a woman describe slicing someone up with a katana as intimate.” 

“Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

Levi grinned, the first flash of comfort and mirth that had passed between us since he left me at the library. “So, what are we doing here?” 

“Simple. I’m certain my house is probably on that demon’s shit-list, so that’s another spot I can’t go back to until this whole mess is resolved.”

“We’re staying… here?” 

I arched an eyebrow and placed a hand on my hip. “Who said anything about we?” 

“Oh… sorry, I didn’t mean to-—”

“—don’t be so damn polite,” I said, interrupting him. I moved around the lockup, the safehouse, and pulled a cooler out from under one of the shelves. Inside there were an assortment of cans of soda, they weren’t iced but the natural temperature of the lockup without the heating turned on kept them cold enough to drink. “Do you want one?” 

“Sure.” 

I grabbed a soda from the cooler and tossed it to him before picking one up for myself, opening it, and taking a swig. I had considered opening the bottle of spiced rum on the shelf to go with them, something to calm the nerves, but decided it would take too long to set the drinks up before they could be consumed.

“This place has heating,” I said, “A bed, a bathroom down the road, and enough supplies to last a single person two weeks. We could literally hole up in here for the next week pretty comfortably. Alright, maybe not exactly comfortably, but we could at least do it safely.”

“And that’s what you’re suggesting?” 

“It beats going back to my place or yours—they’re both being watched at this point.” 

Levi frowned. “Then we should get this situation straightened out quickly.” 

“I agree. I kicked the crap out of a demon today, what were you able to accomplish?”

“I found her.” 

“You… found her?” 

“It wasn’t difficult.” 

“And why’s that?”

He shrugged. “I hadn’t been entirely forthcoming when you described her last night. I know her, I’ve met her before. I didn’t know where she lived, but it didn’t take me long to find her phone number and call her.”

“You spoke to her…”

“Yes.”

“And does she know about her father?”

“She does because I told her.”

“The police hadn’t spoken to her yet?”

“It doesn’t look like it. Not by the time I called. By now, it could be a different story.” 

I set my soda down on the desk. “So, you knew her, and you decided not to tell me of your connection, then you spent, what, six hours finding her phone number and calling her?”

He shook his head. “I had to do something else, too.”

“Care to share?”

“I wish I could, but I can’t. Not yet.”

“Not yet… keeping stuff from me doesn’t make me trust you more, you know.”

“I’m sorry if that bothers you, but there are some secrets I have to keep, and I won’t break them even if it means you might trust me a little more. You’ll just have to believe me when I say, I haven’t and won’t act against you.”

“Look, until last night my life was at the very least tolerable. I didn’t have magic shit to deal with, only my work, the people I worked with, and the people who lived on the other side of the TV. Most things about my life, except for my job, were boring and pointless, but they were safe. Now I can’t go back to my own home, I’m being chased by a demon, and I’m holding a book that could very well turn out to be some kind of magic monster in disguise, ready to snap me up and swallow me whole. If we’re going to try this whole buddy situation we have going on, I need you to give me something, here.”

Levi pursed his lips, then regarded me carefully. “There’s a secret society,” he said.

“Now we’re getting somewhere. What does it do?”

“We take up dangerous jobs for pay. Sometimes they aren’t so dangerous, those are the best ones.”

“Who’s we? Does the organization have a name?”

“I’ve already said too much to a non-initiate. But I am part of this cabal, and what I did today was update them on my situation. They thought I had been killed on my last mission, even though it should have been a milk run.”

“Milk run?”

“Pick a package up from point A, deliver it to point B?” 

“I know what a milk run is, I’m just surprised you knew.”

“I’m British, not from Mars. Anyway, last night should have been simple. Get to the package, pick it up, deliver it to Nathaniel. He’d warned me that there could be danger, but this was supposed to be easy. When my people hadn’t heard from me, they worried.”

“Don’t your people have phones? Couldn’t they have texted you?”

“No, and no. That’s not how we communicate.”

“Really?”

“You don’t operate a successful secret organization on the back of standard methods of communication. Anyone can hack phones these days.”

“I guess you’re right…” I narrowed my eyes, picked up my can of soda, and had another sip. “Alright, so you know where she lives,” I said, “The best thing to do would be to go and talk to her, right? See if she knows what all the fuss about this book is.” 

Levi nodded. “I’m not sure if she has the answer, I didn’t exactly mention the book to her, but we should take it with us anyway.”

“Can we trust this woman?”

I watched him carefully consider the question, a mathematician pondering the many variables of an equation, searching for the right answer. “Yes,” he said, “I think so.”

“Think so?” 

“I trusted her father, but I knew him better than I knew her.”

“Well, do you think she has a vested interest in her father’s work?”

“We don’t really know the answer to that question because we didn’t get much time to examine the scene of the crime. You said the message he had encoded into his blood was meant for her, right?”

“That’s the impression I got.”

“So, maybe he intended on telling her with his dying breath. That message is gone, though, so we don’t really have much of a choice but to go in blind.”

“For the record, I hate that. I can’t be one step ahead of the situation if I don’t even know what I’m getting into.”

“Are you telling me you never flew by the seat of your pants?”

Every time I faced a demon. “Sometimes.” 

“Then let’s go and meet with her. Worst-case scenario, she doesn’t know anything about the book and we go away with more questions than answers. Best-case scenario, she is exactly the person we should be talking to.”

“I think you need to reevaluate how you work out your worst-case scenario ideas, but fine, let’s go with your take on this. What’s her name, anyway?” 

“Delilah. Delilah Hook.”

And she knows blood magic. I wondered if she was a Warlock, and if her father had been one too. There were many different types of mages, and you didn’t need to be a Warlock to use blood magic. Blood magic was an art form, a way of using magic—arguably the oldest way of using magic. Just because she and her dad knew it didn’t mean they were like me, though Warlocks were among the most numerous practitioners of the art, Primals coming in close second, and I didn’t think Nathaniel was a Primal. If he were, it would have taken much more than a Brute to take him down. 

So, what was he?

“Did she give you a time she wanted to meet?” I asked.

“Any time after five.”

I checked my watch and saw that we had a few hours to kill and we were both in need of some sleep to catch up on. I sat down on the mattress, laid back, and tapped the space next to me for Levi to join. As he moved around the bed, tentatively getting ready to lay, down I gave him a stern look.

“Any funny business and—”

“You’ll cut my balls off? Yeah don’t worry, even without the threat of my manhood, I would still keep my hands to myself.”

I felt my body untense slightly as Levi turned his back to me, though the minutes began to tick by and I remained wide awake. I wanted to sleep, but my mind was buzzing hard from all of the excitement it had experienced over the last 18 hours. I was sure Levi was still wide awake too, but I think, like me, he needed this time to just reflect and breathe. It took him all of ninety minutes to turn around and face me. 

“Can’t sleep, huh?” he asked.

I shook my head.

“Did you ever sleep back when you did this for a living?” 

“Occasionally,” I said, “But not much. My sister and I lived off black coffee and Red Bull. It wasn’t healthy, but it was necessary in the states. Every night there’d be a new demon to go after. It’s completely different to life over here.” 

“Do you miss it?”

I missed her, I missed fighting with my big sister, but without her it just wasn’t the same. “No” I said, softer than I had hoped, “America is a dangerous place now. There are too many mages out there working with demons and summoning Brutes and fucking shit up for everyone. I don’t think that I could go back to that.” 

Levi nodded, “I get that, but you guys had worked so hard to make it a better place.”

“We tried too. I thought we had been getting somewhere until I watched a Scion throw a blot of magic right through my sister’s head.” 

I wasn’t telling him anything he didn’t know. Anyone who knew about the Matthews sisters knew that Shannon was killed not by a demon, but by a mage. We lay there in silence for a couple of minutes after that. It was surprisingly not awkward, like he was just trying to give me my space, and I appreciated that. 

After a while, I got up from the mattress and started to pull my boots back on.

“We should get ready to leave, it’s almost five.”

Levi nodded and got up. “I think that’s probably the best idea.” He walked over to the shelf and pulled the katana off it. “Should I bring this?”

“That depends. Do you know how to use it?”

“It can’t be that hard.”

“Put it back. If that’s your answer, you’re more likely to cut off your own arm, or mine, than successfully injure your opponents.”

“And you’ve had training?”

I arched an eyebrow. “What do you think?” 

“I think Quentin Tarantino made a movie about the wrong woman.”

“Write to him and tell him that.” I walked over to the shutters and opened them. I had wanted to stay here a little longer, let my bones and muscles rest, but the prospect of getting some answers was too good to pass up, too tempting. Levi stepped out of the room, and then I pulled the door down and locked the place up. The spells, my lockout’s invisible defenders, would reactivate the moment I stepped away far enough away from the place. If someone came looking for me in there, they’d be in for one hell of a psychic shock. 

Levi called for the Uber this time, the car taking us along the short jaunt from lockup city to the nearest Underground, and then we were moving across the city at high speed again. The prospect of meeting an unknown mage on their terms wasn’t a comforting one, but I felt, and had felt, very much like a leaf caught in a stream over the past twenty-four hours. Life, I felt, had decided to drag me through the ringer today, and all I could do was react to each threat as it came.

That would have to change, and soon.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Night had fallen by the time we reached Delilah’s house, though the sun tended to set at around five in the afternoon at this time of the year, so the streets were still busy with people returning from their places of work. I followed Levi along a quiet street with rows of quaint, squished houses on either side, each which, while they looked small, were veritable palaces unto themselves. 

I exhaled the feelings mounting in my chest and put my game face on. With Peter Rabbit firmly tucked in my purse, and tightly held against my chest, I reached Delilah’s door and waited for Levi to ring the doorbell. The door opened, and the blond from Nathaniel’s blurry image stood before us wearing blue jeans and a grey oversized sweater with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows. Her red puffy eyes told me she had spent the better part of the day crying over the loss of her father. 

I was suddenly overcome with guilt. This poor woman had just lost someone important to her, and here we were, intruding on her grieving period. I felt like such an asshole. Without talking, she threw her arms around Levi, an action that caught me completely by surprise.

“I’m sorry about your father,” Levi said, holding her.

She nodded. “Thank you for coming. He didn’t like many people, but he was very fond of you.” She was British, but her accent wasn’t like Levi’s—it was more delicate than his.

“This is Hailey; she’s the one I told you about.”

Delilah stared at me from the doorway, arms folded about her chest. “You have it?” she asked.

I nodded. “I do,” I said. “My condolences.”

“Thanks. Come in, you’ll catch your deaths out here tonight.”

Levi stepped through first, and I followed, walking past Delilah and into her home that smelled of sage and rosemary. She shut the door behind me, then squeezed past the tiny foyer and made an immediate left turn into a lounge with a vaulted ceiling. The walls were painted sky blue, the floors were brown hardwood, but the amenities were pretty modern. She had a massive, curved TV in one corner of the room, and next to it there was a desk with a Mac sitting on it. 

I decided to sit on one of the two couches across from the TV. Levi joined me, while Delilah took a spot on the couch opposite ours. 

“So,” she said, “You guys have had a rough night.”

“No rougher than yours,” Levi said, “I really am sorry about Nathaniel. He was a good man.” 

“He was. I’m sad he’s gone, he’s going to be missed.”

Despite her tired red eyes and unbrushed hair, it struck me as odd that she’d be so formal about the loss of her father. Maybe it was just the way the British dealt with their grief. Either way it didn’t sit well with me.

“It sucks for us to have to meet under the circumstances,” I said.

She shook her head. “We’re mages, are we not? When do we really have any control over anything? Magic, power, it’s all just one big illusion.”

“That’s not what I meant, but I get what you’re saying.” Even if I didn’t agree with it. 

“You’re here to talk about that book, then?” 

“Yes,” Levi said, “Your father asked me to retrieve this book for him the day he… just before the attack on his office.” 

“And how are you involved?” Delilah’s question was directed at me.

“I’m the librarian whose library this book was found in.”

“Oh… that makes sense, then.” 

“Not really, I run a university library, and I know every inch of it. This book shouldn’t have been there at all.” 

“May I see it?” 

I glanced over at Levi, who nodded slightly. I wasn’t sure why I needed his approval, but I had gone looking for it anyway, and now that I had it, I wasn’t about to refuse. Gingerly, as if the book were made of glass, I pulled it out of my purse and set it to rest on my lap. She had asked to see it, not touch or hold it.

“Peter Rabbit,” she said, “I loved that book.” 

“Do you have any idea what it is?” Levi asked, “Why your father may have wanted it?” 

She shook her head. “My father kept his work separate from his home life. I never got involved in the things he was doing.” 

“But… you are a mage, right?” I asked.

“I am.” 

“And, you didn’t have even the slightest interest?”

“Interest, yes. Motivation, no. I might be a mage, but I’m a lazy one. I’m not into curiosities and esoterica. I’m more interested the pursuit of mundane advancement and comfort.” 

“You and me both,” I said, under my breath. Delilah made like she hadn’t heard, but I had a feeling her ears were way sharper than that. 

Levi, however, seemed oblivious. “I need to know whatever you know about this book,” he said, “We think your father died because of it.” 

Delilah sighed. “I told you, I didn’t involve myself in my father’s work, but…” 

“But?” I asked, getting a little ahead of myself.

“I can tell you two things about that book in your hands that I think are true, but first I need to see it.”

I showed it to her from where I sat. Peter Rabbit didn’t give her his eyes, choosing instead to look off into the distance. 

Delila reached for it. “May I?” 

“Actually, I think I’m going to keep hold of this myself,” I said. “If that’s alright.”

“Any particular reason?”

“Oh, well, besides the fact that it hasn’t left my side since two Brutes tried to snatch it out of my library?” 

“Brutes… you didn’t say anything about Brutes.”

“I didn’t have time over the phone,” Levi said. 

“What else haven’t you told me?”

He glanced at me, and I knew simply by the way he was looking at me, he was talking about the message in Nathaniel’s blood—the message meant for her. Carefully choosing my words, since the topic was a delicate one, I started. “When we found your father…” I grimaced and tried again. “Your father left a message for you.” 

“A message? What do you mean.”

“He was… he knew blood magic. As he died, he stored a message for you in his own blood. I tried to pick it out and decipher it, but we ran out of time. We couldn’t stay with the body before the cops arrived, otherwise they would have thought we did it.”

Delilah didn’t seem shaken or taken back by what I was saying, but she did shuffle around in her seat. “So, you didn’t learn anything from the message?” 

“I picked through what I could, but the link wasn’t strong enough. I was only able to get an impression of… well, you. The message itself was lost. I could almost read some of it, but by the time I was able to use my magic on… your father’s blood… the link was too weak. I don’t know what it said, but we figured the best thing to do was to find you.”

“I’m glad you did. I would have liked to have known what he had intended for me to see, but if it’s gone, it’s gone.”

“Right, but there’s still the book, the book he died trying to acquire. You said you might know something about it, so I think the best thing to do is to tell us what you know so we can try to figure out what was so important that he wanted you to know before he died.”

Delilah studied me carefully, possibly sizing me up, possibly just stalling to figure out exactly what to say next. Warlocks had a knack for being able to pluck the surface thoughts and emotions of other people right out of thin-air. With Levi, it was easy. That man wore his emotions on his sleeves, and often thought exactly what he was saying, or doing. Delilah, on the other hand, was a closed book, further strengthening the idea that she too was a Warlock. There was just no way for me to tell.

“Alright,” she said, “I’ll tell you what I know.” 

“Good,” Levi said, “Because we’re running out of time.”

Delilah nodded. “It’s probably clear to you by now that what you’re holding in your hand isn’t actually Peter Rabbit.” 

“Yes,” I said, “I’ve skimmed through it and read the words in the book, but there’s no way that’s all there is to it.” 

“There isn’t. If that is what I think it is, then there’s a spell around it, masking its true appearance.” 

“Do you know how to tear the spell down?” 

“Only with the correct words of power, which I don’t know. The other thing I think is true about the book, is that it is in fact a book, one containing one or more spells, though without seeing the book itself, behind the mask, I’d have no idea.” 

“They’re called Grimoires, aren’t they?” 

Delilah nodded. “Spell books.”

“I haven’t come across many in my work. You don’t find powerful, old Grimoires written by long-dead mages over there like you might on this side of the pond.”

“I’ve heard that too. I’m pretty sure what you’re holding is a Grimoire; why Levi was sent to retrieve it, what my father wanted with it, and why a third party got Brutes involved in the mix is beyond me.” 

I stared at the book. “I need to know what’s behind the spell… there must be a way to unravel it even without the right words?”

“A skill enough mage could do it, but it would take time.” There was a subtle implication in her voice that I was able to pick up on.

“Skill enough like you?”

“I think I could do it.”

“You think, or you know but you’re waiting for the right offer?”

“Both. I’ve never unraveled a spell I hadn’t myself cast before, and I’m also interested in finding out what’s in it for me.”

I arched my head to the side. “Don’t you want to know what your father died for?”

“I do, but I’m starting to wonder if breaking the spell on that book would do more harm than good.”

“What do you mean?”

Delilah looked over at Levi, then back at me. “Well, Grimoires contain spells locked inside them. Often, they have to be read aloud, the instructions performed, in order to make the magic work, but sometimes simply opening the book can unleash its magic into the world. For all we know, unravelling the spell that’s making the Grimoire look like Peter Rabbit could kill me instantly. It’s a risk, and I don’t take risks for free.”

I frowned. Something about this woman didn’t quite sit well with me. Her father had just been killed, murdered in his own office, and here she was, about to squeeze out some form of payment from us. Some might call that heartless, others might call that opportunistic, I was happy just calling her a bitch. 

“Look, we don’t have anything we can offer you,” I said, “You don’t understand. Last night I was attacked by Brutes. Brutes killed your father. Then today, a fucking demon showed up at my place of work and tried to take this thing from me. There are clearly people out there who have a vested interest in this Grimoire, and you’re seriously trying to extract a price out of us?” 

“Alright, everyone, just settle down,” Levi said, “There has to be some other agreement we can come to.”

I got up. “No, it’s not happening. If you don’t want to help us with this damn thing, then that’s fine.”

“I didn’t say I didn’t want to help you,” Delilah said, frowning, “But there is a risk involved.”

“You’re gonna talk to me about risks?” 

“Hailey—” Levi tried to say, but I put a hand up to silence him. 

“—here’s the thing,” I said, “I don’t trust you. I don’t even trust him, for that matter. I’ve been around the block enough to know people who are more interested in looking for their cut than exercising their sense of honor and duty are people not worth dealing with. I’m sorry your father died, I’m sorry he died trying to get his hands on this thing, but I’m not going to give you anything in return for unravelling the spell surrounding this book—if you can even do it at all.”

Delilah looked over at Levi, her eyebrows arched. “You really do how to pick them, don’t you?”  

Levi’s eyebrows met in the middle. “That’s enough,” he warned, “And she’s right. Neither of us are getting paid for what we’ve done ever since that book came into our lives, so you shouldn’t feel entitled either.” 

Delilah shot up and out of her seat, her hands clenched. “Do either of you really understand what you’re asking me to do?” she asked, “You’re asking me to dip my hand into a dark chamber inside of which could be anything and keep it there long enough that I can break the seal keeping the magic in one place. If you give me the book and leave it with me for a while, maybe I can take my time with the procedure and make it a little safer to perform, but you’re going to have to trust me with the book. Are you willing to do that?”

A shiver crawled up the back of my spine, causing my muscles to shudder and my skin to crawl. So, she was a Scion. Great. Not only could Scions boast having power over raw magic itself, Scions were also diametrically opposed to Warlocks in just about every possible way, and saw us as scum who fraternized with demons. I had no doubt she had the power to do what she said she could do—unless, of course, she was lying about what she was; there really was no way to tell—but there was something about this whole thing that was setting my instincts alight; some distant alarm bell ringing in the back of my mind that I just couldn’t ignore.

“It’s fine,” I said, “We’ll figure out what to do with this book ourselves.”

“I can help you,” Delilah said. “I want to help you. Why won’t you just trust me?”

“Because I haven’t let this book out of my sight since it entered my possession, and I’m not about to change that now. If you want to do this, you’ll do it now, and you’ll do it without expecting something in return, like you’re doing us a favor. Otherwise I’m leaving.” 

“What I need to do will take hours, and I need to be alone while I do it.”

My eyes narrowed. “Tell you what, when you feel like you’re ready to stop bullshitting us, give Levi a call. Until then, I’m leaving.” 

Without saying another word, I turned around and headed out of that woman’s house, feeling my heart pound against my chest with every step I took. Stepping out into the cool, night air, I hadn’t realized how warm I had actually been inside that house. Was the heating all the way up? Was some element of Levi’s magic still lingering on my body? 

Levi followed me out of the house, bursting onto the street and following me down the road. “Wait up,” he called out.

I craned my head around my shoulder but kept walking. “We need to get away from here,” I said.

“What happened in there?”

“I don’t think coming here was a good idea.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I didn’t like the feeling I got back there.”

“Feeling…” 

“I can’t explain it to you, you aren’t a Warlock, but we’ve got a good sense for people, especially when those people are bullshitting us. I sensed enough from her that it made me uncomfortable.”

“Why would she be lying to us?”

“I didn’t say she was lying, just that she was full of shit. She’s after something, maybe something from me or…” I examined his face, “Maybe something from you.” 

“Me? I doubt it.”

“You two clearly have some kind of history you haven’t been forthcoming about. I feel like all that back there was her trying to get something out of you.”

Levi took my arm and stopped me from walking further. “Whatever it is, if it means we can figure out what this book really does, I’ll give it to her.”

I shook my head. “No. There’s no way you’re giving her anything. She’s a vulture, I can feel it.” 

He sighed and let me go. “Alright,” he said, “I’m gonna trust your instincts on this one. Where to now?” 

That was a good question. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Another recurring theme of the last twenty-four hours, one which I guessed was a totally normal thing for people who lived in London but I’d never considered until now, was the constant stepping into and out of Underground stations. I was used to using the tube maybe three or four times a day, though generally only once to get to my place of work, and another to get home. Levi and I had travelled so many more miles together than normal for either of us in a very short period of time. He was also, I noted, wearing the same clothes he had been in the night we met, while I’d had a chance to change. 

It was the little things you noticed in the space between encounters that really helped to put things into perspective. We’d been at this for a long time, both of us were tired, and possibly grimy. We had travelled far, and at least I was hungry—but then again, I was always hungry, and always at the point of wanting a drink, even if it was just a little one to calm the nerves. 

I slapped my travel card onto the yellow receiving pad at the Underground gate and moved through, ahead of Levi, to the escalators heading down. He stepped into line behind me, keeping to the right so as to avoid any people who wanted to rush down the escalators instead of wait to be slowly brought down to the next level.

“I have one more card to play,” Levi said. 

I arched my neck around to look at him. “What?”

“There’s one more thing we can do.”

“What’s that?”

Levi leaned a little closer. “We could take the book to my people.”

“Your people… you mean your secret cabal?”

He nodded. “It’s the only thing I can think to do. If that book has a spell around it that only a Scion can punch through, then we need a Scion who is willing to help us.” 

“What makes you think anyone would have a different reaction to Delilah?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know what it was about her, but I sensed it too.”

“Good, so it wasn’t just me.”

“No. It wasn’t. She was keeping something from us, I think. Maybe she knew more than she told us.”

“Maybe isn’t even close to being accurate, I think. I’ve met enough people like her, and enough Scions. They all think they’re so mighty and righteous… holier-than-thou fucks.”

“You really dislike them.” He said this as a matter of fact, not as a question.

“And they dislike me,” I said, shrugging, “We have an understanding.”

“Whatever the case, we don’t have many options. We could go back to your lockup and wait until tomorrow, figure it all out then, or we could go to see my people, but that does mean you’ll have to trust someone other than yourself.”

“You?”

“Not just me, but them, too. Sooner or later you’re going to have to give up the book you’re holding.”

“I know that, I’m just waiting for the right moment to come along.”

Levi grinned. “I like it.”

“Like what?”

“This ferocity you have. Like a mother lion protecting her young.”

“Lion? Sure. Mother? Dude, no.”

He laughed. “No plans for children one day?”

“Are you really talking to me about kids right now?”

“Just making conversation.”

“Converse about something else.” 

Levi considered. “Pretty fine weather we’re having?” 

I rolled my eyes and laughed, for probably the first time in a while. My heart did something, then; made some almost imperceptible move, a flutter, towards him. I realized in that moment I didn’t completely detest his company. People, generally, sucked. They were selfish, self-centered, and self-serving, not to mention unreliable. There was no one in the world I could count among my real friends; there was Shannon, and then there were acquaintances, and I had left them all behind in the US when I moved over here. 

But now here was Levi, a man I had been stuck with, almost literally. A man who did push my buttons, and was obviously a bit of a playboy, and would probably be the source of way too much drama for my liking, and yet, there hadn’t been many people, if there had been any at all, who had been able to make me laugh since… Shannon died. 

I shut my eyes, shielding my heart from the inevitable stab that always accompanied thoughts of her, took a deep breath, and moved onto the Southbound platform to await the next tube. The air here was thick, but ventilated enough that it wasn’t hot. In fact, there was always a cool gust of air that came with the arrival of a train, and if you got too hot or claustrophobic while inside one, you could open one of the tiny windows on the doors connecting each carriage, and the air wouldn’t just be totally breathable, it would be downright pleasant. 

That was pretty incredible when you considered we were entirely underground right now.

But there was no approaching tube, nor even any tubes expected on the board. I frowned at it, then nudged Levi on the arm and pointed. “Is that thing not working?” I asked.

“Maybe,” he said. Glancing down the length of the platform, I could see none of the electronic boards were working. Usually there would be the name of the last top the tube was headed to, as well as the number of minutes before the tube was expected to arrive on the platform. These boards were all dead.

“I’ll check the Northbound platform,” I said, and I jaunted through the tunnel, past the stairs, and the same problem persisted here, too. No information on any of the boards. But there was something else, too.

There weren’t any people down here.

A chill crawled up my spine. Checking my watch, seeing that it wasn’t even seven at night yet, this didn’t seem right. That there was no one waiting on one platform, sure. We had only been here a few minutes, and the station we were at wasn’t exactly on the West End—London’s busiest district. But that there wouldn’t be a single soul on either platform, and that there were no tubes on the boards? It wasn’t just that; Levi and I had been down here for at least five minutes, and London Underground trains were usually not more than three or four minutes apart, at the most.

I didn’t want to admit it, but my heart was starting to thump a little faster than it should have been, and for a single, mad moment, I thought I wouldn’t find Levi when I walked back over to the Southbound platform, but he was there. I breathed the tension away, or tried to anyway, but the strangeness in the air persisted, and that completely bowled over my ability to relax. Something wasn’t right.

“Where is everyone?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Levi said. He pulled his phone out of his pocket, but of course, there was no signal down here. He then walked closer to the edge of the platform and checked along the black mouth of the tunnel where the next tube should have been emerging from. Nothing. Not a sound, not a gentle push of wind. “This is really weird. We should head back.”

I nodded. “Yeah, we should.” 

Unexpectedly, he took my hand and pulled me along the platform, toward the exit on the other side. It was then when I first heard it. At first, I hadn’t been sure if somehow whatever sounds Levi and I were making were bouncing off the walls to create an echo, but then I was sure, without a shadow of a doubt, and when the truth dawned on me it had the power to root me to the spot. 

A series of sporadic clicking was coming from one of those tunnels. The clicks were echoed, and possibly distant, but they were fast, and getting louder by the second. Then, just as the word began to form in my mind—Brutes—almost as if they had heard it, the clicking intensified, grew faster, and louder, until finally they emerged from within the black throat of tunnel in front of us.

There were two of them, their huge, hairless, pale forms clinging to the tunnel’s ceiling, scrambling out hand over foot like roaches. They clambered out of the tunnel, moved up until they reached the top of the platform, then arched their near-featureless heads toward us. One of them opened its insanely wide mouth, and sent its machine-gun clicks at us, an expression of its hostility. The other joined the first, its mouth dripping with saliva.

“Fuck,” I groaned. They weren’t standing between us and the exit, but the tunnel they’d crawled out of was adjacent to where we needed to go, and that meant we needed to get closer to them if we wanted to get out of here. “Of course it’s Brutes.”

“How did they know where to find us?”

“Someone sent them, obviously.”

One of the Brutes started crawling along the ceiling at high speed, then stopped abruptly, and clicked at the other one who quickly moved to follow its leader. A moment later, a third Brute exited the very same tunnel the other two had come out of, and then a fourth. There were four of them; four huge, lumbering, pale, hairless creatures that had been dragged out of whatever broken dimension they existed in to serve a purpose in this one, and their purpose was clear.

Kill us.

I drew my knife from its sheath around my ankle and stared at these demonic hounds as they approached, two on the ceiling, another on the tracks, and another from the platform itself—it had dropped down and had started to walk. The other night I had fought two of them and won by the skin of my teeth. This time I was more prepared, more readily able to bring the full might of my magic to bear, but there were four of them. Then I remembered Levi was standing beside me. He had been so quiet, I had forgotten he was even there. 

When I glanced over at him, I realized why; he was frozen. I didn’t think he had ever seen something like this in his entire life, whereas to me, something like this, while not exactly commonplace, had happened enough times that I had become inured to it. I thumped him hard on the shoulder, and he snapped out of it.

“Are you ready?” I asked.

“Right,” he nodded, then turned his attention to the Brutes. 

“You take those two, I’ll take those two.” 

“The ones on the ceiling?” 

“You’re the Elemancer, throw fire at them or something!” 

Without giving Levi any further instructions, I started walking toward the Brute on the platform, then picked my pace up into a run, holding Peter Rabbit in one hand and my knife in the other. The Brute, sensing the challenge I had put to it, grinned widely, baring its teeth at me, and then also broke into a lanky, lumbering run, its packmate along the tracks mimicking its movements.

As I ran, I drew the tip of my knife along the arm I was holding the book in, and as my blood spilled and coated the blade’s edge, I tossed the knife at the Brute on the track, striking it on the side of the head. The Brute staggered and went down, but before it could touch the ground, I reached out with my mind to the blood around the knife and used the connection to pull the knife back into my hand. By the time the other Brute reached me, I was armed again, and I used the momentum of my run to throw myself at its feet and slide between its long legs. 

The Brute swiped at me, but its hands failed to find purchase and I slipped under it, unharmed. It turned around, and as it did, I kicked one of its long legs hard enough to make it wobble and lose its balance. Though the hit wasn’t hard enough to knock it over, it was enough to take the wind out of its sails and create an opening for me to attack. 

I sprang up, flexing my abdominal muscles to go from being on my back to on my feet in a single movement. The Brute wound back its arm and made a clumsy attack toward my face, but I was easily able to duck underneath it and swing myself around, digging my knife into its ribs. The beast, however, didn’t even seem fazed. Brutes were agile, and strong creatures, and while they weren’t remarkably tough, they could usually shrug off the pain and shock of any cut or blunt-force trauma to their bodies. The only vulnerable spot, was their head; a clean strike there, and the Brute would die.

But I hadn’t gone high enough to hit its head, and the Brute, who didn’t care about the injury on its ribs, stuck its elbow out and smashed me on the side of the arm inflicting a dull throb of pain. Backing away from the beast, I pulled my knife out of its side by reaching for it with my mind. The knife shot out of the creature’s body and landed, handle first, in my open hand. When the Brute came for me again, I stretched my knife hand out and threw it at the creature’s head, but it batted the knife away before it could find its target. 

This one was faster than the others, but that didn’t matter, because I had another plan. Using the blood I had spilled from the earlier cut to channel my magic into the world, I reached into the dark depths of my power and summoned what Warlocks knew as Fell Fire. When the Brute came for me, I leapt into the air, twisting my body to avoid its searching hands, and pressed the palm of my hand into its face. 

The Brute’s mouth opened, and it started clicking rapidly, frantically, as fire the color of deep, red blood poured out of my hand and seared its head. In an instant, its flesh began to melt exposing muscle, then bone, all which melted under the intense heat emanating from my hand. The creature buckled under the stress, then collapsed to the floor with me on top of it, still holding Peter Rabbit tucked under my left arm. 

I hopped off the dead Brute as I landed, stretched my hand out, and summoned my knife back to me. It clattered along the floor before flying into the air and back into my possession. When I was armed again, I turned my attention toward Levi, who I realized then I had left on his own to deal with two Brutes and feeling the cold wash of sudden and complete dread push through me.

But when I saw him, standing mighty and strong, resplendent in a halo of light and air, bathing one of the Brutes in flames while the other lay, a singed corpse, by his feet, I was almost in awe of him. The magic surging out of his hand was like a flamethrower, jetting gushes of fire—natural fire—at the creature that was attempting to kill him. But the Brute couldn’t withstand such punishment, and like its packmate, fell to its knees, limp and without any fight left in it.

The flames stopped spewing out of Levi’s hand, but the palm of his hand continued to glow orange for a time. Currents of air were now circulating in and around the underground tunnel, ventilating what little smoke Levi’s magic had produced. Soon, as the Brutes dissipated in the way that they did, their blackened remains would be caught up and swept away with the wind, leaving nothing, not a trace of their existence or of this confrontation except a little scorched ground near the edge of the platform.

He looked over at me and nodded. “Are you alright?” he asked, panting.

“I’m good,” I said, “Looks like you handled yourself pretty well… for a beginner.”

“Beginner? I’ll have you know—”

More clicking. Lots more. I spun around in a hard arc, pointing my senses at the source of the sound, that growing cacophony of awful clicks, and then I saw them, clambering out of the throat of the tunnel like roaches. They moved swiftly, some crawling along the tracks, others climbing to the ceiling, others still making a move for the platform. Two Brutes was a nuisance, four was a problem, but there were too many to count, here. Twelve? Fifteen? Whoever summoned them must have paid one hell of a price to bring so many of those monstrosities into the world.

In an instant of clarity and calculation I decided there were too many of them to fight, so I ran over to Levi, grabbed his arm as he had grabbed mine earlier, and dragged him across the platform toward our exit. They were everywhere. More Brutes were pouring out of the other end of the underground platform, each clambering hand over foot, not to reach us, but to block our way out.

I realized then, even if we made it to the exit stairs, the Brutes would be too fast; we would never outrun them. Maybe we would make it to the next level up, but they would catch us there, kill us, and drag our corpses to whatever dark place they could find and claim their rewards for a job well done—a feast of human flesh. 

I reached the stairs before Levi did, but I stopped before taking the first step and swung him around, forcing him to take a few. I then shoved the book into his hands. “Take it,” I yelled, “Take it to your people and figure this whole thing out.”

“What?!” Levi yelled, “This is insane! What are you doing?”

“I need to hold them off, and you need to get this thing somewhere safe.” I stared into his eyes like I was trying to bore the impression of my face into the back of his mind. “You’d better be who you say you are.”

“No,” he shoved the book back into my hands and pulled me up the stairs. “You take it to them. Go to Holland park, find Lord Holland, and follow the eyes.” 

“You can’t be serious!” 

“I can hold them off better than you can, and they need a mage like you.” 

By now the Brutes had closed in on where we were standing. Levi turned, put his hands up, and jets of flame issued out of him, heat so intense I had no choice but to stand back. Levi, of course, was immune to its effects, but for me it was like standing next to a furnace. I had to move away, go up the stairs, away from him. 

At that moment, my heart pulled in a way it hadn’t in a very, very long time. The Brutes were struggling through the flames, reaching for him, hands outstretched, inching closer and closer despite the punishing fire being thrown at them. Levi turned his head and threw his hazel-eyed stare at me, then he threw a wall of fire up between me and him, forcing me further back. 

“What are you waiting for?” he screamed over the flames, “Run!” 

Shutting my eyes to fight what felt like the onset of tears, I turned around and did exactly as Levi asked, bolting up the stairs two at a time, reaching the next level up only to find it completely empty too. The escalators had been shut down so I had to run up them as well. By the time I reached the exit gates, I was too out of breath to say anything to the security guards standing there, looking almost like drones—seeing with their eyes, but not really seeing anything at all. 

I vaulted over the gate, continued running up the stairs, and made it into the cold, London night, my skin once again welcoming the sensation. 

Levi. 

My heart was hammering, my breaths were coming in short, but I had the book in my hands. I turned around and stared at the Underground station entrance maybe for a minute, maybe two. People passed by on the street, but no one seemed to even notice the Underground entrance, or me for that matter. It was as if this entire place had been hidden from the view, and minds, of everyone near it. 

I couldn’t give Levi anymore time. Alone, I turned around and fled the scene with his instructions firmly imprinted in my mind. Get to Holland park, find Lord Holland, and follow the eyes.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

I thought of Levi as I pushed through the streets of London, though not because I wanted to. The thoughts came regardless, like an earworm trapped in my mind. Images of the flames, of the Brutes, the sensation of that intense heat that had caused me to start sweating almost immediately. I couldn’t shake them, couldn’t stop the noise, but I had to press on, had to get to Holland Park.

Hand shaking, I had managed to summon an Uber to take me the rest of the way. The driver of the car would never have guessed what had just happened to me; this was made evident by the way he tried to make small talk, remarking about the weather in the way most people do when they want to try to break the ice. I tried talking back, tried engaging, but in the end, I could only manage closed statements that made every sentence seem like the awkward start to a conversation, instead of the natural continuation of one.

To keep my mind off of everything that had just occurred, I kept my eyes on my phone, on the shifting map in front of me, watching not only every turn we took unfold but also counting the minutes left until we reached our destination. When we finally did, I stepped out of the car without saying a word, shut the door, and walked along the sidewalk until I found the entrance to the park—an opening in the short, wrought-iron fence.

Follow the eyes, Levi had said, only that didn’t seem to help me much now as I moved along the smooth, cobbled path. The rain we had seen had all but turned the earth around the path to mud, and had pulled the smell of fresh soil and grass right out of the ground. The trees, likewise, were dripping, and smelling refreshingly like nature, contrasting that natural, sooty smell London carried with it every single day like a mantle. 

Then I saw it, at the very front of the park, so close to the street I could have seen it from the Uber. It was a brass statue of a balding man on a chair. He had a cane in his hand, and he was dressed in the way a Victorian man may have dressed, with a waistcoat, an overcoat, and a frilly shirt underneath. He had a round face, a narrow nose, and a decent coat of pigeon shit about him—maybe not as much as may have been found on other statues, but enough. 

I approached, carefully holding the book in my left hand and keeping my right hand flexed and ready to snap the knife in my ankle up at a moment’s notice. But the park was quiet, and empty at this time of the evening save for the odd couple strolling hand in hand. No Brutes. No demons. Not that I was aware of, at any rate. 

In front of me, Lord Holland sat, staring not at me, but away from me. It was clear what Levi had asked me to do. He had told me to follow the eyes, and that message was clear enough to me. I turned around, angling myself so as to bring my own attention to bear in the direction of Lord Holland’s gaze, across my shoulder. From where I was standing it was difficult to identify exactly what I needed to find next, but then the clue came up into my mind again. 

Follow the eyes. 

There, on the other side of the street, I noticed a sign hanging above a shop window; a black board with a set of white eyes on it. An optician’s clinic. Not wasting another second, feeling entirely confident that I was right, I moved out of the park, crossed the street, and walked to the optician’s window. It was dark inside, and there was no one around. On the window I found the place’s opening hours and a contact number, email, and website address. 

Did I need to go in? Glancing up at the sign again, I noticed the back of the sign hanging over the door had the name of the clinic posted on it instead of the eyes I had seen on the other side, and then something clicked into place. I walked around to the other side, stared up at the eyes, and then followed their gaze across the block. I didn’t immediately see another set of eyes, but the fact that there was only one set told me I would be right in walking along the block until I found another clue, so that’s exactly what I did.

I wished Levi was with me, and when that happened, my chest tightened. It was a feeling not dissimilar to what happened when thoughts of Shannon came bubbling up, but it was only less intense because my entire nervous system was shot, and desensitized right at that very moment. There wasn’t any time to feel, only act, keep moving, survive. 

Up ahead, as one block faded into another, I found my next clue. Most of the buildings I was walking along had clean, well kept facades. They were clinics, private law firms, travel agencies, boutiques. One was a bank, another a five-star hotel with marble columns inlaid with gold patterns and designs. So, when I spotted a crude looking eye spray painted on the alley-facing side of one of the buildings, it stood out to me as completely wrong and unnatural. 

I stopped in front of it, touched it, and noticed the pupil was off to the left slightly, almost as if it were pointing into the alley instead of into the street. I looked over to my left, and there, on the other side of some dumpsters but before the chain-link fence on the other side of the alley, I spotted a door.

I walked over to the door, carefully examining my surroundings for signs of movement, checking over my shoulder to make sure I hadn’t been followed—of course, when dealing with mages and demons, you couldn’t always trust your physical senses. Still, when I thought the coast was clear, I approached the door and stood before it. 

Simple, grey, metallic. It looked entirely out of place here, against the stark white shell of the building I was in the shadow of. On it, there was an eye. It was a plaque, screwed into the metal door, with no other visible markings or inscriptions. The door itself, likewise, didn’t seem to have a handle or even a visible lock, leading me to the assumption that it only opened from the inside, or with magic.

Gingerly, I stretched my hand toward it, inching my fingertips closer to the metal, remembering the door to Nathaniel’s office and how it had been warded against magic just as this one was. I could sense it vibrating against my fingertips even as they approached, almost like an electric current getting stronger by the millisecond. Magic itself was a complicated thing, because I had been able to unravel Nathaniel’s wards, and could probably have done the same to these, if given enough time. But I could not unravel the magic cocooning the book in my hand for the simple reason that, a mage could only dispel whatever magic they could detect, and I couldn’t detect any around the book. 

Scions were the exception—they could tear down just about any magical effect, if they were good enough, or brave enough.

Still, my fingers did not reach the door, and not because magic leapt out at me to strike me down, but because someone unceremoniously yanked me away from the door at the last possible second. Just as I turned around to look at them, they jabbed something into my side. First there was searing pain, then there was paralysis of the body as thousands of volts of electricity coursed through me, and finally darkness as unconsciousness came.

When I came to, I couldn’t say how long after that moment of sudden, total electrocution that pushed me over the brink of consciousness, I was inside somewhere, in a dimly lit room that was a little too cold for my liking. I tried to sit up, but my muscles—every last one of them—were sore, and sluggish. There was no adrenaline running through me, only pain, and the odd electrical discharge that felt like a tiny muscle cramp.

A man pushed me onto my back as I tried to sit up. He had short, curly hair, olive skin, and a serious expression on his face, his deep brown eyes boring into me from behind a pair of reading glasses. But he couldn’t have looked older than twenty-one, maybe twenty-two. He had the look of the many, many students that came into and out of my library on a daily basis; conviction, sure, but also caution.

“Who the fuck are you?” I asked, and then, realizing with sharp horror, “Where the fuck is my book?” 

“We’re asking the questions,” he said, and from behind him, two more people showed up. One of them was a woman, dark skinned, with sharp features and her hair tied in corn rows. The other was a man that reminded me almost of a bulldog; he had a crew cut, tattoos on his biceps and forearms, and was wearing a shirt that was only desperately clinging to his massive body. Like the others, he also looked young, far too young for what I had been expecting to encounter, because I had no doubt in my mind I’d reached the people I had been looking for.

“I know who you are,” I said, lying slightly, “But you don’t know who I am. If you don’t give me back my book, there’s going to be trouble.” 

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” the woman said, gesturing toward me with her eyebrows. 

I turned my eyes onto myself and noticed not only that my jacket was gone, but symbols had been drawn on my skin with… paint? I sniffed. Some kind of organic, foul smelling paint. The marks were green, and browning in places, and as it dried, it was caking onto my skin like dirt. I’d have had to have been born yesterday to not know what had been done to me. They were nullification runes. From what I could understand, the runes wouldn’t kill me, not even if I tried to use magic, but they’d deliver a powerful shock similar to being tasered, and I didn’t want that again.

It wasn’t quite check-mate, but it was certainly check. 

“Alright,” I said, taking a breath, “Fine. I’ll try this another way—”

“How did you find us?” the man with the glasses asked.

“It was L…” the word burned against my tongue, “Levi. He told me how to find you.”

They stared at each other. “Where is he?”

“He’s… dead.” 

The woman’s eyes widened and her hand flew to her mouth. “Dead?” she asked, “What are you talking about?”

“We were in trouble, under attack by Brutes. He wanted me to get out and come to you so I could give you the book I was carrying. Tell me you have it, at least.”

“We do,” the man with the glasses said. He paused for a long moment, maybe remembering his fallen friend. Then, breathed deeply, shaking his head. “Fuck… I can’t believe it.” 

“I can,” the woman said, “He was always stupid like that.”

It was strange to hear people who looked younger than Levi call him stupid, but I guessed they knew him better than I did. There certainly was a feeling of camaraderie among the group, and Levi had called them his people before. “Look,” I said, “This is a really shit situation, but I need that book you took from me.” 

“What’s your name?” the man with the glasses asked.

“My… name? I’m Hailey…” 

“This is Ivy,” he said, pointing to the woman, “That’s Tank,” he gestured with his head to the man behind him, “And I’m…” he hesitated, “Morpheus.” 

I almost wanted to laugh. No, I really, really, wanted to laugh. Not only because of the choice of name, but also because the woman, Ivy, had rolled her eyes when he said it. These people were barely more than kids. What the hell kind of secret organization was this? Then reality hit me. They may have looked young, and inexperienced, but they had gotten the drop on me, and that was something, at least.

“M… Morpheus,” I echoed, “Okay, so, you agree there’s no way I would know about you unless Levi had told me, right?” 

Ivy nodded, as did Tank, then Morpheus did too. “Is he really dead?” Tank asked.

“I watched him… wait, no… I need my book back first.”

“First?” Ivy asked.

“If you are who you should be, then show me my book at least, then I’ll tell you what I know, because I didn’t just come here to get zapped and neutered. I need your help.”

“Our help?” Morpheus asked.

“Yes. I know—knew—Levi, I was helping him with something that got him and another mage killed. There are forces fighting over that book, I need to know that it’s safe at least.” 

Morpheus glanced at Ivy, who left the room we were in through a door on the other side of it. Looking around now, I noticed the room was plain white, it had a single bed on it, which I was sitting on, a fluorescent light shining down from above, and nothing else. Honestly, the place looked like a cell in a sanitorium. 

When Ivy returned, she had Peter Rabbit, complete with my dried blood stains, in her hand. She showed it to me from where she stood by the door, then offered it to Tank, who tucked it into his crossed arms. “Alright,” Ivy said, “You’ve seen the book, now it’s time for you to keep your end of the bargain and tell us what you know about Levi and what happened to him.” 

I took a breath and explained, as best I could, the events which started at the library, and culminated with me being here, skimming over some of the more boring parts just to keep things moving. As I spoke to them, two things became abundantly clear to me; the first was that the things I was saying weren’t being entirely believed by my audience. The second, was that my audience had never, ever, come across a Brute, let alone a demon. 

I could immediately see why my story was so far-fetched. 

“You don’t believe me,” I said.

“It’s not that…” Ivy started, but then stalled.

“How is it possible?” Morpheus asked.

“What?” I asked.

“That many Brutes… I’ve only ever heard of them, but from what I know you can’t just… that many? How?” 

I shook my head. “In truth, I don’t know. Demons and mages have been summoning Brutes for a very long time. Demons do it better that we do. There’s always some kind of sacrifice involved, sometimes it’s blood, other times it’s something else. For someone to have dragged so many of them to the place where Levi was killed, it must have cost them dearly. But it wasn’t just the Brutes—the station itself were dead, and what people I ran into were either not there or didn’t even register the station’s existence. Someone went to a great deal of trouble to trap Levi and me down there.” 

“What if somebody tricked you?” Ivy said. 

“Tricked me?”

She shrugged. “Made you believe…” 

My eyes narrowed. “I’m a Warlock. I can see through illusions.” 

“Not all of them,” Morpheus said, “Harlequins can create phantasms, illusions that have physical forms everyone around them can see, hear, and touch.”

“Look, I like to think I can tell a fake Brute from a real one. These things weren’t just there, they were cooking under the power of Levi’s magic. I could hear them, smell them. I’ve dealt with enough of them in my life to know the difference.” 

“So, say you’re telling the truth,” Morpheus said, “That means you’re dealing with a demon of considerable power.”

“Yeah, I’m aware of that. And that’s why I need your help.”

“What can we do?” Ivy asked.

“You can unlock whatever magic is protecting that book. It’s a Grimoire, and it’s at the center of this whole thing.”

“I know what it is,” Morpheus said, “I knew from the moment we took it out of your hands. The magic around it is powerful, and old. Very old.” 

“I need to know what’s behind the curtain. Levi and Nathaniel have died because of it.” 

The group exchanged concerned looks. “Alright, we’ll do it, but on one condition.”

Of course. “Let’s hear it.”

“When we’re done, when you have your answers, the book stays with us.” 

“What?”

“Ivy is a Shade, she can hide the book better than you can, even from demons. If you leave it with us, it’ll be safe, and you can go on your way.”

“I can’t just go on my way. There’s a demon chasing after me, and he’s clearly realized I’m not something to be fucked around with so he’s literally sending an army of Brutes after me. If I go back to the life I came from, I’ll just be putting innocent people in danger.” 

Even if some of those innocent people were, in fact, jerks. 

“That’s the only condition we’ll place on this,” Morpheus said. “Take it or leave it.”

I shut my eyes, breathed deeply, and sighed. “Fine,” I said, “Let’s just get this over with. The sooner I find out what all the fuss is about, the better.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

I watched from the side of the room as the group of young mages prepared to unlock the spell protecting Peter Rabbit, thinking, of course she got the drop on me—she’s a Shade. Shades were known for their affinity with stealth and darkness. They were unparalleled in their ability to conceal themselves, and even those around them, with their magic, but their powers went further than that, I knew; to a place this young woman, I didn’t think, had even felt yet. 

Morpheus was standing by what looked like a control room desk, covered in blinking monitors and panels alight with flashing text and numbers. Around me were several stacks of what looked like huge servers connected to each other and to this main control room desk by a series of thick, reinforced cabling. The ambient temperature of the room was easily ten degrees lower than it was outside. Luckily, I’d been given my jacket, so I wasn’t freezing, but it was still pretty damn cold.

“What is this place?” I asked. 

“This is our nerve center,” Ivy said, “From here we… watch.”

“Watch? Watch what?”

“Everything we can. We tap into street cameras, police frequencies, radio and TV broadcasts.” 

“But… why?”

“Because if something happens in the city, we want to know about it.”

“Wait a second, wait… you’re watchers, aren’t you?” 

Tank nodded. “That’s what we do.”

“We call ourselves the Eyes,” Morpheus said, “We watch over the city, over the people, the mages and non-mages. London is a big city; a lot of stuff happens here every single day. If we’re told of a contract that needs fulfilling, we try and make sure we’ve scouted the area we need to go to first.” 

“Is that what Levi did? Scout the university from here before going in?”

“Levi almost didn’t tell us about the old man’s contract,” Ivy said, “They’d had a history of working together, and he thought dealing with it without involving the rest of us was the best course of action.” 

“How did you find out?”

“He never was good at keeping a secret,” Tank put in. “Can’t lie to save his life. Goes all red and shit.” 

My heart wrenched. “That’s… damn, I wish I’d known that a while ago.” 

“Anyway,” Ivy said, “Yes, he did use this control room to tap into the university’s files, pull out a blueprint, access personnel records, whatever cameras he could. He had to do it quickly, though—the contract had a strict schedule.”

“I know, he told me.” I paused. “So… he would have seen my name on the personnel files, right?”

Ivy walked over to the console, tapped on the screen—it was a touchscreen—and then called me over. There, on the screen, was a list of everyone who worked at the university, and the library, including myself. Ivy tapped on the screen again, highlighting my name, only it wasn’t really my name. Hailey Jones was written on the screen. They didn’t know who I was.

Alright, so there wasn’t a huge leap between Hailey Matthews and Hailey Jones, but the pseudo name I had adopted had been enough to fool anyone I had ever met. It was something I had decided to do before leaving the US. Fame, or infamy, tended to follow a person wherever they went, and while a simple name change didn’t guarantee I would be protected from that little fact, it was the symbolism of the act that held meaning for me. 

New country, new name, new life.

“He did his research,” I said.

“I don’t think he expected to run into a mage, though,” Ivy said.

“I know he didn’t.” The ghost of a smile crossed my face. I had wanted to squirt him with that bottle so bad.

“I think I’m ready,” Morpheus said, snapping me out of the moment.

“What, that’s it?” I asked, “You’re ready, just like that?”

Morpheus grinned, then slid his glasses back into place on the bridge of his nose. “That’s it,” he said. “Wanna watch?” 

I nodded and walked up to him. “How long do you think it’ll take?”

“Not long.” The book was sitting on the control panel in front of him, the blood-stained Peter Rabbit staring off into the distance, looking almost afraid of what was about to happen to him. Morpheus laid the fingertips of his right hand on the book, then silently, under his breath, he began to speak. 

At first, I wasn’t sure what he was saying, but then as the words started coming out a little more forcefully, probably as the magic surrounding the book began kicking back at him in the way protective magic often did to those who would tamper with it, I started picking out words from what he was saying. He was speaking English, and he was quoting scripture. I wasn’t a religious person, but I could recognize scripture when I heard it, maybe not specifically what the verses were, but I could tell they were in fact verses, and maybe even what book, or theology, they had come from.

Morpheus seemed to be quoting the Holy Bible, probably the New Testament, though he was speaking too quietly for me to catch more than glimpses and fragments. As he spoke, the tips of his fingers began to lightly crackle and pulse with light, and slowly, surely, the façade that had been Peter Rabbit, began to melt away to ash as though burned, its flakes rising slowly into the air, spinning, then disappearing.

What was left when Morpheus was done was an unmarked, leather-bound, black book that looked to be in immaculate condition. Now, without the mask, I could feel the book, its vibrations, the power held within those pages. I had not been around many Grimoires in my time, in fact I hadn’t been in contact with any, now that I thought on it, so I hadn’t known what to expect. I was not, however, expecting to sense so much magic crammed into such a tiny object.

The others crowded around the book, eager to see what was inside, but as Morpheus went to flip the cover open, Ivy slapped it shut with her hand. “No,” she said, “We can’t.”

“We have to know what’s inside,” I said, “We need to know why these people want this book so badly.”

“What if it’s dangerous?”

“Oh, it’s fucking dangerous, alright,” Tank said, “Can’t you feel it?” 

“I can,” I said, “But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to know what’s inside. People are dead because of this; how many times am I going to have to say that?”

“But that wasn’t part of the deal,” Ivy said, “We said we’d unravel the magic, then the book would stay with us.”

“No, you said when I had my answers, the book would stay with you. I don’t have any answers yet.”

“She’s right, Ivy,” Morpheus said. “Anyway, the hard part is done. If the book was going to lash out at us, it would have done so already. Spells inscribed into a Grimoire can’t be triggered by accident, they’re magic cook books; you need to follow the instructions to make it work. I’ll say this, though—that protection spell wasn’t tough to crack, but it was old.”

“Does that mean something to you?” I asked.

He shrugged. “It’s probably nothing, or maybe it’s something. Whoever made the book look like something else did so because he or she wanted to hide it in plain sight, possibly in his or her own library. You know what, let’s say it was his, because I feel like the spell was woven by a man.” 

“So, the Grimoire itself doesn’t have any magic wards to break through?” I asked.

“No, though not for lack of trying.” 

“What does that mean?” Ivy asked.

“It means, whoever wrote this book enchanted it with a spell to prevent it from being magically sealed, or warded against being opened. That spell I can’t crack. It’s way out of my league. The phantasm, though, I could do, though whoever created it probably knows I just took it down.”

“Phantasm,” I echoed, “So, a Harlequin disguised this book…” 

“That looks like the case.” 

Harlequins were rare, almost to the point of being myths. I’d heard of them, during my time as an active member of mage society, but I’d never met one before, and didn’t think I ever would. I had heard down the grapevine that one had surfaced in New Orleans; from what I’d heard, she’d been helping local agencies to solve unsolvable crimes, and untangle supernatural webs, but this was a couple of years back, before America was the shit show it is now. Theirs was the power of fate, and phantasm, but they were loners, and nomads—they wanted nothing to do with mage society as a whole. Most lived secretive lives, rarely coming up for… anything at all; and one had touched the book sitting one the control panel in front of me. 

But there was no time to muse about stuff like that. I reached for Ivy’s hand and gently pulled it off the book. She resisted at first, but then drew her hand away entirely, allowing Morpheus to open the first page. Monsters didn’t jump out of the Grimoire, arcs of lightning didn’t shoot out and cook us where we stood; it was a perfectly normal book, though the writing inside of it looked like chicken scrawl, until I looked a little closer and realized that it only looked that way because someone had written on it with a real feather quill, probably a long, long time ago.

Morpheus took his time turning pages, allowing us all at least a couple of seconds to read what had been written inside. What had been written were instructions so complex, they could have given even the most experienced mage who tried to follow them a headache. There were notes about cosmic alignments, lists of physical ingredients necessary to create some kind of salve, instructions on how much spiritual energy was required, what kind, and how best to acquire it, and then, at the end, came the crux of the spell—the point of all that effort.

“No,” I said, shaking my head as if the book had just murdered someone in front of me. And hadn’t it? The book itself hadn’t, but in a roundabout way, yes, there was blood on this book’s hands—and not just Levi and Nathaniel’s. “That… no, no way.”

“This is a single spell?” Morpheus asked, trying to wrap his mind about it, his lack of experience really shining through now. None of them had any idea, really, of what they were seeing in front of them, what this book represented, what that magic did, or indeed, where—and when—the book had originated. 

This thing we had in our possession right now, was a thing of legend. Maybe it wasn’t known in every magic circle, but it was definitely spoken of in secret, in dark chambers, by hooded characters who dared not let their voices be heard. This book, and its contents, and the person who wrote it were, after all, responsible for the demonic infestation of the United States, and to speak of it was to invite the demonic into your life.

What does it mean now that we’ve touched it?

“Hailey?” 

Ivy’s voice snapped me out of the vortex my attention had been sucked into, and I stared at her, but not really at her, more through her. “What?” I asked.

“You’ve gone silent.” 

“We… we need to hide this book. Right now.”

“Do you know it?” Morpheus asked.

“I… I do,” I said. “I never thought I’d ever, in my entire life, come across it, but here it is.”

“What is it?” 

“That book… Jesus, I don’t even want to look at it.”

“Why not?” Ivy asked.

“Because it’s cursed. Haunted. Damned.” And yet, I had been touching it, holding it, sleeping with it, for the past twenty-four hours, which meant I was probably already past the point of being cursed, and haunted, and damned, if the stories were true. “That book is a weapon of mass destruction.”

“What?” Morpheus asked, his face growing paler by the second, “I don’t understand.” 

“I have to go back if I want to explain it, right the way back to when America wasn’t even an idea—when it was just a place where people from… here… fled to.” 

“Colonial times?” Ivy asked.

“Before we, British, got there, America belonged to the Natives. When we met them we, our mages, didn’t even consider that the Natives could also, themselves, be mages, but they were. They didn’t call themselves Scions, or Warlocks, or Shades, but the ideas were the same, the mages were the same, and their perils were the same, too. The only thing they didn’t have were guns, and so our side… won.” 

I said that last part heavily, like it weighed me down, and of course it did—I was talking about genocide—but it was important that I gave them the whole story. For a moment I couldn’t believe I was the one giving the answers instead of receiving them, but I had already received the answer I needed, because it had only been one answer; only one thing that told me everything I needed to know about that book.

“That’s in the history books,” Morpheus said, “I remember reading about the first mages meeting the Native mages.”

“Right. What no one wrote in the history books, though, was that with the Natives gone, there was no one left to protect the Hell Holes the Natives had been watching over.”

“Hell Holes… that I’ve never heard of.”

“They’re a carefully guarded secret, only a few people really know.”

“And how do you know?” Ivy asked, her eyes narrowed.

I breathed deep. “Because in a past life, I was a demon hunter and problem solver.” 

“Demon hunter… really? You don’t look like one.”

“My name isn’t Hailey Jones, it’s Hailey Matthews… Shannon Matthews was my sister.”

Silence filled the room. I could hear the beeping and whirring of the servers in the room, the soft whoosh of the air conditioning units… and my own heartbeat. 

“Shit,” Tank said. “I knew I recognized you.”

“You recognized me?”

“Think I’d seen your mugshot somewhere, yeah. Couple of years ago, maybe.”

“I stopped hunting almost two years ago,” I said, “My sister and I were well known, always on the move, always working for some mage or another who had a demon—or otherwise—problem. We attracted a lot of attention from the demonic, they knew us well.” 

“Okay,” Ivy said, shaking her head, apparently sick of the topic of my fame. I was too. “Back to Hell Holes. What are they?” 

“They’re the way demons get into the world. A long, long time ago, hordes of demons were a thing. They weren’t just an infestation, like roaches, they were an epidemic, a plague. They were everywhere. Records go back all the way to pre-Roman days of mage-Centurions doing battle with the things, hundreds, thousands of them. And then, one day, they just… weren’t anymore. It was a Warlock who found the first Hell Hole, this scar in the earth. When he reached into it with his mind, he went mad at hearing the voices of all those demons who suddenly found themselves trapped within their own realm. After, it seemed like every culture had its own encounter with Hell Holes, and its own way of keeping them shut. Demons still made their way through, sure enough, but maybe one demon managed to wriggle through every hundred or so years.”

“How does this relate to the Native Americans?” Morpheus asked.

“The Natives buried their dead around Hell Holes, believing the spirits of their deceased would serve as guardians. Then the Europeans started desecrating those burial grounds by building on top of them, sometimes knowingly, other times by accident. The process took decades, but slowly, whatever power kept the seals locked down started to crack, and more and more demons would seep through into the world. They were bound to the seal, though, and couldn’t freely move too far from it, but they didn’t need to. Once they were out, it didn’t take them long to start attaching themselves to mages, tempting them with secrets and magic they couldn’t dream of. One mage decided the process of opening a seal was taking too long, and he figured out a way to rip them open, totally open, with magic.” 

The three mages in the room all stared at the tiny, black, leather bound book on the console next to them. Tank went to pick it up, I almost stopped him, but I didn’t. He flipped through it quickly, then set it down again, shrugging. “Doesn’t feel cursed to me,” he said.

“That’s not the point,” Ivy said, “Haven’t you been listening?” 

“I have… some guy figured out how to bring demons into the world.”

“Oh, now you pay attention to something, huh?” 

“That’s enough,” Morpheus said, readjusting his glasses again. Though it was about as cold as the Arctic in here, sweat had started form on his forehead and on the bridge of his nose, causing his glasses to regularly need propping up. “We have to do something about this book, and we have to do it fast.”

“There’s nothing to do but hide it,” I said, “The book can’t be destroyed. It was written several hundreds of years ago, and look at it.”

“It looks brand new,” Tank said.

“It needs to be hidden. Can you—”

The lights, all the servers, all the consoles, suddenly went out in such a sudden rush it left my ears ringing and the impressions of dots and colored squares in my field of vision. I blinked, turned around, stunned almost, and then I felt it, that same incredibly powerful intelligence I had felt earlier today, shining like a beacon in the dark, alerting me—no—advertising its, his presence. My heart pounded hard against my chest, in my temples, my fingertips, sending pulses of blood racing through me so fast I could have passed out.

I had been followed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Emergency lights flickered on, bathing the dark, cold room in warm, red light that washed over the heads of several people standing before me, and at least two hulking Brutes. One by one, the screens on the console sprang to life, adding more light to the room, and then I could see the people standing in front of me, and the Brutes standing behind them. 

My hands balled into fists.

“Delilah,” I said, frowning. She had the demon with him, the one I had beaten into the dirt earlier on. 

“You should have just given me the book when I asked you the first time,” she said, “Gotten out while you could.”

“Maybe, but then your pet over there wouldn’t have had to go through the effort of conjuring half an army of Brutes for you.” Directing my attention at him, I said, “How much did that hurt?”

The demon glowered, his platinum hair turned red under the light. “Not as much as you think, Warlock.” 

“I guess you’re here to take the book from me?” I asked.

“We can do it the easy way or the hard way,” Delilah said, “I would rather we do this like mages, in a civilized way, but if you prefer we can do this the hard way, and we can fight you for it.”

“There’s four of us, and four of you.”

“You’re right, of the four of you, only one has ever faced a Brute before. The others look pretty horrified.”

I didn’t glance across my shoulder, didn’t give her the satisfaction. She was probably right, but I was hoping these three novices were holding their expressions tightly in check. “I’m not giving you this book,” I said, “You’re going to have to do this the hard way, but I warn you, when I start killing, I’m going to start with you.” 

“You’re going to kill me?” 

“Yes. I’ve killed mages before, and I’ll do it again if you give me no choice.”

“I’m not giving you a choice. Give us the book, or your group is going to start taking casualties.” 

I could sense the Brutes tensing, their ropy muscles flexing, that clicking sound they made starting to push its way into the relative silence of the room. This woman wasn’t kidding—she was ready to attack. I could feel the intent coming off her in waves, amplified by her agitated emotional state. But she hadn’t attacked yet, hadn’t made a move. Maybe she thought she didn’t have the strength to take us all on without suffering any casualties, or without herself becoming a casualty herself. If she had even the slightest idea of who I was, and by now I suspected she did, then she would want to play this carefully.

That meant she had another plan; another card to play, as Levi had once said. 

“What did he promise you?” I asked.

“He didn’t promise me anything,” Delilah said, “But he knows someone who will.”

“Someone?”

“Time’s running out, Hailey. I’m not about to stand here and recant my entire plan to you. The book, for your lives.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “No,” I said.

Delilah chewed the inside of her lip, I could see the edges of her jaw pushing out as she clenched. “Fine, then the book for his.” 

Out from the side somewhere, from behind one of the many racks of slowly powering up servers in the room, another lumbering Brute came into view carrying someone. He approached, moving into the space between both groups, into no-man’s land, and then unceremoniously dropped a body on the floor. My heart leapt and sank at the same time. It was Levi, he was alive, but even in the dimness I could tell he was injured, bleeding, and unconscious.

The Brute moved out of no-man’s land and joined its group. Delilah then sucked in a deep breath and drew herself up. A moment later, she pointed a slender index finger at Levi, and I watched it begin to glow with sharp, cold, blue light, light that illuminated the rest of her fingers, her hand, and some of her arm. She was readying a bolt of pure magic, a kill-shot that, if unleashed, would go right through Levi’s head, killing him instantly.

“The book,” she warned, “Or he dies in front of you. Again.” 

My heart started to pound, now, beating rapidly with the chaos happening inside of my mind. It was a simple choice, but also an incredibly complicated one. Levi was alive, he hadn’t died at the claw-tipped hands of Brutes in the London Underground, but he was about to die at the will of this crazy, power-hungry Scion I was sure he’d had some kind of thing with in the past. 

Then there was the book; literally the key to unlocking the gates of hell itself and unleashing hordes, and hordes of demons into the world. There was a reason why only America was rife with demons, and that was because demons had to remain close to the holes they crawled out of. The book, and the spell, was a relatively new concoction that hadn’t yet made its way into Europe, but now it was here, and if that book was used to start opening seals around the continent, then… the word Armageddon came to mind.

I shook my head. “You can’t be serious,” I said. “Think about what you’re doing.” 

“I have thought about it,” Delilah said, “And I figure, the world is going to hell anyway. By the time the demons all get up here, I don’t want to be one of the poor bastards fighting them back and dying for nothing; I want to be a Queen, a ruler. So, decide. Now.”

Behind me, I knew, the others were watching. With the demon next to her, tricking Delilah into thinking I was giving her the right book would be impossible; he would know I was trying to mess with her brain. But there was no way to take him down without her killing Levi then and there. I was sure she could do it with a single bolt of primordial magic, I had seen it before—had witnessed it first-hand when Shannon…

I can’t let it happen again.

I reached for the book to a chorus of deep breaths from behind me, then I tossed it in her direction. The demon, having anticipated that inevitable course of action, was already in position to catch it effortlessly. He quickly tucked it into his jacket’s inside pocket and returned to Delilah’s side. For a mad, heart-pounding moment later I thought she would kill Levi anyway. I mean, why not? She had what she wanted, right? But the glow at the tip of her finger went out, and she relaxed.

“Thank you,” she said, “For making the right choice.”

“You really have no idea what you’re doing,” I said, “They’re not going to give you what you want—they’re just going to kill you, once you’re not useful to them anymore.”

“Maybe, or maybe not. But they’ll definitely kill you when the time comes, so I’m going to save my energy and take off. And I know you won’t follow me, because you’re perfectly aware of my associate’s capabilities… I guess you’re stuck here for the next hour or so. I would hurry and find a med-kit, though; I’m not sure Levi has that long.” 

Delilah turned around and started to move, walking between the two Brutes and heading toward the door at the far end of the room, tucked away behind the servers. That door led outside. I wasn’t sure how they had broken in without being detected, without even being heard, but that didn’t matter now. The demon grinned, winked, and followed Delilah. A moment later, the Brutes did the same, lumbering after their masters like huge, hulking drones.

When they were gone, I rushed to Levi’s side and tapped his face. He was unconscious, and not moving. Checking his pulse, I found it weak, barely anything at all. “He needs help,” I said.

“Out of the way,” Tank said, barging past his two friends. He knelt beside Levi, took his hand, and held it tightly between his.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

Tank looked at me, then back at Levi without saying a word. When his hands began to glow light green, the color of spring grass under a bright sun, I knew, Tank was a Primal; a mage with power over life itself, over the human body, the bodies of animals. With a touch, he could heal another person’s wounds. With a thought, he could gain the strengths and traits of any number of animals. I had seen Primals fight before; they were capable of incredible brutality. But there was also this side to them, the softer side. 

They were givers and takers, and right now, he was giving Levi a new lease on life.

Levi’s eyes shot open and he coughed hard. I placed my hand on his chest and hushed him. “It’s alright,” I said, “You’re with us.” 

“Hailey?” he croaked. “How did you…?” 

“Don’t worry about it. Just rest.”

Ivy crouched beside Levi and angled her head a little. “Glad to have you back in the world of the living,” she said, then she looked up at me, “But now what the fuck are we gonna do? You just gave them the book.”

“I’m only going to say this once, but everyone needs to shut up for the next hour. Delilah was right. We can’t do anything until then.” 

“An hour?” Morpheus asked. “Why?” 

“Just be quiet.” 

The others stared at each other, then eventually sat down around Levi who was slowly starting to regain his strength. Around us, as the minutes ticked over into tens of minutes, the computers and servers began to turn on again, lights flashing, screens flickering to life, panels lighting up. It was a little like watching a lightshow unfold, and it gave the eyes something to do while the mind muddled over the problems we faced. 

My phone started to buzz after an hour had passed. I turned the buzzing off and slipped it back into my pocket, breathing deeply, then exhaling.

“Can we talk now?” Ivy asked.

“We had to wait,” I said, “You’ve never faced a demon before, but the most important thing to know about them is that they can see into the future.” 

“They can what?” Morpheus said, eyes wide. 

“It’s why they’re always one step ahead of whoever they’re facing. They know what you’re gonna do before you do it. We needed to wait until he was gone, and then we needed to wait for a full hour to pass because he would have been able to follow exactly what we were doing for that next hour even while he wasn’t here.”

“That’s entirely fucked up,” Ivy said.

“I know,” I said.

“Okay, so, we can talk about the book then, right? Morpheus asked. “They have it… isn’t that bad? I mean, now they have it…”

“Yes, they do, but they can’t use it until the next lunar eclipse. That much I know. We have time.”

“How much time?” Ivy asked.

“Checking,” Morpheus said, looking the information up on his phone. “What else do you know about the ritual?”

“Not much… I’ve never read the book properly. Maybe if we had it we could more easily track down where they’re likely to go to carry it out, but without it that’s gonna be difficult.” 

“Good thing I’ve got a photographic memory,” Tank said, out of nowhere.

“What?” I asked.

Tank shrugged. “I skimmed the book, so I know every page. Ask me a question, or better yet, I’ll draw up a picture.” 

“Holy shit, that’s amazing.” 

“That’s not the only trick we have,” Ivy said, standing up. She moved around to the other side of the room, seemed to dig her finger into the wall itself, and then a door that looked like part of the wall slid open. “Escape route,” she said, grinning. “This place is compromised, but we have another spot we can go to.”

Tank stood and helped Levi up. “Thanks,” Levi said.

“No problem, man,” Tank replied, clasping him on the shoulder, “Just don’t fucking go dying on me again, yeah?” 

“I didn’t die…” 

“Sure as well might have, tosser.”

Levi smiled, then turned to look at me as the others gathered some personal supplies and began heading for the door. “Thanks,” he said.

“For what?” I asked, tucking a lock of red hair over my shoulder. 

“For saving my life.”

“You saved mine once, I guess that makes us even. I don’t like owing people.”

His smile turned into a grin. “You sure you want to come with us?” he asked, “Once we pass through that door, there’s no going back.”

I looked at the door, then at him. “What is there to go back to?” I asked. “I can’t go home, and I’ve taken a week off work. I guess I’ll treat this like a vacation.” 

“And you get to see my face as often as you want to, so…” 

“Oh yeah, I forgot about that. Is it too late to change my mind?” I asked, walking past him and toward the door. 

I was joking with him, but there was part of me, a part larger than I would have cared to admit, that detested the idea of continuing along this path. Because beyond that door, there were dragons—the same dragons that brought about the untimely death of the only person in the world I ever really cared about. I wasn’t ready to go back there. I was going to make mistakes. Hell, I thought I had made one tonight. Choosing Levi over the fate of the planet, gambling on the knowledge that we had, at least, until the next lunar eclipse to stop Delilah from carrying the ritual out, wasn’t a decision I would have made two years ago.

I probably wouldn’t have made it two days ago. And yet, here I was. The dice had been cast, the cards played. I was about to dive even deeper into a world I had so vehemently wanted to get away from. It was true what they said. Mages didn’t go out looking for danger, looking for problems to solve. 

Danger always found them, whether they liked it or not.
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TWISTED FATE, CHAPTER ONE

 

Ever had a feeling that tonight is the night? That warm, excited anticipation that gnaws at the pit of your stomach like a saw biting into a wooden log, back and forth, back and forth. You don’t always know where the feeling comes from, but it fills you with an almost nervous energy, the kind that makes a person bounce their knee, or bite their nails, or in my case, very nearly spill a frozen mango daquiri on one of my customers. 

If I hadn’t stopped to fix the braid I had plaited my long, thick, black hair into in front of the mirrored wall behind the bar before picking the drink up and taking it over to table four, I’d have turned around and walked straight into the boy hurrying to the bathroom. Who said vanity was good for nothing? But the boy had managed to run right past me, allowing me to leave the daquiri with the older man in the bowling shirt at table four. Thank the universe for small favors.

“Here you go,” I said, “Could I get either of you anything else while I’m here?” 

“No, thank you, sweetie,” the woman sitting at the table said. She has lipstick on her teeth. My head tilted to the side. I hadn’t noticed it until now, but once seen, it couldn’t be unseen.

Through sheer force of will, I snapped myself out of it and smiled. “No problem. I’ll bring you guys the check, then.” 

The woman thanked me again, and I headed away from table four to table six, where a couple had just finished having dinner. Sweet Duke’s Eatery wasn’t a huge restaurant; it was cozy, and warm, with a modern aesthetic. There were two TV’s, one on either far wall, a long bar running between them. Tables which could seat four people were scattered around the floor, though in one corner of the room, three tables had been pushed together to accommodate an office party of about eleven. 

At most we could get, maybe, forty people seated at one time, but the restaurant was always packed during the dinner rush and that meant it was always difficult to walk around inside during the evening. This was owed in part to the restaurant’s location—a choice spot on the corner of Decatur and Toulouse Street, walking distance to the port where the Steamboat Natchez departs on its twice daily cruises of the Mississippi River. There was plenty of foot traffic that came along this side of New Orleans’ French Quarter, and that meant plenty of tips. 

My unqualified ass had been lucky to get the job; and even luckier to get a $20 tip on a $40 check.

“What the fu—” I almost blurted the word out but managed, somehow, to stop myself. There are kids around, Andi! “—frack,” I said under my breath, staring at the two twenty-dollar bills. Had they made a mistake? I looked around for the couple, but they were gone and had been gone for a few minutes. Then I checked the receipt slip, and there it was, written in blue pen right next to tip amount, a big $20. 

I took the check and the $40 to the till where Lucia was working, tapping at the register, completing orders, registering payments. When I handed the check and the $20 over, she stared at the $20 in my hand and then turned her eyes up at mine, cocking a quizzical eyebrow and resting her hand on her hip. 

“Embezzlement is a crime, you know,” she said.

I showed her the receipt. “Only if you’re actually stealing money, so this is legit mine.” 

“Holy hell. Drinks are on you tonight then, huh?” 

“As if $20 would buy us both drinks all night. I could probably buy myself one or maybe two drinks, depending on where we went.” 

“Or it could buy us both the first round. That sounds pretty good, doesn’t it?” She turned her attention to the till and processed my check. “You know, I think it does,” she said to herself, “Yes, we’re going out tonight.” 

“Out? I can’t.”

“Can’t? Why?” 

“Because. I know you think I’m flushed with cash, but I’m an adult who pays rent; I need this to buy food with.”

She shut the till and turned to look at me again, her eyebrows furrowed, her brown eyes insistent. “When was the last time you had a little fun?”

“I have fun.” 

“Staying home to watch Survivor isn’t fun.” 

“Maybe not to you, but I like watching it.” 

“It’s on tonight, isn’t it? That’s why you’re staying home…” 

I bit my lower lip and turned my eyes away. “Maybe…” I said. 

“I knew it! C’mon, Andi. Come out with me tonight. Who the hell watches appointment television these days, anyway? Just record it.” 

“Uh, and risk spoilers? No thanks.” 

“It’s Survivor, not Game of Thrones. I doubt the internet is going to spoil it for you.” 

“Luce… I really don’t want to go out drinking tonight, okay? I’m happy for some company, though? If you want to come over and watch TV with me?” 

Lucia pouted in a way that would make anyone in the world want to make her smile. “You’re no fun.” 

“I believe you’ll find if you gave my hobbies a chance that I’m very fun.” 

“Survivor is a show, not a hobby, and you’re boring as fuck right now.” 

“Okay, that’s not fair.” 

Lucia took my shoulders and put on the kind of dramatic face only she could muster. “Is it so wrong that I just… I just want to go out tonight, maybe have a drink, maybe two… maybe meet some handsome young man, spark up a conversation and… maybe, if I’m lucky, I can get me some.” She was grinning when she said that last part. Between her immaculately kept afro, her flawless face, and enviably long legs, Lucia never had any problem getting some on a night out.

“Seriously?” 

“Oh, come on. When was the last time you got some?” 

I had to think about it for a second, really think, and that alone was cause for concern. “Uh… Brandon.” 

“Brandon? Really? That was the last time you had a little fun? Didn’t you break up like, a year ago?” 

“Yes.” 

Lucia shook her head. “Girl, you need to get laid. Come out with me tonight, let’s have some adventure.”

“Again, tempting, but I’m going to get all the adventure I need from the comfort of my own sofa.” 

“Not with a man, you won’t,” Lucia grumbled under her breath.

“Yeah, anyway, you can bitch all you like, but I’d still love to have you at my place tonight? Think about it and—”

“You shut that pretty mouth of yours right up,” Lucia said, smothering my mouth with her hand and pointing at the front door.

I turned my head, awkward thanks to the presence of her hand around my face, and then I saw them; a trio of the most intriguing men I had ever seen. They seemed to hesitate outside one of the restaurant’s doors for a moment, seemingly deciding whether or not to come inside. Lucia and I watched, neither of us breathing, as they made their decision, finally nodding in unison before heading into the restaurant.

“Holy… hell…” Lucia said. “Dibs.” 

“Dibs? What?” I asked.

Lucia started moving around the till, but the phone rang at that very second. She stared at the phone, which was closer to her than it was to me. I stared too, watching the little light on the phone’s base unit flash. Lucia then rolled her eyes and reached for the phone, pulling it off the base. 

“Dammit. You’re going to have to wait on them,” she said, bringing the phone up to her ear. Before I could object, she pressed the answer button on the phone. “Sweet Duke’s, how may I help you?” 

I swallowed and turned to look at the guys. They’d chosen table nine, one of the ones closest to the doors, to the street. Taking a deep breath, I grabbed three menus and started on my way to where they were sitting, but not before giving myself one final glance in the long mirror behind the bar; and rolling my eyes. 

Over the hours my once neat braid was now beyond repair, no matter how many times I had tried to fix it throughout my shift. The heat and humidity had also made it difficult to wear a full face of makeup, but I had learned a long time ago that my naturally tanned skin didn’t need much in the way of cosmetics in order to look clean and youthful—apparently; I couldn’t see it. So, all I usually needed to do was apply a little mascara and a touch of matte red lipstick, often a slightly darker shade of red, and I was at least presentable.

It’ll have to do, I thought, approaching the table where the three men were sitting. 

As I arrived, I caught the tail end of a conversation they’d been sharing. I wasn’t sure why, but I had half expected them to be talking about sports; maybe because two of them looked like football players, and one of them looked like he managed a football team… but they weren’t talking about football. In fact, the more I thought about what they had been saying, the less I believed my own ears.

He, the manager, brought a set of bright, blue eyes—irises surrounded by a ring of silver—to bear on me, and for an instant I froze in my tracks. They were beautiful, the most intense set of eyes I had ever seen in my entire life, the kind of eyes that belonged to a man who with a look could command the attention of whoever was unfortunate enough to be caught under the weight of his gaze. His eyebrows climbed, and his lips pursed slightly. 

“What can I get you?” he asked.

“Huh?” I asked.

His lips tugged into a sly smile. “That’s what you should be asking us, isn’t it? That or some variation of the phrase.”

“Oh, right, yeah, sorry… welcome to Sweet Duke’s, my name’s Andrea—Andi, for short. Can I start you guys off with some drinks?”

“Just three beers for now is fine.” 

“Tap or bottle?”

“Nola Blonde will do, if you’ve got it.”

On the tablet I was holding, I tapped on the Locally Brewed Beer button three times, sending the order directly to the bar. “And do you know what you’d like to eat? The gumbo here is the best gumbo in town.” 

“I saw the sign outside… I also saw three other signs claiming the same down the street.” 

“Yeah, don’t believe those guys; we’re the best. Po boys are pretty amazing here too, but I’d go with the classic Duke Burger, that one’s my favorite.” 

“I think we’ll need a minute.”

“Speak for yourself,” one of the other guys said. The first thing I noticed about him wasn’t the size of his shoulders and arms, it wasn’t the fullness of his lips, it wasn’t his chiseled jaw or the way his hazel eyes were focused on me like laser beams; it was the tattoos creeping out from under the short sleeves of his black t-shirt that was so tightly pressed against his skin, his muscles seemed ready to burst out of it at a moment’s notice. A dangerous, almost primal energy seemed to radiate from him, but where that energy felt dangerous, it was also protective, like he could just wrap you up in a hug and make all of the bad things in the world fall away.

“Oh?” I asked, “Do you know what you’re having?” 

“I’ll take a burger,” he said, “Fries, and extra sauce on the side.” 

I took his order, tapping the screen as I went, careful not to let my slightly trembling fingers send the wrong information to the kitchen. I had only ever done that once before, a couple of months ago. Needless to say, the vegetarian wasn’t impressed to have been served a cheese burger with extra bacon. 

Satisfied that I’d sent the right order to the kitchen, I ripped my eyes away from one muscular, gorgeous man, only to settle them on another, equally muscular man. He was wearing a buttoned-down shirt, the white playing contrast to his brown skin. He had thick black hair, shaved at the sides of his head, the rest kept in tight dreadlocks. When he smiled at me I saw a mouth filled with the pearliest, whitest teeth, and his deep, brown eyes lit up with the rest of his face. 

“How’s it going, Andi?” he asked.

“I’m g-good… what can I get you?” 

“Shrimp po boy for me, with a little extra remoulade sauce, and extra pickles. See if it’s really as good as you say it is.”

I tapped the tablet and sent his order to the kitchen, nodding as I went. “I hope it doesn’t disappoint you! I’m sure it won’t, in fact.”

“I hope not, otherwise I’ll just have to come back here and try something else.”

We wouldn’t want that, would we? I swallowed and shook the warm, fluttering feeling building in my stomach loose, then turned my attention to the manager, who was sitting with his menu shut, his hands folded neatly above it. He picked the menu up and handed it to me, never once taking those blue eyes off me. It was almost as if he was trying to look into me, trying to figure me out with just a stare. I felt naked in front of him, and not in the good kind of way.

“What do you recommend that isn’t a burger or a po boy?” he asked.

“You should get the gumbo for sure, it’s pretty good.”

“Pretty good? I thought it was the best in town.”

“It is. I mean, of course it is. Have you ever had gumbo?” 

“I’m not from here, so no.” 

“Then you should definitely try it at least once. People who visit New Orleans and don’t try all of the food we have to offer are doing a disservice to their taste buds.”

His eyes narrowed, and I caught a light flash past them—not a glow coming from within, not a light emanating from behind, but almost like a gleam reflecting off them. A shiver ran up and along the length of my spine, and again, I didn’t like the sensation. This guy also had a dangerous quality about him, but rather than feeling like a bear, he felt like a serpent; cunning and guile, with an almost ancient wisdom.

“You’ve convinced me, then,” he said, the corner of his mouth pulling upwards slightly. 

I put his order through too, then glanced around the table so as to not meet his piercing stare head on. “Alright, well, if there’s anything else, you just call me. I’ll be back with your drinks.”

Turning around, I headed away from the table as fast as I could without looking suspicious or losing awareness of my surroundings. By the time I returned to the till, Lucia was off the phone and seemed to have been watching the interaction unfold from across the bar. She arched an eyebrow at me as she poured the beers I had put in for from the tap. 

“Well?” she asked, “How’d it go with tall, dark, and handsome over there?”

“How did what go?” I asked.

“You know, it?” 

“I took their order…?”

“And did you score a number, too?” 

I tutted and rolled my eyes. “Did I get a number? No, I didn’t score their numbers. Why would I do that?”

“Because men like those don’t just walk into our restaurant every night. You got lucky, and if you play your cards right, you can get lucky—fuck, we both can! It’s perfect.”

I shook my head. “Yours and my definition of perfect are totally different.” 

“Whatever. If you aren’t going to encourage this, then I’ll have to do it on my own.” Lucia turned around to face the mirror, pushed her breasts up, then turned around and grabbed the tray with the three beers she had just poured. With a wink, she said, “Watch the queen at work.”

“Luce, no!” I hissed, but she was already gone, wiggling her ass all the way to table nine, and as much as I loathed the idea of her trying to get their numbers, I also couldn’t look away. She was in many ways like a predator, only she didn’t use claws to trap and kill her victims; she used her sexuality. 

I watched her flirt, and smile, and lean appropriately close to Mister Manager while giving the tattooed one a view of her ass. With her dark skin and long, flowing black hair which she also kept in a tail while she worked, she was the image of a panther hunting in the jungle, and they were all lesser creatures, lapping her up. What I would have given for a sliver of her confidence… although I would never tell her that, though. No need to inflate her ego more than it already was.

Having said, when I looked over at Mister Manager, I caught his eyes bearing down on… me, not Lucia.

When she was done getting what she wanted, she turned around and started on her way back to the bar, stopping at table one to collect their finished plates, and then dropping them at the window to the kitchen. She shot me a smug look as she walked behind me and went over to the till, but I couldn’t help noticing she hadn’t come back with a piece of paper and three numbers on it.

“Did you just fail?” I asked.

“Nope,” she said, grinning, “We’re going out.” 

“What? You and which one?”

“Us, and all three, tonight after work. You’re definitely going to have to watch Survivor tomorrow, and I’m not taking no for an answer.”

“N—”

I was about to object, but Lucia pressed her hand against my mouth again. “Nope. You’re coming, and that’s final. It’s gonna be a really good night, and you’re gonna thank me in the morning when you’re waking up next to one of those beautiful men.” 

She released my mouth. “As if,” I said, “They don’t want anything to do with me.”

“You don’t know that.” 

The phone rang again, and Lucia answered it. As she did that, I walked around the restaurant clearing checks and tables, answering requests for more drinks, more ketchup, and more complimentary bread and butter—we made the softest in-house rolls this side of the Mississippi, and no one else on the street could claim that. 

Every once in a while, I would feel a set of eyes on me, and whenever I’d glance back, there was a chance I would catch one of those guys looking at me, maybe figuring me out, or sizing me up, I wasn’t sure. In the end I decided to go out with Lucia and those three good looking men, not because I thought it would be good fun, but because I didn’t trust those guys, and I needed to make sure Lucia was going to be okay. New Orleans did have the highest missing person per-capita in the entire United States, after all. 

Tonight wasn’t going to be the night, as the feeling I’d had suggested; it was going to be a long night, and there was a difference.
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