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My entire world is about to burn.

 

There is a secret war being waged in London’s magic underground, but now that war is going to spill out into the world of humans. I know what Cerberus wants, he covets the power of the infernal Hellfire, and with Reaper on his team his chances of getting it have gone up tenfold. With the Eyes hamstrung as we are, I don’t see light at the end of the tunnel; only more darkness.

 

That’s when the first body shows up, and everything changes.

 

If we’re going to beat Cerberus, we need to act fast, we need to hit hard, and we need more than a little luck on our side. But all the luck in the world won’t save us if that Warlock gets his hands on the Hellfire.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Levi and I stepped out of the Underground station together, my arm locked into his, bodies pushed close, but only for warmth; let’s not get it twisted. 

To say our night had gone well was probably… accurate. It had gone as well as it could’ve gone when you considered we were mages caught in the sights of one of the biggest, most powerful criminal organizations in the world. They called themselves the Families, but they were also known as the magic mafia. I wasn’t sure which I liked best, but I digress. In the midst of all this, Levi and I had decided to go out for dinner and a movie—but it wasn’t a date, we’d both made that clear going in.

All we’d wanted was an escape from everything that was happening, a single night of normal I’d been craving ever since he found his way into my library. We hadn’t gone out with the intention of catching any one particular movie, hadn’t even planned our itinerary. I’d just decided I was hungry and bored, then Levi suggested we catch dinner and a movie, and we left, just like that. 

It turned out to be a superhero movie we’d managed to make it to. 

“Feels like it’s always a superhero movie, nowadays,” I said, “Can you remember the last time you caught a non-superhero picture at the movies?” 

“Picture?” Levi asked, grinning. 

“As in motion picture?” 

“No, I know what you meant, I’ve just never heard someone refer to them as that.” 

I shrugged. “Anyway, it was a good movie… and that lobster was delicious. I wasn’t expecting that. The last time I’d eaten lobster was back in Boston about… damn, almost three years ago. I can still remember the way the butter melted into the roll… fuck, I’m getting hungry again.” 

“Wanna stop by one of these fast food places? We can grab a burger or something.” 

“You did not just suggest a lady have seconds…” 

Levi seemed taken aback by that. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“Dude, relax,” I scoffed, “Lady? Really?”

“Hey, I don’t know what you want to be called.”

“Hailey is fine… Persephone if you’re feeling formal.” 

“I’m not sure which I like more…” 

A blast of cold air hit me, biting at my nose and the tips of my ears. I hugged Levi’s arm more tightly as we turned the corner onto the street where our apartment was. Every shopfront was open, most of them selling fast-food, others selling groceries or electronics, others giving haircuts or manicures. It was a lively street, and passing by the shops offered a moment of blessed warmth as heat spilled out onto the sidewalk. 

“I was thinking…” Levi said.

“Thinking about?” 

He sighed. “Sorry, I don’t mean to bring it up.” 

“Bring what up?”

“Just thinking about what Cerberus is up to…” 

“Levi, man, why’d you gotta do that? I thought we weren’t going to talk about any of that while we were out tonight.” 

“Exactly, see? I spoke before thinking. I shouldn’t have said anything.” 

Silence hung us as we moved down the street, walking past the fast food joints and salons, though I could tell he had something on his mind right now, something he wasn’t going to let go. “I didn’t mean to snap,” I said, pausing again, “Say what you were going to say?” 

“He’s been too quiet… I just think he’s been too quiet.” 

I nodded. “I get that. I’ve felt the same… but, I mean, we get to enjoy stuff like this, and you have no idea how I’ve wanted to just have a normal night.”

“I think I have an idea.” 

When I looked up at him, he was grinning. “Oh, because I’m always banging on the same drum? I like to think that toned down a while ago.”

“It did, I’m only messing with you.”  

“Good, I’m glad to hear it.” I paused, then, reminiscing. “Hard to think it’s only been a couple of weeks since you showed up at my library, huh?” 

He nodded. “A couple of weeks since the Brutes in the Underground.” 

“A couple of weeks since I fought a demon, hand to hand.” 

“A couple of weeks since I was captured…” 

“Couple of weeks since I was captured—and by kids, no less.” 

“Hey, they Eyes aren’t just kids. We’re pretty good at what we do.” 

“Oh, I’m not disputing that now, trust me. Arrogantly I thought you were all inexperienced kids who got the drop on me because I wasn’t thinking straight and not because you were actually good at your job. I always got the impression Ivy was probably the most experienced of the group, though.”

“That’s because Ivy was the one who found us all; she’s the reason the Eyes even exist.” 

I tilted my head. “What do you mean?” 

“I mean, the Eyes were her cabal.” 

Tugging on Levi’s arm caused him to stop in the middle of the sidewalk. We were standing in front of a Chinese place, and the smell wafting out of the front door was divine. In the side alley, a man wearing a chef’s apron was smoking a cigarette, lazy blue tresses floating into the night air above his head. 

“Wait… so, what happened there?” I asked, “Did she have another cabal or something?” 

“I was the first person she recruited, then together we brought Morpheus and Tank in. Nerve was Morpheus’ idea—he already had a server and an almost fool proof way of hacking into open-network surveillance systems. But before me, I don’t know… she’d told me she was part of a group who made it their point to scour the city for bad guys, and that they called themselves the Eyes, but I never met anyone from that time.” 

“That’s really strange… how come no one’s ever mentioned this to me before?”

Levi shrugged. “It’s never come up. We’ve always got a hundred and fifty other things going on at the same time, finding the right moment to give you a history lesson about our cabal was furthest from my mind, at least.”

I shook my head. “When did you start taking contracts from other mages? Before or after you joined?” 

“Before. I paid for my studies that way.” 

“Okay… shit, how didn’t I know any of this?” 

“We’ll talk to Ivy about it tomorrow, yeah? I mean, if you’re really curious, we may as well.” 

“I am curious. I feel like I don’t know much about any of you. Least of all Tank. We haven’t spent any time together.”  

“Between us, I think Tank’s a little intimidated by you.” 

“Bullshit… why?” 

“You’re a strong woman, and strong men are usually intimidated by strong women.” 

“That’s a generalization, right there.” 

“Maybe, but I also have a little historical evidence to back it up. Tank’s last girlfriend? She was the kind of girl who bought designer iPhone covers and wouldn’t be caught dead leaving the house without a perfect set of curls.” 

“Wow… I always thought he’d be into, like, rock chicks or something.”  

“Yeah, bit of a shocker, really, but in a strange way they suited each other. She was just as into fitness as he was, so they were always working out and stuff.”

“What happened?”

“I don’t actually know. One day she was here, the next day she was gone. Tank didn’t really open up about it, and I didn’t want to pry.” 

A crossing light ahead turned red and I waited for the tall, red busses to go past. It always impressed me that there were so many at this time of night, and that they were so frequent. You really could get around London, cheaply and efficiently, no matter what time of the day or night it was. 

“I’m really glad we got to do something like this tonight,” Levi said.

“Like this?” I teased, “And what’s this?” 

“Not a date.”

“No?” 

“You made that pretty clear.”

I paused just long enough to break the tension. “Seriously, though, thank you… I’ve had a great time tonight. Going out was a pretty good suggestion.”

“I think you’ll find I’m full of good ideas.”

“Really? Because I seem to recall a bunch of your ideas being incredibly reckless and badly thought out, even if they were a little chivalrous.” 

“Well I am full of good ideas, and for my next good idea… I think we should do this again.” 

I didn’t let him see it, but a grin had stretched across my face. “Do you really think that’s a good idea? When would we even find the time?”

“I don’t know. When this is all done, and we’ve kicked the bad guys to the curb?” 

“Kicked the bad guys to the curb… you know, you could just say kick those motherfuckers in the teeth, and it’d be fine.”

“Yes, well, I didn’t. I have a condition, though.” 

“And what’s that?” 

He stopped me at the foot of an alley between two identical low-rise residential buildings, brown and uninspiring. The ground floor of one was a laundromat, the other a pound saver shop. A breeze passed between us, ruffling his hair and mine. A current followed it, one which made the hair on the nape of my neck stand on edge. 

“Next time, I want to call it a date,” he said.

I stared at him, eyes narrowed and focused on his. “Levi…” 

“Hear me out. You had a good time tonight, yeah?” 

“I did.” 

“So, let’s do it again. No pressure, though. No where or when or how just yet. Just… say yes.” 

I turned my eyes away from his and chewed the inside of my lip. Above us a 737 was passing, flying low on its approach vector to London’s Heathrow Airport. There wasn’t a single moment of the day where you couldn’t look up and spot at least one of those things in the sky, its red and white lights blinking. In my periphery I caught another blinking light—bright and difficult to miss but gone in an instant.

“I—” my words started to form, when something slammed into the ground only a few feet away from me with a wet, squelching sound. 

Warm specks of liquid touched the sides of my face, and I didn’t have to look to verify that it was blood, but I looked anyway. I couldn’t stop myself. It was a body that had fallen and hit the ground with a sickening crack. Blood coated the nearest wall, the smell of it starting to quickly fill the area. A cat scampered out of the alley, busting through a small pile of bin bags sitting on the corner and hissing as it went. 

I hadn’t taken a breath in what felt like minutes. My chest had tightened, my throat closing to the size of a pin hole. I wasn’t sure how much blood there was on my face, maybe only a light spray, but it felt like altogether way too much blood. My stomach lurched, but Levi grabbed my hand and that simple action pulled the world back into focus.

“Oh… my God…” I managed to say. 

“Fuck… fuck, fuck,” Levi cursed, “What the fuck was that?” Levi could see it, I was sure he could, we were standing side by side, he had asked the question anyway, as if maybe he didn’t want to believe what he was seeing. “We… we need to call someone…” 

My throat opened again, allowing me to breathe and exhale again. “Wait,” I said, struggling with the word. “Wait.” 

“Wait for what? We need to call the police.”

Slowly, carefully, though more out of shock than out of choice, I approached the mangled body lying in a crumpled heap on the concrete floor. It was a woman’s body that had dropped in the gap between buildings like a piece of meat fallen off the back of a couch, and the reason why I was approaching her was because I thought… maybe… I recognized her.

“Hailey, what are you doing?” Levi asked, his voice a harsh whisper. He hadn’t moved into the alley and looked like something of a lookout standing at the edge of it, though the coast seemed clear for now. How no one else had heard what had just happened was beyond me. The sound had been so loud it had probably echoed far enough for someone to have heard it.

The sight of her, though, was worse than the sound. The woman’s feet and legs were twisted in ways they ought not twist. Her hands were tucked underneath her body, which lay in a pool of its own blood; blood that was rapidly spreading and finding its way into a nearby gutter. The corpse’s head, though, was oddly intact, and it bore the face of a woman, her eyes wide with fear, her expression fixed into a death grimace which it would likely keep for all time.

“Holy shit…” I said, staggering back as if I had been hit by a phantom fist. 

“What?” Levi was getting impatient now, I could feel it.

“It’s her…” 

“Her? Who is her?” 

“Reaper’s Proximus—Bacchus.” 

“Wait a second… what are you saying?” 

I turned around to look at him. “I’m telling you it’s fucking her.” 

“How can you be sure?”

“Because I saw her, she opened a portal in front of me.” I turned my eyes up at the night sky and caught the underside of a low-flying jet, its landing gear already extended, lights blinking on and off. When the jet passed across the gap and out of sight, my eyes fell to the body on the floor again. It was her, alright. I’d only seen her for a moment the day Mason was captured, but her face had stuck with me. 

Those eyes… it’s like she’s still looking at me.

“Hailey, that’s enough,” Levi said, “It’s time to call the police and get out of here.” 

“I don’t get it,” I said, looking over at him, “If she’d fallen from the top of that building she wouldn’t be… splattered… like she is.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“I’m saying that woman didn’t jump from either of those ledges.” 

“So, where the hell did she come from?” 

My eyes turned up again as I remembered the wink of light I had caught in my periphery. It couldn’t have been, could it? My stomach made another lurch, only this time I was able to stop myself from letting it get out of hand by turning away from the corpse entirely and staring at Levi. He was gaping back at me, his arms out to either side, the words ‘what’s the plan’ written plainly across his face. 

“Holy shit, Levi,” I said.

“What now?” 

“I think—”

Another sound caught my attention, only this time it wasn’t the wet crack of a body hitting the ground at high speed; it was some kind of bird chirping away in the night. No, not a bird, but a ring-tone… coming from the corpse. 

“No way,” Levi said, shaking his head, “No way that thing’s ringing.” 

I turned again, against my better judgment, against my own instincts. Unless the corpse had somehow acquired the ability to mimic the sound of a canary chirping, there was a phone in the dead mage’s pocket, it hadn’t been smashed in the fall, and it was ringing. This was all too much to ignore, too much to walk away from, so instead I walked toward it, fully aware of Levi standing behind me, desperately calling for me to turn around. 

“I’m gonna call the police,” Levi said, though I could barely hear him. “We have to report this.”

“Just give me a second,” I said, waving my hand at him. 

“You wanna get your prints on that body?” 

I pulled the long sleeves of the t-shirt I was wearing under my leather jacket out through my cuffs and stretched them until they covered my fingers. Then, when I was confident I wouldn’t leave a trace of my presence on the body, I knelt beside it, fighting the overpowering scent of blood rising from the floor. 

I swallowed hard, dipped into Bacchus’ pocket, and fumbled around inside until I found her phone. Every second was a fight against my own stomach, a fight against my own mind. Don’t hurl, I told myself, don’t hurl, Hailey… don’t hurl. Just when I thought I had it, my grip on the phone slipped as I went to pull it out, forcing me to try again. 

“Fuck,” I snapped, impatience and frustration now rearing their ugly heads, only making the situation worse.

This time, I performed the operation a little more carefully, hoping that whoever was calling would keep calling until I had the phone in my hand. The sound of her body cracking against the concrete came rushing out of wherever awful sounds and experiences go to fester, twisting my stomach into an even tighter knot, but I managed to grab the phone and yank it out of Bacchus’ pocket. 

It was still ringing, and the name on the screen read Reaper. 

I showed it to Levi, who glanced quickly to his left and his right, then reluctantly entered the alley. His eyes widened when he saw the name on the screen. “No fucking way,” he said, “How is that… what do we do?”

“I’m gonna answer it,” I said, “This is for us.” 

“For us? How do you figure?” 

I swiped my thumb across the screen, accepting the call. “Reaper,” I said, my voice low.

“Hailey,” he replied, “It’s nice to her your voice again.” 

My eyes fell on Bacchus’ corpse again. “Did you know I’m staring at the corpse of one of your lieutenants right now?” 

“I do.” 

“Care to explain what the hell is going on?”

A pause. “It’s simple, really,” he said. “I wanted to make sure you hadn’t forgotten about me, because I hadn’t forgotten about you.” 

“You… what?”

“Take this as a warning. I have been hired to perform a task, and I will accomplish it no matter the cost. Do not underestimate my resolve.”

I wouldn’t admit it to anyone living, but his words had sent a shiver down my spine. I knew exactly what he meant, understood exactly what this stunt had been about. If this was how little regard he had for the people working for him, what would he do to his enemies?

“It’s time to play cat and mouse,” he said, “But we’re going to play the game with a twist.” 

I swallowed hard. “What’s the twist?”

“Let’s see how many dead bodies it takes for the mouse to finally accept her fate and surrender to the cat.”

“That’s fucked up. You hear me? You’re fucked—” there was a click, followed by three beeps, then the call was over.

“Hailey?” Levi asked, “What’s going on?” 

“I think… think you can make that phone call, now,” I said. “We should bail when you do… neither of us want to be here when the cops arrive.”

“We’ll use a phone box.” He grabbed my hand. “Come on.” 

Levi dragged me out of the alley, and I didn’t resist him much. Bacchus’ corpse wasn’t directly visible from the mouth of the alley, not unless you were looking directly into it, and nobody who walked down this street had a reason to. I never had. But I knew it was there, and that fact was going to haunt me for the rest of the night. 

That and Reaper’s message, which had been as clear as day. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Droplets of red swirled into the drain, following the flow of water. I cupped a handful of water and splashed it onto my face, then rubbed hard to get the specks of blood off my cheeks and chin. I hadn’t seen myself since the incident, but when I’d caught my own reflection in the mirror for the first time, it was like I had freckles; tiny, deep red freckles.

It had been at least twenty minutes since I had heard the gut-wrenching thud of Bacchus’ dead body hitting concrete at high speed, and I hadn’t been able to get past it. Staring at my hands, now dripping with water, I noticed they were shaking. My face had turned pale, my breathing was tight and ragged, and all I could do was replay what had happened. 

It had all been going so well, but Reaper wasn’t about to let that go unanswered.

A knock at the door shook my brain loose from its moorings. “Hailey?” Ivy called through the door, “Are you alright?” 

“Fine,” I said, drying my hands and face on a hand towel and then heading for the door. I opened it and saw her standing there; behind her, the others had arrived from the hotel a few streets down where they had been staying for the past couple of days. 

“You sure?” she asked.

“I’m good,” I said, taking a deep breath, “I just had to, um… clean up.”

“Yeah… okay, well, we’re all here. Think you can tell us what happened?” 

“I think so…” I looked around the room, then moved toward the kitchen from where I could better address the cabal. “How much has Levi told you?” 

“Nothing,” Morpheus asked, “He wanted to wait for you to be ready to talk.”

I nodded. “Okay… well, I’m not sure where to start so I’ll just cut to the chase. Tonight, Reaper killed one of his own team members in order to send me a message.”

“Oh, Jesus… that’s fucked up.”

“I don’t know how it happened, but I have a theory that she was either made to, or tricked into, opening a portal with the exit point being high enough in the air that when the Proximus fell through it, she’d reach terminal velocity before hitting the ground—enough to guarantee she’d die on impact.” 

This was met with stunned silence from everyone present except Cassandra; her face was stoic and immovable, like rock, or marble. 

“So, wait,” Tank said, “He’s killing his own people?” 

“The method of Bacchus’ killing is still up for debate, but Reaper made it very clear he was the one who had made this happen.” 

“Why is he doing that?” Ivy asked, “Won’t that just deplete his resources? It seems pretty stupid.”

“It looks that way, but the message is clear. There’s no lengths he won’t go to if it means completing his mission, which as far as I know, is to bring me down.” 

Another pause. “I’m just gonna say it,” Mason said, “If that’s his plan, we could literally just sit back and wait for him to kill his entire team off… couldn’t we?”

“I don’t think he’s just going to randomly kill members of his own team off like that. This was a message. I think the next person to die will be an innocent.” I turned to Cassandra. “Am I wrong?”

Everyone looked at the newest addition to the Eyes, Cassandra—the Seer—the woman without whom Mason would still be missing, or worse, dead. She looked at me at first, then opened her palm and stared into it. Frowning, she shook her head. “I… don’t know,” she said.

“You don’t know?” Ivy asked, “You can’t see the future?”

“The future is difficult to look into at the best of times, but this is… doubly difficult.”

“Is he masking his intentions somehow? Maybe they have another Shade?”

“No, it isn’t that. I’m having trouble seeing who it is that dies next, but it isn’t because there’s magic in the way. This is something else.”

“But someone is going to die,” I said.

Cassandra gave me a grave look. Nodded. “Yes. Many people will.”

“Reaper is fucked up. He’s going to keep killing people until I turn myself in to him. I think the only reason why Mason is still alive is because of Cerberus.”  

“What do you mean?” Levi asked.

“Cerberus has a code he follows, things he will and won’t do. Right?” I asked.

Mason looked around, scanning the faces around him. “I can’t say I wasn’t happy to have him around,” he said. “Reaper wanted to cut one of my toes off and send it to you, but Cerberus was the one who made him back down. I don’t know how. Maybe it was magic, maybe it was just an employee following his boss’ instructions. Whatever the reason, I was glad he was there.” 

“So, if Reaper is killing his own men and sending you messages,” Tank said, “Does that mean he’s gone rogue?” 

“Gone rogue?” Levi asked.

“You know, told his boss to go and fuck himself?” 

“I wish I could tell you,” I said, “But I didn’t have the time to ask. For now, we can only assume Reaper and Cerberus are still working together, and that Cerberus at least knows what’s going on. I don’t suspect he’s too happy about it, but Reaper’s team is Reaper’s team—he can do whatever he wants, as far as they’re concerned, and it’s nobody else’s business.”

“He sounds like a fucking asshole,” Ivy said.

“I think the word you’re looking for is psychopath,” Morpheus put in. “Who the hell has so little regard for human life?” 

“Look,” I said, speaking loudly enough to regain control of the room. “The bottom line is this; tonight, it was Bacchus, later it’ll be someone else—possibly an innocent. I don’t know how long we have before he decides to kill again. An hour. Six. A day? My conscience can rest knowing that someone from his team is dead, but I don’t think I could forgive myself if some random person happened to cross Reaper’s path and lost their life because of me.” 

Levi started shaking his head. “I can see your thought process here, and let me be the first to say no.” 

“No?”

“You’re not turning yourself in. It’s a death sentence.”

“It’s a death sentence for someone either way. This is a decision I can live with.”

“Okay, but what about the rest of us? What happens to us when Reaper’s done with you? Think he just leaves us alone? And what about Cerberus? He’s trying to imbue himself with Hellfire—for all we know he’s succeeded. None of that is to mention the fact that we can’t find the Hell Hole in the underground anymore; it just vanished, and we aren’t talking about it.” 

He was right. We had a laundry list of problems, some of which we couldn’t do anything about; like the Hell Hole. Levi, Ivy, and I had decided to try our luck again and infiltrate the Underground system to try and shut it down as quickly as possible, but it was gone. Okay, it wasn’t gone, but there was no way we could get to it. Service door 5A didn’t exist, and without Nerve there was no way we’d make it to the access tunnel by going along the tracks. 

Not that I wanted to do that again, anyway. 

At first, I thought Cerberus was using magic to keep us from finding the door, using a system of carefully designed magical traps to trigger as soon as we got too close, but the answer was much more obvious. This was the Harlequin’s doing. Isaac. His power was formidable, I had to give him that much. I’d never gone up against a Harlequin before him, so I didn’t have a point of reference as to how capable they should be at crafting phantasms, but he’d been able to really pull the wool over my eyes more than once. He was someone to be worried about.

I sighed. There were fires in everyone’s kitchen, and I didn’t know where to start putting them out. “There’s every chance Reaper’s just going to outright kill me,” I said, “But I’m not just going to sit there and take it. If I turn myself in, I’m going to try and take him and Cerberus out with me.” 

“And if you fail?” Mason asked. “You’re good at kicking ass and everything, but what you’re talking about is pulling off something even Wonder Woman would have trouble with. You know Reaper’s profile, you know Cerberus’ intentions; both of these guys will stop at nothing to get what they want, one of them has made that clear. I don’t think you turning yourself in is gonna solve anything.” 

“What am I supposed to do, then? Because your suggestion of waiting around for Reaper to keep cutting his crew down probably isn’t going to work. I think she must have pissed him off, or he must have realized he has no use for her or something. Do you think he’s gonna kill his Harlequin? His Technomancer? No, he’s gonna start going for innocents, or he’s going to start picking us off one by one. I don’t know about you, but sitting around and waiting to find out isn’t exactly my idea of a good time.” 

“So, don’t sit around. Let’s try and figure out where he is, see if we can plot his movements. If we can find him, we could maybe find his next target before he’s managed to pull the trigger, right?” He turned to Cassandra, directing the question at her.

She bowed her head. “Reaper… I don’t think you understand, I cannot see his movements,” she said, “I have never been able to see his movements. When you came to me, you wanted to know where Cerberus was keeping Mason, not where Reaper was or what he was planning. When I try and look for Reaper, I can’t. When I cast my eyes to the future, trying to find the strings he has touched, I can’t. It’s like he doesn’t exist.”

“How can that be?” Morpheus asked. “What even is he?” 

“A Scion,” I said, “He shouldn’t have any kind of magic to hide his movements, or to do what Cassandra is describing. Whatever’s happening, whatever the reason why Cassandra can’t see him, it has to be something else. But all this means is, Reaper is a dead lead. There’s nothing we can do about him except give him what he wants, or don’t.” 

An eerie silence moved through the room, in which the Eyes quietly scanned each other. It was Levi who broke the silence. “So, you’re obviously not doing it… right?” he asked, the question hanging tentatively in the air.

“She isn’t,” Ivy shook her head. 

Mason nodded. “No way.” 

Morpheus and Tank agreed with the rest of the Eyes. Cassandra, however, neither agreed nor disagreed. Her expression was still, and unmoving; every bit the marble façade I had seen before. I wanted to question her, but I didn’t think she would give me an answer. Her eyes were focused on mine, sharp, narrow, as incisive as they were pensive. 

“So, majority vote,” Mason said, “Sorry, but Reaper isn’t about to just get you on a silver platter. It ain’t happening.” 

“That’s what you all want?” I asked. 

A round of nodding and confirming looks moved through the room. I was outnumbered. Shaking my head, I sighed, but said nothing.

“Okay,” Levi started, “That’s what we’re not going to do, what about what we are going to do?” 

“I’ve been working on a way to get Nerve up and running again,” Morpheus said, “But it’s been difficult. The Technomancer, whoever it is, is always alert, always waiting for one of our systems to go up. It’s like they know as soon as the lights go on. I think it’s some kind of magic alert they have. What I’m thinking is, if I can hear that magic alert before it goes off, I may be able to shut it down before it reaches the Technomancer. If I could just have a few minutes without having my computers interfered with, I could block them out for good.”

“And how could you do that?” I asked. 

“Well, they have to use magic to infiltrate the system, right? I can set up a ward around the server and see if that’ll work. Only problem is I’d need to start the entire system up at the same time, I couldn’t just do one server at a time. I’d also need help from another Scion to put the wards together.”

Mason clasped his hands together with a snap. “I guess that means I’m up. When do you wanna do this, buddy?” 

“Tonight…” I said, “Do it tonight. Take Tank with you, just in case.”

Tank’s eyebrow went up. “What do you want me to do, punch the computer?” 

“I don’t know, but if they’re watching Nerve somehow, I’d feel much more comfortable if you were with them.” 

Tank got up, Mason and Morpheus did too. “Alright,” Tank said, “Let’s get a move on, lads.” 

I watched them pile out of the room, Mason offering me a slight nod as he moved past me. I returned it without hesitation. With that one nod he’d conveyed concern about my state of mind and asked if I was ok, and by nodding in return, I’d reassured him that, yes, I was—or at least, I would be. It was comforting to have this kind of understanding with someone, knowing that he just got me. 

With the three of them gone, there was only Cassandra, Ivy, and Levi and me left in our apartment. None of us said anything for a time, and in the silence, I realized my hands were still shaking. Maybe I hadn’t ever stopped. Ivy let out a long sigh, then ran her fingers through her curly hair. “I think I’m going to do a sweep of the neighborhood,” she said, “Maybe swing by the area where it all happened…” 

I nodded. “You should be careful out there, we don’t know if Reaper is in the area inspecting his handiwork.” 

“I think we have a bigger problem than that. If he was able to pinpoint the exact moment you’d be crossing the mouth of that alley, then he was clearly watching you, which means he may know where this place is.” 

A cold chill rushed along the length of my spine, a sensation like a thousand, thousand ants scuttling along it. “Let’s not make any assumptions. If he knew where I was right now, I don’t think he’d have killed a member of his own team.”

“And how else could he have known where you’d be?” 

I shook my head. “I don’t know, but he has a Harlequin. Right place, right time, is kind of their thing.” 

“I don’t like banking on coincidence and happenstance, so I’m gonna do a sweep of the area. If you need me, scream.” 

“Thanks, Ivy.” 

She left, then, but Cassandra remained. The Seer was quiet, pensive, not moving from where she was, not even speaking. I wondered if she’d fallen asleep with her eyes open, but she was breathing, and there was light in her face—alertness. 

“Cassandra?” I asked, “Is everything ok?” 

Cassandra glanced at Levi, then back at me. “Do you mind if we speak alone?” 

Levi put his hand up. “I’ll head to my room. If you guys need anything, let me know.” 

“I will.” 

When Levi was gone, Cassandra moved over to the couch and sat down. I went over to join her, aware there was clearly something playing on her mind and growing more and more anxious by the second to find out what it was. She was a reserved woman who very carefully chose her words, which meant she could sometimes be quite slow to talk with, but you could trust every single word she said was meaningful and important.

Cassandra turned her eyes up at me, sharp, piercing, and thoughtful. “You brought me onto your team to help with this situation, correct?” she asked.

“Yes… I did.” 

“And so, I would be right in thinking you would wish for me to be honest when I have something to say?” 

“You would be… what’s going on, Cassandra?” 

A pause, and then, “I think you’re making a mistake not turning yourself in.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

I stared at her in stunned silence, her words ringing in my ears. You’re making a mistake not turning yourself in. I remembered the way she hadn’t spoken when everyone else was giving their opinion on this very subject, recalled the way she’d seemed almost completely shut down. I hadn’t questioned it in the moment, and maybe I should have.

“I… don’t understand,” I said.

“It’s simple, really,” she said, “I think you’re making a mistake. People are going to die, the numbers increasing the longer you choose not to give yourself up.” 

“You’re talking as if I don’t already know that.”

“No, that’s not what I’m doing. I’m instilling into you the gravity of the choice you’ve made, to make sure you’re comfortable with it.” 

“Okay, and what’s the gravity of the situation?”

“That by your actions, you have condemned people to die.”

“Cassandra, we literally just talked about this. I’m pretty sure I said exactly that.” 

“It was said, yes, but I fear it was said… nonchalantly; as if the fear of this actually happening wasn’t a fear at all. I’m here to tell you that soon, very soon, someone else will die as a result of your actions. I don’t know who, but we will all know when it happens because that is what Reaper wants. He wants to break our minds. That will make us easier to control.” 

I swallowed the ball of anxiety threatening to push its way into my throat. “Look, I understand what it is Reaper wants, but you must be able to see my death if I hand myself in.” 

She shook her head. “That future isn’t clear to me.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“We can agree that handing yourself over is going to be incredibly dangerous, but I’m not so sure you’d be killed outright. I do not understand a lot of your history with him, but I can see…” she drifted off, and for an instant I could have sworn a flash of green light illuminated the back of her eyes. “I cannot say for certain you would die if you were to give yourself up, but I know others will if you do not, and soon.” 

“How soon? I mean, if you could tell me when and where, then maybe I could come up with some kind of plan, a defense—maybe whoever it is he chooses can be saved?” 

“It would be an exercise in futility. If we were to correctly figure out who he had targeted and intercept him before Reaper executes them, that will only solve one problem. Another would spring back up in its place. I’m afraid I will be of little use in trying to predict his actions and movements.” 

“What about Cerberus?” 

“Him… yes, I can see him.” 

“Where is he?” 

“I would need time to tell you exactly where he is, and my tools. But, Hailey… he’s close.” 

“Close to what?”

“Hellfire.” 

I nodded slowly, but hearing that had turned my stomach inside out. Too many fires. If Cerberus was close, then we didn’t have much time. Cassandra had been keeping an eye on his movements as best she could, but she wasn’t a GPS system, constantly aware of his location and state of mind. Looking in on him required concentration and access to her tools, though I still didn’t know exactly what these tools were. Checking in on him also came with a risk, though. 

A Seer’s power of clairvoyance required the creation of a very fine psychic link between the Seer and the place or person she wanted to see. Spying on a place didn’t come with any risks because places weren’t alive, they couldn’t think, couldn’t know they were being spied on. Watching humans from a distance also didn’t carry any risk, because even if the hairs on the back of their necks may go up when a Seer throws their consciousness into the human’s presence, there’s nothing they can exactly do about it.

Mages, however—especially Warlocks—who detected that fine psychic link could, in some cases, use it to piggyback a spell directly to the Seer. Sure, they had to be detected first, and that was tricky, especially if the Seer was any good at what they did; Cerberus hadn’t detected Cassandra’s magic yet for just that reason. The mage also needed to have access to the kind of magic necessary to affect the Seer from a distance; it wasn’t like an Elemancer could drop a fireball on a Seer’s head through this psychic link.

Warlocks, though? A Warlock could use that bridge to run amok in a Seer’s brain—especially a Warlock like Cerberus, who had already displayed incredible prowess in the art of magic. The more she looked at him, the higher the risk of him detecting her presence; I wanted to use that power sparingly.

I ran my fingers through my hair and shook the tension out. “Jesus…” I said, exhaling the word. “So, you’re telling me handing myself in is a good idea?” 

“I didn’t say it was a good idea,” she said, “Only that I don’t think it’s the death sentence you believe it to be. I’m not here to tell you what to do, but to help show you the paths you could take.” 

“Could you show me a path where people don’t get killed?” 

“I wish it were that simple.” 

“None of this makes me feel good. At all.” 

“I’m aware of that, and it upsets me that we’ve been presented with such difficult, life or death situations. But we are dealing with men whose pursuit of power will, and has, left death in its wake. All we can do is react, adapt, and choose the best course of action.” 

I nodded. “Well… thanks. I mean, I’m not going to shoot the messenger or anything.” 

“If it will make you feel any better, I’m going to try harder to look into the future. Maybe there is something I’m missing, a path we can take that’s a little less… risky.”

“Thanks, Cassandra. I’m really glad you decided to join us.”  

Cassandra stood, her movements fluid and graceful. “You aren’t the only one who has been presented with incredibly difficult choices to make. Coming with you wasn’t something I did lightly—I am aware that in doing so I have not only put myself in grave danger, but also you and your friends.” 

I shrugged. “We were already in danger. What’s a little more?”

Her expression brightened a little, her lips pulling into a slight smile. “That’s an interesting way of looking at it.” 

Cassandra made her way out of my apartment and left me alone with my thoughts. Everyone was gone, now, and their absence had left a vacuum in the house. The bedroom door clicked open, and Levi stepped out into the living room, his steps tentative, like he didn’t want to disturb my thoughts. I turned my eyes up at him and smiled softly.

“Some night, huh?” I asked.

Levi walked over to where I was and sat down on the couch beside me. “Yeah,” he said, nodding, “I promise, this isn’t how my dates usually go.”

I grinned at him and shoved his arm. “I can’t believe you’re thinking about dates when all this is going on.”

“It’s either that or go insane.”

“I guess you’re right… Levi, it’s all fucked. How did it all get so fucked?”

He shook his head. “We aren’t just dealing with megalomaniacs, here. We’re dealing with people who are probably used to getting what they want, and we’re standing in the way of that. Have been standing in the way of that for weeks. It’s not like they’re just going to bow out and go away.”

“I didn’t think they would, and I don’t mean to sulk about it, I just didn’t think it would go this far. First Brutes, then demons, now mages; and then there was Reaper, who stood almost a breed apart from all the others. I never thought I’d see him again. Ever. After he killed my sister… I just never thought I’d ever cross paths with him again, and now here I am, and it’s so hard.” 

I let my head sink into my hands, then, and rested for a moment. It was that, or let the magnitude of the situation force tears to spill from my eyes. I hadn’t cried in a while, it wasn’t something I normally did, but I could feel the sting coming now, and the last thing I wanted to do was cry in front of Levi. 

He reached over and placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay,” he said, “I know it’s hard but you’re not alone, alright? You’ve got friends, people who care about you.” 

I rubbed my face and pulled my head up and out of my hands to look at him. “Thank you,” I said, “That really means a lot. I don’t know if you understand that.”

He let his hand slip from my shoulder, but instead of falling away completely, it followed the line of my bicep, to my forearm, to my own hand. His fingers then found mine, and I couldn’t help but letting our hands entwine. He was warm, and soft, and contact with him made my skin tingle in a way it hadn’t tingled for some time. 

“Can I be honest with you?” he asked.

“That sounds pretty ominous,” I said. 

“It’s not that big a deal, trust me. I don’t even know why I asked, I just…” 

“What is it?”

“When we first met, I kinda thought you were… a bit of a bitch.” 

I stared at him, eyes wide, stunned. Then my lips turned upwards, and I laughed a genuine laugh emanating from the pit of my stomach. A tear spilled from one of my eyes, then, but it wasn’t a sad tear. I wiped it off my waterline with the back of my hand as the laughter settled. Levi hadn’t been chuckling heartily as I had, but he seemed pretty pleased with himself. 

“Better?” he asked.

“That was… probably the furthest thing from what I thought you’d say.”

“I had a feeling it’d catch you a bit off guard. Not used to hearing it?” 

“No, I’m used to hearing it, trust me. I just didn’t think it would come from you, that’s all. You’re so polite, it’s the most out of character thing you could have said. Why’d you think I was a bitch?”

“Have you forgotten the way you were with me? It’s like you couldn’t stand to be around me.” 

“That’s what it felt like to you?”

He shrugged. “You squirted me with a magic water bottle the first time we met.” 

“I didn’t squirt you—I squirted the girl you were with, and you both deserved it. Seriously, coming into my library to make out.” 

“Yeah, okay, I could have probably figured out another way to get Peter Rabbit out of the psychology section, but I hadn’t exactly been given a lot of time to plan the heist, so I had to make do.”

I shook my head. “None of this explains why you thought I was a bitch, though.” 

Levi smiled, and his eyes went a little distant, his mind clearly at work pushing images and memories into his consciousness. “You didn’t want much to do with me,” he said, “You didn’t trust me as far as you could throw me.” 

“I didn’t… but in my defense, I didn’t trust anyone back then.”

“I know. I’ve seen the change. What was it that did it for you? What made you decide you could trust me?” 

“Honestly?” 

“Always.” 

“I think… it was the moment you sent me to the Eyes. You held the Brutes back with your magic and made me run to safety.” 

“Oh… yeah, that happened, didn’t it?” 

I paused, then, thinking about that moment, how powerful the imagery had been. There were so many Brutes, all of them clambering over one another, desperate to reach us and tear us apart with their claws. The clicking sound they made was constant and disjointed, a badly conducted concerto of empty machine guns trying to spit bullets they didn’t have. I had no choice but to trust that he was sending me somewhere safe; at the same time, though, part of me thought he was in on it. It was only a small part, but it was there, just enough to cloud my judgment about him, to prevent me from getting close and opening up. What he’d done with the Brutes in the Underground could easily have been staged. Brutes were under the command of the person who summoned them, and considering it was Delilah bringing them into the world, if Levi had been in on it, it would have been easy enough for her to command them not to hurt him—even to throw themselves at his flames. 

I was glad it wasn’t an act, because I’d chosen to trust him, and I didn’t like being wrong about people. 

I looked at our hands, still entwined, and then turned my eyes up at him. “What do we do now?” I asked.

“Now? Um… well, we could go looking for—”

“No, I meant, right now. Like, Morph is trying to fix Nerve, Ivy is out patrolling, and Cassandra is going to look into the future. I’m feeling pretty useless.” 

“It had been a long day even before we decided to go out. I don’t know about you, but I’m exhausted.”

“I am too.” 

“So, go to sleep, then. Recharge your batteries.”

“I suppose I could use magic to keep myself awake.” 

He shook his head. “The last time you did that, when I went to sleep, I slept for, like, fourteen hours straight. How about, instead, you get a few hours kip so you’ll feel a little more refreshed?” 

“I don’t feel great just sleeping while everyone else is out doing stuff. What if I’m needed?” 

“That’s what I’m here for.” 

I narrowed my eyes and stared at him hard for a moment, taking in his features, the shape of his jaw, his nose, the color of his eyes, his hair. He had a soft look about him, pleasing, but you could tell he was a man whose instinct was to protect and to help, as opposed to living only for the betterment of himself. He was one of the good guys, and yet… 

Levi pulled his hand away from mine, and for a crazy moment I almost wanted to reach out and snatch it back, but I didn’t. Instead of keeping it to himself, though, he patted his lap. “What’s that for?” I asked. 

“Feet up,” he said. 

“Feet up? Why?” 

“Because you’re going to rest, and there’s no point pulling the air-bed out right now.” 

He reached across to the coffee table, grabbed the TV remote, and flicked it on. We’d decided some time ago that the Technomancer probably couldn’t infiltrate a TV and use that to spy on people, nor could they do that to light fixtures, refrigerators, or sound systems, so I’d turned the main power back on to bring us out of the dark ages. Hesitating only a little, I slipped my feet out of my boots and brought my legs up to rest on his lap. He draped one hand across my shins, and with the other he worked the TV, looking for some crappy movie to watch, something watchable but that was only playing to provide a little background noise. 

Sleep overtook me almost immediately, but it wasn’t as restful as I would have wanted it to be.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

My chest was tight, I couldn’t breathe, and couldn’t move. In this panicked state, I had the horrifying impression someone was pinning me down, one hand on my throat, another on my chest. I felt his hot breath on my skin, heard his guttural breathing, sensed the killer intent behind this man’s choking hand. 

I squirmed, resisting this phantom’s attempt at snuffing out my life in the dead of night, twisting my head left and right, groaning for air. My eyes popped open, and the spirit that had been trying to kill me evaporated into thin air. I sucked in a breath and choked it down, succeeding in doing so without moving too much, without coughing. 

Blinking hard as my vision adjusted, I saw I was lying on the couch, bathed in the glow of the TV screen in front of me. I’d been sleeping, and that had been a dream. The movie I had been watching wasn’t playing anymore; now it was a documentary about sloths that in my groggy state I probably watched for a while longer than I’d have wanted to.

It wasn’t until the show cut to commercial that I realized Levi was there, sitting on the other side of the couch. His head had flopped back, his mouth was slightly open, and both his hands were on my lap; one on my upper thigh, the other around my knee. Vaguely I remembered feeling the motion of his fingers gently stroking my leg. That had put me to sleep. 

I watched him from where I lay, saw the steady way his chest would rise and fall, listened to his soft, slow breathing. He was asleep, for how long I didn’t know. His hands are so warm. The thought invaded my mind and, like an earworm, I couldn’t shake it off. I swallowed hard, then reached for his hand with mine, lightly tracing my fingertips across his skin. 

Slowly, my fingers moved higher, and higher, past his hand and onto his forearm, then back down again. I readjusted on the couch, staring at him from where I was sitting, still stroking his hand. When he started stirring, I stopped, but I didn’t retract my hand—instead I let it rest on his. 

“Sorry,” I said, “I didn’t mean to wake you up.” 

He checked his watch. “Fuck… I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” 

“What time is it?” 

Levi rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand. “It’s almost four in the morning.” 

“Damn… we were out for a while.” 

“I think maybe we needed a rest.” 

I smiled. “I do too. Maybe we should go back to sleep? Everything seems pretty quiet around here right now.” 

“That’s not a bad idea… I’m still pretty exhausted.”

“Do you… want to go back to your room? I can pull the air-bed out again.”

He shrugged. “I—”

A knock at the door sent my already rapidly beating heart slamming into my throat. My attention immediately shot to the door across the room. “Ivy?” I whispered.

Levi shrugged, then gently nudged my legs off his lap and stood. “Weapon,” he said, keeping his voice as low as mine. 

I pointed to my sword which was standing up next to the front door, securely kept away in its sheath. “Over there,” I said, slowly rising from the couch and moving around it. 

It could have been anyone at the door. Ivy was out patrolling, last I’d heard; Morph, Tank, and Mason were at Nerve trying to get the systems back online; and Cassandra was across the street, casting her eyes into the future. Since phones were definitely an electronic device none of us had access to right now, we had no way of communicating except by actually speaking to each other, and that meant knocking on each other’s doors.

But at four in the morning?

If this was any of the Eyes, then something was up. If it wasn’t, well, Levi and I were probably about to get into a fight, and with no way of calling for backup, it was just him and me against whoever was on the other side of that door. Reaper? Cerberus? Ivy had put the suggestion in my mind that Reaper knew where I was right now and could, at any moment, drop in. Having said that, was he the kind of person to knock on the door?

 I reached my sword, wrapped one hand around the hilt of the blade, and pulled it out of its sheath as Levi approached the door. He checked through the peep hole, then turned his head and gave me a puzzled look. He shook his head, indicating he didn’t know who he was looking at. That set me even further on edge. Angling the sword so it would remain hidden behind my back, I nodded for him to open the door.

Levi undid the locks, pulled the door open, and I found myself staring at—and quite possibly about to kill—an older man who looked to be in his forties. He had a round face, thinning tufts of chestnut hair, and he was sporting a long brown coat, but the feature that drew the eyes was the shocking red soul-patch hanging off his chin. It took me a moment to register there was a man there at all, I thought I was dreaming, but then clarity returned to my foggy brain. 

I tightened my grip around the sword handle. “Who are you?” I asked.

“I know you’re going to have difficulty trusting me,” he said, “But I need you to please try.”

Realization hit instantly, and with the force of a hammer. His voice had been distorted when he’d called a while back, but the inflection, the strength of his accent, it was all there. 

“Holy shit,” I said, “You’re… him, the one who started all of this—the Harlequin.”

“Well, I didn’t start it, but I can see how you might think that, yes.” 

“How do I know this isn’t bullshit?” Levi asked.

He turned his eyes on Levi. “You must be the one Nathaniel spoke of so highly, the one he could always depend on.”

“Nathaniel spoke about me?”

“Oh yes, quite so. And if you’d like to verify I’m telling you the truth, you may ask me a personal question about Nathaniel only someone close to him would know the answer to.” 

Levi looked over at me, asking permission with his eyes if not his words. I nodded. “What was Nathaniel’s evening ritual before leaving for home like?” 

Without skipping a beat, the Harlequin replied. “A glass of brandy and a cigar,” he said, “If he’d had a good day, he would only have the one glass. If he’d had a bad one, he would drink two.”

“Is this true?” I asked. 

Levi nodded. “It is. Nathaniel offered me one once. I hated the taste.” 

“Ask me another question if you like, but we don’t have much time.” 

“What’s his wife’s name?” 

“Margorie, who unfortunately passed just under three years ago.” 

“Is any of that public knowledge?” I asked, “I mean, the wife thing, anyone could’ve known…” 

“Delilah knew,” Levi said, “And I knew. Anyway, no one could’ve known about his evening ritual because he only ever did it at his office, late at night; he was too private to have allowed anyone to spy on him. I think this man is who he says he is.” 

“And who I am is Mister Edmonton.” 

Edmonton. The name came screaming out of the back of my mind, bringing with it an image of Nathaniel’s office and a little book of appointments on his desk. “You’d been at his office the night he died,” I said. 

“How did you know that?”

“Because I saw it written in his book. Why were you there?” 

He nodded. “I understand you have questions, and I have answers, but we should speak inside instead of talking at your doorstep. You never know who’s listening, and like I said, we don’t have much time.” 

Levi stepped aside, having made up his mind and decided this man was telling the truth. I relaxed my sword arm, letting it slip into view by my side. Mister Edmonton regarded it carefully, then me. Keeping a respectful distance, he walked into the house and was shown into the living room, where he took a seat on the couch. I shut the door and locked it, then returned to the living room with my sword in my hand.

“I appreciate the distrust,” Edmonton said, “But the sword will not be necessary. I can assure you I am who I say I am, and I am a friend.” 

“I think I’ll keep the sword,” I said, “Just in case.”

“I understand, and I don’t blame you. Not after what you’ve been through; what you’ve all been through.” 

“What do you know about that?” Levi asked. He’d automatically moved to the kitchen and had set the kettle to boil. 

“I have a friend… a Seer… I have been watching what I have been able to see from a distance.” 

“Spying on us?” I asked.

“I understand it seems dishonest to do something like that, but I haven’t simply been watching. I have been aiding you from the dark corner I have been hiding in. As much as I can, at any rate.”

“Helping us… how?”

“It’s difficult for me to explain exactly how I have been useful to the Eyes… my magic is subtle, I twist the strands of fate and luck, make your circumstances easier, turn the odds to your favor… unfortunately that is difficult to do without being in the thick of things. I never was very good at using my own magic from afar.” 

Levi set up three cups and dropped a tea bag in each. “How do you take your cuppa?” he asked.

Edmonton looked over at him. “White, one sugar please. Thank you. Now, as I was saying a moment ago, I know you have questions, probably lots of them, but time is terribly short, and I must hurry here if we are going to cover everything I wish to cover.” 

I nodded. “Okay, so, the last time we spoke you went to great lengths to mask your identity, but right now you’re sitting on my couch, and unless you’re creating a phantasm to make yourself look like someone else, you’re out in the open. What changed?” 

“The stakes rose to such an extent that I could no longer justify sitting on the sidelines.” 

“What do you know of the stakes, Mister Edmonton?” 

He paused, then brought the full weight of his gaze on me. His eyes were such clear blue, bright and brimming with intelligence. I had never seen a set of eyes like his before. “We know what they are doing,” he said, “We know about the Hellfire.” 

“How do you know about it?” 

“I wouldn’t know anything at all were it not for my Seer friend. The other night he received a powerful vision, one he thought was postcognition—a flashback of the past. In it, London was engulfed in flames, people were screaming, dying… the sky was the color of blood. He searched within himself, trying to determine if what he was seeing was in fact a vision of the past, but it wasn’t. It was the future, and every time he looked at the future, the vision was the same. Fire, all consuming, ever burning. First London, then everywhere else. It will not stop until it has destroyed everything.” 

“It?” I asked, “Don’t you mean he?” 

“Quite…” 

Levi arrived with two cups of tea and set them down, one in front of me, one in front of Mister Edmonton. He then returned to the kitchen to retrieve his own and joined us. Mister Edmonton took a sip, then placed his cup back on the coaster on the coffee table. Levi did the same. I set my sword down on the floor, then also drank with them. It would’ve been impolite not to. 

Damn… Levi really was rubbing off on me.

“So, you know about the Hellfire,” Levi said, “Then you know what the people who are after us want… I mean, what I want to know is why this all started in the first place. Why’d you take the book to Hailey’s library and leave it there to be picked up by Brutes?” 

“And why didn’t you give the book to Nathaniel when you went to his office earlier that night?” I added. 

Edmonton took another sip of his tea before placing it on the table again. “These are all good questions,” he said, “I’m going to do my best to answer them in a way that satisfies you both, but there will be things I cannot answer—questions I simply do not comprehend myself.” 

Levi nodded. “Alright… well, best thing to do is, start from the top; what happened the night you left the book in the library?” 

“I wish I could tell you that was the top, but it wasn’t. I have to start with what makes the most sense—the book. Do you have it?” 

My eyes narrowed. “We do,” I said. 

“Good. Then, in that case, I should tell you a little bit about why I had it, first. My story, as most good stories do, starts with death.” He took another sip of his tea, then continued. “I came into contact with the book some three years ago almost by happenstance. Anyone who has been around a Harlequin long enough knows, that’s how they live their lives; fluttering from one fortune or misfortune to the next. In this instance, this precursor to my misfortune, I found myself in Berlin. I, like Nathaniel, deal in antiques, and I had been informed of a very special statue I wanted to appraise. The statue itself isn’t important; what is important was the corpse I came across.” 

Through the window I caught the sight of clouds lighting up from within with silent lightning. It happened again in the space of seconds, only this time I had the distinct impression the clouds themselves were turning slightly red.

“His name was Dimitry,” Edmonton said, “Though I never met him in life. I found him in an alley, slumped over on his side, a light dusting of snow already covering him. At first, I thought he was a vagrant, and if that was the case, there was altogether too much snow on his body. Fearing he may die from hypothermia, I crossed to where he lay and checked for a pulse, but found none. I was about to call the police when I noticed something clutched tightly in his hand.”

Edmonton took a shaky breath as he recalled the details. “I don’t know what it was that overtook me, what urge to find out what it was he was holding in his hand. Maybe it’s the curse of the mage, the need to know, but I had to do it. His fingers… they were frozen solid, I had to pry them open to retrieve what was in his hand, and then I had it; that tiny little book that would bring so much misery and death to me and those around me. I understood what the book represented, but I also knew if it fell into the wrong hands… I had to take it with me and keep it safe, and so I made it my self-imposed mission to do just that, until they found me.”

“They?” I asked, “Who are you talking about?” 

He turned his eyes toward me. “The Horsemen.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

The Horsemen.

The phrase sent a chill racing through my body. Edmonton had been right; there were very, very few things I enjoyed less than not knowing something, so coming up blank when I searched my memory for any information on the Horsemen was nothing short of disconcerting. Whatever they were, they didn’t sound friendly. 

“What are the Horsemen?” Levi asked, breaking the silence that had fallen between us all. 

“The Horsemen… you shouldn’t concern yourself with them.”

“What? You can’t do that,” I said, my voice rising a little.

“I can, and I have. The Horsemen are a group, a secret organization whose goal is the destruction of… everything. They scour the world for artifacts they can use to bring about the apocalypse, or at least that’s how the rumor goes. You can understand why the little book I found would attract their attention” 

“Wait a second—rumor? I thought you said they were after you.” 

“Nobody ever sees the Horsemen. They are shadows, ghosts, a rush of adrenaline in the dead of night, an explosion of goose-bumps along the nape of your neck when there is nothing to cause it. Their presence is never directly felt, only implied. For an entire year I knew I was being followed, watched, but I was able to get away from them.”

“How?”

“I hid the book somewhere they’d never find it, enchanted the hiding spot with magic, and forced myself to forget about it so my own mind couldn’t be used against me. That was enough to make the shadows recede into the background, giving me some room to breathe, at least, but about two months ago one of my magic wards was triggered. Someone had found the hiding spot, and the book, but they hadn’t gotten to it yet. I had no choice but to move it.”

“Nathaniel offered to help,” Levi added to the story of his own accord. 

Edmonton nodded. “He did. I went to him first, but I couldn’t take the book with me, not without completely dropping the wards keeping the book safe. I had to know he would take it first. He wasn’t keen on the idea at first. We came to a compromise.”

“What was the compromise?” I asked. 

“Well, I raced back to the place where I’d kept the book hidden, dropped the wards, disguised it as Peter Rabbit, and took it to a library where it would sit for about a week, until things died down. Nathaniel would then swing by one day and just pick it up.” 

A thought entered my mind, and when I looked over at Levi, I saw a thought had entered his, too. Assuming we were paying attention, and I knew I was, it was probably the same one. I decided to speak up. “You didn’t see Nathaniel until the evening,” I said.

“That’s right,” Edmonton said, “Not until about nine or so.” 

“That can’t be correct,” Levi said.

“No? Why not?” 

“Because Nathaniel spoke to me early in the afternoon.” 

“That’s… impossible. He had no idea I even had the book until I went to speak to him in the evening.” 

“I’m telling you. Nathaniel called me and hired me to go and pick a book up from a library. He told me what book I was looking for, where it would be, and warned me there would be others there looking for it. This was early afternoon.”

“Are you saying Nathaniel not only predicted I would be coming to his office, but knew what I would say to him hours before I had even considered going to talk to him?” 

“I knew Nathaniel for a while. He’d hired me to do jobs for him from time to time, but we were closer than that. I didn’t have a great relationship with my father—he walked out on me after my mother died—so I saw Nathaniel as a strong father figure. He was intelligent, capable, and he cared about the people in his life. He always seemed to know what to say to me, always had just the right job for me to do. When he called me in the middle of the day asking me to drop whatever I was doing and find a way into that library, I didn’t hesitate. I couldn’t just walk into the library out of nowhere, so I called up a friend of mine and the rest… well, the rest is history. My point is, I couldn’t have done that in the time between your meeting with him and when—” 

“—the Brutes attacked,” I said, finishing the thought. “Okay, I’m going to need some answers, because a lot of this doesn’t make sense.” 

Edmonton nodded. “Ask me questions.” 

“When you came into the library after hours, did you see me there?” 

“I did.” 

“And Levi?” 

“Yes, I also saw him. Of course, I didn’t know who either of you were.” 

“Why didn’t we see you?” Levi asked.

Edmonton took a breath, stood, then clicked his fingers and vanished from sight. I looked over at Levi, then back at the spot where Edmonton had disappeared. There was another click of fingers, and Edmonton reappeared like a jigsaw puzzle piecing itself back together at lightning speed. I stared on in stunned silence, more than a little awed at what I had just seen.

“What the hell was that?” Levi asked.

“A form of phantasm,” Edmonton said, “It’s difficult to explain, but essentially I crafted an image of the immediate space around me, only without me in it, and that is what your eyes saw.” 

“That’s how you infiltrated the library… you were literally hiding in plain sight.” 

“I was.” He sat down again. “You must understand, if I had known Nathaniel would have someone waiting to pick the book up, I would have handed it over right away.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “Would you?” I asked. “Not to sound disrespectful or anything, but you didn’t know Levi, and you don’t exactly sound like the trusting type. I would know. It’s easy to say you’d have given it to him now, considering what you know, but back then I think things would have been different.”

Edmonton fell silent, considering what I’d said, then nodded. “Yes, maybe you’re right. Which is now also making me wonder how much Nathaniel knew. As far as I was aware, he didn’t possess particularly extraordinary precognitive powers. If he had them, he kept them a secret from everyone, which begs the question—if he knew what was going to happen, including his own death, why not try and stop it?” 

 Levi shook his head. “I don’t think he could,” he said. “I… do you know how he died? Why he died?”

The Harlequin lowered his head. “I do. Very tragic, and utterly shocking.” 

“He knew about her. He knew what her intentions were, what she was capable of doing, which meant—assuming he had actually foreseen every single thing that would happen that night—he knew the book wouldn’t be safe with him, or with you, no matter what you both did. Either Delilah steals it from the library, or she steals it from him later. It was a lose-lose situation.” 

"He wanted it to come to us," I said, the thought formulating in my mind. 

"What do you mean?" 

"I mean, what if Nathaniel wanted the book to come to us? It's just a thought, but it's possible Nathaniel saw what was going to happen and decided the book would be better off in our hands. Maybe it wouldn't have been safe with Edmonton anymore, since he'd taken it out of his protected space. Is it possible Nathaniel had an idea that the book was better off with us, and orchestrated things to make sure it would wind up in our laps?" 

"Your lap... I remember you being pretty adamant about not letting go of it." 

"In my defense, the book had come from my library, which made it my property. Never mind that it was a children's book sitting in the middle of the psychology section of a reference library and shouldn't have been there to begin with." 

Edmonton had remained quiet while Levi and I had this back and forth. I could see his brain working, could almost hear it. Maybe he was trying to piece together the conversation he'd had with Nathaniel the night of his death. Maybe Nathaniel had dropped hints about what was to come, or maybe he'd acted like he didn't know a thing so he wouldn't arouse suspicion from anyone; not even his friend. 

"Pity we can't ask him now," Levi said.

I shook my head. "No, but there's one thing we know about him that could point to a reason why he was so far ahead of the game..." 

"What's that?" 

"He knew blood magic, and through blood magic he may have been capable of predicting the future with the kind of pinpoint accuracy we suspect he had."

"You say he may have been capable... do you know if he definitely was capable?" 

I shrugged. "In theory, sure. Blood magic empowers a mage, enhances their abilities at the cost of their own life's blood. If he knew he was going to die, it's possible he pulled out all the stops and used every last ounce he had before he was killed. Did you notice anything strange about the way he looked or was talking that night?" I asked, directing the question at Edmonton.

He was tapping his chin and staring down at his lap, then his eyes turned up. "You know what... I did tell him he looked a little under the weather, I remember pointing that out to him. I never would have guessed he was taking so much of himself with blood magic, though." 

"That's the thing about blood magic. The wounds disappear after you've made them, but you've still lost however much blood you've used to enhance your magic. You can kill yourself that way, and when the autopsy happens, the coroner will find the person's blood supply almost completely gone and have no idea why." 

Levi shuddered. "Jesus, that sounds awful. Good thing I don't know blood magic. Doesn't sound like a good way to go." 

"It isn't, and that's not the way Nathaniel went; we know as much." 

Edmonton nodded. "So, the running theory is that Nathaniel had somehow predicted everything that was going to take place that night and took precautions ahead of time to ensure that the book would end up with... you." 

"It's as good a story as we have." 

"And the book is... here?" 

"We have the book, and it's safe." 

Edmonton swallowed, his Adam's apple bobbing up and down. "You understand I must ask you the question, now, and I must ask that you answer it honestly." 

I knew what he was about to ask, but I nodded anyway, allowing him the opportunity. 

"Do you wish to keep it?" He asked, "Or should I take it with me and put it back where it came from?" 

"You want to take it?" Levi asked, then looked at me, searching for an answer on my face, but there was none because I didn't have one.

The thought of Edmonton taking the book away with him had some positives to it, but also a lot of negatives. On the one hand, ridding myself of it meant ridding myself of the burden of having to keep it safe. On the other hand, if Edmonton kept the book, then that meant we'd at least have people off our backs, wouldn't we?

No. It wasn't like Cerberus was going to leave us alone just because we no longer had the book. And it also wasn't like I would be able to forget he was going after Hellfire because Edmonton had taken the book with him. Giving the book back to Edmonton was the right thing to do if the end goal was to rid yourself of the one thing we could probably use against Cerberus when the time came, and I wasn't about to give up my only ace in the hole.

The Horsemen be damned.

I nodded. "I want to keep it," I said. "If what we've just discussed is true, then Nathaniel went through a lot of trouble to make sure the book ended up with us. We have it, now. We not only know what it does, but we've also now got access to magic that can help us deal with the growing demon problem in the country. I'm sure you can understand our want to keep it exactly where it is." 

"I can understand that," Edmonton said, "And I appreciate the honesty. I, too, didn't want to part with the book for similar reasons. I would never use the darker magic in the book for myself; that isn't the way of the Harlequin, anyway. I, however, unlike other people am in the unique position to be able to protect it by literally hiding it in plain sight. It seems, however, that the book has passed to you, now, and if you wish to keep it, then I wish you well." 

"Does this mean you're washing your hands?" Levi asked, his tone coming off a little harsh.

"Oh, heavens no," Edmonton said, "I have come out of hiding to provide assistance in whatever way I can. I am not washing my hands of this situation. I am merely accepting your decision to keep the book, and promising you both I have no need or desire for it. Frankly, I am happy to be rid of it." 

I stood up and took a deep breath. "Are you staying somewhere safe?" 

"I am." 

"Good. If you know what Cerberus is doing, then you may also know he's close to achieving what he wants, and if he succeeds in getting it, he'll be incredibly dangerous. The last thing I want is for your Seer's vision to come true, but if he gets his hands on Hellfire, it's game over." 

"Do you have a plan?" 

"On how to stop him? We're working on it, but our cabal has been hamstrung and we need to patch our wounds up first, then we can go after Cerberus." 

Edmonton went to stand then fished inside the pockets of his coat, producing two small, black flip phones. He handed one to me and another to Levi. "These phones have only one number programmed into them; mine. If you need me, call." 

"Burners," I said, marveling at his ingenuity. "Why didn't I think of that?" 

"I'm not sure they'll stop a determined Technomancer from breaking in, but whoever it is needs to know you have them, first. Keep the fact that you have them quiet, and you should be able to use them safely." 

"Thank you," I said, "You've told us a lot already..." 

"I have more I can say, but I think I've said all that is immediately relevant right now. It's also very late, and we should all probably get some sleep, if we can." 

"I'm not sure either of us will be getting any sleep, but you should. The next few days are gonna be pretty brutal on all of us." 

Edmonton nodded and headed for the door, patting Levi on the shoulder and squeezing it as he went past him. "Nathaniel spoke highly about you," he said, "He always saw you as something of a son... I'm glad I got the pleasure of meeting you. " 

Levi smiled, but his eyes started to glisten. "Thank you," he said, "That means a lot to me." 

"Be safe, both of you... and thank you for the tea." he said. Edmonton then headed for the front door and left the apartment, leaving Levi and I staring at the door in cold silence. 

I turned to look at him. "Hey," I said.

Levi looked at me, then wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. "Yeah?" he asked.

"Are you okay?" 

"I think so... talking about Nathaniel like that just brought up a lot of stuff." 

"I know... do you want to talk about it?" 

He looked at his feet, then walked over to the kitchen counter. "I don't know if there's much else to talk about, at least not now. It's late...” 

“That doesn’t mean we can’t talk about something if it’s bothering you.” 

“True, but if anyone needs us tonight I’d like to have enough energy to deal with whatever comes our way, so maybe we should get some sleep?” 

I could tell there was more on his mind than he was letting on, but Levi wasn’t about to start talking, not now. He’d made it clear he would rather rest than dive into his feelings, and I couldn’t blame him for it. I’d learned a long time ago you couldn’t win every battle; you had to pick them. I figured it was best to leave him alone and get some rest.

“I’ll grab the air bed,” I said.

“Are you sure? You can take my room tonight if you want, I’ll sleep on the couch.” 

“No, it’s fine. It’ll only take a minute to set up. You go ahead.” 

“Let me help, at least.” 

Smiling, I nodded and went through the process of retrieving the bed from Levi’s room, setting it up in the living room, inflating it, and fitting it with a sheet. Levi had retreated to his bed by the time I was ready to get settled without saying much. The Harlequin’s appearance must have hit him a little harder than either he, or I, had anticipated. 

I resigned myself to sleep, hoping this time it would be restful not just for me, but for him, too. The road ahead had just revealed itself to us, and not only was it cracked and broken, it was littered with pitfalls, hidden spike traps, and dangerous monsters. We’d need every ounce of our energy to make it to the other side.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

We were rushing over to Nerve, and couldn’t be told why. Tank had come knocking at our door early in the morning, pounding so hard it snapped me out of sleep in an instant. Without sparing a moment to give details or a reason why, he’d asked Levi and I to get changed as fast as possible and go with him. The only thing he could tell us then and there was that everyone was fine, no one had been hurt, and that we were probably going to like what he had to show us. 

Why he wanted to keep us in suspense, though, I didn’t know; I guessed he was being theatrical, though, and I didn’t want to kill that buzz, especially seeing as he’d told me everyone was ok.

The morning was sharp, and crisp. The air was cold, a light layer of frosting had settled on just about every possible horizontal surface—sitting on top of cars, bins, and lining the corners where the sidewalk touched the asphalt. I’d wrapped up as warm as I could, and still it didn’t seem like enough to beat the chill. Tank, though, was only wearing a long-sleeved black T and a pair of black sweat-pants. How he managed to fight the cold off, I didn’t know, but I wished I had some of his power sometimes.

By the time we reached Nerve, or at least one of the streets near Ivy and Morph’s place, I had an idea that something was up. There was a kind of nervous, anxious energy in the air mixed in with the cold. Stepping out of the underground, it took only a couple of minutes for me to notice the cop car and the traffic cones sitting at the edge of a street. Tank side-stepped that street and took us down an alley adjacent to it, all the way to the other side, where there was another cop car, more traffic cones, but also Mason and Morpheus. 

Morph had a cup of coffee in his hands, his nose was red, and little clouds of breath were forming in front of his lips. Mason was wearing his leather jacket, zipped all the way to the neck, his hands tucked tightly into the pockets of his jeans. His breath was misting, too, and the tips of his ears had turned red. They didn’t notice me coming up on them, but by the time I reached them, thoughts of sneaking up and startling one of them evaporated from my mind. 

I saw what they were staring at, and it made my stomach churn on itself.

“Oh fuck,” I said, the words falling out of my mouth.

Mason heard me and turned around. “Just another day in paradise, huh?” he asked.

I walked a little closer, standing beside them. Ahead of me, the entire street had been cordoned off by the police. There was a cop car on each of the street’s entry points, with cones to stop other cars from coming through. Between them, however, there were two more cop cars, their lights flashing but their sirens off. I spotted an ambulance with its back doors open, though the EMT’s were just standing around, and a fire truck—its driver and three firemen watching what everyone was watching.

The body was hanging off a lamp-post by its neck, and people were watching because he was already way dead. Crows were perched on the top beam, squawking at the gaggle of police officers assembled beneath them, two detectives examining the crime scene. As I watched, a fire man came into view from behind one of the trucks with a tall ladder. He set it up near the corpse, and then the other firemen started to mobilize; theirs would be the task of bringing the corpse down.

“Would someone tell me what happened?” I asked, my stomach already in knots, cold waves of dread moving through me.

“That,” Morpheus said, sounding way too matter-of-factly considering the situation, “Is our Technomancer.” 

“No fucking way.” I tried to get a good look at the body, but it was already being taken down. 

“It is.”

“How do you know?” 

He shrugged. “I have an incredibly strong suspicion. I’m about ninety-eight percent sure.”

“Ninety-eight… so, that two-percent margin for error, then, means that could be some random, innocent person that was hung about two streets away from where you live?” 

“Correct.”

“Fuck… this is Reaper’s doing, then.”

“Looks like it,” Mason said, “But I haven’t had eyes on him or any of his team… well, except him.” He gestured with his head toward the body hanging from the lamp post. 

I had never seen the Technomancer. None of us had. Seeing him now, besides being pale and very dead, he could have looked like just about anyone. He had short, black hair and he was a little on the tiny side, but even hanging suspended in the air I could tell he was athletic. He would have had to be in order to keep up with Reaper and his team—I didn’t think even someone whose battles took place in cyberspace could be allowed to get fat and slow, not if they were part of Reaper’s team.

“Okay… fuck; so, what happened?” I asked.

“Well, there’s good news on that front,” Mason said, “And it’s not just that the Technomancer is dead. That’s just a little cherry on top.” 

“What’s the good news?” 

“Good news is, my plan worked,” Morpheus said, “It took a while to pull it off, and I couldn’t have done it without Mason’s help, but we were able to successfully create a magic ward around our systems that the Technomancer couldn’t penetrate.”

“Does that mean—”

“That Nerve is up and running again?” Mason asked before I could finish, “Yes, even without our ghost in the machine becoming an actual ghost.” 

I wanted to tell him that was awesome news, fantastic news, but the guy’s body was right there. I thought I’d be respectful. “That’s some sort of relief, then,” I said.

“Nerve has been purring like a kitten for about three hours, now,” Morpheus said, “I wanted to get to you sooner, but I needed to make sure this bastard couldn’t find a hole in our magic defenses first. When I was satisfied that we were good, I decided to go and grab a coffee… that’s when I found old mate, over there.” 

“So, you’re the one who discovered him,” I said, “Did you have a chance to examine the body?” 

He shook his head. “I was the first person to see him, but I hadn’t spotted the woman walking her dog across the street. She phoned it in right away. There was no way I could’ve gotten close to it without her seeing me.”

“Which means we don’t know if there was a message waiting for us…” Levi put in.

“Do you think there is one?” Tank asked. 

“Last night’s dead mage came with a message…” 

“I think the message here is pretty clear, don’t you think?” Mason asked, “The message here is, the Technomancer fucked up, and Reaper was pissed enough to kill him.” 

“And then he left the guy on our street again…” Levi said, his thought trailing off. “Ivy was pretty convinced he didn’t know how to find us, but now I’m not so sure that holds water.”

“If he knows how to find us, then there’s gotta be a reason why he isn’t moving on us,” I said. “Something has to be stopping him.”

“Maybe he thinks he can’t beat us,” Tank put in, shrugging. “Wouldn’t blame him. Strikes me as a bit of a pussy, if I’m honest.” 

“Reaper is a lot of things, but that isn’t one of them.” I shook my head. “There has to be something else, another reason why he isn’t moving in on us.” 

The firemen took the body down and set it to rest on the ground, where I lost sight of it. The detectives then circled around the corpse and started their investigation. All the while I couldn’t help feeling like there was something on that body I needed to find. A note, or a phone that was about to ring. Something. Anything. Reaper didn’t just do things for the sake of doing them. Every single action he took was methodically planned and prepared for which, thinking about it, probably meant he had been prepared for the eventuality that I couldn’t get to the body to find what he had left for me.

As I watched the detectives move around the body, talking and comparing notes, I wondered how easy it would be for me to waltz on up there and, using magic, convince everyone around me that I had every right to be there and examine the corpse. Let’s see… there are cops, firemen, EMT’s, the news crews filming from a distance, people watching from their flats. It wouldn’t be impossible, but I’d need a hell of a lot of magic to pull it off. 

“Dammit,” I said, under my breath. 

“What is it?” Levi asked.

“I can’t get close enough to the body. We’re gonna need to leave it.” 

“I thought that was a given.” 

“You should know by now that with me, nothing is a given.” 

“I think they’re gonna move him,” Mason said, interrupting. 

The paramedics were gathering a stretcher from the back of the ambulance and moving to where the cops were standing. A moment later, they were loading the dead Technomancer into a black body bag and hauling that onto a gurney in the back of the ambulance. The scene, soon after, started clearing, cops making sure to scatter any civilians watching from the sidelines. As the ambulance’s back doors closed, one of the police officers started moving to the line of newscasters on the other side of the street, clearly preparing to speak to them.

“We should probably go, too,” I said, “I don’t think there’s going to be anything lying around for us to see.” 

“Agreed,” Morpheus said, “I wanna show you Nerve, anyway. I’ve also got your phones; we’ll be able to use those again now.” 

We cleared out of the scene with the rest of the people who’d been watching from the sidelines. Nerve wasn’t far from where we were, and when we got there, everything felt a little different. The power was up, the TV in the living room had been left on, and I could almost hear the hum from the servers in the basement. Downstairs, it was all blinking lights, flashing screens, and whirring servos; a technological orchestra of which Morpheus was the conductor.

Walking over to the control panel I saw many of the screens were already cycling through live feeds of various cameras around the city—one I noticed immediately was the street where I lived, the other was just outside Nerve. On the table I also found my phone. I picked it up, turned it on, and was happily surprised to find it holding a full charge. “Left it with a full tank of gas for me and everything, huh?” 

“Of course,” Mason said, “I promise I didn’t go snooping while we had it.” 

“Looking for nudes? You wouldn’t find any, anyway.”

He leaned a little close. “If I want to look at nudes, I only need to look in here, princess.” He tapped the side of his head, and I shoved him hard. 

“Get out of here, creep.” 

Morpheus handed Levi’s phone to him, and in return Levi produced the two burner phones from his pocket and set them on the table. 

“What’s that?” Morpheus asked.

“We had something happen to us last night, too,” Levi said.

“Unless it’s another dead body, I think our news beats yours.” 

“A visit from our friendly neighborhood Harlequin, actually,” I said, “He came to our place in the middle of the night.” 

“Fuck, why didn’t you say anything?” Tank asked.

I shrugged. “You were in a hurry to get us here. I figured I’d wait for the right moment.” 

“And how’d that go?” 

I didn’t like having to give a briefing without Ivy being present, but she was probably still asleep at the hotel and this couldn’t wait, so I gave the three amigos a run-down of Mister Edmonton’s visit last night, sparing no detail. None of us had ever been expecting to meet the Harlequin in person, much less hear what he had to say about Nathaniel, the book, and his shadowy involvement behind the scenes, blessing us with good luck where he could.

“Do you think he was telling the truth?” Mason asked.

“About what?” I asked. 

“About everything? You guys covered a lot of ground…” 

“I didn’t catch any bullshit coming from him. I think he was too worried about pulling himself out of hiding and coming to us to even consider lying to us about anything. Besides, some of the stuff he’d said you couldn’t just make up like that.”

“You could, and people have, but if you say he wasn’t lying, then I’ll trust your judgment on that. I just want to make sure we don’t have a double-cross situation on our hands.”

“If we do, Edmonton won’t be the culprit. Now… what did you guys actually do here last night?” 

Morpheus stepped up, pushing his glasses up to the bridge of his nose. “Well, it’s pretty simple,” he started, “But also very technical, so I’ll give you the long and short of it. We found the ghost, exorcised it from the house, and set crucifixes up around the house to keep it out.” 

“And that worked?”

“In reality it was a much more involved process. The moment I brought the system online, the Technomancer was ready to infiltrate it. I had seconds to put up a ward strong enough, because once he was in, he was in. I don’t know who he was, but his knowledge of computer systems was excellent. As soon as I started bringing things back up, he knew exactly what access ports to hit and in what order. The only thing that slowed him down enough for my magic to work was Mason; while I was busy fighting the guy on the digital battlefield, forcing his attention and enchanting my scripts with magic, Mason was setting the wards up that would keep his hands off us once I booted him out.” 

“You just said a whole bunch of shit I don’t get,” Tank said, clasping Morpheus on the shoulder, “But it sounds like you kicked his arse, and I’m proud of you.” 

“Thanks. I’m proud of me, too.” 

“Okay, that’s enough back scratching,” I said, “So, we’re operational again, and we have access to our phones. I’m going to take Ivy’s phone to her and bring her back into communication; I’m also going to make sure she’s ok. While I’m doing that, we should try and start looking for information that could help us with Reaper, Hellfire, and try to see if we can gain access to the Hell Hole again.”

“What kind of information on Reaper?” Levi asked.

“Cassandra can’t check on his whereabouts; there’s something about him that makes him difficult for her to see. That means if we want to find him, we’re going to have to do it the old-fashioned way.”

“Won’t he be with Cerberus?” Mason asked, “I mean, that’s what makes sense to me.” 

I tilted my head to the side. “Would you live with your employer?” 

He shrugged. “I would if he was paying me a boat-load of money, which Cerberus probably is paying Reaper. I doubt a hitman like that would work for less than a bucket-load of cash.”

“Especially when you consider the target,” Levi said, looking my way and throwing me an unexpected compliment. 

I grabbed Ivy’s phone from the table. “Alright,” I said, “We have our orders. Once I put Ivy back into communication we’ll get in touch with you and figure out what to do next. If Reaper killed his Technomancer and dropped him near our door, we have to assume he knows where we are, so from now on we’re going to move in twos at all times.”

“I’ll go with you,” Levi said, perhaps a little too eagerly.

I shook my head. “Sorry, but no… we’re dealing with mages now, not demons. When we split up, each of our groups should have a Scion in it; we’ll have more protection from other mages that way.”

Levi didn’t seem impressed that I’d shot him down, but he didn’t question it. “Alright,” he said, taking a seat next to Morpheus.

“I’ll wait upstairs,” Tank said, heading out. “If you need anything, scream.”

“And if you need anything,” I said, flashing my phone with a smug smirk on my face, “Call.” 

“Will do,” Morpheus said, “Good luck out there.” 

Mason and I left the basement and then the apartment together. Outside, the air was still crisp and cold, the morning was new, and people were starting to go about their business. Two streets down, a crime-scene had been cleared and a body was being taken to the morgue; or was possibly already at the morgue. That thought had an even more chilling effect than the wind biting at my nose and ears.

“I hate to say it,” I said, “But you could’ve been right.” 

“Of course I am,” Mason said, then paused. “Right about what?”

“Reaper’s already killed two of his own men. There’s only one left. If we wait long enough, he’ll probably get rid of him too.”

“I know you’re being sarcastic here, but you understand that’s a totally possible scenario, right? Reaper is bat-shit, and he’s ex-ing his team. He’s like a kid acting out because he isn’t getting what he wants.”

“So, maybe we should start treating him like a kid.”

“What do you mean?” 

I shrugged. “I’m not a parent or anything, but when your kid is being a little brat, what’s the best thing you can do?”

“Drink until you pass out?” 

I frowned at him. “You know, I pity the poor woman unfortunate enough to let you impregnate her.”

“I never pegged you for the type to pity yourself.” 

My frown turned into a look of full on fuck you.

“Hey!” He put his hands up, “I was kidding! Anyway, kids are gross.” 

“My point was, what you do to a kid who is being a brat is you take away their toys.”

Mason thought about what I had just said, trying to derive my meaning. “We’re gonna kidnap the Harlequin? That’s never gonna work. You ever tried getting the drop on a Harlequin before? Those bastards are like smoke, they slip through your fingers.”

“You can trap smoke with the right container.”

“Hold on, you’re not seriously considering trying to kidnap one of Reaper’s team.”

“What’s left of his team, and maybe, unless you have a better suggestion?” 

“Not at present, no.” 

“Then that’s what we’re gonna do. We’re gonna bag ourselves a Harlequin.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

“Is everything okay?” Mason asked.

I guess he’d noticed I’d been a little quiet ever since we’d left Nerve. “The man who killed my sister is in town, Cerberus is basically about to take Hellfire for himself, and I saw a corpse hanging off a lamp post earlier today,” I said, “How are you?” 

“Good, all things considered. You just haven’t said much, so… penny for your thoughts?”

“It’s nothing.” 

“Now that I don’t buy. I’ve known you long enough to know you’ve just tried bullshitting me.” 

“With that line? Trust me, you’d have to be a total tool-bag to be fooled by it’s nothing.” 

“Lucky for me I’m not a tool-bag. A douche-bag at times, sure, but a clever one.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, okay, maybe you’re pretty clever, but don’t blow your load on the streets of London.” 

“Really? Maybe I should. I mean, not out here on the streets, but when am I ever coming back to London? I should totally try and get lucky while I’m here, right?” 

“Is that a question or an offer?”

Mason gave me his best smolder, which back in the day would’ve gotten me flying into his bed. “Which do you want it to be?” he asked.

I scoffed. “A question, please, for the love of the Gods let it be a question.” 

“Alright, alright. You don’t have to be hurtful about it.” 

“Sorry… I didn’t mean to be… I’m just a little tightly wound.”

Mason let me step through the Underground gate ahead of him, gesturing with his hand, and I obliged, scanning my travel card and stepping through. We didn’t talk again until we stepped out of the station and back into London’s cool embrace. The wind had picked up, and the sky had turned greyer, darker—threatening with even more rain. 

“You know,” he said, “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to… but I’m an impartial ear, and someone who knows you pretty well. I could have good advice.”

I looked up at him, then turned my eyes forward again as we walked. “I know you mean well, but I don’t think you wanna hear what’s on my mind right now.”

“How about I make it easy on you?” 

“Okay… go ahead.”

A pause. “It’s about Tank, isn’t it? You’re crushing on him hard.”

I shot him an incredulous look. “Tank? Are you kidding me?” But Mason had that smug grin on his face; a grin I knew well. “Oh, you asshole.”

“Relax. I know it’s about Mister Darcy.”

“How?”

“It’s written all over your face. Used to be you’d have looks like those about me. I knew them well, and clearly still do.”

I both hated and loved that he knew me so well. There was something comforting knowing that, all the way over here, I had someone who I could just be myself around—someone who got me. At the same time, I hated that it was Mason, a man I’d not only had sex with, but had feelings for; deep, powerful feelings I could never give a voice to, for both our sakes.

“You really wanna talk about this?” I asked.

“Listen, you know you’re the rock keeping this whole group together. If you aren’t in the best shape you can possibly be in, then we’re gonna start crumbling, and I’m not about to accept that. You need someone to talk to, but you don’t have any girlfriends because you’re not that kind of girl, which means you’re stuck with me. You can take my help or not, but I’d prefer it if you did.”

“You don’t have to do this, you know.”

“I also didn’t have to come to London to collect the demon blood you’d acquired for me, but I came anyway because I wanted to see you. I missed you.” 

I sighed. “See? And that’s why it’s so hard to talk about… this… with you. How can I when you say stuff like that?” 

Mason stepped into an alley and pulled me in with him, standing me next to a red dumpster and talking to me directly. “Alright,” he said, “I’m going to tell you something really honest, and really raw. Are you ready to hear it?” 

“I kinda don’t have a choice…” 

“Yes, you do. Now, answer the question.”

I stared at him for a long, hard moment, then nodded. “Yes.”

“Seeing you again was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do, and I’m a mage who deals with the criminal underworld on the daily. I knew it would be hard going in, but I did it anyway, because I’m not someone who shies away from something just because it’s difficult. I needed to see you, to talk to you, because I had all these feelings that hadn’t gone away—or maybe they had, and they just came back when you called. I don’t know. The point is, until the possibility of talking to you came up again, those feelings were buried, but once they came back out, they needed resolving… and guess what.”

A pause. “What?” I asked.

“I found a resolution, and the resolution is… I’ve moved on.”

I tilted my head to the side and narrowed my eyes. “Moved on? What do you mean?” 

“I mean exactly what I said. You left for London almost two years ago and took our relationship or whatever it was we had. We didn’t talk after that, there was no time for closure. Now you’re here, and I’m here, and we’ve gotten to spend time together, and I feel like I have my closure. You’ve obviously got a thing for Levi, and that’s great; I really wish you all the best with it.”

“I don’t have a thing for him.” 

“Don’t try to pull one over on me, Matthews—I know you better than that. The two of you are a couple of bad decisions away from jumping in the sack. I can feel it.” 

Hot blood flushed to my cheeks. “You know, I’m not sure I appreciate you talking like this.” 

“Judging by the smirk on your face, I think you’re pretty comfortable with what I’m saying. Now, I’m gonna ask you a hard question, and again, I want honesty… are you ready?” 

I rolled my eyes. “Just ask, Mace.”

He paused, now, and the question hung in the air, unsaid. My heart started to race, pulse rapidly pumping through my body. “Do you still have feelings for me?” 

I’d had enough time to brace for it, but even bracing didn’t stop the shakes from hitting the moment the question left his lips. I knew it was coming, could sense it brewing beneath his subconscious, his mind advertising his intent before his mouth had a chance to convey it, and yet, I wasn’t ready for it. 

I really, really wasn’t. 

“Jesus, Mace… way to put me on the spot.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do that, but this needs to happen. Just, flash answer, do you have feelings for me?” 

“No.” Fuck, that hurts.

“Okay…” he paused, as if letting his acknowledgement hang in the air, “Okay, that’s good. So, then we can be friends, right?”

I sucked air between my teeth. “Friends? I don’t know… I mean, I don’t really like people, so, maybe that’s a strong word to use.” 

“Yeah, okay, fuck you too.”

“I’m kidding, you idiot. Of course we can be friends.” 

Mason grinned. “Okay. Now, as your friend, you can tell me about what’s going on with Levi… I feel like that’s how it works.”

“Mace, I appreciate you trying to set things straight, but is this really something you want to be talking about? I know I’ve asked a bunch of times, but I really need to be sure you’re comfortable, here.” 

“I needed closure, and now I have it. You can talk to me about whatever you want, use the time we spent together as proof that I’ve got your back and not as something to be awkward about.” 

Mason let me go, and I took a deep breath, followed by another one. A weight had been lifted off my shoulders, one I didn’t know I was carrying until it was gone. “You realize you’re filling in for the role of that girlfriend I don’t have, right?” 

“I know exactly what I’m doing, and I don’t need anything in exchange just… y’know, a good reference.”

“Reference? Oh…” The laugh crept up on me from out of nowhere, and then suddenly it was spilling out of me until it was all used up. “Okay, Mace, I’ll give you a good reference. Got anyone in mind?” 

He wiggled one of his eyebrows at me. “Maybe.” 

I offered him my arm to interlink with his. He took it, and together we started walking out of the alley. “Well, in that case, how about you tell me yours and I’ll tell you mine?” 

“No, princess. This whole thing has been an exercise to get you to open up a little, so you’re going to do it before I go anywhere near my thing. Understood?” 

“I guess I could do that… I mean, it’s nothing, really. Like I said before, I don’t have a thing for him, we’ve just…”

“Just what?”

“We’ve been living together for a while now, and I guess… proximity does things to people.”

“You’re gonna have to be a little more specific, otherwise I’m just gonna assume what you actually mean, is, proximity makes people wanna rip each other’s clothes off.” 

“That’s not true and you know it.”

“Really? I know a bunch of women who would argue otherwise, but then I am pretty irresistible if I was able to tame you, huh?” 

“You didn’t tame shit. Anyway, do you want me to talk about this thing or not? You aren’t being a very good girlfriend.”

“No? Teach me how to be a better girlfriend.”

“Well… girlfriends listen; they don’t throw in smartass comments.” 

“Cool it with the comments. Got it. I’m listening.”

I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair. “Look, I’m not gonna lie and tell you I don’t care about the guy. We’ve been through a ton of stuff together already, I just… if he’s interested, I don’t want it to be because we’re living together. I don’t want to feel like he’s interested by default. Does that make any sense?” 

“I get it. You’ve been inseparable, he hasn’t been with any other women—not even hung out with any—and you haven’t been with any other men; well, besides me, but I don’t count. I may as well be part of the furniture…”

Mason’s voice trailed off, not because he had stopped talking, but because I had stopped listening. In front of me, I almost couldn’t believe my eyes, was the red dumpster I was sure I had been standing next to a moment ago. I turned around and checked the other side of the alley—no dumpster. There was only this one, it was only on one side of the alley, and we were coming it at it again from completely the opposite direction.

What… the fuck?

I tugged on Mason’s arm. “Wait,” I said. “Something’s not right.” 

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Stay here…” 

I started moving toward the dumpster, carefully, cautiously, examining it as I got closer. It was completely normal and innocuous. Nothing about it seemed strange or eye-catching except, maybe, its color. I couldn’t remember the last time I had seen a red dumpster; most of the ones I’d seen were green. Inside, though, this was the same as any other. The thing reeked, it was filled with black trash bags, and there was a pair of dirty, mud-covered shoes on top of the pile. Flies tried to buzz out, so I shut it. 

“What’s going on?” Mason asked.

“I’m not sure,” I said, glancing over at him. Turning to look at the street beyond the mouth of the alley, the world looked like it was passing by as it should’ve been. People, cars, and buses were crossing from one side of the alley to the other, I could hear the sounds of feet trotting on the sidewalk, of car tires hissing on the wet asphalt, the occasional horn blaring. I walked toward the edge of the alley, and with every step I took, my heart picked up the pace until before long it was thumping hard inside my chest, making me feel every last thud all the way to the tips of my toes. 

Reaching the edge of the alley made my head suddenly start to spin. A sharp pain assaulted my temples, and I shut my eyes in response, wincing from it. When I opened them again, I wasn’t staring at the busy street bustling with pedestrians, but at the alley itself, only I wasn’t standing where I had been a moment ago.

Mason wasn’t right behind me—he was way ahead of me, stood near the red dumpster which was now on the other side of the alley. Behind me was another street, also busy with pedestrian life, only the more I looked at it, the more I started to see it as a video on loop. If I watched long enough, the same people would pass in front of me, the same cars, the same horn would sound off. 

“Mason!” I called out, and he turned around.

“Hailey?” he yelled, “How’d you get over there?” 

“I don’t know!” 

I started walking toward him. “I think we’re—”

Lightning snapped in the sky above, splitting the clouds in two. A moment later, thunder followed, rolling almost directly above us, the sound reverberating through my rib-cage. Raindrops started to fall, only they weren’t light and fluffy; they were full on droplets, falling fast and hard, creating a roaring crescendo of falling water from which there was nowhere to hide.  

I turned my hood up and started running to Mason now, who had found somewhere to hide—a little nook in the side of one of the buildings. There was a door there, metal and grey, but it had no handle and no way to open it except for with a key, which neither of us had. The world seemed to be falling around us, rain and wind and sound picking up. 

“Some weather we’re having, huh?” Mason asked, raising his voice above the roar of the rain.

“Mace, I think something is happening to us,” I said.

“Yeah? Like what?”

“What did you see when I walked out of the alley?” 

“I don’t know. I wasn’t really paying complete attention to what you were doing, but I guess you sorta… vanished.” 

“I vanished… and then I showed up back there?” 

“Yeah, pretty much.” 

I looked around, scanning the alley for signs of anyone else walking through it, but we were the only people present. “Okay, we need to do something.” 

“Do what?” 

“We need to run to the end of the alley, as fast as we possibly can.”

“As fast as… why?”

I grabbed Mason’s arm and pulled him with me as I went sprinting across the alley, my boots splashing on the small puddles which were already starting to form. I was heading for the red dumpster at full pelt, keeping my eyes on the street and on the people passing in front of me, hoping that by staring at them I would be able to push through whatever was in my way. 

Passing the red dumpster brought no pain rushing to me, no feeling of stop, don’t go any further, so when I blinked and I found myself on the other side of the alley running toward the dumpster instead of away from it, I had to do a double take. Had I gotten turned around? Had I been running toward the right exit? Had I been running at all? Nothing made sense. The one thing that remained was the constant, roaring rain and the crackle of lightning.

“It happened again!” I yelled.

“What happened?” Mason asked.

“Don’t you see it?”

“See what? We just came running in here, didn’t we?”

“No! We were running out of the alley.”

Mason stared at me like I was speaking mandarin, then his eyes brightened and darkened all at once. “Oh… fuck, you’re right! How the hell did that happen?” 

“I don’t know,” I said, “But I think we’re caught in a loop.” 

“A loop? What kind of loop?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know,” I said, “Warlocks can make you think you’re in a loop, Chronomancers can bend time to create an actual loop, and Harlequins can disorient and confuse people with their magic.”

“You don’t think…”

I nodded. “I think Reaper’s Harlequin has us.”

“Has us… what are you talking about?”

I looked around, then turned my eyes up at the sky. Rain fell on my face, in my eyes, my mouth. There were no gantries to climb, no way to climb up and over the buildings on either side of me, and no way to leave the alley except when the magic wears off—which, if a mage is actively controlling it, could last as long as the mage does.

As I thought about the way we had come, the streets we had taken, I started to realize I didn’t recognize any of the landmarks I could see from the edge of the alley. I didn’t even recognize the buildings on either side of me. They were tall, and brown, faded and worn with time and ridiculously tall considering where in London we were. With the tiny, circular windows at the very tops of the buildings, they looked more like warehouses than anything else—except one of them had a door, and the other didn’t. 

I headed back toward it with Mason, if nothing else then at least to escape the rain a little. I was already soaked, but standing in the little nook beat getting the rain square on the head. “I think the Harlequin has turned us around somewhere,” I said, “I also think he’s nearby and watching somehow.”

“Ever been stuck in a loop before? How do we get out?” 

“No, and I don’t know, but the only way to—”

A putrid wind pushed through the alley creating enough of a stink to set the hairs on my arms on end. Mason’s hand flew to his nose, and mine did too. “What the fuck is that?” he asked.

Then something roared, a sound far too loud and far too deep to have been the wind and the rain. This sound was created by something with a pair of lungs, a mouth, a voice. It roared again, and this time that deep, booming voice came accompanied by a sensation like nails scratching on a chalkboard; like cutlery grinding against an empty plate. 

I dared a peek, craning my head around the nook and throwing a glance down the length of the alley, and there I saw it; the source of the sound. 

The creature was tall, easily nine or ten feet. It had cloven hooves, furry, powerful legs, and a man’s torso—but not just any man’s torso, this thing was jacked. Its body heaved, rippling muscles flexing, and glistening from the rain. I watched its hands curl and release and saw they were tipped with razor-sharp claws I wanted nothing to do with. From its back a set of black, crow-like wings were furled up, shaking droplets of rain off as they fell. Finally, its head wasn’t the head of a man at all, but a furry, wide-eyed, goat’s head, its crown topped with huge brown horns that seemed to curve upwards from its temples. 

When it exhaled, puffs of steam spilled out of its animal nose and mouth.

“What… the fuck is that?” Mason asked, his voice trembling.

“That’s Baphomet… but most people call it the devil.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

“That’s the fucking devil?” Mason blurted out.

Baphomet lowered its head, its eyes flashed the color of blood, and it locked onto us. Where we were, squashed into a small nook barely large enough to fit us both, we were sitting ducks, but we also couldn’t go up, or around the building, or even out of the alley. There was only one way to go, and that was through the door behind us, but it was gone when I went to open it.

“Oh, come on!” I yelled.

Mason turned. “Shit. We’re fucked!” 

“No, it just means we have to fight that thing.” 

“Fight it? You just said that’s the devil! How do we win against that?” 

“Figure it out,” I said, as I walked out of the nook and directly into Baphomet’s path. The goat-man creature looked at me, its fingers flexing, nails gleaming wickedly in the dim light. I could already smell it from here, that musky, thick fur smell I had only ever smelled around farms before. I knew this thing was an illusion, it had to be; there was no way in hell the actual devil had taken time out of its very busy day to come up to earth just to mess with Mason and me, but whether it was real or not didn’t matter. 

Either Cerberus was here, and he was making me think this thing was real, in which case it was very real and totally had the power to kill me. Or, the Harlequin was here in which case the thing standing in front of me was very real and totally had the power to kill me. I wasn’t about to give either of them any points for originality, though. 

Seriously? The devil? 

“Hey!” I yelled, “You wanna fight me? Why don’t you come out and fight instead of hiding behind the mirror?” 

“There are no mirrors here, Hailey,” Baphomet said, though its mouth didn’t move—it was speaking directly into my mind, in a voice that made my skin tighten and crawl all over. “I have a question for you.” 

I narrowed my eyes and watched the beast as, with its head low, it began to slowly advance on where I was standing. I knew better than to engage the illusion, but something was happening inside of me. Maybe it was fear, maybe it was curiosity, or maybe it was a little of both, but even though I could feel my response bubble up before it came out and had a chance to stop it, I didn’t.

“Alright, devil, ask.”

“Do you have a message for your sister? I can pass it on for you.”

“Really? You’re going with the dead sister bit? That’s awesome, really creative.”

“You doubt I am really here.”

“I don’t just doubt it, I know you aren’t real, and in a couple of seconds I’m going to send you back to whatever sparkling cloud of stardust birthed you.”

“If I am not real, then how do I know about the car accident?”

I rolled my eyes. “You’re full of shit.” 

“Am I? Because it looks to me like I struck a chord.” 

“You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about; you’re just a construct.” 

Except, maybe he did, and that was making me nervous. 

“I know more than you think, because I was there,” it said, “I was beside you on that bed, when the pain was so great all you wanted was for it to stop. We almost made it stop, didn’t we? All you had to do was use your mind and ask one of the nurses to strangle you while you slept. It would have been so easy. You were so powerful.” 

I was shaking, now, my fingers trembling at my sides. There was no way it could have known about that. No way. There were only three people in the world who knew, one of them was me, and one of them was Shannon because she’d been in the accident too. Her injuries were less extensive than mine, but her stay in the hospital was almost as long. Neither of us had seen the car coming that night as it sped through a red-light and tore into us, tires screeching, glass shattering, metal crunching and grinding against metal. I had been driving, so I had gotten it worse. Our recovery had been spent in secret, in a hospital in Missouri. No one had known except Shannon and me. But even if someone else had known, all of this had happened before Reaper. 

If this thing, if the devil standing in front of me, was one of the Harlequin’s constructs, then how did he know about the accident?

Baphomet roared, and he had already gotten so close the stink of his breath fell on me like a dizzying, hot cloud of pure pestilence. I snapped out of it, my eyes widening, senses sharpening, but the creature was already swiping at me, its claws cutting lines through the air and heading straight for my neck. I threw myself back, away from its searching fingernails, knowing full well I was too slow to avoid getting hit, then a bright flash of light erupted in front of me, and Baphomet staggered to the side. 

“Get the fuck away from her!” Mason growled. Faint, bright blue fire was rising from his stretched-out right hand and his eyes. 

Baphomet snarled and turned to face Mason, though he had been hit hard—the side of his face was scorched and smoking. I didn’t have my sword with me, but I never went anywhere without my knife. Taking the chance now that the devil was, at least momentarily distracted, I crouched and pulled my knife out of its sheath, then readied it to attack. The devil turned its attention to me and bared its teeth, which looked so sharp like they could crack bone without needing much effort. 

I launched myself at it, bringing the knife in for a back-hand swing and aiming for the beast’s long snout. Instead of dodging out of the way, or blocking the attack, Baphomet turned its face into the path of the blade and let it drag across its tough hide, but there was no blood, no satisfying sensation under my grip. The knife didn’t even pierce the creature’s skin; it only shaved some of its long hairs off.

Baphomet grinned and, moving lightning-fast, placed its hands on my chest and shoved me hard enough to send me flying several feet up and across from where I stood. I tried to roll in the air so I wouldn’t land rough, but I landed on my shoulder and rolled until I hit the wall. Flowers of pain were opening through my entire body, blossoming inside of me. 

Though my vision was spinning, I was coherent enough to spot another bright flash of light; it was a blue ball of energy, shooting directly into Baphomet’s chest. The creature staggered, lost its footing, but regained it again. Mason, the source of the raw, magical power striking the devil, hit it with another blast, this one powerful enough to send the creature to one knee. Steam was rising from the beast’s shoulders, but now black blood was pouring from a wound in its chest, too.

This thing really was real; and if it was real, then it was also killable.

I narrowed my eyes and drew magic into me, exulting in the sensation of those so familiar vibrations as they worked through my body. My vision stopped swimming, my senses sharpened into hyper-focus, and the world around me seemed to slow. Droplets of rain now became individually distinguishable from each other, each a universe unto itself. The energy emanating from Mason’s eyes and hands could be seen pulsating out of patterns on light that appeared on his skin and then disappeared so fast, you’d never see them with the naked eye. 

Then there was Baphomet, the devil, whose nostrils were flaring with the heaving of its wounded chest. Slowly it turned to look at me, bringing its red eyes to bear, eyes like paralyzing beams of pure negative energy. I could’ve sworn that thing reached into my soul with its eyes and tried to tug at something vital, but I was able to keep it from getting what it wanted to get, shaking its gaze loose by sheer force of will.

The creature scowled, and then its arm pistoned out toward me, fingers reaching for my throat moving much faster than it should have been. Startled, but still thinking sharply, I twisted out of the path of its searching hand and spun around it, digging my knife into the beast’s fleshy back. This time, the tip of the blade punched through skin, sending a spattering of slow-moving black droplets smashing into the water droplets falling from the sky; like tiny planets drawn to each other by gravity’s pull.

Baphomet growled and swung around for another attack, but this time I was ready, and I blocked its claw with my forearm before thrusting my knife toward its chest. The knife made contact a second time, biting into its right pec and drawing another satisfying spray of black blood out of the human part of its body. The creature groaned, a roar like a shockwave that split even the raindrops falling from the sky into even smaller, watery fragments. 

“Come out and fight me!” I screamed, going in for another attack, but this time Baphomet grabbed my hand, twisted it, and drew me close, pulling my arm up behind my back. It was my turn to yelp from the pain now, only when the devil wrapped its razor-sharp claws around my neck, the sound ceased. I could feel them slowly biting into the skin, each fine point like the incision from a scalpel; cold and strangely numb at first, until the blood starts trickling out of the wound, and then the pain follows.

I yelled again, my throat working hard despite the five slits being torn into my soft flesh, then Baphomet jerked and stiffened, releasing its hold on me just enough to allow me to slip out of its grasp. I staggered away from it, clutching my neck, my hand coming away speckled with red. When I looked at the beast, it was kneeling, and there was a burning hole in its forehead. Behind it, Mason stood triumphant, a single glowing blue finger like the barrel of a smoking gun pointed at the space where the back of the devil’s head would’ve been.

The creature toppled to the floor as I watched, and as soon as it hit the concrete, it burst into a cloud of stardust and heat haze.

Mason’s eyes swung over to me, and then he rushed to where I was standing. “Are you okay?” he asked, but his words were coming out slowly, as were his movements. I had to forcefully dull my senses, kill the magic early, to bring him back into the regular flow of time. His quickening movements came accompanied by the rapidly rising roar of the rain as it fell all around us. 

“I don’t know,” I said, “What does it look like?” 

He gingerly pulled my hand away and examined the area where I had been cut, sucked in a breath of air through his teeth, and pulled the scarf he had been wearing free from his neck.

“Mace, what the hell are you doing?” I asked.

Instead of replying, he took my hand and pulled me back to the nook, where the door seemed to have returned.

“Turn around,” he said.

I did as he instructed, then waited while he pulled my hair back and wrapped the wet scarf around my neck. He tightened the material, checking with me to find out what I could and couldn’t tolerate, then tied the fabric off behind my neck and worked my soaking wet hair over my shoulders again. 

“Was I really bleeding that much?” I asked.

“I don’t know how deep those cuts went, but it looked like you’d been stabbed in the neck with a broken bottle, and I don’t think you want that kind of attention right now.” 

Though my throat felt like it was on fire, and the stinging had started to come, I offered him a smile. “Thanks,” I said.

“You’re welcome. Don’t ever worry me like that again.” 

“Worry you?” 

Mason glanced at the spot where we had beaten the devil, then back at me. “I don’t know what was happening to you, but you looked completely out of it. What was going on?” 

“It… it told me things about my past, about Shannon. Mace, I don’t know how it knew the stuff it was saying. If it was just a puppet, then it means whoever is behind it knows too, and I don’t know how they can know.”

“Hailey, know about what?” 

I swallowed, and doing so brought a fresh pinch of pain to each and every one of the small incisions in my neck. “It knew about the car accident.” 

Mason ran his fingertips through his wet hair. “Fuck… Hailey, I swear I never told anyone.”

“I know, I believe you. I just don’t know how it knew.”

He took my hand. “Let’s just get out of here for now, okay? We can figure the rest out later, once we’ve regrouped with the others.” 

I took a deep breath, then nodded. “Okay,” I said, though my breathing was a little shaky. “Let’s hope we can even leave this alley.” 

Without wasting another moment, Mason walked me out of the nook, down the alley, and past the red dumpster at the other end. This time when we made it to the street, we weren’t turned around. People were passing us by, cars were stopped on the road, exhausts burning, millions of droplets of water assaulting their metal frames in vain. I kept my eyes peeled for the Harlequin, for Cerberus, or even Reaper—I wasn’t sure who had done this, though my suspicion was this had been the Harlequin’s doing.

Baphomet had been too real to have been a mind trick, and unless Reaper’s team included a Spirimancer powerful enough to summon a real entity that had the power to maybe take on the form of this occult creature, then all of this had been a phantasm. In fact, the more I thought about it, the more I knew it had to be a phantasm, because unless we had entered the Nightmare on Elm Street, there was no way a trick of the mind could cause real, bleeding wounds on a person. 

Right?

Shuddering at the thought, Mason and I continued down the street, heading to my place to allow me to get a fresh change of clothes, and check on my wound, before going to talk to Ivy and Cassandra. While I was at my place, I sent Levi a quick text asking him and the others to keep a close eye out on the street I was just at and see if they could pick the Harlequin out of the crowd. All they had was my description of him to go on, so it was a long shot, but right now we had to take every long shot, and make every hail mary pass that we could.

I also asked Levi if Mason could borrow some of his clothes. I knew this wouldn’t go down well, but both guys were about the same height, even if Levi was a little more on the athletic side. I also knew Levi would be too polite to say no, and right now it was more important for Mason to not be walking around the city dripping wet than it was for Levi to have scruples about another man wearing his clothes. 

Did that make me a bad person? I couldn’t tell, so, that meant, probably yes.

“Your boy likes The Killers,” Mason said, stepping out of the bathroom in a black t-shirt with the words ‘THE KILLERS’ printed on the front in plain, white text. “I approve of his taste in music so far.” 

“Good. Be sure to mention that when you’re giving your speech at our wedding.” 

“At your… what?” Mason looked horrified, like he’d just seen a bird fly head-first into a window and die a terrible death. 

“Oh, you can joke about my relationship status but I can’t?” 

Mason’s expression shifted into a satisfied grin. “Holy shit… that has to be the first honest to God joke you’ve said the whole time I’ve been here.”

“Well, we did just kill the devil, so maybe there’s a little more happiness in the world today.”

“You realize that wasn’t actually the devil, right?” 

“And you realize the devil doesn’t actually exist, right?” 

“Yeah, yeah, whatever you say.” 

He opened the door to our apartment, then stopped abruptly as I went to reach for an umbrella to bring with me. I was about to ask him why he hadn’t left the flat yet when I realized; Ivy and Cassandra were already standing there.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

“Forget an umbrella,” Ivy said, “Grab your sword, and let’s go. Now.”

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Don’t have time. Just grab it.” 

I sped back into the house, picked my sword and its sheath up, and slung it over my back before returning to the door. “I’m gonna look like an idiot at best, or a threat at worst walking around London with this on my back.” I said.

Ivy asked me to turn around, then she wrapped her hand around the sword’s handle and shut her eyes. I felt the familiar passing of magic as it worked through her, the vibrations moving through her hand and settling around the sword hanging off my back. Then, suddenly, the sword disappeared; vanished into thin air, though I could still feel its weight.

“Holy shit,” I said, “What the fuck did you do?” 

“There’s no time,” Cassandra said, “We have to go, and we have to go now.”

I wasn’t sure where she was taking us—I wasn’t sure even she knew, not exactly anyway. She kept insisting she’d had a vision of something immediate, and urgent, but whatever she’d seen was shrouded, and slippery to hold onto. Cassandra also kept changing her mind as to where this hunch was taking her; one minute it was to a crossing a few streets down, then it was to the southbound Underground platform near my apartment, then it was a supermarket parking lot. 

The one detail she could focus on, though, was a silver car. She couldn’t identify the make, only that it was a sedan, it was unmarked, and its windows were tinted. Every time she looked at the future, some of the details surrounding this car would change, but not the car itself. That meant we had something to go on, something to look for. In any other big city, finding a single silver car to match that description would’ve been harder than threading a needle while riding a horse, but in the inner city of London, where most of the vehicles on the road were black cabs, Ubers, and huge, red busses, we actually had a shot. 

“Do you have any idea what’s going on?” I asked Ivy as we walked, following Cassandra’s movements. Mason was behind us, keeping his eyes peeled for the car and for any suspicious activity. 

“I don’t,” Ivy said, “She hurried to my room, told me to get changed, that you’d be coming, and that we’d need to leave immediately.” 

“I think I may know what’s up, but I don’t want to say anything yet.” 

“Why not?”

“Because if it is what I think it is, then we may have finally caught the break we need.”

“I don’t like it when you get cryptic. It’s endearing when she does it, but that’s because she’s a Seer; she’s meant to be an oddball.” 

“She can hear you,” Cassandra said, her soft voice floating toward us.

“Sorry…” Ivy said, “I meant that in a nice way.”

“No offense taken. I promise, when I find what I’m looking for, I’ll reveal all that I can.” 

“Take your time,” I called out. Then, slowing down to talk to Mason. “How are you holding up?” 

Mason turned his attention to me. “What, you mean after pounding the devil into the dirt and putting on some dry clothes?” he asked, “I’m feeling pretty damn good.”

“Good… and you’d better not be keeping scores.”

“Scores?”

“About who saves whose life more often. I have a feeling we’ll need a whiteboard or something to keep track after today.”  

“What do you mean?” 

“I just mean… if I’m right, then everything’s about to kick off.” Kick off. I was starting to sound like Levi. 

“Right about what?”

“There!” Cassandra’s voice rang out above the muttering gaggle of voices all around us. People turned their heads to look at her, and then to wherever she was briskly moving toward, but then they seemed to lose interest and went back to getting on with their lives. 

Ivy looked at me, then started running to catch up with Cassandra, who had crossed the road and was heading toward a silver car parked on the curb in front of a small corner shop. I followed Ivy, with Mason beside me, umbrellas up to protect against the rain which hadn’t let up a single bit ever since it had started almost an hour ago. I didn’t care much about the rain, though—there was only the silver car with the tinted windows, my rapidly pulsing heartbeat, and my own hunch.

Cassandra stopped by the side of the road, carefully walking toward the car but stopping about ten feet away from it, allowing the rest of us to catch up. 

It looked exactly as she had described. The car was silver, a sedan—a Honda, in fact—with tinted windows and no plates on the back. I moved past Cassandra and Ivy and went to the front of the car, skirting around it on the sidewalk, giving it a wide enough berth that if anyone jumped out from inside, I’d be ready for them. But no one jumped out of the car; there didn’t seem to be anyone inside at all. Not that I could see through its tinted windows anyway, but if someone was looking to snatch me, they had their chance right now as I approached along this relatively quiet sidewalk, and they weren’t taking it.

There were no plates on the front of the car, either. No scratches on it. No markings of any kind. It looked like a showroom car that had been driven right off the window display and into the city. Then the lights flashed all at once, and I heard the doors unlock. I turned my eyes over to Mason, who was slowly shaking his head in a don’t you dare open it, kind of way.

Sorry, Mace, but I’m no good at taking advice. 

I walked over to the car, keeping my eyes on it and keeping the group of mages staring at me from a few yards away in my periphery at all times. As I reached for the driver’s side door handle, I saw Cassandra’s hand stretched out and could almost hear her breath hitch. It was like she’d half-decided to stop me from opening the door, and then thought better of it.

Readying myself for anything, my body as taut as a bowstring, I pulled on the door handle and yanked the door open, my heart leaping to my throat. Empty. There was no one in the driver’s side, no one in the passenger’s side, no magical trap sprung out to kill or injure me, neither did any mundane traps trigger. The car was empty… only, it wasn’t; there was someone in the backseat. 

I stepped back slowly, watching the car as I moved away from it. The person inside the car wasn’t sitting upright, but lying prone. From where I was standing, with my vantage point being the gap between the two front seats, I could see a pair of legs propped up on the seat, facing the far door. Whoever it was wasn’t moving, hadn’t moved since I opened the driver’s side door. 

I glanced around at the people passing along the sidewalk, then beckoned Ivy and the others to come to where I was. 

“Holy shit,” Ivy said, when she glanced into the car, “Who the fuck is that?”

“I need you to put up a bubble,” I said, “Right now.”

Ivy nodded and shut her eyes, pulling a powerful field of obfuscation around us that would make us all but invisible to the people walking on the sidewalk and to the world at large. When I could feel her magic working, when my skin sensed the current swimming around us, I moved toward the backseat and placed my hand on the handle. 

“I don’t like this,” Mason said.

“I don’t either,” I said, “But we have to do this. We have to know.”

His lips pressed together as he braced himself. Ivy did the same, readying her hands into fists. Cassandra, however, remained indifferent and expressionless, though still ready for anything—except for what was in that backseat. 

I opened the door, and a head toppled back. My heart shouldered its way into my throat and remained there, pulsing against my esophagus and constricting the passage of air. The body had been laying on its back, but it had been slumped against the door, and now it half dropped out of the car. Luckily the head was attached to a body, though it was limp, the neck broken, black, blue, and bruised. Isaac, the dead Harlequin, stared at us from behind wide, glassy, unseeing eyes. All the light had gone out of them. His dreadlocks dangled a few inches from the concrete sidewalk. 

Ivy covered her mouth and took a deep breath through her fingers. “Is that…?” she asked, though she didn’t finish the question.

I nodded, but I didn’t say anything. My ability to speak hadn’t come back yet.

“So that’s it,” Mason said, “He’s killed all of them…” 

Swallowing was a battle, but when I managed it, my voice returned. “That’s it,” I said.

Cassandra approached, now, and tilted her head to the side as she squatted in front of Isaac’s corpse and gently touched the tip of his forehead with two fingers. She shut her eyes and allowed her head to sway this way and that, moving gently, but deliberately, as though she were tuning into some kind of psychic radio station and the only way to do that was to sway until the reception was good enough. 

Then she stopped moving, and pressed her full palm against his head. 

“What is it?” I asked.

“I can see the moment of his death,” Cassandra said. “It was him… Reaper. He was disappointed… that this man had failed in his task.”

“Task?” Mason asked.

She turned her head and gave me her eyes. “Baphomet,” she said, “He showed you Baphomet… why?” 

“I… don’t know why,” I said. 

“There is a reason. I don’t know it, but he did. I’m having trouble finding it because the reason was not discussed moments before—” Cassandra flinched and shut her eyes, as if in pain.  

“What is it?” I asked.

“I just watched him die,” she said. “His emotions rushed out toward me, that’s all.” 

“Are you alright?” 

“I will be fine.”

Mason took a step closer to her and the corpse. “Can you tell us anything else about what happened before he died?” he asked. “What task was he supposed to do?”

“He was… supposed to weaken Hailey, not only her body, but her mind also. He failed, and Reaper was displeased enough to snap his neck.”

“Jesus,” Ivy sighed, “That’s brutal. Why would he do that?”

“Because he can,” I said, “And because he doesn’t care. Harlequins are rare enough most mages don’t even believe they exist, and some will go their entire lives without even seeing one. By murdering this one, Reaper’s just proved to us how little he cares about anyone or anything. That man is fucked up and dangerous, and we have to take him seriously.”

“I wasn’t not taking him seriously before this,” Mason said. “That Harlequin was a dick, but dying like that because he failed a task? That’s some next level fucked up.”

A thought suddenly struck me like lightning. I perked up, eyes alert, senses sharp. “Wait a second,” I said.

Ivy had started looking in the driver’s seat, but she scrambled out of the car in a hurry. “What is it? What did I do?” she asked, startled.

“Nothing, it’s not you,” I said, “I just thought about something… do you think this guy’s magic would stay even after his death?” 

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“The Underground! We weren’t able to find the service door that leads to the Hell Hole because this guy had turned the place into an oubliette, but now that he’s dead—”

“The spell might be broken!” Ivy finished my thought, “Fuck, I hadn’t even thought of that!” 

I turned to Mason. “You’re the Scion here, what do you think? Is it possible the spell persisted even after his death?”

Mason scratched the back of his head. “I… think so? I mean, it depends on whether or not this guy enchanted the spell to remain after he died, but that would only be the case if he had an idea he was going to die when he set it up. If we can assume he set it up before Reaper started killing his own people, then the answer is probably no, but we’d have to go down there and check.”

“So, what are we waiting for?” I asked.

“You just wanna waltz on down there and check?” 

“I don’t mean to be a dick or anything, but that guy literally conjured up a phantasm of a living, breathing version of the devil. I’m choosing to see his death as a positive thing.”

Mason put his hands up. “Hey, I’m not saying we should be grieving or anything, I’m just trying to be the voice of reason, here. I don’t want us doing anything too rash.”

“Okay, but if we don’t act quickly, what if we lose the chance? What if Cerberus finds a way to hide the entrance from us again? He may already have done just that while we’ve been talking.”

“No,” Cassandra interjected, standing. 

“No?” I asked.

“Cerberus and Reaper… I do not see them together often. I cannot see Reaper, but when I look at Cerberus, he is always alone, always reading, studying… preparing. He and Reaper are not coordinating these killings. I do not believe Cerberus even knows of this Harlequin’s death.” 

“Which means, if the spell failed when he died, then it’s still down right now?” I asked.

“I’d agree with that.”

“See? She agrees. So, it’s settled—I’m going down there, and I’m going to shut that Hell Hole down before Cerberus finds out any of this has even happened.” 

Ivy stepped into the conversation. “That’s not how this works,” she said, “Remember? On big decisions, we all get a vote, and as far as I see it there’s only half of our team here.”

“We don’t have time for a vote, Ivy. I want to do this right, but we’re literally racing against the clock right now.” 

“And I get that, but you’re talking about going underground again and dealing with that Hell Hole. Which, by the way, could still be trapped to fuck and back. I don’t think you’re thinking straight.”

I frowned. “Okay,” I said, taking a calming breath. “Well, if we’re voting, then it looks like we’re two against two, right Cassandra?” 

Cassandra nodded. “Time is a luxury we don’t have. Normally I wouldn’t agree with a rash decision, but in this case, I think it’s warranted.”

“I think going down there right now is a huge mistake,” Mason said, “Remember what happened the last time? I got taken and we both very nearly got killed.”

“Yeah, but last time, Reaper had a full team and the element of surprise to work with. This time… well, he’s killed his entire team, so it’s just him left.”

“That we know of… for all we know, he’s got another group of people waiting to get the drop on us. And then what?”

I narrowed my eyes. “Okay… you have a point. So, how about a new vote?” 

One of Ivy’s eyebrows went up. “What new vote?” she asked.

“The four of us go underground right now, but before we go, we tell the others to come in after us and act as backup. We also get Morpheus to run a sweep, see if he can find door 5A on the surveillance systems. If he can find it, then that means the Harlequin’s spell is broken and the way to the Hell Hole is clear.”

Ivy lowered her head, shook it. “Dammit,” she said, “Why the hell do I have to be the voice of reason? I’m itching for a good fight just like Tank is.” 

“Sometimes we have to do things we don’t want to do… now, how about that vote?”

Reluctant though he may have been, Mason nodded. “Alright,” he said, “Hands in the middle, vote thumbs up or down on three.”

I threw my closed fist forward, where it was joined by Ivy’s, Cassandra’s, and Mason’s. He counted to three, and then we revealed our thumbs. It was unanimous; the idea had merit, and it had been voted in. Without hesitating, I grabbed my phone, dialed Levi’s number, and put it to my ear, waiting for him to pick up—hoping that, while we had been dealing with this, they hadn’t been dealing with… something else.

He answered his phone. “Hey,” he said, “How are my clothes doing?” 

Relief moved through me like a calming wave. He was okay. “Good,” I said, “How is our tech support doing?” 

“Everything’s purring nicely over here. Did you get Ivy her phone?” 

“I did, but we also found something else.” 

As quickly as I could, I gave Levi a quick—but vague—description of what we had just found, keeping the details light because we were on the phone. He didn’t need to have it spelled out to him, though. Levi was a smart cookie. I then explained the plan to him, and as he repeated it aloud, I could hear Morpheus signaling the acknowledgement of his orders, and even calling out what he was doing. 

He was so quick, he managed to get eyes on the right platform while I was still on the phone with Levi.

“Shit…” Levi said, “It’s there. We can see it.”

“So, the spell is broken?” I asked.

“That door was gone about an hour ago, wasn’t it Morph?” 

“It was,” Morpheus called out from somewhere in the back. “If we can see it now, then the Harlequin’s spell must have fizzled when he… you know.” 

“I guess we’re doing this, then?” Levi asked.

“I guess so…” I turned my body away from the others and lowered my voice. “I need you to tell me now… do you have a problem with this?” 

“If I did, would you listen?” 

“I listen to you… I trust you.”

Levi paused, then exhaled deeply. “I want to finish this,” he said, “I want to finish this as much as you do, even though I know what’ll happen after this is all done. I want us to not be living from one moment to the next wondering if something’s gonna jump out at us and try to rip us open from stem to stern.”

“I can’t make those guarantees even if we do come out of this on top. We’re mages, Levi. Danger finds us, remember? I think it was you who told me that.”

“Not in those words, but yeah, I guess so.” 

“Okay… get everything ready, I’m heading over right now.”

“Be careful, okay? We’ll see you soon.” 

I hung up, turned around to look at the others, and pocketed my phone. “Into the rabbit hole we go,” I said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

We moved briskly, gracefully navigating the Underground system, hopping from tube to tube without skipping a beat, but despite the confidence I had in all of us, something was wrong. Mason and Ivy looked about ready for war, their game-faces well and truly worn. I, likewise, could feel the adrenaline surging through my body, shooting through my veins and electrifying my muscles, my nerves. I normally stood on trains, but this time I couldn’t have taken a seat if I had wanted to; I had too much energy inside me.

But it wasn’t just energy—there was also this feeling that something was wrong, and I couldn’t pin the source down. Sure, what we were about to do was insane, or stupid, or insanely stupid, but that wasn’t where the apprehension was coming from. It was like a sixth sense, a feeling that radiated from the pit of my stomach with so much power, it caused me to tremble at times. Weakened me. Threw me off.

Of everyone present, Cassandra seemed to be the only other person thrown off in that way. It wasn't that I could tell this from the way she was walking, or from any look on her face. This woman was always marble, which meant she'd probably never get a single wrinkle to call her own. What I'd noticed about Cassandra was that, while she didn't often show her emotional state, her emotions ran much hotter than anybody else's, and if I listened just right, I could feel them for myself.

Hers were so strong, they could almost infect me and change my own emotional state to match hers. Maybe the shakes I was feeling, the knot in my stomach, was all hers. Maybe I wasn't nervous or scared at all, and I was just picking up on what was bubbling under her own skin, and that thought gave me a reason to doubt myself.

If Cassandra was scared and nervous, and she could see the future, then what did she know that she wasn't telling us? 

I moved over to the back of the carriage where she was standing. It was empty here, the tube itself was pretty quiet during the middle of the morning, especially in this less frequented by tourists’ part of the city. When she saw me come over, she turned her head slightly to the side and stared at her reflection on the window. I saw that as an indication that maybe she wasn't in the mood to talk, but there wasn't any time for that.

"Mind if I ask you something?" I asked.

Cassandra shook her head, but continued staring at her own reflection. 

"I feel like something's bothering you..." 

"I have not heard a question," she said.

"Is everything ok?" 

"No. It isn't." 

"Okay, so, why don't you tell me what's up and we can go from there?" 

"Because I'm not sure you're ready to hear it."

I frowned at her, then tilted my head to the side. "Cassandra, if something's going on that I should know about... you should tell me." 

She turned her eyes up at me, those razor-sharp eyes. "If I tell you what I need to tell you, do you think you have the intestinal fortitude to make the right decision and act upon it?" 

"You and I wouldn’t even be having this conversation right now if not for my intestinal fortitude.” 

“Yes, I suppose you’re right, but what I've foreseen... it doesn't change when I look at it, which means it is a future that will come to pass if a drastic change is not made, right now." 

"What have you seen?" 

Cassandra didn't say anything for a time; she just stared at me, maybe trying to figure me out, maybe trying to decide if saying what she had to say was worth the effort of saying it. All of this was making me uncomfortable, and anxious, but I didn't have a choice except to wait, and do my best not to hold my breath for too long.

"If we all follow you today," she said, "All of us will die. Every last one of us." 

Those words hit me square in my chest, forcing me to exhale. "... what?" 

"I said exactly what I meant to say. I have seen us dying, all of us turned to charred corpses."

"Why the hell didn't you say anything sooner?"

"These visions have been plaguing me since we entered the Underground. I cannot shake them off, cannot fight them. They are a warning, a clear and unmistakable warning, that this... perhaps this is something you must do alone."

"Alone..." 

"Yes." 

"You want me... to go and shut down the Hell Hole alone?"

"I am not going to tell you what to do, I am merely here to show you what I see, and what I see is death if we all follow you. I have already told you, Reaper will kill innocent people before he is done. We are all his targets." 

"And if I go alone? What do you see then?"

"I still see death, but that future is muddled, and murky. It is not as clear as the visions I have been given." 

"So, we could all still die even if I went in alone."

"Yes, but the important word here is could. If we all go with you, right now, and follow this plan you have set out for us, we will die, whereas if you go on your own, we could. I am sorry this isn't an easier conversation to have with you, but you did ask me. Now the question is, what are you going to do with this information? Where do you go from here?"

I glanced over at Mason who was sitting down near the middle doors. He caught my eyes and tilted his head to the side in a questioning manner.

I nodded at him and smiled, then turned my attention back to Cassandra. "I... don't know what to do."

"This is your chance to save people," she said, "If that's who you want to be, you have an opportunity to do exactly that." 

"What if I'm not good enough to do this on my own?"

"Then you'll fail, and you could die, but the others will live, and maybe they'll succeed where you've failed. But you are a powerful mage, an experienced hunter, and a formidable Warlock. I have met few like you in my life... perhaps only one, and he is a mutual acquaintance of ours. I know this decision is hard, but it is yours to make, and yours alone."

I pressed my lips together into a tight line, then turned to look at the others again. Ivy and Mason were sitting next to each other, neither of them aware of the conversation taking place on this side of the carriage. Taking a deep breath, I pulled a little magic around me, summoning it to spill out of its hiding place and work in the way I need it to work. 

The tips of my fingers started vibrating, then my arms, my chest, my lips, and finally my temples. Subtly, I created a small psychic link between myself, Ivy, and Mason. Mason seemed to perk up when the magic hit him, but by then it was too late. I had already implanted in his mind the suggestion that we weren't one stop away from where we needed to be, but ten, and that under no circumstances should he look for me until he had gotten off the train. 

To Ivy I gave the same suggestion, and then I watched both of them turn their attention to their knees; the magic had worked on them both. 

"I will make sure they're okay," Cassandra said.

"I'm sure they will be. Just let them figure out what I've done on their own, don't give them any clues, otherwise they may try coming after me and I don't want any of them to get hurt."

Cassandra nodded. "I'll do my best."

"I really hope you're not lying to me, Cassandra," I warned.

"Do you think I'm lying?" 

"No, and I'm pretty good at figuring out if I'm being bullshitted, which is why I'm doing what I'm doing... I just... really don't want this to be in vain." 

"Me either... otherwise Cerberus gets what he wants, and we all burn regardless." 

The tube started to slow, its electric motor whirring and whining as it steadily came to a halt. The doors bleeped open, and I turned around to leave when Cassandra took my hand. I craned my neck over my shoulder to look at her. "What is it?" I asked.

She narrowed her eyes at me. "Win," she said. 

I nodded and filed out of the tube, quickly scanning the platform for service door 5A, and clocking it right away. I had my plan set in my mind; get to the Hell Hole, and shut it down as fast as possible. Even though I had the book safely tucked away inside my jacket, I had memorized the spell anyway, and could recite it even without the Grimoire. The spell itself was simple, needing only words and gestures in order to cast it successfully, what was going to be difficult was standing in front of the thing and trying not to screw the spell up while the Hell Hole itself did everything it could to try and stop me. 

It wasn't until I reached door 5A that I remembered, the door was electronically sealed, and there was no way I was getting in without a key-card. Fuck. I should've remembered this. It seemed so obvious now that I was looking at it, that the one thing I hadn't planned for was a damn locked door. 

I spun on the spot, frustrated with myself, considering just booting the door open, or running my sword through it, but I was in plain view of the public and I had no Shade to hide me if something went terribly wrong. Luck, however, struck in the form of a Transport for London staff-member stepping onto the platform from the stairs. I watched him follow the crowd of people, then make a left turn away from me, but before he could get lost in the crowd I tossed a psychic lasso around his brain and stole his attention away.

The man stopped, turned as if he'd heard a curious sound, and then his eyes fell on me. He pointed at me and walked over smiling, like he knew who I was and had something important to tell me. This was just my magic at work. Humans were much easier to dupe than mages; you could do a lot more with their minds a lot more easily. 

"Hey, you," he said, "I've been looking for you."

"You have?" I asked.

"Yeah, remember that girl I asked out yesterday? Denise?" 

"How'd that go?"

"We're going out tonight!" He practically sang the words and came in with his arm cocked, waiting for me to clasp his hand. I did, cupping my grip around his thumb and accepting a shoulder-to-shoulder bump. 

"That's awesome news, man. I told you, you could do it." 

"You did. And thanks. I appreciate the help." 

"Anytime... I need a favor from you now, though..."

"Oh yeah?" he tilted his head. "What's up?"

"I've lost my tag... could you buzz me in here?" 

"Yeah, of course." 

The guy came over to the door, pulled his tag which was hanging off his pants, and stretched it toward the panel by the side of the door. The panel bleeped, a green light flashed, and the door unlocked. I pulled it open and stepped through, smiling at him as I went. I didn't even know his name, but he seemed to have an idea of who I was, or at least, who I looked like to his enchanted mind. 

"Thanks," I said, "Listen, I need to get into one of the doors on the other side of the tunnel. Mind unlocking that door for me, too? I can get out on my own, just can't get in."

He considered for a moment, analyzing me, then nodded. "It's not like you to forget something," he said as he moved through the door and then started down the corridor. "Is everything alright?"

"Well... no, not really." 

"Oh?" he looked concerned. 

"It's nothing. Just having some stuff going on at home... I don't really want to talk about it." 

He thought I was someone else, that much was clear from the way he was talking to me, so I decided to shut up and withdraw into myself. Whoever I was, to him, was a real person with a life he was at least partly aware of. The last thing I wanted was for him and this other person to have an awkward conversation. 

Okay, the last thing I wanted was to get killed while trying to save my friends, but the last thing I wanted for him was an awkward conversation that could make him start questioning what happened here today. 

"Here we are," he said, pressing his tag against the next electronic lock. The panel bleeped, green lights flashed, and he pushed the door open to let me through. "You sure you're going to be okay on your own down here?"

I gave him an uncertain look. "You know what? I don't know, but I'm gonna do my best."

"That's the spirit. Give us a bell if you get stuck and need a hand."

"I will," I said, "And thanks again."

He nodded and went on his way, and as he left, I sent him a psychic ping to bury the memories of what had happened in this corridor away and not touch them again. I then let the door pull itself closed behind me and continued on my way toward the Hell Hole, which had already started talking to me. Already I could hear the whispers, the voices. They were weak, and distant, but they knew I was here, and they wanted to talk. They always wanted to talk, and on any other day, I would have hated them, but this time, the intensity of the voices helped me navigate the otherwise labyrinthine corridors I found myself in. 

When I saw the door I needed to go through, a simple, unassuming, unmarked door at the end of the corridor, I had no doubt I was in the right place. Unfortunately for me, the right place was alone in the London Underground, with madmen and demons on the loose.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

The voices were daring me to open the door, and that alone was reason enough for me to pause and re-think what I was doing. Persistent, relentless; a constant cacophony of whispering and hissing, from mouths that didn’t even exist in this dimension. They wanted me to open the door, come closer, let them touch me. They promised me power, immortality, even Godhood if I would just come a little closer and free them.

They were lying.

The entities locked away on the other side of that scar in my dimension weren’t capable of giving me anything but misery and pain, and a ticket to a slow, excruciating death. I wasn’t falling for it, but I did need to open the door. The Hell Hole was on the other side of it, and there was no way I was going to turn around now.

“Take a breath, Hailey,” I said to myself, “It’s just you down here.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong.” 

I spun around on the spot, my heart suddenly beating a mile a minute, but before I could fully turn around, Reaper had grabbed my shoulder with one hand and was holding me in place. “You!” I snarled.

“Hello, Hailey,” Reaper said, and then he wound back his arm and threw a punch into my face causing blood to erupt from my nose, spraying the walls with crimson, specks of it coating the fluorescent light over my head. 

Groaning I tried to straighten myself out, but that punch had left me disoriented, dizzy, unable to catch my footing or my bearings. Reaper pushed me up against the door, which gave way as if it had already been slightly open, and I staggered backwards, falling flat on my ass in the dark room beyond. He then stepped through and shut the door, killing the white light spilling in from the other side; killing my safety net. 

My nose was broken and bleeding. I could feel it. Hot, sickly pain shot through my nasal passage and all the way into my temples, a feeling that was only amplified by the rapid pulsing of my heartbeat against the sides of my head. I wiped the back of my hand against my nose, saw the blood, and then spat on the floor at Reaper’s feet. 

“You’re a son of a bitch,” I growled.

“I know,” Reaper said, “Getting the drop on you was dishonorable and underhanded, but necessary.” 

“Fuck you; how’s that for dishonorable and underhanded?”

He put a gloved hand to his chest. “Ouch, that really stings.”

“It’s gonna sting a lot more when I’m done with you.”

“That’s very tough talk for a woman who has just been captured by the man who killed her sister and by the man who is about to pull a rabbit out of a hat—or, should I say, pull Hellfire out of a Hell Hole.”

I scrambled to get to my feet and pressed my back against the nearest wall I could find. The room was dark, but it wasn’t pitch black. There were candles flickering in the dimness, their lights casting long, almost monstrous shadows against the walls and ceiling, and there, shrouded in darkness, was a tall man whose frame I recognized anywhere. 

“Cerberus…” I said.

“Yes,” Cerberus replied, his voice echoing in the tight space. “Welcome.” 

“Punching me in the face wouldn’t class as a welcome.” 

“I must admit I find Reaper’s methods unorthodox, and I do not condone raising one’s fist to a woman—unless that woman deserves it.”

“You deserve more than just a punch in the face, you son-of-a-bitch. When I get my hands on you, I’m going to rip your eyeballs out and feed them to your friend over there.”

“Again, I have to say your tough-talk isn’t really that threatening,” Reaper said, “You’re outnumbered, outclassed, and no one’s coming to help you. What makes you think you can make good on your promises?”

“Simple, really. You’re gonna make a mistake, and I’m gonna be there to take you out.”

“A mistake? I don’t make mistakes.”

“No? So, killing your entire team off… that wasn’t a mistake? They were the people keeping us on our toes, not you. Did you know he’d murdered his team?” 

“I did,” Cerberus said, “A waste, I believe, but they were underperforming, so I understood. I also understood it was necessary… to get you here.”

“To… what?” 

Reaper grinned, his mouth appearing to split open like a Brute’s in the darkness. “You’re so predictable,” he said, “Even without a Seer’s help it was easy to know you’d come rushing down here as soon as Isaac was killed, and you did exactly that—in record time, too. I thought we had at least another hour to wait before you’d show up, but here you were, practically out of breath from how fast you’d gotten down here.”

He had me, there. I had come right down here, hadn’t spared a single moment, and Reaper had been able to spring his trap. Hot blood rushed to my cheeks, carried there on wings of anger and embarrassment. I didn’t like being predictable. I was always one step ahead of the competition, one step ahead of my enemies—it was why I was a great demon hunter. I knew I was rusty, but damn, I didn’t know things had gotten that bad.

“That might be right,” I said, “But you’re pretty fucking stupid to waste the lives of three mages to spring a trap on me.”

“Isaac’s was the only life given up for the sake of this trap. The others had simply failed me for the last time. I had no more use for them, and no time to listen to them grovel for forgiveness.” 

“So, you just thought you’d drop them at my doorstep?”

“Why not inflict a little psychological damage in the process of taking out the trash?” 

“Trash… you’re a murderer. There’s a special place in hell for people like you.”

“Pretty convenient that there’s a back door to just that place right here then, huh? I bet you’d like to send me there.”

“Oh, you have no idea.” 

“Then, how about you try? I’ll give you a fair fight, just you and me.”

“Reaper, this is not the time for bravado,” Cerberus said. “I have a very specific task to accomplish, here.” 

“I could give a shit about your task,” Reaper snarled, “If the bitch wants to have it out with me and send me off to meet lucifer and the rest of the demons, then let’s see if she has what it takes.” 

Cerberus sighed. “Fine, but make it quick. I’m on a schedule.”

Reaper cracked his neck. “Alright, Hailey,” he said, “It’s time for you to back your threats up with action, but I warn you, you’d better hit me and hit me hard, because if I find even the slightest opening, I’m going to send you to meet your sister.”

My heart pumped even harder, and faster than it had been. Though my nose was broken, and still bleeding, the adrenaline coursing through my system dulled the pain down to almost nothing—a little magic took care of the rest. Slowly, I gripped the handle of the sword strapped to my back, a sword that had been cloaked until now, and pulled it loose of its sheath, the sound catching Reaper by surprise.

“I didn’t know we were bringing toys to the party,” he said, “But since you are…” He reached for a combat knife strapped to his ankle and held it in one hand. From behind him, Cerberus watched on, his arms folded in front of his chest. I knew he wouldn’t intervene in this fight, his code wouldn’t allow it, not even if I killed Reaper. 

“You’d better kill me quick,” I said, “Because as soon as I’m done with you, I’m going for him.” 

Reaper started stepping sideways, tossing the knife from one hand to the other, one minute pointing it at me, the other holding it as if he were going to throw it. He was trying to throw me off, make me question my footing. I didn’t. With my sword gripped tightly and held in front of me as any good longsword-wielder would, I followed his movements, moving clockwise with him. 

With the same, lightning fast action, Reaper tossed the knife from one hand to the other and fired a bolt of blue light at me that came screaming through the dark. I’d anticipated this feint, though, and easily side-stepped the path of the light. The beam struck the concrete wall behind me, sending chips scattering out in all directions. Before the dust could settle, I charged, keeping my sword facing toward him and angling it just at the last second to create as little an opening as possible for him to strike me with. 

Instead of attacking, though, he went on the defensive, parrying my sword-strike with his knife. The handle was guarded, had a hilt large enough to allow the sword to come to a complete stop without slicing his hand off. When my momentum died, he delivered a swift kick to my groin that sent me staggering back and knocked the air out of my lungs. 

I heaved, sucking in a deep breath, but had no time for such luxuries like breathing; Reaper was coming for me, his knife hand cocked. 

I rolled to the left, out of the way of his knife, but before I could find my footing again he was on the offensive, throwing another swing at me, then another, and another. I caught one of his strikes with the edge of my blade, cutting his offense long enough for me to stand and counter-attack, bringing my sword down in a lethal arc over his head. Reaper turned his eyes up at the sword coming down on him and shuffled to the left to avoid the blow, but this time it was me who was ready to throw a kick at him. 

I spun my body entirely around and brought the heel of my right foot into contact with his face, my boot landing perfectly, surprising even myself; I hadn’t thrown a roundhouse kick in a very long time. Reaper must have been seeing stars because he lost his footing and shambled to the right, stretching his hand out until he found a wall, and his shambling stopped. 

He wiped his lip with the back of his gloved hand and looked across at me. “Good,” he said, “You’re a much better fighter than your sister was.”

“Fuck you,” I growled, “Don’t you fucking dare talk about her.”

“Touch a nerve? Come at me again and we’ll see if I can cut some of them out for you instead of just touching them.” 

Anger rushed through me like a volcanic eruption. My hands started trembling, my eyes started watering. I wanted to hurt him, not just kill him, but hurt him; make him suffer, make him beg for death. The rage was all-consuming, the kind that makes the veins on your neck stick out; the kind that makes your heart flutter and the acid in your stomach rise into your throat. 

I channeled all of that emotion into my magic, drawing on the power from the blood spilling out of my nose and from my own raw emotional wounds, then I wrapped that magic around him like a straitjacket and pulled it tightly around his mind. His eyes bulged, the veins on his neck and temple popped out. He was resisting the magic, resisting my hold on him, but my power was vicelike, constricting around him and not letting him go no matter how strong he thought his own mind was.

I wanted to hurt him, wanted to make him suffer, but I also needed to take Cerberus out, and I didn’t think I had enough in me to deal with them both. Instead of attacking his brain with my own psychic might, I reached deep into his emotional core and looked to twist the dials and knobs there, to turn all of the feelings he had toward me and direct them at Cerberus.

I was going to make them kill each other.

But something happened when I tried to reach into his emotions. They weren’t there. I had gone into his mind with all of my anger, all of my energy, and had broken through his defenses like a wrecking ball swinging into a concrete building. He hadn’t been able to stand against me. But this had given me a moment of pause. 

He was empty. It wasn’t that he had somehow managed to protect his emotions from me, they simply weren’t there. It was like reaching into a barrel expecting to find it full of fruit—or at least scorpions, since we were talking about Reaper—and then your fingers touch the bottom. This man had no emotional core; no emotions whatsoever. 

Reaper regained himself while I hesitated, and then he flung himself at me, seizing the moment to drive his knife square into my lower abdomen, tearing through muscles and intestines like they weren’t even there. As the flower of hot and cold pain bloomed inside of me, a sensation that radiated through my stomach, all the way into my arms, my feet, my head, I knew, without being told, this time, Reaper had delivered a fatal blow. 

I was going to die here.

Reaper stuck the knife in even deeper, and I felt every single millimeter of the blade’s movement; a sickening sensation that was at the same time a crunch and a slide. As he did so, he leaned closer to my ear. “Surprised?” he asked. “Sorry to disappoint.” 

All I could manage was a wet uck, uck, sound in reply.

He pulled the knife out of my gut, and I fell to my knees, my sword clattering to the floor in front of me. An instant later, I started spilling out of me; a crimson flow that looked black against the dimness. I pressed my hands against the wound, but the excruciating pain I was in didn’t let me press hard enough to staunch the flow of blood. I tried to wrap myself in magic and shut the pain out, but succeeded only in dulling it a little—enough to remain conscious, but little more than that.

“Pathetic,” Reaper said, wiping the knife on his lap. “I thought you had more fight in you than that.” He turned to Cerberus. “Looks to me like you can start doing your thing.”

“Good,” Cerberus said, “I was growing tired of this.”

I still couldn’t speak, though there wasn’t much I could’ve said that wasn’t an insult, and I needed to conserve my energy. Too much blood, I was losing too much blood, and talking wasn’t going to help me hold on for dear life any better. The sword lying on the floor in front of me glinted slightly, as if a soft, prismatic light had fallen upon it and shone across its surface. The light had started green, then it shifted to purple, then yellow, and finally red toward the base of the blade, which was covered in my blood.

Curious.

“Stand back,” Cerberus commanded, his voice booming through the small room. “When the Hell Hole opens, the Hellfire will follow, and you do not want to be anywhere near it.” 

Reaper bowed and stepped away. “As you say, boss,” he said.

I turned my attention toward the two men. “You don’t…” I struggled to say, but the words weren’t coming. 

“What’s that?” Reaper asked, “We don’t, what?”

“You don’t know what you’re doing.” I had to force the words out, grimacing through every syllable. 

“On the contrary,” Cerberus said, opening his little brown book and flipping through to find the right page, “This book tells me exactly what I must do to achieve what I want, and what I want is Hellfire.”

“It’ll kill you.”

“While I appreciate your concern for my wellbeing, I can assure you I have this under control.” 

“You don’t have the book I have,” I groaned. “There are two parts to the ritual.”

Cerberus gave me his attention now, his sidelong glance a clear indication that my misdirection had worked, at least a little. Of course, trying to successfully bluff a Warlock was about as easy as trying to find your phone when it’s dark, you’re in someone else’s apartment, drunk as hell, and the phone’s out of power.

“What two parts?” he asked, curiosity getting the better of him.

“If you don’t get this right, the Hellfire will kill you, me, Reaper, and just about everyone else in London.”

“I’m sure you’ll die before the Hellfire gets to you, if what you’ve said is true,” Reaper said, “But I’m pretty sure you’re bullshitting the two of us right now into thinking you’re more useful than you are. Let me guess, you have the other book on you right now?”

“It’s in a safe place.”

“Safe place… you’re really gonna listen to this shit? Just get on with the magic, will you? I have things I want to get done today.”

Cerberus’ eyes narrowed, part of him perhaps considering that I could’ve been telling the truth. For a heartbeat he didn’t take his eyes off me, but then he looked to his subordinate and nodded, returning his attention to the book in his hand and starting to recite the incantation written inside. As soon as he started speaking, the voices on the other side of the Hell Hole began to scream, creating an ululating, disjointed sound that would’ve made my ears bleed if I had any more blood left to give.

Drip by bloody drip my consciousness was starting to fade, my vision starting to blacken and swim at the edges. I’d be unconscious soon, then dead, and once dead the voices couldn’t bother me anymore. Right now, though, I was still awake and those voices were really throwing off my thinking game. As quick as I could, I conjured a psychic wall around my mind that was like hitting the mute button on the world. 

Then I breathed. Deep in, deep out. Ignore the wheeze, ignore the pain. Just breathe, Hailey. Breathe through it. You’re gonna die, but you’ve got a few tricks left up your sleeve. Just think. Think.

The room suddenly erupted with blood red light that emanated from a single crack in the ground. I couldn’t hear anything, having cut my brain’s ability to process sound or language of any kind, whether heard or beamed into my mind, but I could see what was going on, could see the light, the flickering of fire rising from the ground, could see the way the flames danced along the walls, across Cerberus’ face, his chest. 

He was speaking, reciting, one hand stretched toward the Hell Hole, the other holding the book in his hand. The air started to reek of something I couldn’t identify, but attacked my nostrils with a vengeance, making them sting. The temperature had also plummeted dramatically, causing a chill that penetrated my skin and reached my bones. None of this was good for my current dying situation. 

Except… maybe… what happened next.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

I watched on, mesmerized as arcs of red lightning sparked out of the Hell Hole and reached for Cerberus’ outstretched fingertips. The color was so intense, so vividly beautiful, it was difficult—no, impossible—to look away. In that moment, the fact that I was dying didn’t even seem to register to my mind. There was only the swirling red, the crackling light, the ethereal flames rising, falling, and dancing all around. 

Cerberus’ expression hardened, and while I couldn’t hear him, I knew he had started to yell, could feel the timbre of his voice bouncing around my ribcage. He was getting forceful, dominant, showing that Hell Hole and the demons beyond it that he was, in fact, their lord and commander, their boss, the living incarnation of Lucifer himself, and demanding that they give him what he knew was his. 

The Hellfire.

Lightning flashed more furiously now, snapping at his cheek so hard it left a scorch-mark burning on his skin. Reaper put his hands up to protect his face from those lashing whips of crackling red light, but they came for him too, slashing at his gloves and burning right through them as if they weren’t even there. He flinched from the sudden, biting pain and then glared at the crack in the floor, his blade hand ready to thrust, as if he could somehow kill the Hell Hole with a combat knife.

As I watched on, a persistent coil of lightning began to rise from the floor, like a twister made of arcing whips of light. It searched for Cerberus’ hand and encircled it, the intense power it had literally scorching his sleeve right off his arm, and then beginning to work on his flesh. It bubbled at first, then boils started to appear, all along his forearm, and then the skin started to fall away, melting off him and falling to the floor in thick, wet clumps. 

If the sight wasn’t enough to make a person hurl, the smell would’ve done the trick. It took all I had to stop myself from retching, though my abdomen did heave hard. When I looked up again, Cerberus was still standing, his arm was still stretched, and while his flesh was literally melting off his bones, he gave no indication he was in any type of pain. His face was all stone, his expression as staunch and unmovable as a mountain.

That was until Reaper lunged at him and shoved the tip of his combat knife under Cerberus’ ribs, plunging the blade in all the way to the hilt.

Cerberus’ entire body seemed to lift from the force of the impact, and then he screamed. I suspected this was more out of shock than pain; I didn’t think he even could feel pain. Maybe he had used the same magic I had to block the receptors in his brain from experiencing it. Betrayal, however—surprise—that was much harder to block. 

I hadn’t realized my jaw was hanging open until I sucked in my first breath of cold air since Reaper had committed his betrayal. The lightning had recoiled from Cerberus’ body and had started to encircle both men, whipping around them, striking at the walls, the floor. I was glad to be far enough away from that thing that it didn’t seem to touch me, though I did feel the urge to flinch from time to time when those fingers of light and cold heat came a little too close for comfort.

Though they were encased in furious, swirling magic, I could tell both men were talking to each other. Cerberus, his eyes wide and shining with the light from the Hellfire swirling around him, couldn’t seem to move a muscle except to speak. Why wasn’t he attacking Reaper with his mind? I was dying, and I was using magic. 

Why didn’t he fight back?

Fight back! 

I didn’t want Cerberus to live, but with him around Reaper at least answered to someone. Although if that were really true, Reaper wouldn’t have just done what he had done. He had just proven he answered to no one, cared about no one and nothing but himself, which meant I was definitely dead; the only question was, what could I do before the moment came?

Reaper pulled the knife out of Cerberus’ side, said something, and then slashed Cerberus’ throat open. Blood spurted out of the fatal, horizontal wound. Cerberus gargled, blood spilling from his mouth now as well as his throat. He clutched his neck with his only working hand, the other now looking more like a bone a dog had bitten the flesh right off over the course of a day, but his blood spilled through his fingers much faster than mine did. 

He doubled over, falling to his knees, then fell all the way to the floor, limp, his eyes open, but glassy and unseeing. 

Reaper wiped his knife on his leg, turned around to glance at me, and then pointed at the Hell Hole on the floor. No, I thought, No, no, no! I wanted to speak, but I needed to conserve all the energy I had and focus it on keeping alive. What was the point in staying alive another minute, or two, or three, if Reaper was about to do what it looked like he was about to do? 

I had to do something… but what?

Reaper returned his knife to its sheath at his boot, then knelt beside Cerberus and picked the book up from the floor. Without skipping a beat, Reaper pulled the book open to the page Cerberus had been reading from, and then he started reading, reciting, his every syllable an explosion of feeling that only added to the vibrations already being flung around this tight, enclosed space. 

Reaper’s eyes lit up with red fire. He opened his mouth, and from his throat shone a bright red light that for a moment brought everything into sharp contrast. I could see the determined expression on Reaper’s face, Cerberus’ body still twitching, his mangled fingers smoking, the blood in front of me pooling. 

The Hellfire surrounding Reaper’s body jumped across his shoulders, his arms, whipped around his head, seemed to move through him on occasion, until finally it arched like a serpent before him, and then dove into his open mouth. His body convulsed and violently shook. The book fell from his hand, forgotten, unnecessary. I watched the Hellfire illuminate his body from the inside out, highlighting Reaper’s skeletal frame even through his clothes. 

Then the Hellfire was gone, absorbed into his body, and he stopped convulsing entirely, but he couldn’t keep his footing. Reaper dropped to one knee, using his hands to stop from toppling over completely. I watched his chest heave, his back bobbing up and down. Faint lightning zipped between his fingertips, and when he noticed, he flexed his fingers, shook them loose, and as he did so, little tongues of red flame licked between them.

Jesus Christ, he has it… 

The Hell Hole in front of him seemed to settle somewhat, but the light remained, pulsing out of the opening and filling the room around it. Then he looked at me, his gaze a hammer, my concentration the glass window it smashed through. My breath caught in my throat. Already I was feeling faint, but the sudden rush of blood pressure was starting to really pull me down, and there wasn’t enough magic left in me that could keep me conscious for much longer. 

Reaper started talking, but I couldn’t hear him—at least, my brain wasn’t accepting the input, and I wasn’t ready to flick the volume up again. I had no idea what that would do to my mind. Instead, I pulled one of my hands away from the bleeding wound in my stomach and flipped him the middle finger, making sure to grin a bloody grin in the process.

His face twisted with rage. I watched him wind back his arm, saw the tips of his fingers fire up as if his glove had somehow developed the ability to spontaneously combust—though the flame was red, not orange. I knew this was it, knew I was seconds away from death, but picked my sword up from off the floor, aimed it at him, and started to get to my feet, fighting through the pain.

Once more into the breach, one last hurrah. 

Reaper suddenly stopped what he was doing. A second passed, then another, and another, and nothing happened. Instead of launching a ball of Hellfire at me, he was staring at me like I’d just grown a second head, bewildered, confused. Then, as he started to look around the room, spinning quickly from one side to the other. I couldn’t hear him, but I saw him say the words, “Where are you?”, and then I realized he wasn’t looking at me—he was looking for me. 

I didn’t know what had happened, but if Reaper couldn’t see me then that meant I had been blessed with one final advantage. Without wasting another second, I moved to the right, trying to put as much distance between myself and the spot I had been in as I could, but my body was stiff, and injured, and every single one of my joints felt stiff and seemed to almost crunch as I tried to move. 

I couldn’t feel the pain I was in, but I knew the moment it came flooding back, I would probably pass out and then promptly die. 

Reaper gave up searching left and right for me, and instead zeroed in on the spot I had been kneeling in a moment ago. I watched him say something, heard the vibrations of his voice in my chest, and then he cocked back his arm and hurled a ball of sizzling, bright red fire at the ground. The ball exploded on contact, embers of Hellfire catching on the walls, the ceiling, and around the spot I had been in. 

Right away the fire began to spread, tongues of flame starting to flick out in all directions. Reaper yelled again, cursing this time, but he didn’t throw another fireball. Instead he marched over to the door, opened it, and stepped through; slapping his palm against the door and leaving a burning handprint on it as he left the room for good measure. 

The door slammed shut, and the fire began to crawl along its surface, spreading in all directions like blood through water, a spider’s web of red flame. Only seconds had passed since Reaper had conjured his first ball of Hellfire, and already it felt like the entire room was in flames. There was only one other way out of this room, but I knew what lay beyond the door on the other side of where Cerberus lay—it was a long corridor, and beyond it, the Underground itself—which at this time would be active, trains passing through every three minutes.

Even if there weren’t any trains, there was no way I would be able to crawl all the way through, make it to the platform, and receive medical attention before all of the blood had spilled out of me. I had seconds left, I could feel it. My arms were shaking, my vision was blurring, swaying, darkening. The book was my only chance; the book Reaper had just left there, sitting in a puddle of Cerberus’ blood.

Hand over hand, I crawled toward it, with my sword gripped as tightly as I could manage, thanking all the Gods for the small favor I had been granted and hoping it was enough. I had to crawl through Cerberus’ cold blood to get to the book, which lay face down in a crimson pool, but I reached it, and I picked it up. 

Though it had been sitting in blood for a while, the book looked entirely pristine—untouched and unstained. That meant the pages were readable, at least. Another small favor. Blinking hard, I flicked through the book until I found what I was looking for; the Hellfire spell. I may be about to die, but if I could take the Hellfire into myself, I could make extinguishing the flames Reaper had set my last good deed for the planet. 

Not being able to process sound and language meant I also couldn’t form words of my own. I had no choice but to drop the spell and let the voices flood in. Lucky for me, the things on the other side of the Hell Hole weren’t nearly as talkative as they had been a moment ago. Maybe they had been satiated, maybe they’d gotten what they wanted. Whatever it was, I was thankful for, because instead of a gaggle of inhuman voices, there was only a low, droning hum and the whispering of a phantom wind, all of it coming from the glowing crack in the ground.

I coughed to clear my throat then started reciting the words written on the page, having to constantly push magic into my mind if only so I could read straight. Seconds. I had seconds left. I was dying. Would die. I could barely hold the book upright in front of me to read the words written on it. My eyes were getting heavy, too heavy, but I kept reading anyway, and when the red sparks started spitting out of the Hell Hole, I kept reading; and when the lightning started to snap and whip, I kept reading; and when the coil of fire and light came spinning out of the ground, searching for the person speaking the words that had summoned it, I continued to read. 

I knew what was coming next, knew what I had to do; I had to accept the darkness in front of me, make a conscious choice to allow this corrupting power to enter my body and consume me from within. I finished the incantation and opened my mouth as Reaper had done, signaling to the Hell Hole and the entities on the other side that I was ready and willing to accept them into my body, if only they’d give me the power over Hellfire.

The coil of crackling light in front of me hissed, arched back, and then catapulted itself into my mouth. 

This foul magic, this entity, ripped through me, forcing convulsions to ripple across my body. Every single one of my nerve endings was triggered, bright flowers of white-hot agony opening inside my head, my chest, my stomach. The spell keeping me from feeling pain had failed, and now that’s all there was. I writhed on the floor, clutching my stomach and screaming as the Hellfire filled me. Voices were whispering at me, others yelling at me, it was as if there were people all around me, pointing at me, some mocking me, others insulting me. I had shut my eyes as a reaction to the pain, but I opened them now and saw them standing around me, the shadows, the demons. 

A final, excruciating wave of pain hit me, this one focused on my abdomen. I yelled and doubled over, clutching my stomach as tightly as I could. It felt like my insides were on fire, a fire that was burning me through from the inside out, and when I dared to look, tongues of red flame and whips of light were flicking out of the fatal blow Reaper had delivered to my stomach. 

It was at that point where everything went black. I could only hope I had, with my last conscious thought, killed the Hellfire Reaper had brought into the world.

The rest was up to the others, now; for me, the curtain had fallen.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

I could hear voices around me. Someone was talking; no, some people were talking. About me? I couldn’t tell. The sounds were muted, distant, and difficult to zero in on. It was as if the people talking were in another room, and I was listening to them through the walls. Maybe I was dead? Maybe the voices I was listening to were the whisperings of demons on the other side of the Hell Hole, the demons that were probably racing to gather up what was left of my corpse and drag it back to their realm.

That’s… Morpheus.

My eyes didn’t open, not exactly, not all the way, but I could feel them moving behind my eyelids. I tried to groan, to make a sound, to move any of my muscles, but nothing was happening. I must have been dead. To some cultures, this was what death felt like; like lying awake at night, but not being able to move or speak, aware of the world around you, but apart from it forever.

That didn’t sound good at all. If this was death, I didn’t want any part of it, so I struggled with my muscles, trying to flex my fingers, wiggle my toes, or even my ears. I wanted to do something, anything to let me know I was in fact still alive. That my eyes were moving wasn’t enough. I needed something a little more real than that.

Then I managed a strangled cough, and the voices stopped. A moment later, I felt the proximity of a person entering my space. He spoke, maybe he said my name, I wasn’t sure; couldn’t have replied if I’d wanted to. Another forced gargle with my throat, and the person near me sucked in a deep breath of air.

“—awake!” was the only word that came clearly to my mind, and it was Morpheus who had said it.

I tried to open my eyes, but everything felt too heavy, and stiff. I didn’t think I could move at all. Then another person entered my space, tried to speak, but I couldn’t hear what he had said. I thought, maybe, it almost sounded a little like Levi. I wanted to reply, to let them know I could hear them, but my body didn’t feel like my own. An odd kind of heat had settled on my chest, and it almost felt like that heat was—someone grabbed my hand, and then my entire body snapped into action as if it were on fire.

I sat bolt-upright, snatched the hand holding mine by the wrist, and twisted it, snarling at the person it was attached to. It was Levi. 

“Oh, fuck!” I said, the anger in my face immediately softening.

Levi withdrew his hand the second I released it and cradled it, staring at me like I was a monster. I stared at him in return, not totally sure what had just happened but horrified at what I had done.

“Jesus,” he yelped, “What was that?” 

“I’m sorry! I don’t know what came over me.” 

He examined his wrist then looked back at me. “It’s fine, I just wasn’t expecting that.”

“I wasn’t either… I… kinda thought I was dead. Am I dead?”

Morpheus, who had pulled away from me a little, settled again, readjusting his glasses. “If you’re dead, then it means I’m dead too, and I’m pretty sure I didn’t die on my way home from the Underground station where we picked you up.”

“You… picked me up?”

“You don’t remember?” Levi asked.

“I… don’t remember anything.” 

That was a lie. I remembered. Flashes of memory were returning, moving images in my mind riding on the back of insane bursts of sound I hadn’t been able to even process at the time. Reaper. Cerberus. The Hellfire. I remembered everything, or at least, everything until the point where I passed out; the last image available to me were tongues of red fire flicking out from inside of me. My entire body trembled at the thought.

“What happened to me?” I asked.

“We were kind of hoping you could tell us,” Morpheus said. “We were waiting outside of service door 5A for you and the others to show up, but no one was there when we got there. When Ivy, Mason, and Cassandra turned up, they looked flustered as hell.”

“You weren’t with them,” Levi said, “Cassandra said you’d ditched them on the train and had gone in without them.”

Swallowing hard. “I… I did.” 

“Why?”

“Because I… I just knew it was something I had to do on my own. I didn’t want to risk anyone else’s life fighting Reaper. It sounds stupid, but his involvement in this has made it personal.”

“I get that, I really do. I think it’s noble and everything, wanting to protect us like that, but what if you’d been killed in there?” 

“But I wasn’t killed, okay?” I snapped, an unfamiliar anger working through me, “I’m still here, aren’t I?”

“Everybody let’s just take it down for a second,” Morpheus said, “Tensions are running high and we don’t need this right now.”

I took a deep breath to center myself. “Fine…” I said, “So, you all met at the door to the service tunnels, then what?”

Morpheus looked over at Levi. Levi nodded. “Then you… came out,” Morpheus said.

“Came out? What do you mean?”

“I mean you just opened the door and walked out. You looked beyond the point of exhaustion, but you were alive.” 

“Then you just passed out,” Levi put in. “The moment you saw me, your eyes rolled into the back of your skull and you passed out.” 

“I don’t remember any of that,” I said. “Like, I don’t remember leaving the room I was in. I don’t even know how I could’ve even left the room. It was on fire.”

“Wait… what?” Levi asked, angling his head, “On fire?”

“Reaper, he… wait, you’re telling me there was no fire when you found me?” 

Morpheus frowned. “No… none that were reported, anyway.” 

Relief. It had worked. Reaper had conjured the Hellfire and spread it about the room, but I had managed to snuff it out… and save my own life in the process. I wasn’t sure how that had happened, why taking the Hellfire into myself had saved me from my mortal wound. I also didn’t know why Cerberus had failed at taking the Hellfire for himself, where Reaper and I had both succeeded. Considering the Hellfire was a gift bestowed onto a mage by demons, did that say more about Cerberus, or about Reaper and me?

“Good,” I said, “Cerberus… he was using the spell and, there was fire everywhere. I thought the entire tunnel was going to collapse or something.” 

“Far as I know, everything’s fine down there,” Morpheus insisted. 

“Is… is everyone here?” Looking around me, I could tell I was in one of the rooms at Nerve. The wallpapers and carpets were the same, the fixtures were old, and the bed was comfortable—not like the one at our place. “Ivy, Mason, and Cassandra, I mean?”

“Downstairs,” Levi said, “They’ll wanna know you’re awake. I’ll go down and tell them.” 

“No,” I said, quickly getting to my feet, “I’ll go down with you. I should probably tell you all what happened down there, anyway.” 

“Are you sure you should be moving around? You looked like you’ve just gotten a right kicking.”

“I feel fine, seriously. Has Tank had a look at my injuries?”

Morpheus nodded. “He gave you the all clear while you were asleep.”

“Then there’s no reason for me to be glued to this bed all day. C’mon.” 

Levi opened the door for me and I stepped through, heading down the stairs and into the living room where Ivy, Mason, Tank, and Cassandra were, watching sitting and watching an old episode of Friends. Ivy was the one who spotted me first. She stood up and stared at me, glared at me. I knew what was coming. 

“You’re an asshole,” she growled. 

Inside me I felt a stirring, warm and volatile, a feeling that made my chest tighten. I had known she’d have a problem with what I had done to her, but her words triggered an urge to attack in any case. It took everything I had to ball my hands into fists and keep from moving on her. I didn’t like this sensation, and liked even less what it meant, but I had to control it as best I could. 

“I had to,” I said, pulling a little magic into myself—just enough to keep my reactions cool and logical, and keep that anger from rushing to the surface and setting fire to her hair. “Cassandra said—”

“We know what Cassandra said. She confessed the whole thing. My problem is, don’t you think we may have agreed with her if you’d just told us?”

I glanced at Mason and cocked an eyebrow. “No. Honestly? No. I don’t. I think you’d have tried to convince me that what I was doing was stupid and I was just going to get myself killed. This wasn’t just the best decision I could’ve made, it was the only one to make. I know you don’t like it, but I didn’t want to risk your lives.”

“So, you risked yours instead?”

“She told me it would work out better if I went in alone. It did, and I’m still alive.”

Ivy’s hand flew to her hip. “It worked out better, did it? Enlighten us, we’ve all been waiting to hear the story.”

I clenched my jaw. “Cerberus is dead,” I said.

Mason perked up, his eyes wide. Tank mirrored him, shifting in his seat to look at me without having to turn his neck at a weird angle. 

“Cerberus is dead?” Mason asked, “As in, dead, dead?” 

“Dead as they come,” I said.

“We should probably all move to the living room for this,” Morpheus called out from behind me. 

I nodded and followed him, and the rest of the group followed me. A few moments later we were all arranged around the large living room table, some of them standing, some of them seated. I was one of the standing ones, as were Ivy and Levi. The others had all decided to sit. When everyone was settled, I took a deep breath and cleared my throat.

“I didn’t mean to jump to the end of the story like that,” I said, “But you kinda put me on the spot.”

“I don’t care about that,” Ivy said, “Cerberus is dead. What does that mean? Is it all over?”

I shut my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. “No,” I said, “And I’ll get to that, but first I think I need to give you as much of the story as I can, otherwise everything will be all over the place and we won’t know what to do next.” 

“Sounds good to me,” Morpheus said. “Anyone opposed?” 

No one raised their hands. 

“Looks like you have the floor,” Mason said, gesturing with his hand.

I nodded. “Okay,” I said, “I’m gonna start from the beginning, but my memory about all this is still pretty fragmented. Especially when it comes to how the hell I made it out of that place alive. I literally have no idea how I got from the Hell Hole to the service door where you found me.” 

“Do your best,” Mason said, “The rest we can figure out with you.” 

I took a breath and scanned the room. Already I knew there were details about what had happened down there that I’d have to keep to myself. This wasn’t so much a suggestion, but an imperative. They couldn’t know all that had happened. There would be too many questions, too much scrutiny, and right now we didn’t have time for any of that. Reaper was out there, and he had Hellfire.

“Reaper sprung a trap on me,” I said, “When I reached the door to the Hell Hole, he was there, waiting for me to arrive. He’d known I would come. Reaper knew, as soon as I found the Harlequin and realized that his death would end the spell keeping the Hell Hole hidden from us I would race down there to try and shut it down. He got the drop on me, and he shoved me into the room on the other side of the door, and there was Cerberus, also waiting.” 

Already Levi wanted to ask a question, but Mason put a hand on his shoulder and shook his head. 

I continued. “He taunted me,” I said, “And we fought… I thought I could kill Reaper, and then kill Cerberus, and end this whole thing then and there. I know, it was an arrogant thought, but I was there on my own, and if there was a chance I was going to die, then I wanted to inflict as much damage as I possibly could. So, I gave Reaper everything I had, and he still got the better of me. He injured me, took my book from my jacket and…” I let my head fall and focused my gaze on the table in front of me. “Reaper is a much better fighter than I am. He would’ve killed me, too, if it hadn’t been for… well, I think it was my sword.”

“Your sword?” Tank asked. He was too far away for Mason to stop him from interrupting, and he hadn’t made it look like he wanted to speak before he spoke—he’d just blurted the question out. “What do you mean, your sword?”

“Remember back at the auction house? Someone said that the sword I’d taken off the brat that had paid through the nose for it was about as magical as a ham sandwich? I think those were the words…” 

“Pretty sure you said that,” Levi said. 

I nodded and looked around again. “Well, I was wrong. The sword is magical. It does have the power to take magic from the mages it kills, and it just so happens I killed a Shade with it a little under a week ago. I think maybe my blood activated the magic inside, because just as Reaper was about to deliver the killing blow, I turned invisible, and I don’t have that kind of magic. If I did, I wouldn’t be bugging Ivy so much she’s probably sick of me by now.”

Ivy shrugged. “It got on my tits at first, but I kind of like being able to flex my magical muscles often, so…” 

“Anyway, the sword made me invisible. Reaper couldn’t see me, which meant he couldn’t kill me.” 

“Is that how you killed Cerberus?” she asked, “Snuck up behind him and jammed the sword into his back?” 

“No, that… that was Reaper’s doing.”

“Wait, hold on,” Mason said, his face twisted like he hadn’t understood. “You’re telling us Reaper murdered Cerberus?” 

“In cold blood,” I said. “Just as he was taking the Hellfire, too. The ritual was working… I mean, I don’t know if it was working, really; Cerberus’ hand was… it was as if the fire was burning the skin right off him. Maybe it would’ve killed him on its own, or maybe he would’ve succeeded eventually, I don’t know, but the fire created a distraction that gave Reaper the opening he needed. I watched him do it right in front of me… and then I watched him read from Cerberus’ book… and take the Hellfire for himself.” 

The Eyes each glanced at each other, a wave of shock pushing through the room. I had muddled the timeline of events, had omitted my fatal wound, had lied about so much already, but I had to. I didn’t have a choice, here. They couldn’t know what had really happened down there, they couldn’t know what I had done to protect them, to protect everyone.

“Fuck…” Levi said, the word sighing from his mouth. “So, Reaper just got even more dangerous.” 

I nodded. “I couldn’t stop him from just walking out of the room. I had to let him go. If I’d let the invisibility drop, we wouldn’t be talking right now.” 

“But…” Morpheus started, then stopped. I could see his brain working, could hear the cogs churning inside his head. “What about the fire?” 

Fuck.

“What fire?” Ivy asked.

“She said the room was on fire… when did that happen?” 

I took a breath. “When Cerberus started his ritual,” I said, “The fire leapt out of the Hell Hole and just engulfed everything. It was everywhere. Fire, lightning, all red—the color of blood. It was the most horrifying thing I’d ever seen. When Reaper took the Hellfire for himself, he just left. It was clear he couldn’t find me. I guess he thought I’d die with the flames… I saw them eat Cerberus’ body, his book, my book… there was nothing left of him by the time they’d washed over him. I tried to get up, tried to run for any of the doors, but the Hellfire beat me to them. I was trapped… it all got too much. I passed out, and the next thing I know, I’m waking up in the bedroom upstairs.” 

Silence filled the room after I’d finished talking. I had lied about a lot of things, and I knew it, but I was hoping I wouldn’t have to lie to them about this again. Taking the Hellfire to stop it from killing innocent people didn’t make me a bad person, and not telling them what I had done didn’t make me one either. When the right time came, they’d learn the truth—or maybe I’d deal with it all before they found out.

Right now, the most important thing was that they didn’t find out. 

It was Mason who broke the silence. “So, Reaper has Hellfire,” he said, “And he’s out there, somewhere, but we don’t know where, because Cassandra can’t follow him with her magic, which means he could be literally anywhere.”

“Does he have a reason to stay in London now that Cerberus is dead?” Morpheus asked.

“He does,” I said, “Me. Reaper isn’t about to just walk away without finishing the job.”

“I don’t mean to sound like a bitch,” Ivy said, “But isn’t that a bit pretentious? I mean, his job is finished—Cerberus, his employer, is dead, and now Reaper has the power of Hellfire on his side. Do you think he cares about killing you?” 

“I don’t think he cares about anything except himself… and that’s why I think he’ll stay here. I’m banking on the fact that he wants to use his pretty new toy on me, nothing else will satisfy him more.” 

“So, then we should leave London, right?” Morpheus asked. “I mean, if he’s going to be hunting Hailey down, then we should move somewhere remote so fewer civilians are in the way?” 

I shook my head. “He isn’t going to try and look for me. I don’t need to have Seer powers to know he’s going to try and bait me out. Cassandra said she’s sure he’ll kill innocent people. So far, he’s only killed his own team… but now? Now is when he’ll start killing people to get to me, and we need to be close enough to London to stop him from doing that. I can’t let some innocent person die because of me.”

“Seconded,” Levi said, “We should probably also abandon Nerve.” 

Morpheus shot up from his seat. “Hang on a tick,” he said, “What are you talking about?” 

“We need to leave… Reaper knows where we are, and whatever was stopping him from coming for us directly is probably gone now that he has Hellfire, so we need to get the hell out of here.”

“But I just got Nerve working again!” 

“So, figure out a way of making it portable. It’s about time we did something like that anyway.”

“You’re asking me to pack four servers worth of data and processing power into a portable device… that’s impossible.”

“Then use two devices. I don’t care. We have to abandon ship, and that’s nonnegotiable, so let’s get on it.” He turned to look at me. “And you… you’ll probably want to get cleaned up.” 

A warm chill ran through me, then. Levi had just been authoritative, and stern, and commanding, and I was into it. Really into it. “I literally cannot wait to get all of this shit off me and get into a fresh set of clothes.”

“Quicker the better,” he said, gesturing toward the door. 

“Where are you guys going?” Ivy asked.

“We’re going to pack up the flat we’re living in now. I’ll find a new place for us to go and text you the address.” 

I followed him out of the house as he pulled his phone out of his pocket and summoned an Uber for us. I wasn’t sure what had just come over him. Taking command was something that seemed natural to Levi, though I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen him really flex those muscles. What I was sure about was that I liked it, and I wanted to see more of it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

It was late by the time all the arrangements had been made, and I was exhausted, but all we had done today had been necessary to ensure Reaper would have a hard time finding us. 

Levi and I had run back to the apartment and collected our lives back into the tiny suitcases we had packed them into. We had then set off to find a hotel, a cheap but comfortable one, this time looking further into London as opposed to moving further out. The choice to go deeper into London meant cheap wasn’t exactly an option, but we wanted to be close to the heart of the city, just in case something big went down, and if I needed to dig into every penny I’d ever saved to do that, then let that be my good deed for the day.

The Gods knew I needed to get a few of those in if I wanted to balance out this other stuff I was feeling.

Something wasn’t right with me. Ever since I’d woken up in the bed at Nerve, I’d had this sensation of… wrongness… growing within me. At first it had been easy to bury, or even justify. The way I’d grabbed Levi’s wrist like that earlier, that had been an instinctive response to waking up and having someone touch me. The lies I’d told the group to keep them from finding out I’d absorbed the Hellfire into myself I’d been able to justify by telling myself it was to protect them. 

But was it?

It was like a kind of anxiety, but it was more than anxiety; it was dread, implacable and unavoidable. It made my hands shake, made me bounce my knee as I sat on the tube, waiting to get to my stop. It was paranoia, constantly looking over my shoulder because I thought there was someone staring at me from the shadows. It was anger, always present and bubbling under the skin, ready to burst at a moment’s notice.

I was starting to think I’d made a terrible, terrible mistake bringing the Hellfire into myself, but I didn’t have a choice. If I hadn’t done that, I’d be dead, and the fires in the Underground would still be burning—wouldn’t stop burning until Reaper decided to snuff them out of existence. And would he? No, he wouldn’t. He would let them burn, and they would spread throughout the Underground, choking and eating everything inside. Then they’d burn through the ceiling, and they’d bring London crashing in on itself; roads would collapse, buildings would topple, and the Thames would come rushing in to fill the void, drowning what was left. 

I had done the right thing, and I had paid the price—though I was starting to wonder what that price truly was. My sanity? My body? My soul? Nobody ever reads the fine-print, do they?

Levi opened the door to the twin room we would be staying in. We’d booked double and triple rooms where possible to save money, and to keep us all as close as possible. 

I stepped through with my life’s possessions, all of which had fit perfectly back into the case I had brought them in—including Shannon’s poster—and set the case down next to one of the beds. They were double beds, and they looked big, and comfortable. I sat down on one of them and ran my hands along the cover, feeling the cool beneath them while Levi settled on his bed. He ran his fingers through his hair, rubbed his eyes, and looked over at me. 

I caught his gaze… and found I couldn’t stare at him for more than a second or so before I had to look away. I stood and walked over to the window, staring instead at London passing below me, and glittering in the distance ahead of me. It truly was a beautiful city, especially when seen from the eighth floor of a hotel.

Levi walked into the window’s reflection behind me, and already my heart was starting to race. I turned my head to look at him, trying to hold his eyes, succeeding this time.

“Are you okay?” Levi asked. Written on his face was nothing but concern, and care; I both hated and needed exactly that from him right now.

“I’m not sure,” I said.

“Why aren’t you sure?” 

I shrugged. “Just… everything.” 

“Is this about what happened to you in the Underground? Do you wanna talk about it?” 

I shook my head. “I don’t think I do.” 

Levi nodded slowly. “Okay… we don’t have to do that. Just tell me if there’s something I can do to make you any more—”

I kissed him, cutting him off before he could finish his sentence. I didn’t think about it, didn’t hesitate, I reached for his cheek with my hand and crushed my lips against his, silencing him and quelling the fire raging inside of my chest with one brush stroke. His lips were soft, and warm, his stubble prickly against my skin, but just as I was starting to enjoy the kiss, I felt the overwhelming urge to rip away from him. 

“Shit,” I said, backing right up against the window. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” 

“No, why are you sorry?” Levi asked, reaching for my shoulder. 

I shrugged him off. “I shouldn’t have done that. It isn’t fair on you.”

“What isn’t fair?”

“I just can’t, Levi…” 

“Because you’re leaving when this is all over?” 

I found his eyes again and stared at him but didn’t say anything.

“Hailey… it’s fine. I know what’s going on. I’m not an idiot. You feel like this, whatever it is, you shouldn’t get into because you’re just going to be getting out of here once we’re done with Reaper. You feel like you’re just gonna hurt me.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “You seem to think you know me pretty well.” 

“I know I’m not wrong about this, and I want you to know… I’m okay with it.”

“Okay with what, exactly?” 

Levi moved in a little closer to me, and his proximity made my stomach start to flutter. He rested his hand against my cheek and plunged his hand into my red hair. “I don’t know what’s going to happen tomorrow,” he said, “So, let’s have tonight.” 

He tipped my head up slightly as he closed in for a kiss, and I didn’t stop him, didn’t halt the kiss in its tracks. My lips parted for his, my head angled to the side, my eyes fell closed, and I surrendered to the moment, to his touch, to tonight. Without considering what I was doing, I pushed Levi with my lips deeper into the room, clutching his collar with my hands to guide him toward my bed, and then pushed him onto it, forcing him to sit down in front of me. 

My heart pounded as I pulled my t-shirt over my head and tossed it aside. This was the first time I had been almost naked in front of a guy in a very long time, and I only gave it half an instant’s thought. With the second half of that instant, I unhooked my bra and shrugged out of it, also tossing it to the floor. 

Levi drank in the sight of me, then pulled me to him and pressed his lips against my stomach. I sighed into the air, enjoying the explosion of tingles that came with each of his kisses, running my fingers through his hair. Levi’s hands slid up and along my ribs, settling on my breasts, cupping them, squeezing them. I sucked in a breath this time, the warmth of his hands a blessing on my skin. 

It all became too much to control too quickly. 

Before I knew it, I’d pushed him onto his back and I was crawling over him, peeling his shirt off and kissing his chest, his upper abdomen, his lower abdomen, fumbling with the button on his jeans, then the zipper. One moment blurred into the next until both of us were naked, and I was sitting on top of him, my hands on his chest, his hands on my hips. 

I locked eyes with him, tossing my hair to one side of my shoulder as, slowly, I lowered myself onto him and saw his face light up with the ecstasy of the moment. If he’d been looking at me, he’d have seen me close my eyes and part my lips, sighing as I received him. His hands slid up and over my breasts again, and I held them in mine as, slowly, I started to ride him, picking up the pace as the seconds passed. Within me there was an urge, a feeling that had quickly taken control of me—an itch that badly needed scratching, and I was scratching it now, because ignoring it wasn’t an option.

What this feeling was, what this urge was, I didn’t know. Maybe it was connected to what I had done down in the Underground, maybe it wasn’t, but what I did know was that it was there, it was growing, and I didn’t know what I could do to slow that down… except, maybe, what I was doing right now with Levi.

I arched my back and lowered my lips to his as my hips bucked and bounced, faster, harder, driving him closer to orgasm. Levi’s hands wrapped around my back, his body tensed, and then released as his moment of climax arrived. I kissed him deeply through it, my tongue searching for his and dancing there, behind his lips until he was done. 

He brushed my hair out of his face and pulled it across my other shoulder, then kissed my cheek, my neck, my collarbone. His fingertips traced patterns along my back, my shoulders, my thighs. Neither of us said anything. Neither of us had to, nor did we want to. We simply lay in each other’s arms, panting, breathing against each other. Why speak when words would’ve spoiled the moment?

Wordless, I laid beside him, trying to make myself comfortable, but failing, though not because of Levi. His presence was good, and necessary; I just couldn’t find sleep, couldn’t find satisfaction, not even after Levi had entered deep sleep. 

In the air-conditioned darkness of the room, my brain was working overtime, invasive thoughts trying to take root in my mind, thoughts I wasn’t even sure were mine. I felt like I had gouged out a piece of myself today, but instead of there being a void where that piece was, something else had crawled inside. 

Something terrible.

 

To Be Continued…

 

Remember, for a limited time only, you can grab a companion novella to this book by signing up to the authors’ reader group email lists. To opt in, click on the link below and go through the quick sign up process. There’s no spam, and you can unsubscribe at any time. The FREE, EXCLUSIVE short story will be available shortly after the book launches. 

 

SIGN UP NOW!

You can also join Tansey’s Serpent Coven and Katerina’s Inner Circle of Mages on Facebook, where you’ll be able to interact with her directly, whenever you want! That’s also where she’ll be sharing early snippets, early cover reveals, and more contests! 

 

JOIN TANSEY’S GROUP

 

[image:  ]

 

JOIN KATERINA’S GROUP

 

[image:  ]

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

 

Katerina Martinez is a widely known author who writes supernatural fiction with a creepy, thrilling, and romantic bent. A veteran of many years of writing, she is the author of Dark Siren, the first book in the breakout Half-Lich Trilogy which became an instant bestseller in 2016. She continues to expand her back-list with books such as Magick Reborn, The Dead Wolves, and Smoke and Shadows. Though she took a brief pause during 2018, she is now back with her brand new Magic Blood series, which she intends to expand into a huge universe of interconnected novels and characters.

 

Tansey Morgan is an up and coming author of Paranormal Romance and Urban Fantasy novels with a REVERSE HAREM twist. Having published 11 novels in less than that many months, Tansey has quickly made a name for herself in the space. If your kind of books have magic, danger, strong, powerful females, and more hot guys than you could sink your teeth into in one sitting, then you've come to the right place! 

Also by Lee Dignam & Katerina Martinez

 

Magic Blood Series

The Warlock

Book 1: Demons and Deception

Book 2: Mages and Masquerades
Book 3: Scions and Sorcery
Book 4: Hellfire and Homicide

Book 5: Warlocks and Wickedness

 

Magic Blood Series

The Primal

Book 1: Hunter’s Calling

 

The Blood and Magick Series

 

Book 1: Magick Reborn

Book 2: Demon’s Kiss

Book 3: Witch’s Wrath

 

The Half-Lich Series

THE HALF-LICH BOXED SET

Book 1: Dark Siren 

Book 2: The Void Weaver

Book 3: Night and Chaos

 

The Amber Lee Series

 

THE AMBER LEE BOXED SET

Book 1: True Witch

Book 2: Dark Witch

Book 3: Shadow Witch

Book 4: Red Witch

Book 5: Devil’s Witch

 

The Cursed and Damned Series

 

Book 1: The Dead Wolves

 

The Order of Prometheus Series

Book 1: Smoke and Shadows

Book 2: Cloak and Daggers

 

Also by Tansey Morgan

 

Magic Blood Series

The Warlock

Book 1: Demons and Deception

Book 2: Mages and Masquerades
Book 3: Scions and Sorcery
Book 4: Hellfire and Homicide

Book 5: Warlocks and Wickedness

 

Magic Blood Series

The Primal

Book 1: Hunter’s Calling

 

The Last Serpent

Serpent’s Touch, #1

Serpent’s Desire, #2

Serpent’s Kiss, #3

Serpent’s Bite, #4

Serpent’s Hold, #5

Serpent’s Revenge, #6

The Last Serpent, #7

 

The Labyrinth Queen

The Labyrinth Queen, #1

 

The Harlequin’s Harem

Twisted Fate, #1

Harlequin Dreams, #2

Twilight Warrior, #3

Fool’s Gold, #4

HELLFIRE AND HOMICIDE

Magic Blood: The Warlock

Book Four

 

 

 

Copyright © 2018 by Tansey Morgan, Katerina Martinez & LJ Sampere

 

Visit: www.katerinamartinez.com www.tanseymorgan.com 

 

***

 

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, events or locales is purely coincidental. 

 

Reproduction in whole or in part of this publication without express written consent is strictly prohibited. I greatly appreciate you taking the time to read my work. Please consider leaving a review wherever you bought the book, or tell your friends about this serial to help spread the word! 

 

Thank you for supporting my work.
cover.jpeg
K AJRBRIRNA . MARTINE 7
SSERRRNIO R G AN

HELLFIRE

HOMICIDE

N
MAGIC BLOOD: THE WARLOGCK
nnnnnnnnn





images/00001.jpeg





