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London's about to become infested with demons.

 

My mission to save London from suffering the same fate as most of the United States sees me diving into the London Underground in search of a Hell Hole, but finding it is the least of my problems. One by one, the things that make the Eyes a functioning cabal are being picked apart, leaving us out of communication and seriously damaging our ability to stop Cerberus before it's too late, and when disaster strikes, none of us are prepared to deal with it. 

 

Least of all me.

 

Cerberus puts me face to face with my own traumatic past in an attempt to shake me, but I'm not going to allow myself to be compromised like that. I have a job to do, and I'm going to see it through to the end even if it kills me.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

The Brutes had come from nowhere, and now our group was split in half, lost in the dark London Underground. There had been two of them, but one of them had given chase to Levi and Tank, who had disappeared deeper into the tunnel. Its mouth widened, spreading open like a wound across its face, its tongue slithering out from behind rows upon rows of jagged, razor-sharp teeth. 

The creature dropped from the ceiling, balancing on top of the tracks with the grace of a cat—a huge, ugly, hairless cat. It opened its mouth, and a guttural, throaty clicking sound emanated from inside. The Brute attacked, launching a flurry of blows at us from its high vantage point above us, forcing us to duck under the tracks to avoid its swipes. Sparks flew as its claws raked across the metal tracks, but without lowering itself to hit us, its attacks were falling short.

“Hide us,” I yelled to Ivy as we pressed ourselves as low to the ground as we could.

She nodded, stretched her arms out to either side, and a second later a current of vibrations pushed through me, then enveloped me. The Brute arched its back to full height, and its mouth opened again, only this time the clicking produced from its throat was slower, and less intense. It took a tentative step, and I pulled away from it, with Ivy behind me. The Brute took another step, its hands stretched out, its head swaying from side to side, the clicking bouncing off the walls, and still I kept stepping away.

My heart was pounding, now. I couldn’t hear Tank and Levi, didn’t know how far away they had gotten, how they had fared with the Brute that had attacked them or if there were more Brutes waiting further down the tunnel. But that couldn’t remain as the focus of my attention. This thing needed dealing with, and we only had precious time left in the Underground before the trains started up again.

“What are we gonna do?” Ivy asked.

I narrowed my eyes, reached for the hilt of the sword strapped to my back and gripped it tightly. “I’m gonna kill that fucking thing,” I said.

The Brute stepped forward, clicking as it went, and I kept pace with it, backing up slowly, making sure I wasn’t close enough for it to bump into. Slowly I drew the sword from its sheath, careful not to make any sound that would break Ivy’s magic invisibility. The moment I threw myself at it, I knew, the spell would fall and it would get a chance to react. This thing wasn’t exactly a demon, but it had better defenses against Shade magic than humans did.

With my sword arm cocked and ready to strike, I reached for the Brute with my mind, wrapping mental tendrils of psychic energy around it. The creature’s mouth opened as it sensed my intrusion, then it stiffened, stopped. Instead of attacking it, I conjured the illusion of a sound directly behind it—a sound that, to it, would register immediately as a threat.

The Brute’s mouth opened wide, the clicking began, and it spun around in a hard arc, clawed hands swiping at the air and at the railings, sparks flying. Seeing my opening, I charged, jumping on a small stone block and using it to propel myself high enough to get a clean shot at the back of the thing’s neck. 

My sword bit into its flesh and made it all the way through, coming cleanly out on the other side. The clicking stopped, the Brute’s head fell and hit the ground with a wet thud, and then its body followed, collapsing after its own head. Ivy shone her flashlight on its corpse, and we watched it disappear into inky, black smoke almost indistinguishable from the darkness of the tunnel around us. 

I turned my eyes ahead, in the direction Tank and Levi had gone, then pressed my finger against the comms unit in my ear. “Levi,” I said, “Levi, do you read me?” 

No response.

“Levi, Tank… do you copy?” I asked.

Static.

“Morpheus? Mace? Can anyone hear me?” 

Still nothing.

Ivy shone her flashlight on me, and I turned my head to look at her. “These things aren’t working,” I said.

“Why do you think that is?”

“I don’t know, but they were working before the Brutes showed up. Something’s happened.”

“Happened? Like what?” 

I shook my head. “I don’t know,” I repeated, “But we have to find them, c’mon.”

I started running, moving past the now entirely dissipated Brute and flying as fast as I could down the tunnel, desperately trying to listen out for any sign of a struggle. I tried the comms again as I went, but nothing was coming through; there was only the hiss of static and the sounds of my boots pounding the ground as I went. 

Until I heard something.

“Levi?!” I yelled, my voice carrying down the tunnel. “Levi!” 

“Did you hear something?” Ivy asked.

“I did, didn’t you?” 

Ivy shook her head. “I didn’t hear anything.” 

“Wait…” 

Another sound registered at the edges of my senses, a voice—no, several, as if not one or two, but a group of people were having a conversation somewhere up ahead. They weren’t whispering, but their voices were carrying through the tunnel, echoing, bouncing off the walls; or at least that’s what I thought. Ivy couldn’t hear them, no matter how far ahead we moved, no matter how loud the voices got.

Then it hit me; they weren’t voices at all. 

“Oh shit,” I said.

“What?” Ivy asked, stopping behind me. 

“We’re close.”

“Close to what? Levi?” 

“No… the Hell Hole. I can hear it.”

The Hell Hole. I wasn’t sure where the name came from, or whether it had been demons or mages who had christened them that way, but it was a fitting description for a literal crack in the earth demons crawl out of.

“You can… what?” Ivy asked.

“I can hear it, I can hear the voices on the other side of it. We’re close, Ivy.” 

“Fuck… fuck, fuck. Where is it?” 

I scanned the immediate surroundings, focusing my psychic senses on trying to get a read of the source of the voices. We were near, so close now, and while a map of the tunnels didn’t suddenly appear in my mind, I did start feeling my body being pulled deeper into the tunnel. I motioned for Ivy to follow, picking up speed as I went.

“What about Levi and Tank?” Ivy asked.

“Over here!” Tank’s voice exploded like a gunshot, and I started running when I heard it, moving as fast as my body could manage, negotiating the tight squeeze between tracks. 

Ivy’s flashlight caught the big man’s frame barely fifty feet ahead of us, Levi was with him, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Both men looked a little winded, and Levi had a scratch on the side of his face that was bleeding a little, but they were both alive, at least. 

“Jesus, fuck, thank the Gods you’re okay,” I said. “What happened to the Brute?” 

“Beat the shit out of it,” Tank said, “Once you get past the scare of what they look like and you start hitting them, they crumble fast.”

“Easy for you to say,” Levi said.

“Hey, didn’t you barbecue a whole bunch of them one time?” I asked.

“Yeah, but I can’t do that every time.”

“You guys alright?” Tank asked.

I nodded, “We’re good,” I said, “But we have to move, the Hell Hole is close and I wanna shut that thing down before the trains start up again.”

“Close?” Levi asked, “How close?”

I concentrated on the psychic tug still working on my body and followed it, squirming past Levi and Tank. But the magic compass working inside of me suddenly made a hard left, and that presented a problem. There was only forward and back down this tunnel—there was no left. 

Ivy’s flashlight danced around me as she called out. “What’s going on?”

“Shine your light over there,” I said, pointing.

Two beams of light followed my finger, one belonging to Tank, the other to Ivy. It took them a few seconds to find it, the spot almost invisible against the black wall, but there it was—a door. We’d never have spotted it in the dark, not even if we’d moved right in front of it. There were no distinguishing features in here save for the signal lights trains used to start and stop, and the occasional red dot above a service door. This one had no dot, nothing to tell it apart from the rest of the wall except there were no pipes and tubes running across it.

I hoisted myself up and over the rails, confident in the knowledge that none of them were electrified right now—though they would be in a couple of minutes—and then walked over to the door. There was no handle on it, but there was a small slot for a key. The voices in my head intensified as I approached, getting louder with every passing second, more forcefully invading my mind. 

“Levi,” I said, “Get over here.”

Levi jumped up to where I was standing, using the railings to help him get across. “Locked?” he asked.

I stepped aside for him. “Yes… open it.”

“Are you sure? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Just open it. We need to get this done.”

Levi nodded, pressed his hand against the locking mechanism, and shut his eyes. An instant later, a gust of air pushed through the tunnel, blessed and cool against my warm, grimy skin. I allowed myself a second to rest and enjoy the sensation, then turned back to the task at hand. Levi had unlocked the door, the lock giving way with a click. He then pushed the door open slightly and peered inside. 

“Dark in here,” he said, “Smells weird, too.”

“Please don’t tell me you smell brimstone,” Ivy said.

“No… smells more like… piss.”

“Makes sense,” Tank said.

Levi pushed the door open all the way, allowing Tank and Ivy to shine their flashlights inside, but the darkness won that fight, swallowing the beams of light whole. As I approached the door I noticed a chill coming from inside, and then the voices got louder, as if they’d sensed my arrival. It was like standing in a room full of people at a dinner party, entire groups having conversations you only caught portions of, a cacophony compounded further by the fact that I couldn’t understand any of the languages being used.

Drawing a trickle of magic into myself, I turned the voices down so they wouldn’t completely overwhelm my brain as I approached the Hell Hole which was clearly somewhere beyond that door. “Step back,” I said to Levi, and he did as I asked.

“What’s the plan?” he asked.

I reached into the breast pocket of my leather jacket and produced the small, black book that had once been Peter Rabbit, and was now the Devil’s Notebook. “The plan is we go in there and shut this thing down,” I said.

“And if we can’t?”

I shrugged. “Then we’ll probably all die in here. You cool with that?”

“Eh, I think I’ve done enough with my life. I’ll be pretty upset if I never get to watch the new Doctor Who, though.”

I rolled my eyes. “Let’s make sure we don’t fuck this up then, huh?”

Levi nodded. “Let me go in first.”

“No… I’ll go.”

“You?” 

“Do you have a problem with that?”

Levi frowned, but didn’t object any further, so I clambered up and along the tracks, moving over to the door in the wall and then through it, the darkness swallowing me whole as I went. There was another narrow corridor here, this one large enough to accommodate me, but not enough to let two of us walk side by side.

Levi entered behind me, and Tank followed, wedging his flashlight against the door.

“Won’t we need that?” Levi asked.

“I’ve seen too many horror movies, mate” Tank said, “And making sure that shit doesn’t close on us when we’re trying to get out is more important than me having a light. Besides, Ivy has one.”

“If you, leaving your flashlight behind, is what gets us killed, I’m gonna be pissed.”

“And if it saves our lives, you’re paying my rent this month.” 

Levi and Tank shook on it. “Deal,” they said, in unison. 

“Guys,” I snapped, my voice shooting through the corridor, “Get your heads in the game, okay? We’re almost there.”

“Sorry,” Tank said, “We’ll be qui—”

The corridor began to tremble, and suddenly we were bathed in bright light and heat like the flash of a camera. When the light faded, throwing me back into the dark, my eyes were even more useless than they had been a moment ago. Tank, Levi, and Ivy had all been just as affected, the sound of their groans filling the dark corridor, but Tank’s eyes adjusted the quickest. 

“Hold onto me,” he said, reaching out to find the back of my collar. I took his hand, then felt Ivy press close, followed by Levi. “Are you all good?”

“I’m fucking blind!” Ivy cursed. 

“It’s gonna pass, just hang in there… fuck…” 

“What is it?” I asked, impossibly frustrated at not being able to see. 

“Something’s going on,” Tank said, “I can see… what the fuck are they?”

“Tank, what can you see?” 

There was a pause. “Symbols,” he said, “In the walls, I can see them forming, like someone’s writing them into the walls with glow in the dark chalk or some shit.”

“Fuck, we set off a trap!”

“Trap?” Ivy yelled over the rumble all around us, “What the fuck kind of trap?”

“I don’t know, I still can’t see but, it must have triggered when we stepped in.” 

“I’m getting us out of here, just follow me,” Tank said.

“No!” I yelled, “We need to shut the Hell Hole, otherwise what the fuck did we come here for?”

“You can’t see what I can see, but none of this looks good. All those symbols getting drawn into the walls are moving down the corridor and I have no idea what they’re supposed to mean, but we shouldn’t wait around to find out.”

“I’m with Tank on this,” Levi said.

I shut my eyes hard—or, at least, I thought I did—and then opened them again. It was like a film had been laid over my field of vision, black at first but clearing now. I could spot pinpricks of light nearby, shifting purple, blue, white. There was a point of light close to me, and I concentrated on it, tried to pick out its edges and figure it out. I wasn’t an expert symbologist, but every one of the magic symbols I had ever seen or had ever been drawn since the beginning of time, shared commonalities which made them recognizable by just about any mage who looked at them.

This one was no different, but that didn’t make me feel good; this one wasn’t just a magic symbol, it was demonic, too.

“Oh no…” I said, throwing my bleary eyes down corridor. The other symbols scratched into the walls followed the same pattern, the same theme, as the first; they were all demonic runes, and the worst part was, I recognized some of them. Those very same symbols existed in the book that was in my hand right now. I had seen them, had read them, and I understood them. “Fuck…” my voice trailed off.

“What?” Ivy said, “What is it?”

“We need to go. Now!” 

“Didn’t you just give me some fresh shit about the Hell Hole?” Tank said.

“Forget about the fucking Hell Hole, we need to g—”

Another rumble shook the corridor, this one strong enough to send us all crashing to the floor. Bits of the ceiling came down, too, detritus falling all around us as the earth trembled and thrashed. Then I saw it, distant but also near; it was a glow of… not exactly color, but more like non-color, like a photo negative.

My eyes widened, their reflection catching the rising glow from what looked like a chamber at the end of this corridor. There wasn’t one single color, but a whole spectrum of them, of these non-colors, shifting, and dancing, emanating from a point in the ground, light slowly filling the room and then spilling into the corridor. The ground continued to rumble, more stones cracking apart, more debris falling from the ceiling. We were all stopped now, all watching this horrifying miasma of not-quite-colors begin to seep into the world like an aurora borealis contained within a small room. 

“Holy shit!” Levi cursed, “What the hell is that?” 

“That’s it, that’s the Hell Hole,” I said.

“I don’t care what it is,” Ivy yelled, “Fucking run!” 

Taking her own advice, Ivy began to move. Tank followed, tugging on the back of my jacket to try and get me to move, too, but I was transfixed, watching the colors form, swirl, shift, listening to the whispers being beamed into the back of my mind; muted, now, but still there. Whatever trap we had set off had also triggered the Hell Hole, and now it was coming alive.

The first Brute seemed to claw its way out of the very ground, hand over foot, hauling itself up and over the edge, its massive, lanky body shining against the pulsing glow radiating from the crack in the ground. A second Brute emerged to join its brother after a moment, and then a third, and a fourth. The Brutes stood there, watching me, their forms encased in shifting, prismatic light of colors I had never in my life seen, not occurring in nature, anyway. It was like something out of an acid trip, not that I had ever done acid, but I’d heard enough about it to be able to make the comparison. 

Then one of the Brutes opened its huge mouth, produced its clicking roar, and the others joined it, all four of them screaming at us from the other side of the corridor before, finally, they made their move toward us. 

“Oh… fuck!” Ivy said.

“Fuck is right,” Tank said, “Let’s go!”

I snapped out of the daze, turned on my heel, and made a run for it, arms and legs pumping as hard as they would move, Tank moving with me. Levi had already made it to the service door and was calling out to us from down the hall, but he had to duck back into the tunnel as a tube sped past the opening, lights flashing, wind gushing through the corridor, falling around me and tugging on my hair. 

The trains were running, which meant the tracks were electrified again.

It was your classic rock and a hard place situation. On one side, a train blocking our only way out. On the other, four Brutes, and possibly more behind them. We could take them, I knew we could, but these were close quarters and besides Tank, none of us could see properly without the flashlights. It wasn’t going to be a fair fight, and that made it one we couldn’t win. Our only option was to go through the door, but the train… 

“Get down!” Levi yelled, and I watched the palm of his hand start glowing bright orange. 

I sucked in a deep breath and threw myself to the floor, hands covering my head. Levi wound back his arm like a pitcher on a baseball field and tossed a glowing ball of fire, heat, and light into the corridor. The ball streaked past me, sizzling as it cut an arc through the air, its heat caressing my skin as it went. It struck one of the Brutes and exploded with a violent bang that made my ears pop and pulled the air out of the corridor for a breathless second. 

Fire and smoke quickly filled the corridor, as did the incessant clicking of the Brutes, only this time it was a frantic sound, panicked. Without wasting another moment, I launched myself to my feet and ran as fast as I could toward the service door and waited for the train to pass. But the Brutes hadn’t all been felled by the fireball. From the smoke and the fire, two of them emerged, charging wildly toward us.

I readied my sword, placing its edge against my left palm, ready to slice my own skin open to empower my magic at a second’s notice, but the train passed, dragging the air and the smoke out of the corridor with it and giving us an opening. My eyes widened as the wall of smoke raced in my direction. Without thinking, I turned and made a leap for the third rail, then lowered myself into the gap between the third and second rails. Already they were giving off a warning, electric hum. One wrong move, and it was I who would be getting barbecued in the London Underground this time. 

“We’ve got two minutes before the next train gets here,” Levi called out, already lowering himself into the gap between tracks, “If we don’t go now, we’ll never make it to the next platform.”

“We’re not gonna make it anyway!” Tank yelled. 

“Do you have a better idea?” 

“Yeah, we could feed you to them!” 

“Just shut up and run, the two of you!” I screamed.

Behind us the Brutes came crashing and clicking through the service door, one of them shooting against the opposite wall as if it had been shot out of the corridor, slamming into it and then regaining its footing and charging toward us, flying over the rails. They were going to catch us, we just weren’t moving fast enough, especially with the threat of electrocution hanging over us as we moved. 

I turned around and readied my sword. Ivy saw me and stopped. “What are you doing?” she called out.

“I need to buy us some time.”

“Are you fucking crazy?” 

A third clicking voice joined the other two—another one must have survived the blast, or worse, crawled out of the Hell Hole. “A little bit, yeah.” 

“What about the tube?” 

“Can you stop them from hearing it?” 

“Hailey! What the fuck are you talking about?”

I drew the edge of the sword against the palm of my hand, wincing with the pain of the act, but as soon as the blade touched my blood, it began to glow red. Winding back my arm, I hurled the sword at the nearest Brute, guiding it with my mind like a cruise missile from a warship, but the Brute was able to bat the sword aside milliseconds before it impacted with its forehead. The sword instead clipped the side of the Beast’s large, round head, not killing it but at least slowing it down. 

I brought the sword back toward it, swiping again through the air, forcing the Brute to stop and react. When the second arrived, I moved the sword into contact with it, too, keeping both busy with this glowing red sword attached to no hands. Behind me I heard Tank call for Levi to throw another fireball, and then Levi quickly lecture him about the dangers of chucking a fireball in the direction of an incoming train.

The throat of the tunnel began to glow as the next train approached. 

“Do it!” I said to Ivy.

“Do what?”

“Stop them from hearing it!”

Ivy reluctantly stretched her hand out in front of herself, gritted her teeth, and sent a pulse of magic racing past me, past the Brutes, and hanging in the tunnel just behind them, silencing the screeching and grinding of the incoming train. 

“Now, run!” I yelled, recalling my sword to my hand. “It’s time for plan B.” 

Ivy started running ahead of me, her back becoming slowly illuminated as the light from the incoming train reached her. Ahead of us, Tank and Levi’s silhouettes were visible against the light from the platform in front of them, but they were too far away—we all were. We’d never make it before the train got to us.

The Brutes clicked, my breaths heaved, Ivy’s boots slammed the ground, but otherwise there was silence in the tunnel, only the rapidly increasing light of the train approaching at over sixty miles an hour. I felt the press of the wind against my hair pushing strands past my face, then there was a loud boom as the train broke through the static sound barrier Ivy had created, a deafening sound that made my ears pop.

“Get down!” I yelled, sucking in a breath of air just as one of the Brutes made a swipe for the back of my head. I felt its claws reach my scalp just as I threw myself to the black floor between the rails and then, amidst the deafening sound of the train’s wheels grinding on the metal rails, there came a sickening splat as the train run through the three Brutes that had been following us. 

I kept my head down and held my breath as the train passed overhead, hands clasped around my ears as sparks flew all over. It felt like this would never end, like the train would never pass, but it finally did, its rear red lights now the only thing visible in the tunnel as it stopped at the platform ahead of me. Struggling, coughing, I got to my feet and dusted myself off. 

“Everyone okay?” I asked, when my throat cleared. 

“Fuck me, I’m still alive!” Ivy said, also struggling to get up. 

“That’s more than I can say for those Brutes.” 

Tank groaned and coughed, Levi too; a heavy, chesty sound that echoed through the tunnel. They were, at least, alive.

“C’mon, we’ve gotta get off the platform before the next one comes,” I said. 

Ivy nodded, and the two of us joined with Levi and Tank, Ivy quickly throwing up an obfuscation field to protect us from being spotted as we climbed out of the tracks and onto the next platform. We must have looked like a sorry bunch, all of us covered from head to toe in grime and dirt, but the people in suits and sporting gear waiting at the platform didn’t say anything, didn’t even look in our direction. 

I allowed myself a moment to rest, lying flat on my back on solid ground and breathing the cool, ventilated air. 

“Holy… fucking… shit,” Ivy said. “That was awesome!” 

“Yes… that was pretty fucking awesome,” I said between breaths.

“You’ve gotta teach me how to use a sword like that.”

“Maybe… I’ll think about it.”

I turned my eyes up at Levi and he stared back, his face almost unrecognizable now thanks to the soot on his cheeks and forehead. He smiled, his teeth whiter by an order of magnitude in comparison. I grinned back at him. We hadn’t shut the Hell Hole down, but we knew where it was, now, and we were alive. That meant we had a chance.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

It had been a long night, but there was still more work to be done. We had entered the Underground system at night, and the sun was already rising by the time we made our exit, the sky pale blue above us. Ivy’s magic kept us hidden as we made our way through the city back to Nerve, which was just as well because if anybody had seen us they’d probably have reason to call the cops on us.

We looked like we’d just crawled out of a mine-shaft explosion, and trust me, all that dirt was tough to rinse off. Even after a steaming hot shower I was still picking crud out from under my nails and thought I probably would be for at least a few days after. But the coughing was the worst. All four of us had been coughing ever since we left the Underground, and it only got worse when we’d made it back to Morph’s and Ivy’s place, the house—and the street beyond it—once quiet, now alive with a throaty concerto nobody asked for.

Still, after everything that had happened, it was a blessed feeling to be clean again, and so I headed downstairs, pulling my wet, red hair into a braid and tossing it behind my back as I entered the cooled basement level where Morpheus and Mason were waiting for us. Morph had installed another rack of servers using some of the money Mason had paid me for the demon blood I’d supplied, increasing our processing power by about twenty-five percent. 

What exactly that meant for Morpheus I didn’t know, what I did know was that streaming shitty reality TV upstairs while we waited to go on mission wasn’t going to be a problem again.

Mason turned his eyes up at me as I approached. I had tried to be stealthy, graceful, but a tickle in my throat caused me to cough and give myself up. He arched an eyebrow. “You okay, princess?” he asked.

“Princess? Is that something you’re gonna be calling me often?” 

“Depends. Do you like it?”

“Tell you what—you can call me princess if you want, but I get to call you dick-mouth. That okay, dick-mouth?”

His eyes narrowed “I’ll stick with Hailey.” 

“Thought so.” I walked over to the control panel Morph and Mason were sitting at. “What’s the sitch?”

“It’s looking quiet,” Morpheus said, “I’m trying to figure out why I lost comms while you were down there and why you all couldn’t talk to each other, but I’m having a hard time with it.”

“System diagnostics?”

“They come up blank. Everything should have been working just fine.”

“I thought maybe it was because we were too deep.”

“The comms system routes through whatever network I want—I was piping through the Underground itself, you should have been able to read me no matter how deep you were, and even if you couldn’t read me, you should have been able to hear each other.”

“That’s pretty bizarre.”

“I know… I did find a glitch, or thought I’d seen a glitch for a second, but I can’t find it now.”

I tilted my head and stared at the console—displays filled with running text, others with running numbers, others showing TV footage, another with a video game running—like I knew what it all meant. “What kind of glitch?”

“That’s just it… I don’t know. It was a single string of almost random code I saw flash up on this screen right here. Everything was working fine before and after, communications were up for at least twenty or thirty minutes after the glitch, which is why I didn’t even think about it.”

“You think this glitch is responsible?” 

“If it was, it isn’t bothering us now.”

“You’d better look for it, then. We dealt with the situation down there, but I’d feel much better knowing we can totally rely on Nerve to work the way it’s supposed to.”

Morpheus nodded, pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, and then took a sip from the cup of tea on the desk. Mason stood, stretched, cracked his neck, and then smiled at me, flashing his pearly whites my way. I knew that look. That was an I want something look, the calm before the storm. He’d gotten me into bed with that look, but I was immune to it now. Or, at least, I thought I was. 

“Oh Christ…” I said, “What do you want?”

“Me?” he asked, ever the choir boy, “I don’t want anything. Why, do you have something to offer? Because if you do, I’m game.”

“You could do my laundry for me? I’m pretty bad at it.”

“Really? You’d let me get near your underwear again?”

“Yeah, actually, come to think about it, probably not.” 

I was terrible at doing laundry. I’d always forget to take it out of the washer and stick it in the drier, then remember a day later that I’d washed a load of clothes the day before, only by the time I’d get to them, they were smelly and damp and in need of another wash. Thanks to Levi, though, that wasn’t a problem anymore. He was always on top of the washing, and most of the other chores that needed doing in the flat we were sharing. 

Thinking about it, he was the only man to have seen my underwear in almost two years. Best not tell Mason that. 

“Heard you got into it with some Brutes,” he said, “How’d the sword perform?”

“Sliced clean through the neck of one of them,” I said, “That thing’s pretty sharp.”

“I can’t believe you kept it. How much did that kid pay for it? Six-hundred thousand?” 

“Something like that… but he got ripped off—there’s nothing magical about this sword at all.”

“So, that makes stealing from them okay?”

“You really sure you wanna argue ethics with me?” 

He put his hand to his heart and feigned offense. “That’s the most hurtful thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“Really? That’s the most hurtful thing, dick-mouth?”

“Hey,” he pointed a finger at me, “I thought we weren’t doing that.”

I shrugged. “What are you gonna do about it?” 

The corner of his mouth turned upward, and his voice lowered. “I could think of a thing or two—”

A trickle of warmth rushed through me, emanating from the pit of my stomach and radiating up into my chest, and down into my thighs. Nope. Don’t want anything to do with that. I was about to answer, but Levi stepped through the door rubbing the back of his neck. He looked decidedly cleaner than he had been a moment ago. 

“Hey,” he said, walking up to us, “How’s it all going in here?”

“We were just talking about the princess’ code of ethics, here,” Mason said.

“Ethics?” Levi asked.

“Princess?” I said.

“Hey, you started,” Mason supplied, grinning. “Anyway, I’m glad you all made it out of there in one piece. Anybody care to explain what exactly happened down there, now that you’re all squeaky clean?”

Frowning, I walked over to the console where Morpheus was sitting and pulled up the chair next to his. “It was a trap,” I said, “I don’t know if anyone knew we were going down there tonight, but there were Brutes waiting for us when we arrived and then more Brutes were summoned through the Hell Hole. There was no way I was going anywhere near that thing with Brutes spilling out of it like clowns out of a tiny car.”

“What kind of trap are we talking?” Mason asked.

“Magical. We tripped it before reaching the Hell Hole. As soon as we did, the Brutes came. Someone must have set it up there to stop people like us from getting too close.”

“It doesn’t explain the first two we found, the ones that dropped from the ceiling.”

“There’s a chance we tripped another trap somewhere and those two came out to attack us as a result, or maybe those two were sentries, guarding the tunnels. Considering the razzle-dazzle flash of the spell trap we triggered, I’m thinking the latter is probably true.”

“What do you mean?” Levi asked.

“Well, did you see any magic? Did you sense any before they dropped down on us? Those things were stalking the tunnels, waiting to attack interlopers threatening their charge.”

“Probably safe to assume that whoever cast the spell protecting the Hell Hole was also the person who opened it in the first place?” Mason said, though it sounded more like a question.

“That’s what I thought too,” I said, “Which means there’s a chance that person used this very book to do so. If not this one, then the one Cerberus has.”

“It’s more likely to be our book,” Morpheus put in. 

I turned to look at him, his face bathed in light from the monitors in front of him. “How do you figure?”

“I’ve been doing some research. There’s not a lot of information on the web about the Devil’s Notebook; only rumors and stories. But you can find more information on it on the… Magiweb.” 

“Magiweb?” Levi asked. “What the hell is that?”

“It’s the other, other internet,” I said. 

“Like, the dark web? The thing criminals use?”

“This is a world-wide-web spun by the best Technomancers that ever existed, accessible only by mages who know the magic necessary to do so. It predates the internet by about seven decades.”

“How is that possible?”

“It’s magic. Anything is possible.” 

Levi looked stunned, like he couldn’t wrap his brain around what was going on. “It’s hard to imagine people were accessing the internet around the time of the great depression.”

“Technomancy is a pretty new discipline of magic, probably about two hundred years old; ever since humans started building logic circuits and using electricity to power machines. And Technomancers? They only started showing up about a hundred years ago or so.” 

“What do people even do on the Magiweb?” 

“Mostly look at porn,” Mason put in. I scowled at him, and he shrugged. “What? It was a good joke.” 

“Probably not far from the truth, either,” Morpheus added. 

“Can we get back on track, guys?” I asked.

“Right, yes… well, anyway; I found the Devil’s Notebook; not just information on the book itself, but also a detailed history of its movements through time.”

“Holy shit,” Levi said, “That would have come in handy a week ago.”

“Well, a week ago Mason wasn’t here, so we didn’t have access to the Magiweb or Magipedia.”

“Magipedia… you’ve got to be making this up. That’s not a real thing, is it?”

“It’s real,” I said, “The American Department of Paranormal Affairs have their own database where they keep information on criminals, cursed items, that kind of stuff. I had access to that when I was hunting. For everything else, there’s the Magipedia. It’s publicly sourced, but considering you need to be a mage just to access it, let alone make a change to the database, you can usually trust what’s on it.” 

“Usually…” Mason echoed. 

“Okay,” Levi said, “So, the Devil’s Notebook is there… why does the fact that you were able to find information on it mean it’s more likely that this book was used to open the Hell Hole under our feet than the one Cerberus has?”

Morpheus shrugged. “Well, because the amount of data available on it suggests people knew about it, had seen it, had access to it. This book has been around the block, it’s swapped hands; the auction the other night wasn’t even the first one it had been spotted in. The Devil’s Notebook was auctioned two years ago in Shanghai, though the details of who won the book were kept secret, and it didn’t appear again for about eight months, here, in London.” 

“In London… who had it?”

“There was a battle… the group that had it, a cabal of Eastern European mages, were intercepted by another British cabal and defeated. It wasn’t clear whether the Eastern Europeans had been able to open any Hell Holes before the British took the book from them, though considering you just found an active one tonight, I’m guessing they did, but without any mages to coax demons out of it, it went undetected for… well, almost two years, now.”

“What happened to the book then?” Levi asked.

“There was a single note entered into the Magipedia page by a someone known only as the Clown. Whoever this person was said he had the book, and that he would make sure it never fell into the wrong hands again. There were no more updates until last night, when someone mentioned it had been won at an auction in London—but there was something else here, too. Whoever wrote the post mentioned you.”

“Me?” I asked, my heart leaping into my throat. “What about me?”

“Don’t worry, nobody recognized you, but there was mention of an altercation between Cerberus and an otherwise unknown mage by the name of Persephone… says here Persephone tried to steal the book Cerberus had legitimately won but had failed. A more detailed account made it into the entry for the book Cerberus now has, but there was almost nothing about that book before now. I don’t think more than a handful of people even knew it existed before now.”

I nodded. “Alright, well, that’s fine… this book opened the Hell Hole, it’s also going to close it. I’d call that poetic justice.”

“Or a coincidence,” Mason said. 

“Or fate…” Levi supplied, “You know, if you believe in that kind of thing.” 

The Clown. Could that have been the Harlequin who tried to slip the book into my library? The same Harlequin who called me the other night and gave me a tip-off that resulted in us finding Delilah? This seemed likely, so I decided to follow the principle of Ockham’s Razor—the most likely of explanations is probably correct—and went with that as an assumption that would serve as the foundation for the plan I was already working out in my mind.

“Okay,” I said, taking a deep breath, “The most important thing we need to figure out right now is, what the hell does Cerberus want the book for?” 

“I second that,” Ivy said, appearing from nowhere.

“Holy shit,” Mason cried out, quickly moving away from her. “How long have you been standing there?”

“About five minutes.” 

She’d clearly been obfuscated, hidden from our perceptions, but now that she was talking, and present, part of my brain accepted that she’d always been exactly where she was, even if I couldn’t remember her even having entered the room. It was interesting the way Shade magic worked; she made it look so natural, too. That was the thing about these mages; they all seemed to lack the training I’d received in the US, but they made using magic look easy.

“So, you heard the plan,” I said, “Perfect, because I want you to look for the Clown.” 

Ivy looked around the room. “Any ideas on where I should start?”

“What about the phone the Clown used to call you on?” Levi asked.

I shook my head. “If he’s trying to be covert, he’ll have ditched the phone as soon as he hung up. No, we need to find another way to get to him.”

“What about the web?” Mason asked, “Maybe someone’s seen him?”

“Last thing we want to do is go trawling around the Magiweb advertising that we’re looking for a very specific Harlequin. That’s just asking for trouble. I really don’t know how you’re going to find him, but we need to split the group up if we’re gonna make this work. We’re already stretched thin and the eclipse is in two days.” 

“Okay,” Ivy said, “I’ll figure something out. Who am I taking with me?”

“Levi,” I said, “I need Tank to stay with Morpheus and protect Nerve just in case.”

“In case…?” Morpheus asked, trying to hide the worry in his voice. 

I looked over at him. “No real reason, we just need to be paired up, and Tank seems like the most logical person to pair you with.”

“And what’s my job?”

“Figure out what’s up with Nerve and make sure everything’s working the way it should be. We can’t have shit breaking down on us while we’re on mission. And try to find out what’s in that notebook, too.”

Levi’s hand went up like he was in class. “So… that leaves you and Mason?” he asked.

I nodded. “Mace is a Scion. We’re gonna get back into the Underground, he’s gonna unravel the traps, and I’m gonna shut down the Hell Hole. Easy.”

“You’re going back in there tonight?” 

I shook my head. “I’m going back in there right now.”

“But we just got out,” Ivy said, “And the trains are running… and we’re working on like, ridiculously little sleep. You’ll never pull this off.”

“Not if we use the tunnels, but I’m not planning on that. Mace and I are gonna be employees of the TFL for the day, and we’re gonna be allowed into the spot we need to get to.”

“Let me get this straight…” Ivy said, grinning, “You’re going to trick the TFL staff into just letting you walk through the service corridors? If anyone spots you on the cameras, there will be cops in there in no time.”

“Let us figure that out. The important thing right now is—”

“Guys?” Morpheus said, but his voice went unheard.

“—how we’re gonna find Cerberus, right?” Ivy asked, “Because we don’t know that’s what his plan is. He could want to open another Hell Hole, but if there’s already one working, why would he want another one?”

“Because more is better?” Mason put in, shrugging. 

“Not when you’re talking about demons,” I said, “More is the reason why the US is totally overrun to the point where they no longer need mages to help them get out; they can help each other out, and that’s why we’re always fighting them.”

“Pretty sure if you were to ask people like Cerberus he’d tell you he’s never had to fight a demon in his life.”

I cocked an eyebrow at him. “He’s a Warlock. He’s fought demons. Period.”

“Guys!” Morpheus said, gathering the internal fortitude necessary to raise his voice above ours. 

I turned to look at him. Everyone did, the room staring at Morpheus in stunned silence. “What is it?”

He pushed his glasses against the bridge of his nose. “The glitch is back,” he said.

I moved quickly to his side and stared at the screen he directed me to look at. I didn’t exactly have a background in computer programming, but I knew what programming code looked like, at least, and understood some of the basic principles. Enough to keep up. In front of me was a screen on which lines of text were being written; huge strings of letters, numbers, and symbols that looked entirely like nonsense but was, in fact, the language computers spoke. 

While I couldn’t quite decipher what was going on—maybe if I had a couple of hours and a couple of YouTube How To tutorial to spare—there was one particular line of code which seemed to be injecting itself into every string. Morpheus had been kind enough to make the computer highlight that strange code in red, making it easier to spot.

“What is that?” I asked. 

“That’s the exact same string I spotted about thirty minutes before comms went down,” Morpheus said. 

“Did it do this, too?”

“What, keep repeating itself? No. This is new.”

“Okay, and what’s it saying?”

“It’s… saying hello.” 

“What?” Mason asked, moving around the chairs and leaning over to have a look at what was going on. “Hello? Is that some kind of joke?”

“Computers don’t exactly have a sense of humor, Mace,” I said. 

“And thank fuck for that. The moment a computer can make me laugh is the moment it has enough processing power to get up and kill me.”

“Okay, Morpheus,” I said, “Why is this line doing that? Why does it keep showing up?”

“It’s like it’s caught in a loop,” he said, “Now, normally that wouldn’t be a problem, thing is this piece of code is intruding on every string the code tries to pull up, subverting that entire operation.”

I shut my eyes. “Layman’s terms?”

Morpheus thought about the response. “It’s like, imagine if you were trying to have a thought, and then all of a sudden a voice in your head screamed hello so loudly it broke the thought in half. Imagine that happening every single second.”

“So… wait,” Levi said, “You’re saying Nerve can’t think?” 

“Not while this… whatever it is… is still in there.”

“You think it’s some kind of virus?” Ivy asked.

“It could be.”

“Then get it the fuck out of there.”

“It’s not as easy as that. I can’t just dip my hands in and—”

The script running on the screen suddenly went haywire, entire strings of text writing and rewriting themselves, every second line of text was this long string that meant hello. I watched the screen go mad, saw Morpheus try to do something, anything to fix it, his fingers flying across the keyboard, flying over the keys, and then the screen turned black, all that text replaced by four staring faces. 

Another screen went black, followed by another, and another, until one by one they were all killed off.

“What the fuck is happening?” Mason said.

“I don’t know!” Morpheus yelled.

Behind me something started beeping. When I turned to look, I saw many of the green lights on the server racks—all of which had been flickering calmly since I arrived—had turned red and were jittering as if they’d been possessed by demons. I heard a whirring sound, then saw a spark fly, and another. Morpheus jumped out of his seat, dashed across the room, and in three seconds flat, he yanked a panel clear from the wall and pulled down a red lever that shut every single one of the servers down and sent the room into darkness leaving only the faint smell of smoke in the air, and the sound of Morpheus’ panting breaths. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

“What do you mean, we’re shut down?” Mason asked.

Morpheus ran his hands through his hair. “I tried restarting the servers just one at a time,” he said, “At first it was looking good, but a few minutes in, that damn script kicked in and it started overloading the system again. I had to turn it off.”

“And you don’t know what this thing is?” 

“I think it’s some kind of virus, although where it came from, I don’t know. Guys, this shouldn’t have happened. I’m running some of the most sophisticated firewalls out there, all of which I coded myself.”

“Guess your firewalls aren’t bulletproof.”

“No, you don’t get it,” Levi said, “Morph is one of the best at what he does. He was in charge of our last operation, and there wasn’t a single virus or hacker he couldn’t block. If he says this is bad, then this is bad.”

I took a deep breath. “Alright,” I said, “So, it’s bad. What can we do about it? What’s the damage report?”

“At this point,” Morpheus said, “I’m going to have to take the servers off the internet, turn them on one by one, and run systems diagnostics on all of them. If the script doesn’t kick in, then clearly it needs an internet connection to work. If the script kicks in, then the system’s already corrupted and…” 

“And what?”

“Then I don’t know where we go from there. There’s no way we can get Nerve to work if the system’s corrupted. We’d have to wipe it all clean and start again.”

“How long will those courses of action take?”

Morpheus sighed. “The first option? A few hours, maybe. The second? A few days—at least.”

“We don’t have a few days.”

“We hardly have a few hours,” Tank added.

“I know,” Morpheus said.

Silence filled the room, then. No one had a word to say. Outside, London had well and truly woken up. Cars were passing by on the street, tires hissing along the tarmac, horns honking. The drilling of a jackhammer floated over to us from the construction site a couple of roads down. From the window on the other side of the room tiny specs were starting to pop into existence, the precursor to rain.

“Okay, screw it,” I said, “I used to go hunting in the US all the time and I didn’t have a Nerve center watching over me the whole time. We can make do without the surveillance and the remote access capabilities Morpheus can provide, right?” 

“Hold on,” Mason said, “What exactly are you suggesting right now?”

“I’m suggesting we do what we set out to do in the first place. We’ll shut the Hell Hole down. Morpheus, you fix the servers. Ivy and Levi, look for Cerberus. Right?”

Grave looks passed across the table from mage to mage, like chain lightning. “Do you really think that’s a good idea?” Levi asked, “I mean, Nerve is what gave us our edge. Without the Eyes, we’re going in blind.”

“I understand that, but we don’t always have the luxury of a fully operating team.”

“Cerberus does,” Tank said, “And you can bet he’s gonna use it if we go poking around after him.”

“And I get that, but we don’t have a few hours to spare, here. Mason and I need to go and shut the Hell Hole down, and we need to do it fast. When we’re there I’ll try and hone in on the location of the others, then we have something to go on when we decide to start hunting them down. But we need to get down there first, and that’s already gonna take more time than we have. I don’t see how we have much of a choice, here.”

“There’s always a choice,” Levi said, “But you’re right. We don’t have the time to do this safely.”

“Okay,” Mason said, throwing his hands behind his head and leaning back on his chair. “So, we’re gonna do this the old-fashioned way. I’m game for a little danger.” 

Levi placed his hands palms-down on the table, then looked around it. “Now that’s settled, can we talk about the elephant in the room?” he asked.

“Me?” Tank asked.

“No, not you. Why would we—?” He shook his head. “Never mind. No, I’d like to talk about Cerberus a little more, because I think we’re missing something here.” 

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Well, what do we know about him? We know he’s responsible for the summoning of many demons, right? They said as much at the auction. Which means he knows the same ritual Delilah knew. We also know he bid heavily on a book that contained the spell necessary to open a Hell Hole, though not necessarily why he did that considering he clearly doesn’t have need for another one—I’m pretty convinced he’s the one who set the trap, but that’s just me.” 

“I’m starting to think that’s probably true too. If I were him and I had access to an active Hell Hole, I’d want to protect it too.” 

“Did the runes on the walls suggest a Warlock had set the trap?” Morpheus asked.

“They were mostly demonic runes… Warlocks and demons have a history, but demonology isn’t limited only to Warlocks. Any mage could have set it, but it looked like a Spirimancer’s work.”

“Why Spirimancer?” Levi asked. 

“Because they’d have an easier time than most mages at summoning entities from other dimensions, and I’ve never seen a spell like that before. As far as I knew, a mage needed to be present and saying the words if they wanted to pull things out of Hell Holes. That this was done on a trigger, with no mage present… I get that Cerberus is powerful, but I don’t think that was his handiwork.”

“So, who?” Mason asked.

“That’s a good question. Remind me to ask Cerberus the next time we get a chance to talk.”

“You mean remind me,” Ivy said, grinning.

“You realize your orders are to find him and report back, right? Under no circumstances are you to engage.”

“I know, but if I find an opening…” 

I shot Ivy a cold, hard stare which quickly made her back down. “Good,” I said, “So, we understand each other.”

“I was mostly fucking around,” she said, rolling her eyes.

“I don’t like that mostly,” Levi said, “Remember, I’m going with you.”

“Exactly. So, if I get killed, you get to come with me. Isn’t that great?”

“Nobody is getting killed,” I said. “We’re just doing some recon. We need to know where he is, where he’s hiding. If we can figure out his movements, it may help us find an opening to snatch his book away from him.”

“That’s assuming he hasn’t already moved it somewhere else,” Mason supplied.

“Like where?” Levi asked.

He shrugged. “I’ve dealt with a lot of shady characters in my day,” he said, stretching, “I’ve never met one who kept all of their eggs in the same basket. Trust me, if that thing’s important to him it’s going to be sticking to him like flies on shit until he can find a place to put it where he’s certain no one will get to it.” 

“Pfft, that place doesn’t exist,” Ivy scoffed as she checked out her nails. “Not if there’s a good enough Shade with something to say about it.” 

Mason grinned. “Down, girl.” 

I eyed them both from where I was sitting, then quickly stood up. “Okay,” I said, “Let’s get this over and done with.” 

“Right now?” Mason asked.

“Yes, right now. The sooner we do this, the better.”

“Shouldn’t we wait until after rush hour?”

“It’s the London Underground,” Levi said, “It’s always rush hour.” 

Mason started to rise. “Oh, fantastic, so there’s gonna be people everywhere.”

“Except for where we’re going. Now, saddle up. Ivy and Levi, do as much as you can and we’ll see you guys later. Since comms will be down, keep your phones active and handy. Mace and I will be out of reception when we get into the Underground, but there’s no reason why the four of you can’t coordinate.”

“And, just so we’re clear,” Mason said, “We’re doing this on zero hours of sleep? Just for the added danger?” 

I scanned the room and took in all the tired faces. They were exhausted. Every last one of them had expended a great deal of energy in tonight’s operation, and most of us were working on an average of about three hours of sleep every night, had been since the night of the auction. I screwed up my face, then drew my knife from my ankle sheath.

“Everybody make a circle,” I said, preparing myself for what I was about to do.

Around me, Levi, Tank, Ivy, Mason, and Morpheus all held hands, forming a link. I held out my left hand and gingerly pressed the tip of the knife into my palm until the skin gave way with a light pop. I winced as a tiny pool of blood formed in the space the knife had occupied, then I flexed my fingers, closing my palm and opening it repeatedly until the wound closed itself. All the while, I could feel magic brewing around me, filling me, working through me. 

I rubbed my bloody hands together and offered one to Levi, and one to Mason. Without hesitation, they took my hands and waited while I concentrated. It didn’t take much, this was a power I was used to bringing into myself, something to help me with those all-nighters I used to pull at the library—sometimes working, other times just binge-reading books I couldn’t put down until they were finished.

The magic vibrated through me and pushed into the others through the links we had formed, moving up their arms and into their brains, revitalizing them. One after the other, each of the people affected let off soft, relieved sighs before opening their eyes and blinking hard as if they’d just woken up from a deep, decent sleep. 

I let my hands slip out of Levi and Mason’s and looked around the room again. The group looked tired, but it was an I just woke up kind of tired instead of an I was up all-night kind of tired. It would do. 

“Better?” I asked.

“Yes…” Morpheus said, perking up right away, “Yeah! That was better than coffee!” 

“Don’t get used to it. If we have to pull another all-nighter tonight I won’t be able to make the magic work safely a second time. Your bodies and brains still need sleep, but this buys us today, at least.”

Levi looked at his hand. “You paid the price for us?”

I shrugged, and smiled. “I get the benefits, too. Small price to pay, really.”  

He nodded and returned the smile, though when his eyes found Mason’s, his smile deflated. “Good luck… be careful down there.”

“And you. Don’t forget what I told you—if you happen to find him, do not engage. Just recon. Do what you guys do best.”

“We will.” 

Ivy walked past me and took Levi with her. Meanwhile, Morpheus and Tank headed downstairs into the basement to get to work on Nerve, leaving Mason and I alone in the dining room, standing at the head of the table. The room was silent, but outside was all chaos, all engines and drills, and the steadily rising crescendo of rain. 

“I guess it’s you and me, huh, princess?” Mason asked. “The gang’s back together again.”

I rolled my eyes. “While we were together in some capacity once upon a time, I don’t recall us ever going hunting as a pair. That was Shannon’s right, not yours.”

“In some capacity… that hurts.” 

“Really? That’s all you took from what I said?”

“I took the most relevant detail, yes.”

“That’s hardly the most relevant detail.” 

I opened the front door and allowed Mason to file out into the rain, pulling his hood up against it. I did the same as I stepped out, shutting the door behind myself and making my way as quickly as I could toward the tube entrance, which wasn’t far from Nerve. It wasn’t until Mason and I had gone past the pay-gates at the Underground that Mason spoke again.

“So, you and the Brit, huh?” he asked.

I snapped my head around so hard I could’ve given myself whiplash. “What?” I asked.

“Don’t play coy. I see the looks, the stolen glances. You used to look at me that way.”

My eyebrows went up. “Even if that were true, which it isn’t, I don’t think my non-existent love-life is any of your business, do you?”

He shrugged. “No, I’m just making polite conversation.”

“Polite my ass. You’ve always been…” I trailed off, not finishing the thought.

“Been what?” he asked, eyebrow going up.

I turned around again. “Nothing Never mind.” 

The escalator dropped me off on the platform level and I moved through the tunnels, following the crowd of people toward the platform itself but keeping a brisk pace. Mason, however, made sure his stride was a little longer than mine and eventually overtook me. When he did, he placed his hand on my shoulder and stopped me. 

“What is it?” I asked.

“Finish the thought,” he said, his lips pressed together, eyebrows furrowed. 

“Is this really necessary?”

“Yes. Finish the thought, Hailey.” 

I stroked the roof of my mouth with my tongue as I stared at him, then stopped. “Jealous,” I said.

“Jealous?” he repeated, incredulity in his voice, “What are you talking about?”

“Oh please, like you don’t know. How many guys did you deck for looking at me funny?”

“One.”

“It was two.”

“The second one didn’t count—he was wearing a preppy sweater and he had no business trying to get it on with you.”

“What was it that set you off, the sweater or the threat?”

“Honestly? The sweater. I mean, mustard yellow? C’mon.”

I stared at him gravely. “Mace.”

“Alright, whatever. The threat. You know what I was like, well done, do you want a medal?”

“Do you have one to offer?”

“No. Jesus, what the hell do you want from me?”

Someone came hurrying toward us and, finding no way around us due to the press of people, decided to go through us, nudging Mason and I apart. I shook my head and took a deep breath; this wasn’t uncommon in the London Underground, and I was usually the first to complain about people being in my way when I’m trying to get somewhere, so I understood.

“Mace… you and me… it ended almost two years ago.”

“I know.”

“We can’t… I mean, like, really, we can’t…” 

“I know, okay? I really was just making conversation.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it.”

“Believe it right now, because it’s here—”

I narrowed my eyes, waiting for it, the steadily showing dimples on his face a prelude for what was about to happen next.

“—princess.” 

I smacked him on the shoulder, then pointed at him. “Alright, that has to stop right now.” 

“Why?” 

I started walking off. “Because I fucking said so.” 

“What, aren’t gonna call me dick-mouth?” 

“We’re in the Underground, don’t be an animal.” 

Turning my head slightly I caught Mason in my periphery, looking around. “What’s wrong with saying dick-mouth in the Underground, princess?” he said, speaking a little more loudly, drawing the attention of the people passing him by. I shook my head and kept walking, refusing to engage him and hoping it would die down.

It didn’t.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

By the time we had gotten to the right station, Mason had referred to me as princess about eight times, to me and to strangers. Hey princes, what do you think about? Careful, princess, the gentleman wants to get past. This our stop, princess? It was riding on my last nerve, but I wouldn’t take the bait, wouldn’t sink low enough to reciprocate because then I was just enabling him, wasn’t I? 

It wasn’t so much the word he was using that was getting on my nerves, nor the fact that he was saying it in front of strangers—like I could care less about random people on the street. It was the fact that he was so cocky about it, because he knew he could get away with it, that he could say whatever he wanted to say and I wouldn’t take so much offence that we’d never speak again. We’d argue about it, but I suspected sometimes he enjoyed the attention.

Sometimes? Every time.

I hopped off the tube, walking past the people waiting to get on, and then made my way to the end of the platform with Mason close behind me. When the train pulled away, I pointed down the tunnel it had come from. “That’s the direction it’s in,” I said.

Mason glanced left and right. “Are you asking me to start walking? I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there are trains running on this line.” 

I rolled my eyes. “I’m not asking you to go down there, just that’s where the Hell Hole is. Probably about one hundred feet or so. There’s a service door.”

“Okay, and how do we get to it?”

“Did you already forget the plan?” I turned around and started walking until I found a service door; 5A had been printed on it. I tried the handle, but the door was locked. 

“Thought that’d be unlocked? I think that’d have been too easy,” Mason said, with that annoying smile of his. I could feel the smugness radiating off him like heat.

I shrugged. “May as well try the path of least resistance first, right?” 

“True. So, what next?”

“Let’s head to the gate, then I’ll work some magic.”

Mason gestured with his hand. “Lead the way, princess.”

I frowned, but walked ahead of him, going up the stairs leading from the platform to the hub, and then taking the escalators up to the gate level where people could swipe their cards to get in and out of the Underground system. There were always staff members present on this level, most of them hanging around off to the side, usually where the disabled access was, though whether they were waiting to lend a hand or were there simply because fewer people used that access point, I wasn’t sure. 

I approached one of the staff members, sending a thimbleful of magic—a psychic ping—so he’d notice me without my having to say something. He was tall, and athletic, with dreadlocks in his hair and dark skin. Handsome, too. If he lived in the US, he had the kind of build and look that would have gotten him into the NFL straight out of college. 

He turned to look at me, arching an eyebrow but putting on a smile. “Yes?” he asked, as I approached. 

“Yeah, hi,” I said, working up my most authentic British accent, last used the night of the auction, “I was wondering if you could help me out.”

“Oh yeah? What is it you need?” 

Gathering the strands of magic surrounding me and tossing one at him, wrapping it around his mind, I smiled, and said, “I work for the TFL, and I need to do an inspection on one of the maintenance tunnels downstairs. Any chance you could let me in?”

He eyed me up and down, then Mason. Neither of us had come dressed looking like we world for the Transport for London Office—we’d come dressed, in fact, like we were on our way to the pub. Pushing a little bit of psychic energy into his brain, however, helped to make him ignore this little inconsistency.

“Um, I don’t have the authority to do that, but let me just grab my supervisor.” 

Mason glanced at me, smugness written all over his face. “Need help?” he asked.

“Be quiet,” I said.

The supervisor who was called over to me was a plump woman in her mid-forties, short, with her dull brown hair cut into a sharp bob, and intense puts up with no one’s shit brown eyes. A mother’s eyes, though not the eyes of the sweet, kind, innocent, new mother, but the mother who’s probably dealt with about four babies worth of diaper changes, throw-ups, and tantrums. 

I grabbed at a little more magic than I thought was necessary and created my psychic bridge into her mind as she approached. Her nose twitched, and she sneezed, creating a mousy kind of sound and then quickly apologizing the way the British often did. “Sorry about that,” she said, “Must be the dust in the air. What can I do for you?”

Her name-tag said Susan. 

“Hi Susan,” I said, extending my hand, physical contact only serving to strengthen the psychic hold I had on her, “Sorry to bother you, but I was wondering if you could let us into one of the maintenance tunnels downstairs.”

She tilted her head. “That’s… fine. I’m sorry, who are you?” 

I pushed a little magic into her while flashing my citizen’s ID card, eliciting another sneeze from the supervisor. “We work for the TFL; doing an inspection downstairs.” 

“Oh… I don’t remember being told about an inspection taking place down here. Let me grab a phone and I’ll give head office a quick call.”

“Susan, that’s really not necessary.”

She had been about to turn around and head for the security office, but she stopped then, looked at me, and wriggled her nose as if she was about to sneeze for a third time, only she didn’t. “You know,” she said, “I don’t think I need to call them. Where is it you need to go?”

Fuck. The door had been unmarked. In fact, I’d almost missed it. “5A,” I said, “I went to try it but the door was locked.”

“We always keep them locked. That’s fine, come with me and I’ll pop you down there. Trevor, keep watch up here. Won’t be a tick.” 

“No worries, boss,” Trevor said, offering a two-fingered salute.

“This way,” Susan said, motioning for us to follow her to the escalators.

I gave Mason a wink as I walked by him, and he nodded, graciously. Maybe that wasn’t my cleanest work, and what the hell had been with the sneezing? But I’d gotten the job done, and it putting Mason in his place was always fun. Fun. After everything that had happened lately I was starting to forget what the word even meant, so I guess you got it where you could find it these days.

Susan led us diligently through the Underground, toward the same platform Mason and I had disembarked from, and then further to service door 5A. Using a keycard attached to her belt, Susan unlocked the door then stepped aside to let us both through. I nodded politely, thanked her, and walked into an unlit corridor that started to light up as I entered, overhead fluorescents blinking to life as my presence registered.

Mason followed me in, then Susan shut the door and squeezed past to get in front of us. The hallway was barely large enough for two people to walk abreast of each other, like the one in which we had been attacked by Brutes, only this one had lighting, the other didn’t. There was, however, a slight electrical hum about the place, as well as the occasional crackle of an exposed wire somewhere. 

“Here we are,” she said. “Do you need anything else?”

“Yes, actually—we need to start our inspection in a room across the tunnel…” 

“Where is it you need to get to?”

I saw little reason to keep the masquerade going at this point, considering she already believed we were TFL agents looking to run a little maintenance. “Thing is,” I said, “I’m not entirely sure what the door number is, but maybe you know which one I’m talking about—it’s unmarked, on the edge of the tunnel on the other side of this wall?”

She stopped, turned around to look at me, and placed a finger on her chin. “You know what? I think I do know what corridor you’re talking about. I’ve only gone and bloody asked them to put the number plate back on it about a hundred times, but nobody ever listens to me.”

“Oh, really? Do you know how to get there?”

“Sure,” she opened another side-door with her electronic keycard and held the door open for Mason and I to step through. This was another identical hallway, grey walls, grey concrete floors, white fluorescents humming up above. There were other doors here, and a set of stairs that arched up, then descended on the other side of the tunnel running beneath us. The ground rumbled as we walked through, the light above flickering slightly. I noticed the walls themselves were starting to look brown and patchy in places, and ill-maintained.

“Do you get many people coming down here?” I asked, the curious question suddenly bubbling out of me.

“Not really, this is one of our least used corridors.”

“Is there any particular reason for that?”

Susan shrugged and started walking again. “If I knew, love, I’d tell you, but I’m just the woman that holds the keycard. I don’t do the maintenance.”

The skin on my arms started to prickle, hairs standing on end. Susan stifled another sneeze, only this time I hadn’t caused it. I had no proof that I’d caused the first couple of sneezes either, but the timing was so that it made me wonder if maybe I had, and now I couldn’t shake the thought. Maybe it was the sudden outbreak of goose-flesh, or maybe it was Susan’s sneeze, or maybe it was the way the brown patches were looking more and more like blood trying to seep through a white bandage. 

“Wait,” I put my hand out to stop Mason from going any further.

Mason stopped, but Susan did too, just shy of another door that looked just a little too… not right. And there was another thing, too—something that I hadn’t noticed until now because it was the exception to the norm, rather than the norm itself. I couldn’t hear the voices. We were close to the Hell Hole, closer than we’d been last night, and not only couldn’t I hear it, I also couldn’t feel it; its presence, the pull it had on my body, its siren song.

Something’s wrong, here.

“What is it?” Mason asked.

“We’re just right through here,” Susan said, reaching for her electronic keycard at her belt and stretching it out to tap the pad next to the door. The pad blinked, light going from red to green, then there was a click as the door unlocked. Susan pushed it open faster than I could get a single word out. My heart started to pound as the door swung open, the darkness inside slowly giving way to the light from the fluorescents overhead. 

The corridor was empty. Susan stepped through this time, oblivious to the internal alarms that had started blaring inside of me. The lights in the corridor reacted to her approach, blinking to life one by one, illuminating the clear lack of threat, the lack of danger. A sigh escaped my lips, all the tension fleeing my body in one single exhalation. 

“You okay?” Mason asked, keeping his voice low as he walked by me. 

I nodded. “I think so,” I said. “I don’t know, I think it’s playing with me.”

“It can do that?”

“Yes, and frankly I’m a little surprised you’re not already feeling the effects.”

Mason shrugged. “Superior genes, I guess.”

I shoved him lightly. “Whatever, just get in there.”

He staggered, smiling, turned to step through the door, then suddenly stopped in his tracks. I heard a sound, though I wasn’t sure what, exactly the sound was, but Mason wasn’t moving. It was like he was stuck exactly where he stood, his back and arms rigid, his neck turned up slightly. I moved closer to him, tilting my head to the side, trying to go around him, then he fell to his knees, and in front of him there was a man with a mask around his face, and dagger in his hand, blood coating the tip of the blade.

“Mas—!” I screamed, but a hand wrapped around my mouth, muffling the sound before I could produce it.

My body tightened, then, like a bowstring about to unleash an arrow. I grabbed the elbow of the person holding my mouth shut, arched my back, and flipped them over me and onto the floor. It was another man, taller than the first, but thinner, with less substance to his muscles. He, like the first man, had a mask on his face. They were small, simple things; black masks large enough to cover the eyes and some of the nose—bandit masks—but enough to stop me from recognizing them. 

He went to reach for my hair, but I didn’t give him the chance. I pressed my knee against his neck, drew my knife from its ankle sheath, and plunged it into his chest without hesitating, my body running on adrenaline and my self-preservation instincts. The man on the ground cried out in pain as my knife tore through his ribs, piercing one of his lungs. When I pulled the knife out, an arc of blood sprayed across the nearest white wall.

“Impressive,” the first man said, his American accent smooth, and dark. He wasn’t only wearing a mask, he had a hood, too; one that darkened his features, giving him a sinister look. “You’ve grown up.”

My heart leapt into my throat and started hammering against the sides of my neck, making it difficult to breathe. I know that voice. I couldn’t believe my ears, but I knew that voice. I brought my knife to the throat of the guy underneath my knee. Mason wasn’t moving, but after a hit like that, I knew he’d be bleeding out, and there was nothing I could do for him. Not like this, not while this guy was standing in front of me. I had to hurry.

“Your man for mine,” I growled, “It’s not too late to save him.”

The man holding the dagger straightened up. He grinned as he wiped the blood off his blade by slipping it between the fingers of his other hand and pulling it through, Mason’s vital, crimson fluids pooling on the man’s fingertips then dripping to the floor. “Now, Persephone… we both know that was a wasted gesture. Or should I call you Hailey?” The smirk on his face widened as he said the name. 

“Oh my… God…” I said, tripping over the words.

“Not quite,” he said, “But thank you for the compliment.” 

My entire body started to shake like I was caught in an earthquake, the very floor beneath my feet felt like quicksand, and the walls looked like they were closing in on me, boxing me in. My chest tightened, hands tightened. I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe; all I could do was stay in the spot I was, and re-watch that moment where the man standing in front of me murdered my sister in cold blood over, and over again. 

His name was Reaper; they called him the Angel of Death.

“No…” I said, “No… not you…” 

“In the flesh,” he said, tightening his grip on his knife while stretching his other toward me, almost in a gesture of friendship. “Now, I’m going to ask you this once—you come with me, and your friend lives.” 

I had no control over my neck, my body. Every inch of me was screaming for me to do what he said, to save Mason’s life, but my head was shaking, slowly at first, but then with conviction. My lips pressed together so hard they turned white, my jaw tightened, my grip around the handle of the knife in my hand intensified, and the tip of the blade inched ever closer to the throat of the man squashed beneath me. He was coughing, gasping for air as his lung filled with blood. If he didn’t receive treatment soon, he’d die—but so would Mason.

Still, I rebelled.

“You can go fuck yourself,” I snarled. “You murderer.”

“Said the pot to the kettle.”

“I should snap your mind apart right now.”

“Then why don’t you? That’s right, because you know it would take you far longer to kill me than it would for me to kill Mason.” The tips of his fingers began to glow with cool, blue light. “Now, be a good little dove and do as I say, otherwise we know how this show ends.”

From behind him, a form appeared—the form of a chubby woman with a bob. Susan. I watched her approach from behind Reaper, sneaking up on him, it looked like. Then her hand rose, and my heart rose with it, but her hand was empty. She clasped him on the shoulder, squeezing it and smiling. “Ready when you are,” she said.

“Ready…” I said, “What?”

Susan looked at me and smiled. “Surprised?” she asked, “Got to admit, that trick you played on my brain was tough to shake off. You’re stronger than I thought you’d be.”

“Who the fuck are you?” 

“We’re ready here,” Reaper said, “Go ahead.”

Susan raised her hand and clicked her fingers. As soon as she did so, the entire world started to fall apart like tattered wallpaper ripping to pieces under the might of a powerful wind. The white on the walls fell away entirely, the clean façade replaced by a cracked and faded counterpart run through with ruddy brown scars that looked like open wounds. Above me, some of the fluorescents darkened to a sickly yellow, while others died entirely, dimming my surroundings. But my surroundings weren’t the only things that changed; Susan changed, too.

Her very skin began to peel off and flake away from her, the flakes themselves hanging in the air, surrounding her, enveloping her as if they were trying to create a cocoon around her. I shielded my face from the gust of wind that had pushed its way into the corridor and watched as the millions of tiny flakes that had made up Susan’s body were picked up and carried off, leaving in her place a much more athletic, and much taller, man. He had corn-rows, caramel skin, and broad, athletic shoulders; a footballer’s look. 

As I stood there, heart pounding, my brain trying to make sense of everything, I realized a couple of things. Number one, I didn’t think we were anywhere near the Hell Hole; and number two, that man was a Harlequin, and he had just royally fucked with my brain. Had he been a Warlock, I’d have known I was being messed with. But I couldn’t see through the Phantasms, the living illusions, created by Harlequins, and that meant right now I could be anywhere. 

“Good work, Isaac,” Reaper said. 

“No problem, boss,” Isaac replied, a soft Irish accent coming through clearly. 

“Now… you’ve probably noticed you aren’t in Kansas anymore, and unfortunately in this story there are no ruby slippers, so I’ll ask again. Come with us and save your friend, or don’t, and you’ll both die… right here… right now.”

I swallowed hard, staring at Reaper, at Isaac, then turning my eyes to the man lying on the floor beneath me, struggling under the press of my knee, blood gently gurgling out of the wound in his chest, and then looking at Mason, who wasn’t looking so hot right now. I became vaguely aware of another presence at my back, someone else that had joined the party. 

I told myself I could do it. I could push magic into my brain, enhance my capacity to think and process, and maybe find a way out of this for Mason and I, but even if I did that, there was no guarantee I’d be able to do it without him bleeding out. Blood was starting to pool beneath him, staining the dark, concrete floors.

“Fuck you,” I growled.

“Is that a no, Hailey?” Reaper asked, narrowing his eyes. 

“If he dies, I’ll fucking kill you.” 

The glow surrounding Reaper’s hand slowly abated, then shrank away to nothing. “I’m sure you will,” he said, keeping his hand extended toward me. “But not today. Come, now.”

I swallowed another gulp of dry air and approached, stopping by Mason’s side. Reaper took three steps to meet me, then insisted with his hand. My heart was hammering, my palms were sweating, my head was throbbing, I didn’t know what to do, didn’t know how we would ever get out of this unless I took Reaper’s hand, so I did.

As soon as our hands locked, Reaper tightened his grip, pulled me to him with one hand, and pushed the tip of his dagger into my side. It was pain like cold fire, a sensation very much like getting punched, strangely enough, but one that at first left a freezing cold impression, followed by an immediate warmth. 

My heart fell into the pit of my stomach, then leapt into my throat. I tried to catch a breath, then another, and another, but my lungs wouldn’t work—the air wouldn’t come through. Reaper, finally, pulled the blade out of me, and then my blood started to trickle out of the wound. He came in close, making sure I understood the point and felt every inch of the blade’s movement. 

“Just in case you get any ideas,” he whispered.

I couldn’t make words. I could only produce an “Uck… Uck…” sound, although by the look on Reaper’s face, he’d gotten the message loud and clear; I was trying to tell him to go and fuck himself.

Reaper frowned and withdrew from me. I staggered and held onto the wall to keep myself from falling, but the wound in my gut was already hot, and bleeding. I pressed my hand against it, and blood started to quickly seep through the gaps in my fingertips. I was shaking, my heart thrashing against my chest, each beat bringing me closer to death due to blood-loss. 

“Bacchus,” Reaper barked, “If you could be so kind as to fashion us a portal? And Isaac, make sure to pick up our fallen comrade; there’s hope for him yet.”

Turning my attention to the left, my vision swimming now, I noticed a fourth person, a woman this time; she had long black hair tied into a braid, skin as white as milk, and eyes the color of winter itself. She moved like a jungle cat, hips swaying, a smirk planted across her face, confidence oozing off her like… well, like the blood oozing out of me. 

“Ever watch those art shows as a kid?” she asked as she scanned the dimensions of the corridor we were in—she was American, too. I watched her produce a small, brown pouch from one of the pockets of the long, black coat she was wearing. “Here’s one I made earlier,” she said, and she tossed the pouch against the floor a few feet ahead of her. As soon as the pouch made contact, it exploded into a myriad of shifting colors and glittering lights that expanded to fill the dimensions of the corridor. 

Despite the pain, it was impossible to ignore just how beautiful the portal was. It had a silver surface like floating mercury; smooth and metallic, soundless, and surrounded by a field of glittering motes of magic. The woman, Bacchus, then began coaxing the portal, beckoning it, and the wall of mercury started moving.

Reaper and Isaac walked past me, Isaac grabbing his fallen friend and pulling him through the portal as it moved past them. 

“Your wound will be tended to on the other side,” Reaper said, “Don’t do anything stupid.”

The portal crashed around us, swallowing us whole and making my stomach flip around on itself and causing the wound in my side to throb and pulse with pain. The world around me turned to bright light and shifting color, a prismatic wonderland that, may have made a lesser mind confuse it with something like heaven. 

Behind me Bacchus and Mason entered the portal; Mason still on the ground and Bacchus kneeling next to him. 

I almost couldn’t bear to look at Mason. His skin was already starting to pale, his lips turning blue. How much blood had he lost? I went to reach for him, just to let him know I was here, that I wasn’t going to leave him alone, then his eyes shot open, and my heart caught in my throat. Grunting at the effort, Mason grabbed my hand and pulled me, but not toward him—toward the glittering mouth of the portal.

Bacchus went to stand, but before she could get to me Mason’s eyes flashed blue and he sent a pulse of telekinetic power slamming into my back. I went screaming forward, falling out of the portal’s iris just as it shut, leaving me in the same hallway I’d just been in a moment ago. A second later, just as suddenly as it had appeared, the portal was gone; and so was he.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

“Mace… oh God, Mason!” I screamed, “Mace!” 

I staggered several paces toward where Mason had been lying, the patch of blood left behind by his wound somehow still present where he had been sitting, even though he was now gone. 

A sharp throbbing in my side reminded me of the gash in my stomach. I stared at it now and saw the blood pooling around my fingers; I had no way of closing it save for putting pressure on it, and even then, that was probably not going to be enough. I had to move, and I had to move fast.

I went back down the corridor Susan, or Isaac, had taken me down, noting the way the floor rose and fall as I moved over the tunnel below. The Hell Hole was speaking to me now, whispers reaching out to me through the walls, the floor, the ceiling. I could also hear the distant rumble of a train getting louder as it approached to the point where it seemed to shake the very corridor I was in.  

I turned the corner, and ahead of me I saw the service door marked 5A which would take me to the Underground platform. I knew there would be people there, and I wasn’t exactly in the best of shape. If someone saw me, I’d have to give them an explanation as to why I was down there, and why I was bleeding. At the same time, if I didn’t get it looked at soon, the Underground would become my tomb.

“Fuck,” I cursed, helping myself through the corridor by using one of the walls for support. I reached the door handle, turning it until I heard a click, and the door slowly started to pull open. The platform was busy; there were too many people there to even consider using magic to disguise my exit. This was a Shade’s wheelhouse. 

“Fuck—fuck,” I cursed again.

Slowly, gently, I let myself slide down the wall and settle into a sitting position, taking a series of slow breaths and trying to calm myself enough to do what I needed to do next. Luckily, and this would be the only time that bleeding was considered lucky, I was in fact bleeding, so there was plenty of blood for me to empower my own magic. 

Shutting my eyes, I drew some of that magic into myself, pushing more juice into my own brain and commanding the release of even more endorphins—all of them, every drop I had. That helped with the pain, at least, but it also allowed me to think more clearly. There was no way I’d get up there on my own without being detected, that much was clear, but I also couldn’t stop the wound from killing me—I had no healing magic, and this hallway was noticeably lacking in first aid kits. 

With my brain-power as enhanced as it was, I held two complex thoughts in my mind. The first was the search for someone, anyone I thought would be able to move quickly through the platform and do what I needed them to do. Wincing only slightly from pain that should have crippled me by now, I inched the door open and began my search. 

The second thought I held in my mind was a much simpler one; reach Levi. I had no cell reception down here, and no way of getting any reception unless I was to get out of the Underground, so my phone was useless. I needed, ideally, a body that wasn’t so near to shock that I’d quickly become incapable of walking. Failing that, I needed a minion.

He wasn’t the first person to cross my path, but he was the one who looked like he’d already be predisposed to help someone in need of help. He was young, maybe in his twenties, and he was wearing a large, noise-cancelling headphones on his head. Tugging on the magic I had summoned to me, I threw him a line, wrapped it around his mind, and drew his attention to me. 

At first, he stared at the crack in the door with a little unease, but then I tweaked his emotional state, pumping a feeling of friend, and help, and urgent, into him. He stepped quickly toward the door and opened it a little more, enough to get a good look at me. 

“Oh shit, mate,” he said, “You need an ambulance!” 

“No,” I said, using magic to make my words register in his mind as powerful suggestions. “What I need is your help.” 

“My help? What can I do?” 

“I need you to fish around in my pocket for my phone and call the last number I dialed.” 

“I… your pocket?” 

“Yes! Just do it.” 

The young guy nervously knelt beside me and, after I twisted around a little—though not without a grunting effort—he was able to pull my phone from my pocket. I told him the passcode and he unlocked it for me. Then he opened the phone app and asked “Levi?” 

I nodded. “Yes. Find coverage and call him. Tell him I’m dying, tell him exactly where I am, and ask him to bring Tank. I don’t know how long I have. Then come back down here and give me back my phone.” 

“Shit… are you for real?” 

“Just go!” 

His eyes glazed over, and without saying another word, he turned around and raced away from the door. I watched him for as long as I could, until finally he disappeared around the corner to be replaced by a small herd of people arriving on the platform. I didn’t know how long he’d be, or how long Levi would be, but I knew I didn’t have much time and I wouldn’t be able to press down on the wound forever. Doing so wasn’t only painful, I needed to apply a lot of pressure to staunch the flow, and my strength was fading fast.

Going against just about every last one of my instincts, I turned my eyes on the wound just in time to see blood trickling through my fingers. My stomach lurched. There was so much, too much, of me, spilling out onto the cold concrete. Had my wound been worse than Mason’s? Probably not. Reaper was an expert assassin, a master with a blade. He knew exactly where to hit us both so that, with quick treatment, the injury wouldn’t be life threatening. But I had no treatment, there was no Primal nearby to stitch my wounds with magic.

I let my head rest against the wall, only for a second, and my eyes started to close, feeling like there were weights attached to my eyelids. I forced them awake, blinking hard and breathing deep. Weaving more magic into myself helped, spinning the threads around me so they’d keep my mind active, and thinking. Falling asleep, resting, or falling unconscious was a death sentence in situations like these. 

And yet there was little even magic could do to stop the lethargy from taking over. More and more of me slipped out of the gash in my side, taking my concentration and my life with it. Then the door to service corridor 5A opened, and the man with the headphones returned. His eyes went wide when he saw me, I could sense his fear reaching me through the psychic connection I had made with him. 

“Oh, fuck me,” he said, “Are you—”

“Did you call?” I asked, interrupting him.

“I did, he’s on his way; he says hold on.” I had my phone returned to me, but in doing so I had to stretch and reveal the injury to him. When he saw the blood slipping through my fingers, his face turned white. “That looks bad,” he said, “That looks really bad.”

“Yeah, no shit. Do you know any first aid?”

“I… I don’t… I mean, not more than anyone else.”

I nodded to the space next to me. “I need you to sit down.” 

The young man stepped around me and sat down at my side. His eyes were a shade of hazel I didn’t often see, and he had thick, scruffy chestnut hair that was probably styled to look messy and unkempt. 

“What’s your name?” I asked. 

“Cian,” he said, trying to keep his eyes off the wound. “What’s yours?”

“Persephone… you got a girlfriend, Cian?”

“Boyfriend, and yes.” 

“Good for you, Cian. Now, I need you to do something else for me, and it’s going to suck.” 

His Adam’s apple worked hard, nerves kicking in. “What do you need?” 

“I need you to press down right here…” I pointed at the wound, “As hard as you can… you know, without breaking my bones.” 

He didn’t argue, the magic hold I had on him still urging his actions. Though he hated the sight of the blood, and the coppery smell of it, too, he pressed his hands against the wound. The pain was like white fire. I tried not to scream, biting my lip to stifle the sound and succeeding in turning it into a faint whimper.

“Job?” I asked, breathing through the pain.

“I’m a student, working on an art degree. Got a job at a subway I’m already late for…”

“I’m gonna make you really late, Cian. I’m sorry about that.” 

“That’s alright… this is more important.”

“You’re right, but I’m still sorry… now, I’m probably going to pass out, so keep the pressure on. But I swear, if you hurt me, I’ll hurt you right back.”

He turned his eyes on me, and I saw the fear in them. 

I fashioned a grin. “I’m kidding,” I said, “But I’m also dying here, so, I thought I’d try to get a joke in before I kick the bucket.”

He smiled. “It was a good one.”

My skin was already starting to look too pale, and the more I stared at it, the paler it seemed to get. It wasn’t just starting to look pale, either—it was starting to look ashen, grey against the red blood on my hands, on the cuff of my jacket, my shirt, my jeans. Fuck me, it’s everywhere. I turned my eyes up and focused on staying awake, using what little energy I had left in me to keep my brain from tipping over and submitting to unconsciousness. 

But I failed. 

Darkness settled around my field of vision, closing on me like a vignette that eventually turned the stage of the world to black. I felt like I was floating, lighter than air, rising into and above the ceiling, through the ground and above the crust of the earth, soaring into the sky, into the clouds, into space. I couldn’t see the sun, but I could feel its heat on my skin fighting against the coldness of space that threatened to turn me into an icicle. 

I wondered if this was what death felt like, then I heard a voice. It was distant, muffled, difficult to hear. I struggled against it, not sure how I could be hearing something if I was all the way in outer space. Then I opened my eyes, and when the blurriness passed, I found myself staring up at Levi. He was sweating, his hair was soaked, or maybe it was raining outside. I wasn’t sure.

“She’s awake!” he said, “Thank the Gods.”

I blinked hard, coughed, then screamed from the pain of coughing and quickly clutched my side. “Holy fucking shit,” I croaked.

“Stop, don’t… you need to stay still until Tank gets here,” Levi said.

Looking around, I spotted Ivy standing nearby and Cian sitting on the floor beside me. I smiled at him. “Good job, Cian,” I said, giving him a thumbs up. “You saved my life.”

Cian smiled brightly, then went to speak, but I tugged on what was left of our psychic connection and used it to pull him into a deep sleep. He wouldn’t forget what had happened here today, but his story would be inconsistent enough that any one person he told would get a slightly different version from any other person he told, thus preserving the secret.

“He saved your life,” Ivy said, “But only barely. Just do yourself a favor and keep still, yeah?” 

I nodded. “I intend to,” I said, letting my head rest on the wall. Then it hit me. “Oh fuck, Mason!” 

Hot pain shot through me as my abdomen tensed. Levi quickly pressed one of his hands against the wound and the other on my chest. “Keep still!” he said, checking the injury when I’d settled again. “Jesus, you can’t follow a simple instruction, can you?” 

“They took him,” I groaned, “He’s gone.”

“They?” Ivy asked, “Who are they?”

“And where’d they take him?” Levi asked.

I swallowed once, twice. “Water,” I said, “Anybody got some water?” 

Cian reached into his backpack and produced a bottle for me. Twice the savior. “Here,” he said, opening it before passing it over.

I took it and drank, thanking him when I was done. “Reaper,” I said, “Reaper… the mage who… he… Levi, he killed Shannon.”

“Mason killed Shannon?” Ivy asked.

“No, the mage that attacked us in the corridor over there. His name is Reaper. I don’t know how he found me, how he knew I’d be down here, but it was all set up… they were waiting for us.”

“How is that even possible?” 

“I don’t know… I don’t know, but they’ve got Mason. He was wounded like I was, but there was a portal and… it took him, but before it could take me, he must have killed the spell. It must have taken everything he had. I don’t know if he’s okay.”

I hadn’t noticed, but there were tears in my eyes. I could feel them welling there now, stinging as I spoke. Levi looked up at Ivy, and she frowned at him. “We’re gonna find him, okay?” he said, “We’re gonna find him and we’re gonna bring him back.”

“I don’t know where they went, Levi… I don’t know where they went or how they knew we’d be down here. How did they know?” 

Levi shook his head. “They must have a way to surveil us.”

“That makes me all kinds of uncomfortable,” Ivy said, “And where the fuck are Tank and Morph?” 

“Give them time.”

“You don’t know where they are?” I asked.

“I spoke to them before I came down here,” Levi said, “They’re fine, and they’re on their way.”

I reached for the med kit, scraping it toward me with my fingertips. Inside I found a bottle of disinfectant with the cap off. Cian had clearly used it on the wound, because I had been able to smell it since I regained consciousness. “Too bad it’s not a bottle of whiskey,” I said, resting my head against the wall. “I could do with a drink right now.”

Ivy squatted in front of me. “What can you tell us about the people that attacked you?” she asked. 

I took a deep breath. “One of them… you know. Reaper. He’s a Scion, killed my sister in the US almost two years ago. The others I didn’t recognize, but I caught some of their names. Bacchus, she was the one who opened the portal—guess that makes her a Proximi. There was another guy I downed, I didn’t get his name, but I think he was a Shade. Then there was Isaac.”

“King?” 

“That fucker tricked me.”

“Tricked you?” Levi asked, “How?” 

I shook my head. “Everything was perfect, and it was rehearsed. I don’t know how he was able to get everything right, how he was able to create so many illusions at once.”

“Illusions? He was a Warlock?”

“If he’d been a Warlock, his tricks wouldn’t have worked on me. No… that bastard was a Harlequin, and a fucking good one, too.” 

There was a knock on the service door. “It’s Tank,” the voice on the other side called out, and for a moment I wanted to resist the urge to want to open it. Then again, Isaac had been such a good illusionist, what was to say that wasn’t him right now? His group come back to finish what they had started?

A tense moment hung in the air, then Levi stood, and he opened the door. Tank and Morpheus came in, saw me, and grimaced. “Oh, bloody hell,” Tank moaned. “What the fuck happened to you?”

“Should’ve seen the other guy,” I said, grinning. Hey, it was true; there had been another guy, and I had truly messed him up.

“Tank,” Levi said, “She needs help, fast. See what you can do.” 

Tank knelt by my side and cupped the wound with his hand. “You’ll be right as rain in no-time, babe,” he said.

“Where’s Mason?” Morpheus asked.

“Taken,” Levi said, “We have to find him. How’d you do with Nerve?”

Morpheus paled. “Uh…” 

“Uh, what?” I asked, as blessedly warm magic worked through me, stitching my skin closed from the inside. I could almost feel the red blood cells regenerating like they’d all been suddenly recalled from vacation. 

“I think I figured out what the problem is.” 

“Well, what the fuck is it?” Ivy asked.

“Let’s get out of here first… we should talk somewhere more private.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Tank had done his best, but the wound Reaper had delivered needed a much more skilled hand than Tank’s to fully heal. The bleeding had stopped, and I felt stronger than I had before, but there was still a shallow cut and the skin around it was purple, yellow, and warm. It throbbed as I tried to get around, sharp bursts of pain shooting through me, slowing me down, reminding me that he had got me. 

He hadn’t just taken Mason—he had got me. If he had wanted to, Reaper could have ended me then and there. The wound had missed my kidneys, my stomach, and any vital organ by a couple of inches; Tank knew just by touching me. But Reaper had twisted the blade slightly after it went in, ensuring the flow of blood wouldn’t be stemmed by simply applying pressure.

Reaper had wounded me in exactly the way he had wanted to, which meant he hadn’t wanted to kill me; at least, not then. That thought didn’t exactly fill me with confidence, though. He may have been saving me only to kill me later. That was, after all, what Reaper did. 

“That fucking son-of-a-bitch,” I said under my breath. 

Levi had been standing near the bathroom door when I exited, my face and hands wet from having just washed them. “What?” he asked.

I looked up at him and shook my head. “Nothing,” I said, though my fists were shaking, and my heart was pounding. Looking around, I saw Morpheus, Ivy, and Tank settled in my living room. Morpheus had insisted on coming back to my place, telling us Nerve had been compromised but providing fewer details than that. Thanks to Ivy, we had managed to make it back to my place without anyone seeing us, but the trip had been long, and I was already exhausted—not just from the wound, but also from all the magic I’d had to conjure just to keep myself awake and alive.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked.

“I’m fine,” I said, “Let’s just get this over with.” 

Levi nodded and moved into the living room. When Morpheus saw me, he stood up and offered his seat. I took it without saying a word. My mind was going a mile a minute. I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe almost, let alone remember my manners. I ran my hands through my hair and pulled it all the way back. 

“So?” I asked, “We’re here… what do you have to tell us?” 

“Right,” Morpheus said, glancing nervously around the room. “So, we can’t go to Nerve right now.”

“We know that,” Ivy said, “Why?”

“I don’t know how to say this, so I’m going to start from the beginning. Earlier on, after you all left, I began Nerve’s restart sequence, bringing one server up, then running a sys-check on it, then shutting it down, powering up another one, and so on. The servers weren’t connected to the internet, each was booted in an isolated way, in a safe environment, behind as much protection as I could manage… then it happened; the script kicked in. I tried to pull it out of the system, tried to lock it up, figure out where it was coming from, but whenever I’d figure out where it was running from, it would move.” 

“Move?” Levi asked, “How can a script move?”

“They can’t unless they’re programmed to. Some of the world’s most sophisticated viruses have been known to delete and replicate themselves in other parts of the systems they’ve infected. There are even some viruses—though you can’t even call them viruses—that act almost as if they’re being powered by an artificial intelligence. Believe me, we aren’t far from seeing that kind of thing happening in the real world. Mark my words, the first successful thing that’ll empty an entire bank of all its money in a clean, untraceable way will be an artificial intelligence system.”

A throbbing pain had started to push into my head. I brought my hands up to my temples and held them there. “Okay…” I said, “So, is it an artificial intelligence that has infected Nerve? Is that what you’re saying?” 

“How would one even have known to attack Nerve?” Ivy asked. 

“Why, is what I want to know,” Tank put in.

Morpheus shook his head. “It isn’t an artificial intelligence that’s attacking Nerve—it’s a very real intelligence.” 

“What are you talking about?” Levi asked.

“I think we’ve been targeted by a Technomancer,” Morpheus said.

“Fuck…” I sighed.

“Fuck is right,” Morpheus said. “I don’t make this claim lightly. I ran every possible test I could run, ruled out just about every virus known to man, and this is the only answer that makes any sense.”

“Yeah, okay, but how do you know it’s a Technomancer?” Ivy asked.

“If you eliminate the impossible, then whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth,” Morpheus replied. “It’s farfetched, yes, but is it really? I mean, Hailey was attacked in the Underground by a team of people who not only knew she would be there, but also knew exactly what she needed to do, where she needed to go. Those people planted themselves in just the right spot, at just the right time. I’m familiar enough with Harlequins to know they’ve got a knack for that kind of thing, but even Harlequin magic couldn’t have allowed them to be so prepared. They knew exactly what we were going to do, and they could only have known that—”

“—if they were surveilling us,” I said. “That’s what the Technomancer was doing, wasn’t it? Sleight of hand, trying to get you to fix on one thing—the script—while at the same time keeping track of our conversations, which we were having inside Nerve, where our comms system is.” 

“Fuck me…” Levi said, “For how long?”

“I don’t know,” Morpheus said, “As far as I can guess, just today. I caught it quickly. But whoever it is has access to the system whether we have an active internet connection or not. They’ve hooked themselves up to our servers with magic. The moment I turn them on, they’ll know, and they’ll be able to interfere.”

Another moment of silence passed, and the seconds passed with it. Thunder rumbled above. “So, we’re shut down indefinitely,” I said.

“Until I can find a way to kick this asshole out, yeah,” Morpheus replied. “We probably shouldn’t go back to Nerve unless we’re ready to deal with this problem, either. I don’t know if they can still hear us.”

“So, we’re bunking here?” Ivy asked.

“For the time being…” 

“That’s fucking awesome,” I said, shaking my head. “So, Nerve is down, your place is out of bounds, Mason’s been taken, and that Hell Hole is still active.”

“It’s all tits-up, innit?” Tank supplied. 

“I know it’s looking grim, but we have options,” Morpheus said, “Ivy can mask us as we get around the city, so we still have the element of surprise. Her magic won’t show up on CCTV and unless there’s a Seer around…” 

I turned my head up. “How are we going to get Mason back?” I asked, impatiently changing the subject. “Talking about this Technomancer is great and everything, but the last time I saw him, he was bleeding out from a stab to the gut that looked just as precise as mine did. How do we know he’s not dead?”

“Because Reaper wants you…” Levi said, his voice low. “He wants you, so he’s going to make sure Mason stays alive… right? I mean, that’s what I’d do if I were him in this situation. I’d want to get leverage on you.” 

“Which means he’ll call us,” Ivy said.

“Right, so all we have to do is wait,” Morpheus put in, “We wait for them to call us and give us their terms—which… well, will be Hailey for Mason, I guess.”

I shook my head. “Not good enough,” I said, “Are we seriously suggesting we’re going to sit around and wait for Reaper and his crew to call us and demand a trade?” 

“Do you have a better idea?” Levi asked.

“As a matter of fact, I fucking do.” I stood up, though not without effort. “I’m going after him.” 

Ivy scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous. How do you expect to get Mason back when you don’t even know where he’s being held?”

“I don’t care. I have a lockup full of equipment, I’m going to get over there, arm myself with just about every piece of kit I can, and I’m going to go after those motherfuckers. They’ve fucked with the wrong Warlock.”

Tank stood and reached for me. “Easy now,” he said, “That’s not going to happen.” 

“Like hell it isn’t. Don’t you get it? Mason’s been taken. If we wait for them to call us, then whatever happens next happens on their terms, on their turf. I don’t know if you’ve been paying attention, but the last time I engaged them on their terms Mason got captured, and I almost got killed. Reaper is a professional. He’s been hunting and killing mages for a very long time. He knows how we work, knows how we think, he’s always one step ahead. Two, sometimes. The only way to beat him is to do what he doesn’t expect you to do, and right now, I know he doesn’t expect me to strap myself full of weapons and go for him.” 

“You could go in like Uma in Kill Bill, and you probably still won’t make it out alive. You’re injured, you’re outnumbered, and you don’t even know where they are.”

“I don’t give a fuck!” I growled, shrugging out of his grip. “I’m going. I know none of you want me to, but there’s no other way around this. Case closed.” 

Without waiting for any protests, I headed over to the front door, threw it open, and moved into the corridor. Levi caught up to me in the stairwell, his voice echoing as he called for me. I stopped and looked up at him, an angry frown stuck to my face. “If you’re about to tell me to go back,” I said, “You can forget it. I’m not going to wait around. I won’t.”

He descended the stairs to meet me on the next landing down. “Hailey,” he said, keeping his voice low, “I need you to listen to me, okay?” 

“I don’t want to hear it, Levi. I can’t.” 

“Just listen to me. You aren’t thinking… okay? You are not thinking right now. Do you understand that?”

“All I know is every second that passes is another second where Mace could be dead.” 

“You don’t know that. You’re choosing to believe that, but you don’t know if he’s alive right now dead. For all you know, he was taken care of as soon as they made it through the portal because, yes, Reaper did—does—want you, and Mason is going to be used as leverage.”

I frowned. “You don’t get it, do you?” 

“What don’t I get? Help me understand this, Hailey, because I know you aren’t thinking straight. This isn’t like you.” 

I pressed my lips together and balled my hand into a fist. “He killed my sister,” I said.

“I know…” 

“No, you don’t know. It was my fault she died.”

“Hailey—”

“—just shut up and listen.” I took a deep, shaky breath. “When we got a contract to hunt down a mage that had been causing problems, Shannon hadn’t wanted to take it. She said she had a bad feeling about it, but I insisted. We needed the money. We had plans. We were going to make enough money to leave the life together, travel the world, see more than just the US—make our lives about more than just living from contract to contract. I was the one who insisted we take it, so when it turned out to be a double-cross and Shannon died… it was my fault. Mason getting captured was my fault, too. If he dies…” 

“Hailey…” Levi said, a second time, only this time his voice was soft, and warm. Already I could feel the sting of tears. My heart was pounding, my breaths were short, and the wound in my side hadn’t stopped throbbing, had in fact gotten worse since I left the apartment.

I shut my eyes and looked away, biting my lip to stifle the whimper from escaping my throat, to stop the tears from falling. Levi reached for my shoulder, and when he pulled me into an embrace, I let him. I didn’t fight. There was no reason to fight. My body melted against his as he wrapped his arms around me, and with my head buried against his chest, the tears came, only he didn’t see them. I wouldn’t let him see.

“It’s okay,” Levi said. “I’ve got you… it’s gonna be okay.” 

It was too much. The pain in my side, the tightness in my chest, the pounding against my temples, it was all just too much right now. I allowed myself to rest against Levi, gave myself permission to use him for support. I had been on my own ever since Shannon’s death, had no one to help me since, but now here was Levi, a man who had been a stranger not long ago, and was now seeing… this.

“I can’t let them kill him,” I said, trying to make sure my words wouldn’t catch in my throat.

“I know,” Levi said, “We won’t. Right now, don’t talk. You don’t have to.”

I nodded and shut my eyes, wrapped my hands around his neck and gripped the back of his collar. I wasn’t sure how long had passed. Maybe a minute, maybe two, maybe ten, but the pain in my side lessened, and the pounding against my temples ceased, giving me a little more clarity than I’d probably had a moment ago. Separating myself from Levi, I turned my eyes up at him.

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” I said, wiping the corners of my eyes with the back of my hand.

“It’s fine,” he said, “I didn’t see anything.” 

A genuine smile moved across my face, then I glanced at the next set of stairs heading down to the lobby level. “You were right… I really was about to do it, but I wasn’t thinking. I’d just have gotten myself killed.”

“I’m not just a pretty face.”

“No… you aren’t…” I turned my eyes on him again. “What are we gonna do, Levi?” I asked, “They’ve got him, they’ve got me—they’re holding the cards.” 

“We’re going to figure it out, but we’re going to figure it out together. Right now, the best thing you can do is go back into that room and show the others that you’re here, and you’re with them.” 

“Fuck. I just stormed out.”

I was shaking, trembling, I couldn’t believe I’d just done that. To collapse into myself in that way, it wasn’t like me, wasn’t something I ever wanted people to see, and they’d all seen it.

“You did, but they get it. I know they do. This is personal, I don’t know if anyone can really understand just how difficult this is for you, but everyone in that room has been through something traumatic, everyone has something, a trigger, that’ll make them freak out.”

I ran my hands through my hair. “Is that what I did?” I asked, “Did I just freak out?”

He grinned. “You did… and right now you have to go back into that house because you gave Ivy a proper bollocking for going rogue just a few days ago, and you were just about to.”

“Fuck,” I said, the word drawing out. A series of breaths helped me calm down fully. My chest wasn’t feeling tightly anymore, and I felt like the circulation of blood had resumed, and enough of it was pumping to my brain again. “Okay, fine. Let’s get back in there and figure this out.”

He stepped aside and gestured for me to go up the stairs. Instead, I stopped just short of him and stared at him. My heart started pounding again, not from pain, or anger, but from my proximity to him. “Thank you,” I said, keeping my voice low, and soft.

“For what?” he asked.

“For coming out here and reeling me back in.” 

He shrugged. “It’s alright. I’d expect you to grab hold of me if I fly off the rails, too.” 

“You know, I can’t even imagine what that looks like.” 

“Really? Why?” 

“I don’t know… you’re just not the type of person I see doing anything without thinking it through at least half a dozen times.” 

“That’s not true… I ran after you without thinking about it. For all I knew, you were likely to deck me and run off.”

“Okay, I may have stormed off, but I wouldn’t just hit someone unless they deserved it.”

He nodded, but he was mocking me. “Sure, sure… I’ll believe that when I see it.” 

Tentatively, I reached for his face with my lips and kissed him lightly on the cheek. His skin was warm, and a little rough. The moment lingered, then I moved away. “Thanks again,” I said.

“No… no problem…” he said, as I started to move up the stairs. “You know, I have a plan…” 

I stopped and turned around to look at him. “A plan for what?” 

“I think I may know a way we can find Cerberus… but you’re not gonna like it.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

“You’re shitting me, right?” Ivy said. “Didn’t we just ditch her?” 

“We did,” Levi said, “But that doesn’t mean she isn’t our best shot at finding Cerberus.” 

“How do we even know Delilah is still alive? We left her with a backpack full of demon blood at a hotel a few nights ago. For all we know she’s left London, or she failed at getting the demon off her back, and now she’s dead.”

“And if she isn’t dead, then she can help us find Cerberus. She may be the only one who can at this point.” 

“I’m gonna have to agree with Ivy,” I said, “Even if she were alive, how is Delilah going to help? More importantly, will she even want to?”

“Delilah is a shifty character, which means she knows shifty people. Maybe she has connections—she was able to flog the book off at an auction, wasn’t she? Which means she at least knows Someone there. Maybe an assistant, or some link to Cerberus.” 

“And you really think she’d put us in touch someone?” Ivy asked.

“She isn’t going to put us in touch anyone—she’s going to go herself and get the information we want.”

I shook my head. “I’m really not so sure about this…”

“Doesn’t look like we have much of a choice, though, do we?” Tank said, “It’s a bit of a shit situation, I don’t see another way around it.”

I turned to Ivy. “Did you get any leads when you went hunting for Cerberus?” 

“Honestly? No,” she said, “But we were only out there for an hour, at the most, before you reached out. There wasn’t enough time for anything.” 

“So, we’re shit out of leads, and fresh out of choices, but Delilah… that’s still scraping the bottom of a barrel filled with razorblades. You have to understand that, right, Levi?” 

He nodded. “I do. I wish I had a better idea, but I don’t.” 

A pause. “Do you even know how to find her?” I asked.

He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Unless she’s changed her number in the few days since we last saw her, it should still be the same one I’ve got programmed into my phone.” 

“Don’t do that,” Morpheus said, stretching his hand as if he were reaching for Levi’s phone. 

Levi looked at him, head tilted. “Why not?” 

“In fact, all of you give me your phones.” 

“What?” I asked, “Why?”

“I’ve never dealt with a Technomancer before, but if I’ve learned one thing from this one it’s this; there may be no limit to what system they can reach.”

“What does that mean?” 

“It means he, she, or it could also have the power to affect our phones, so we shouldn’t use them. In fact, we should turn them off right now.”

He fished for his phone and turned it off in front of us. 

“Morph, that’s a bit extreme, isn’t it?” I asked, “How are we going to keep in touch?”

“I don’t know, but if we use our phones there’s every chance their Technomancer is going to be able to surveil us and keep tabs on what we’re doing. Considering the running theory is that’s how they were able to figure out where and when you’d be, we should take precautions before going any further.” 

I nodded, pulled my phone out of my pocket, and shut it down. “Okay, that I can be down with,” I said, as others followed my lead. “Look, I think we’ve wasted enough time talking about what we’re going to do—we should go and do it. Mason is still out there somewhere, for all we know he’s already dead, though the likelihood is that he’s alive and Reaper’s going to use him as leverage which means he’s going to call us, but I want us to get the drop on his location first if we can.”

“So, what’s the plan?” Levi asked.

I got up from my chair and moved toward the dining room door. “As much as I hate it, we’re going to find Delilah and see if she can be of any use—assuming she’s still alive.”  

Levi nodded and followed me. “I’ll go with you,” he said. 

“And me,” Ivy added. “Morph, you’re gonna work on Nerve, right? Because as fucked as everything is, I’m sure you have a plan rolling around in that head of yours.”

Morpheus scratched the back of his head, then slowly nodded. “I think I do,” he said, “No, I do… but I’ll need some time.”

“Tank, stay with him,” I said, “But be careful—Reaper and his team have a Proximi with them, which means they could drop in at any moment and from anywhere.”

“Let them try,” Tank said, cracking his knuckles.

“Yeah, I don’t think they wanna be opening portals while he’s around,” Ivy said, grinning. “We’re probably more in danger of getting dropped in on.”

I clasped her on the shoulder. “Not with you masking our movements.” 

“I guess that’s all I’m good for,” she said as she moved toward the front of the house. I followed her, grabbing an umbrella from the basket next to the front door and opening it upon stepping outside. The rain roared all around, millions of droplets slapping the asphalt, the cars, the rooftops, an orchestra of static sound. 

Levi pulled up next to me and opened his own umbrella, then Ivy got between us both, shut her eyes, and brought her own brand of magic into the world. I felt it working, sensed it vibrating against everything it touched—the cars, us, even the tiny pebbles of water falling from the sky. Then Ivy opened her eyes, and it was done. We were, as far as the rest of the world was concerned, invisible; but this was London, where people were mostly invisible to each other anyway. 

About half an hour later, we’d arrived at Delilah’s place, and I almost didn’t want her to be home. No, I definitely didn’t want her to be home. Through her we had a chance of finding Cerberus and removing some of his anonymity, but we had to go through her, and after what I’d learned of her and Levi’s past, the last thing I wanted to do was look her in the eyes again. That woman was cold, and manipulative. She was going to do whatever she could to serve her own interests, and I wasn’t exactly in a giving mood.

Levi walked up to the front door of her house, waited, and then depressed the buzzer. An electronic bell chimed, a sound loud enough to vault over the roar of the rain. Levi pressed the buzzer a second time, then waited, but nothing happened. As he went to press it a third time, the door opened, but only a crack. 

Delilah looked like she hadn’t slept or seen the sun in months. The latter was entirely possible in London, but not the former. Her eyes were bulging and red, and circled with purple rings. Her skin was pale, but not the sunlight-deprived kind like I had thought, it was more of a sick person kind of pale of the brand you’d see if you were to walk down an intensive care unit after a twelve-car pile-up. She looked feral and unkempt; a shadow of the pristinely dressed designer whore I’d come to know, who never had a hair out of place and never would have been caught wearing the same outfit twice.

What the hell happened to her? It’s only been a few days.

“What do you want?” Delilah asked, her voice raspy and hoarse. 

Levi looked over at me, then back at Delilah. “Can we come in?” he asked, “It’s pissing it down out here.” 

“Fuck off and leave me alone,” she snapped, and then she shut the door.

He glanced in my direction but didn’t wait for me to offer him an instruction or advice. Instead he pounded on the door with the ball of his fist. “Delilah, open the door! We need to speak with you!” 

His knocking was met with no reply of any kind. Delilah wasn’t coming out. I rolled my eyes and stepped up to the door, urging Levi to move aside, my intention being to smash the door open with the heel of my foot, but Levi stopped me. He shook his head and rested his hand on the door’s lock. Thunder rolled above, and a vicious snap of lightning crackled as magic, aided by the elements, entered the world. The lock gave way, and in two seconds flat he had opened the door and had stepped inside, but Delilah was waiting. 

A bolt of shining, blue magic shot toward Levi faster than my eyes could track it. The magic would have struck him square in the face, right between the eyes, but his own hand had flown up and with a swipe, as if swatting aside a fly, he had deflected the bolt of energy and sent it tearing into the wall immediately to his right. The wall coughed a cloud of debris and dust as the bolt hit it, I waited for Delilah to conjure a second blast of magic, but she didn’t. Instead she fell to her knees and had to put her hands out to stop from slamming into the floor with her own face. 

Levi rushed over to her then and helped her get to a seated position at the foot of her stairs. She didn’t want to be touched, though, and didn’t make it easy for him, but he persisted. Ivy then entered the house, shutting the door once she was through and turning the roar of the rain into a whisper. 

Delilah was heaving, and possibly crying, it was difficult to tell with all her hair covering her face. It was matted and stringy, like she hadn’t washed it in days. But there was something else, too. The house itself felt strangely cold, and tight. I hadn’t noticed until the door had been shut, but my chest was feeling tighter than it should have, and there was an invasive scent in the air like rotten eggs that made my nostrils sting.

Sulphur.

“Holy shit,” I said, “You made it worse, didn’t you?” 

She turned her eyes up at me, though I could only see the impression of them behind the fallen strands of her hair. “It didn’t work,” she said, her voice still raspy and hoarse, as if she’d been up all-night crying—or screaming. “I followed the instructions I’d copied from the book and it didn’t work.” 

“How did you mess it up?” 

“I don’t know!” she snapped. “I did everything it said, used the blood in exactly the way it said, and I don’t know what happened.” 

“Okay? And where is the demon now? 

“It’s… hiding.” 

“Hiding?” 

“Yes. I don’t know where it went, where it’s hiding. I’ve got wards placed around my house that’ll affect it if it comes close but—”

“—the wards won’t do shit to the effects this thing is having on you? No. I noticed that when I came in. The demon’s attached itself not only to you, but also to your house. You’re being oppressed. It’s wearing you down, so it can possess you.” 

“They can do that?” Ivy asked. “They have their own bodies, though,” Ivy said, “Why does it want hers?”

“It’s the next stage of their evolution. It’s how they can stop being dependent on a Hell Hole to survive. If a demon can possess a mage they gain all kinds of fucked up powers.” 

“Is that something that happens often?” Levi asked.

“In the US? More often than you’d think. Out here, though… this’ll be the first time I’ve ever heard of a demon trying to possess a mage in the UK. Congrats on being a pioneer, I guess.”

Delilah spat at my feet. “This is your fault,” she cursed, “You left me alone with the blood and the ritual and you allowed this to happen.” 

“I may have left the gun in the room before leaving, but I didn’t put it in your hand. You did this to yourself.”

“Fuck you… fuck you!” She raised her hand, blue light crackling, but Levi was able to grab her wrist, his own hand pulsing with blue light. Delilah groaned, but the light in her hand died down to nothing in moments and she was left panting and heaving. Distant thunder grumbled in response to the magic that had almost punched a hole in the world. 

“Are you done?” I asked. 

“I want you all to leave my house,” Delilah growled.

“Sorry, but I can’t do that. Turns out we need something from you, and we need it right now.”

Delilah paused, and I could see the cogs working in the back of her mind, which meant I knew what she was about to do a moment before she even opened her mouth. “Why should I help you?” she asked. “You left me at that hotel room to ruin my whole life.”

“You ruined your life the night you decided to summon a demon from out of a Hell Hole. That shit’s gonna stick to you until you’re dead no matter what happens after this point. Demon stink just doesn’t wash off.” I walked over to her and squatted in front of her. “I’ll be honest… I didn’t think I’d find you in this state. I didn’t think I’d find you, period. I thought the demon would have wizened up to what you were trying to do and straight up murdered your ass before you could complete the ritual, but here you are, in need of help; and here I am, in need of help. Looks like the fates have brought us together, huh?” 

Delilah glared at me, intelligent eyes behind a weathered and aged face. “You can fix this?” she asked, her voice low.

I shook my head. “I told you. Demon stink won’t wash off. You’re never going to live a normal life again… but there may be something I can do to help you.” 

“Like what?”

“First, you have to agree to help us.”

Delilah’s eyes searched for Levi’s and held them. “What do you want?” 

Levi paused. “We need someone who can give us info on Cerberus.”

“You’re fucking with me, right? After the shit you pulled at the auction under my name? Why would I do that?” 

“Oh please,” I said, “Nobody can pin what happened that night on you. Besides, I didn’t use your name anyway. But I know you have contacts with questionable loyalty to him, and we need you to find one. Right now.”

Her eyes hardened, and she shook her head. “Get rid of the demon,” she said, “Do that, and I’ll consider it.” 

I turned my eyes to the floor, licked my lips, and looked up at her again. “Listen, you’re a smart girl, right? I mean, you must be. And I’m sure you remember what I told you back at the hotel, about how I can, if I wanted to, crack your mind open and just take what I want… remember that little exchange?”

“Why haven’t you done that, then?” 

“Because that would be an uncomfortable experience for the both of us, and I’d rather not?”

Delilah swallowed hard, and her eyes danced from me, to Ivy, to Levi, then back to me. “How do I know you’re not gonna just leave me with the demon after you’ve gotten what you want?”

I drew myself up. “Because back at the hotel, it was just a demon. Now, however, it’s a demon that’s been empowered by your botched blood magic ritual, has sensed your weakness, and is trying to worm its way into your soul so it can use your skin to reach the lofty heights all demons crave to reach. If someone were paying me to hunt this demon down, I’d be charging a fucking fortune, and even if I thought you could pay what I’d ask, I don’t have the time for you to make the necessary transactions. You’re getting this service at a bargain; all you have to do is give us the contact we need. Maybe that Giovanni guy?” 

“I don’t know Giovanni. I just know he’s the auctioneer. I found out how to get in touch with him when I had something that he wanted, and I did. We’re not mates or anything. I don’t even know what it is you want me to get from him, what makes you think he’ll talk to me?”

“She’s right,” Ivy put in. 

I turned my head to look at her. “What do you mean?” 

“Look at the state of her. It’s not like she can just ask the auctioneer guy to give her what we want; she’d have to talk to him first, get a conversation flowing. This mousy bitch can barely hold her chin up, let alone a bloody conversation.” 

I narrowed my eyes, then gave my attention back to Delilah. “I’m sure she doesn’t mean any offense,” I said.

“I fucking do,” Ivy said, “She’s the reason we’re in this bullshit to begin with.” 

I could sense Levi’s discomfort here, it was coming off him in soft waves. I wasn’t meaning to eavesdrop, but I could almost hear the thoughts playing in his mind, whatever good memories he had of her flashing up and out of his subconscious right at this very moment only get a right old kicking at Ivy’s boot. It was time to finish this and get out of here.

“Alright!” Delilah snapped, “I get it. I did this. Just tell me what the fuck you want, and I’ll give it to you. I want to be out of this as much as you do.”

“I don’t know about as much…” I said, letting that hang there for a second, “Anyway, what I need is for you to give me the number of whoever it was that you talked to at the auction house.”

“Can I ask why? I need to know if any of this is going to bite me in the arse.” 

“I need to know where Cerberus is hiding.” 

“Hailey, are you sure about this?” Levi asked, interrupting.

“Relax. I’ve got it under control.”

Delilah, through sheer force of willpower, fought to get to her feet, then moved into her kitchen to grab her phone which was charging near an outlet. Here, the cold was at its strongest. I could see my breath forming in front of my lips with every breath I took, could smell the sulfur in the air more aggressively than it had been in the other room. The demon’s powers were growing, it was close to being able to possess her—another day or two would have done it. As much as I didn’t like this woman, I couldn’t allow that to happen.

She handed me her phone with a phone number on the screen under the name of Cassandra. 

“Who’s Cassandra?” I asked.

“She was at the door checking invites. Between us, she’s been on the fence about everything that’s been going on, especially after what happened at the auction the other night.”

“The Seer,” I said, eyebrows arched, “And you’re sure she’ll talk to me? Because I was going to go in with my crack your mind open thing and take what I need; a Seer is a tougher nut to crack.”

“You won’t have to crack her. She wants out from under Giovanni’s thumb. If you can promise her an out, I think she’ll help.” 

With no phone to program the number into, I had to resort to magic. An instant of concentration, a droplet of power, a subtle vibration under my skin, and then the number burned itself into my mind, never to leave unless I decide to let it go. “Will she get jittery if he receives a call from a number she doesn’t recognize?” I asked.

“I’ll tell her you’re calling.” 

I turned around and headed for the front door with Levi and Ivy behind me. “Well, thanks for the number,” I called out.

“Hey!” Delilah yelled. 

I turned around. “What?”

“We had a deal,” she snarled.

“And I’m going to make good on it, but the demon isn’t here, so unless you want me to wait for it to show up, I should probably go out there, don’t you think?” 

Her nostrils were flaring, chest heaving. She looked like she was on the brink of going supernova. “Fine,” she hissed, “Go.” 

I nodded and quickly walked out of her place, and for the first time since I’d arrived in London, it was warmer outside than it had been inside. 

“Did you guys feel that?” Ivy asked, rubbing her shoulders as Levi opened an umbrella up around her. 

“It’s the demon’s power,” I said, “It can get pretty nasty when you’re on the receiving end of that kind of treatment.” 

“Can you really take care of that thing like you said you could?”

I shrugged. “I may have exaggerated about its power a little bit…”

Levi threw me a grin. “Are you about to tell me that was all bullshit?”

“Oh, it wasn’t bullshit. Demons do try to possess people and mages, and sometimes it happens like it does in the movies, other times it’s not nearly as dramatic. But I can take it down, no problem.”

“No problem… really?” Ivy asked, raising a sarcastic eyebrow.

 “Oh, ye of little faith. Don’t forget hunting demons was my day job back in the US. I’ve got the demon under control, and we’ve got a number to call.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Without a cell phone there was only one way to get in touch with Cassandra—the old-fashioned way—and that meant, for the first time since I’d arrived in the UK, I had an actual, genuine reason to use a red phone box. I’d seen them everywhere on my initial tourist walks of the capital, roaming along the West End, crossing the London Bridge, hopping on the London Eye. Finding one today, though, took the better part of half an hour, and that killed whatever excitement I had at the thought of getting to use such an archaic piece of tech. That, and the overwhelming scent of urine once I got into one. 

Seriously, there was no magic to them, not really.

Recalling the numbers from memory, I slipped a couple of coins into the phone box and dialed for Cassandra. A couple of seconds later I heard a click, and then the phone started ringing. Once, twice, three times, four times. I glanced at Levi and was about to shake my head at the eighth ring and hang up, when there was a click, and a crackling voice answered. 

“Hello?” came the voice.

“Cassandra?” I asked.

“This is she.” 

“You don’t know who I am, but we need to meet, and we need to meet quickly. Preferably now.” 

“I do know who you are. I have been informed.” 

“Alright, that’s a good start. So, then you know I need help, and in exchange I’m willing to help you with your problem.” 

A pause. “And what do you think I need help with?” 

“She told me what it is you want, and I know I can help, but I need something from you, too.” 

“What is that?”

“I need to find someone.” 

Another pause. Maybe she was rolling her eyes at yet another request to find someone, something Seers dealt with more regularly than telemarketing calls. I didn’t care. I needed to find Cerberus, and this whole thing seemed to have worked out well considering a Seer was exactly who I had on the other line. Maybe things were working out too well, but that was something to consider later, if it came up. 

“Of course you do,” she said, then paused a third time. “How do I know you’re not about to try and set me up for a fall?”

“Because I know who you are, and while you probably didn’t see this call coming, you’ve got a good idea where it’s going now that we’re talking. So, I’ll ask you again… can you help me with what I need?” 

“I can… meet me in thirty minutes at London Bridge. One minute late, and I leave.” 

“London Bridge? I can do that. I’ll see you then.” I hung up and exited the phone box to find Levi and Ivy both waiting for my report. 

“Well?” Levi asked.

“London Bridge,” I said, “Thirty minutes.”

“Fuck,” Ivy cursed, already starting to jog, “It’ll take us almost that long just to get there at this hour.”

I followed, keeping tight pace with her, Levi at my side. We reached the nearest Underground quickly enough, but the press of people was tough to navigate and that slowed our momentum down. By the time we reached the tube there were only sixteen minutes left before our window with Cassandra closed. 

“What are you thinking about all this?” Levi asked. We were standing at the back of a tightly packed tube, Ivy ahead of us using her magic to keep us concealed. Ten minutes left.

“I’m thinking this is all getting really complicated, really quickly,” I said, “And I’m worried.”

“About Mason…” 

“Yeah… we don’t have our phones, so if Cerberus has been calling to arrange his release, we’ve missed it.”

“That was always part of the plan, though. We have to try and catch him unaware, then we control the confrontation. Otherwise we lose.”

The injury in my side throbbed, reminding me that, yes, Levi was right—we were outgunned, out manned, and outclassed. Every advantage we could get, we needed; this was one of them. Unfortunately, getting the drop on Cerberus also meant leaving Mason in his custody a little longer and hope Cerberus wasn’t stupid enough to kill him. I didn’t think so. They wanted me, not Mason; killing him would also kill their leverage. At the same time, we couldn’t ignore him forever; eventually his patience would run out, and while he probably wouldn’t kill Mason, hurting him wasn’t out of the question.

My stomach twisted at the thought. “We need to get him back,” I said, “This was my fault, I shouldn’t have split us up.”

“Hey… I don’t want to hear it, okay?” he said, “Remember back at the house, we talked about this. This wasn’t your fault. We all knew what we were getting into, we all knew the risks, and we accepted them willingly. Mason is a big guy, I’m sure he can take care of himself for another couple of hours.” 

I turned my eyes up at him. “And if he can’t?”

He took a deep breath. “Then we’re gonna hurt Cerberus in whatever way he’s hurt Mason.” 

“I’m on board with that plan,” Ivy put in, “You know, if you’re asking for input.”

The train stopped, the automated system calling out for London Bridge. Five minutes, and our window was up. I sped out of the train, shouldering my way through the people waiting to get on, bolting up the stairs, and then leaping up the escalator steps two at a time. Reaching the top, knowing the clock was ticking, I made a be-line for the nearest, open gate, and pushed my way through, making a be-line for the stairs out of the station which dumped me onto a one-way street and into the path of the grim reaper.

“Been to the London Dungeon yet?” he asked from behind his skeleton mask, gesturing across the road with his plastic scythe at the entrance to the London Dungeon.

“No thanks,” I said, heart hammering from exertion, and I moved past him and kept running up the street and around the bend, to the bridge itself. People, myself included, always confused the London Bridge with Tower Bridge—the latter being the one you see in movies and in pictures, the former being just one of many, many ways across the Thames.

By the time I reached the mouth of the bridge, I was already soaked almost all the way through. I had an umbrella, but I had chosen not to use it; the thing would have slowed me down. The rain was still coming down hard, and sideways, and now the wind had picked up, too. It grabbed strands of my wet, fiery red hair and flung them around, slapping them across my face every time I tried to pull them away.

I pushed onto the bridge, moving past the sea of umbrellas and turned up hoods, hoping to catch a glimpse of the Asian woman with the black, poker-straight hair whose mind I had sent into a tail-spin only a few nights ago. But as the seconds passed and I started to wonder if I was too late, if she’d been spooked, or worse, if she’d been picked up by Cerberus on the way and found out as a defector, I saw this entire rescue mission falling apart around me; saw Mason dying alone by Reaper’s hands.

Just as I was about to give up, I caught a glimpse of what I thought was the woman I was looking for. It was only a flash of black hair whipping with the wind from a woman whose back was turned to me, but the way she was standing, the profile of her face, it had to be her. I started to run again, jogging now, keeping a brisk pace so I wouldn’t be completely out of breath when I arrived, but a shiny black Mercedes pulled up and stopped on the bridge, causing other cars behind it to honk uncontrollably, and when the woman started moving toward the car, I broke into a sprint.

It was her, Cassandra. 

I caught the backdoor just as she went to shut it. She turned her eyes up at me, eyes as sharp as razorblades I remembered thinking the first time I saw her, then they narrowed to even finer points. “Get in,” she said.

Glancing over my shoulder, Ivy and Levi were nowhere to be seen, but I couldn’t wait for them. If I’d let Cassandra go, we may not get another shot. On the other hand, there existed the very real possibility she’d immediately told Cerberus about my call and by getting into that car I’d essentially be serving myself to him on a silver plate.

God dammit.

I shut the door on Cassandra and moved around it to get in through the other side. There was only one other person present, the driver, and there was a tinted screen between us and him. I couldn’t help but feel a little bad for the Merc, considering I was dripping wet and sitting on those fine, leather seats, but there were bigger things to worry about than that.

Speaking of which. “Soundproof?” I asked, gesturing toward the divider.

Cassandra, whose eyes had never left mine, nodded. “Yes,” she said, her voice as soft now as it had been over the phone. Soft, but still sharp. I hadn’t met many Seers in my day because they usually kept to themselves; not quite to the extent Harlequins kept to themselves—you’d be lucky to ever see one in person—but enough that encountering one often put even experienced mages on edge. 

They, like Warlocks, were often distrusted for how closely their powers resembled a demon’s.

Not only did Seers have the ability to glimpse the future, even if demons were much better at it than Seers were, able to perceive hundreds and hundreds of possible futures in a manner of milliseconds. Seers also had a knack for looking at a person and knowing them before they’d even had a chance to speak; their real names, their wants, their fears. Demons could sense a person’s fears, but what they picked up on more readily were a person’s wrongdoings and traumas; the stains upon their psyche. 

Where Seers completely outshone demons was in the way they could look into the past with almost pinpoint accuracy, but how they could throw their conscious senses to faraway places and see, hear, and smell everything that was happening there. They could see the spirits of the earth, the ghosts of the dead, they could even—the best among them—look into alternate dimensions and just, y’know, see what’s shaking.

Most Seers, though, kept that kind of thing to a minimum and took private investigation jobs, finding missing people or locating stolen items. Everybody had to make a buck somehow. 

“Are you planning on taking me somewhere I don’t want to be?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No.” 

“Good… because you know my friends are going to be looking for me soon.”

“Your friends are already on the bridge. They are looking for you, and they’re worrying.” 

“Any chance we can swing back around and get them? I feel bad having all the fun in this sweet ride.” 

“This will be brief. They will wait, and you’ll be with them soon.” 

“Okay,” I said, running my fingers through my wet hair. “So, you know why I’m here?”

“The future looks uncertain, but I have seen what it is you want, and I can help, so long as you can help me.”

“Delilah tells me you want out of this… this whole thing.” 

“The magic mafia,” she said.

“The… I’m sorry, did you say magic mafia?” 

“That’s the simplest term I could think of to describe what they are. I’m sure it worked.”

“No, it worked, I’ve just… I’ve heard of it, that’s just not what they call it in the US.” 

“What are they called there?”

“Just… the Families,” I shrugged. 

“Good, so you know of them.” 

“Sure, everybody worth their salt knows about the Families… I’ve just always made sure never to take a contract that’ll take me too near to them. I know what they can do, know how far their power extends. You’re telling me I’ve literally just landed on the magic mafia’s lap?” 

She nodded. “I’m afraid so…”

Afraid wasn’t the word. It wasn’t that I was afraid of the Families, or the magic mafia, I just knew what these people were capable of. Organized crime was bad enough, but when the criminals were mages? Human trafficking, drug running, weapons imports, all of those things become much, much easier to do when you’ve got magic on your side to help you do it. And it’s not like magic has a moral compass—magic is a tool, one the Families are usually pretty good at using to maximum effect. 

I had done well to keep out of their way back in the US. The jobs I took wouldn’t take Shannon or me anywhere near them, and that was by choice, but also happenstance. Our bread and butter were demons, and the Families didn’t have much to do with demons; at least, not in the US. Over here, it looked like, the Families were well and truly buddy-buddies with those infernal assholes. Why, though, I couldn’t figure out. There had to be some kind of mutual gain, something demons could get from partnering with the magic mafia, and vice versa. 

I didn’t have time to run through this all in my head.

“You seem surprised,” Cassandra said.

“I guess I should have figured it out sooner. We’re not all Seers.” 

“You understand, then, the gravity of the situation?” 

“I do. You know what I want, and I know what you want… how do we do this?” 

She picked a tablet up from the seat and unlocked the screen. On it was a map of Greater London, with a small red dot somewhere in the North, from what I could see. “This is where you’ll find Cerberus,” she said, “And your friend. He’s alive, but he won’t be whole for long. Cerberus is growing impatient at being unable to reach you.”

“That’s very impressive…” 

“You only have yourself to thank. If you hadn’t incapacitated their Shade, this would have been a much more difficult feat.” 

The sound and sensation, though not quite the visual, of my knife piercing the man’s rib-cage came shooting out of my memory banks and wedged itself into my conscious thoughts. I couldn’t shake it. “Yay me,” I said, then I extended my hand to collect the tablet, but Cassandra pulled it away.

“First, I need to know what you’re going to do for me.” 

“I guess that’s an easy one… you come with us, and we can protect you.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You really think you can protect me from them?”

I shrugged. “I do. More importantly, if you didn’t think I could, you wouldn’t even have entertained this conversation. Am I right?”

“Yes, but I must admit I’m hesitant to make this arrangement.”

I tilted my head. “Why?” 

“Because I don’t think you’re going to succeed… in what you’re planning, I mean.” 

“What makes you say that?”

“The future is… very clouded. I have great difficulty seeing past the next few hours, but I do see death, and blood. Blood will be traded for your friend’s life.”

“Whose blood?” 

“I don’t know.” 

I lowered my eyes and thought of Mason, bleeding somewhere. Thought of him starting to lose fingers, toes, if I hesitated and tried to plan things better. I couldn’t do that. “Cerberus took my friend… I need to get him back.” 

“I know. I am simply advising you to be careful.” 

The car came to a halt at the foot of a hill I recognized. To the left was the entrance to the London Bridge Underground station. To the right, the London Dungeon. Trolling the streets, was the grim reaper. Right on cue. “The others will be waiting for me,” I said, “If you give me the tablet, I will give you an address of a place you can go to where you’ll be safe until I can come and get you later. It has power, food, and water, but it isn’t very comfortable.” 

Cassandra nodded and handed the tablet over. In exchange, I gave her the address to my lockup, and the key. “Thank you,” she said, “Going off the grid isn’t something I’m a stranger to. I will wait for you.” 

I went to open the door, then stopped and turned to look at her again. “I have a question about Cerberus…” I said.

She eyed me up from behind that perfectly straight black fringe. “Ask.” 

I felt stupid asking the question, felt like it didn’t need to be asked, but part of me cried out against simply accepting my theory as truth and not questioning it further, especially when there was evidence to throw that theory into doubt. “Does he want to open another Hell Hole?” 

The moment seemed to hang in the air. A car rolled around ours, its driver honking his horn and flipping the finger across to us. Cassandra shook her head. “No,” she said.

“And the lunar eclipse? Does he want anything to do with that?”

“Though the future is cloudy, I have not seen the eclipse which tells me it is not important to his plans. I believe you have been looking at the wrong spell.” 

“Wrong spell… what does that mean?”

“It means the book he has, he wants for something else. For what, though, I don’t know.” 

Well, fuck. “Thank you,” I said, “I’ll be with you soon.” 

Cassandra nodded and I stepped out of the car, moving quickly up the hill and around the bend to the mouth of the bridge. I hadn’t been long in the car, maybe five minutes, maybe a little more, but there was every possibility Levi and Ivy had left, looking for me. There was also the possibility, as I scanned the crowd of fast-moving tourists checking maps and snapping shots on the windy, rainy bridge, that my eyes would simply glance off them even if they were right in front of me thanks to Ivy’s magic.

I found it ironic that she was the one I spotted first, standing on the edge of the bridge and looking around like a pirate on the crow’s nest of a ship. 

She clocked me as soon as I started moving toward her, keeping the tablet safely tucked inside my jacket. Ivy called over to Levi before jumping down and coming over to me. At first, I thought she was going to hug me, but she shoved me hard in the shoulder instead and glared at me. “Where the fuck have you been?” she snapped?

“Relax, I’ve got what we need,” I said, grinning and pointing at the bulge in my jacket. 

“What’s that?” Levi asked when he arrived, relief clearly written all over his face. 

“This, my friends, is how we find Cerberus.” 

“Holy shit, you got it?” Ivy asked.

“I did, but it came at a price. I need you to do something for me.” 

She tilted her head. “Yeah? What?” 

“I need you to go to my lockup. Cassandra is headed there now.” 

Ivy glanced at Levi, then at me. “Why do I have to go?”

“I need you to… make sure Cassandra is okay and comfortable where she is.”

“Oh fuck off,” she said, placing her hands on her hips, “You’re asking me to babysit, and I am not doing that.”

“Please? We don’t have time to argue, and I need to make sure she not only gets there okay, but that she doesn’t decide to try and tear the place down.”

“You’re trusting her with a lot, then,” Levi said.

I looked at him and grinned. “Someone may have shown me a thing or two about trust.” 

Levi returned the grin, his eyes sparkling despite the gloom above. 

“Why can’t he go and babysit?”

“Because he can’t go invisible like you can. I figure, you can protect yourself with magic, and Levi and I can protect each other. It works out, but you need to go, like, right now. She’s got a head start on you.”

“Fuck sake,” she cursed, turning around.

“Tell you what—you’re in charge of picking out weapons for us to use and bringing them back to my place.” 

She frowned, glanced at Levi again, then back at me. “You’re serious?” 

“We need to move on this pretty fast. Go to my lockup, arm up, and bring back whatever weapons you think we’ll need.”

“Fine,” she said, starting on her way, “But you can’t tell me off if I bring back everything.” 

“Sure.” 

“Including that katana!” 

Ivy disappeared an instant after, becoming immediately lost in the crowd. My brain wrestled with the idea that she’d never been here to begin with, but because I knew what she had done, I was able to remember her presence even after she was gone. I turned to look at Levi and sighed, smiling. “Alright,” I said, “How about we get a move on and figure out our plan of attack?”

“No worries, but could we get something to eat, first?” he asked, “I’m starving, and I don’t think I can do the final boss fight on an empty stomach.” 

“That… that actually sounds like a great idea.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

After memorizing the location on Cassandra’s tablet, then smashing and discarding the device, we decided to go back to our temporary apartment instead of heading to Nerve. There were two reasons for this; number one, it was a little closer to where we were, and number two, there was a chance Nerve was still compromised, and we didn’t want the other team knowing we knew their location. I was also starving, Levi was too. Taking a break to eat seemed like a sensible thing to do.

Our apartment was cast in shades of grey, the light falling through the living room window the only source of illumination. I’d shut the main power supply off as we’d come in just to make sure there were no listening devices our resident ghost in the machine could pick out and use to listen in on us. We were no longer protected by Ivy’s magic, so we had to take extra precautions here. Lucky it was still the middle of the day and there were, at least, a few hours of sunlight left, otherwise we’d be in the dark, and cold.

Well, colder.

Most of the time it had taken to get to our place had been spent in silence, so we hadn’t had much of a chance to debrief about everything that had just happened. It was starting to get to me, the fact that we needed Ivy’s magic as much as we did just so we could operate normally, or have a conversation in public without the fear of being eavesdropped on by some random on the street. I had lived like this before, under the constant threat of being dropped in on, but that had been back when I was being paid to hunt bad guys down. I had almost forgotten what it felt like, the fear, the paranoia. It was good to have Levi around right now.

“How are you feeling about everything?” Levi asked, speaking only after he’d swallowed his first mouthful of fries. 

“Feeling?” I asked, “I don’t know. My feelings are all over the place right now. I don’t think I’ve been this anxious since… well, not since my sister was alive. It helps a little knowing that Mason’s okay.”

“I was pretty happy about that when you told me. It takes the edge off. What else did Cassandra say?” 

“She knew a lot about Cerberus’ current activities, but didn’t have much to say about his motives. She thinks we’re wrong about what he wants with the book, though, thinks he wants nothing to do with the eclipse or with Hell Holes.” 

“What? Then why does he want it?”

“You saw the book Mason won, it has a lot more spells in it than just opening a Hell Hole. The one Cerberus has must have another spell he wants to use.” 

“Problem is, what spell?”

“And what does he need to perform it? Maybe a cosmic event, or physical components he’s gotta gather from somewhere; maybe he already has what he needs and he’s in the process of using the ritual right now.”

Levi glanced out of the window. Rain was still coming down, forming dots and streams of water distorting the world beyond the glass as it fell. “Everything looks fine out there to me,” he said, shrugging.

“I doubt we’d see fire and brimstone raining down on us.”

He turned back to his food. “Isn’t that how it happens in the movies?”

“Yes, but mages are subtler than that. Though I guess I’m talking to Mister Fireball, so… maybe we’re not so subtle.” 

A smug grin from Levi. “What about demons?” 

I considered the question. “You know, they’d probably do something like that. Fucking sociopathic assholes.”

Levi took another bite of his food. Chewed. Swallowed. “Okay, so, the plan is to regroup with the rest of the team and then move on Cerberus, right?” 

“Sort of.”

“Sort of?”

“We only know where Cerberus is, not what kind of defenses he’s got up. With Nerve down, we’re gonna have trouble doing recon any way but the old-fashioned way.”

“Hasn’t that been the theme of the day?” 

“Maybe, but this time we’re talking about going into a full-on situation with Cerberus, and not only him, but Reaper and his team, too. Levi, I don’t know if you’re clued in on who these people are, but Reaper is one of the best hitmen in the world. He and his team are pretty much known all around for how good they are.”

He shrugged again. “I’ve never heard of him, or them.”

“That’s because you’ve never had to deal with the shady parts of our world before, and we should thank the Gods for small favors like those, but… Reaper is serious. He means business. We aren’t going up against idiots, here. These people are professionals at what they do, and right now they’re probably on guard duty around Cerberus, which means we’re gonna have trouble getting to him.”

“They can’t be that good if you were able to stab one in the chest and knock him out of action.”

A smirk manifested on my lips just as I went to take another bite of my food. “Oh yeah,” I said, savoring the moment, and the bite. “Still, we should be careful.”

Levi paused, and I watched him set the polystyrene container holding his food down on the table. A pensive look washed across his face like a dark cloud that made me want to reach for him, as if something awful had happened inside of him, but I didn’t move. Instead, I stayed perfectly still. “Is… everything okay?” I asked.

He kept his eyes on the table in front of him. “Just, talking about it, you know?” 

“Talking about what?”

“What happened down there, in the Underground… you almost got killed.” 

“Wouldn’t be the first time, trust me.” 

“Heh… I guess I’m just not used to that idea as much as you are.”

“Wait, you’re…” 

He looked at me. “I’m what?”

“Nothing, I just… I guess I could be a little less cavalier about what happened down there.” 

“It’s not your fault. I think I just came face to face with the thought that you were very nearly killed… and I don’t know what to do with that information.” 

I didn’t reply to that. What could I have said to make this any easier on him? This was where his lack of experience on the field compared to mine would always cause some kind of divide. I was used to this life, to the threat of death, to having to fight for survival. He, on the other hand, had maybe only a few times in his life had to fight for his right to keep breathing. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to bring it all down,” Levi said.

I shook my head. “It’s fine,” I said, “I get it. I’d probably be pretty fucking upset if anything happened to you.” 

He arched an eyebrow and offered the faintest hint of a grin. “Just upset?” 

“Alright, I’d be inconsolable. Better?”

“Just.” A moment hung in the air, then, where Levi and I stared at each other, neither of us talking, the rain falling gently on the window outside, the sound of the world passing by giving constant, low, not unpleasant background noise. Whatever smile he’d had on his face, though, started to fade. “I mean it,” he said. “If anything happened to you… I don’t know what I would have done with myself.” 

My heart started hammering, sending pulses of blood into the tips of my fingers, my toes, even my lips. “Levi…” 

“It was probably the most terrifying thought I’ve had in a while. Worse even than when I had to hold back all those Brutes in the Underground. At least, then, you were safe.”

I swallowed hard, but my pulse quickened. Tentative, hesitant, I reached for his hand. It was warm and soft beneath mine, his fingers strong, but also delicate—an artist’s hands. He looked at my hand in his, then turned his eyes up at me. In that instant of fluttering heartbeats and electric currents, of shallowing breaths and chemical impulses, I knew, could see it on his face even if I didn’t dare look into his mind, what was going to happen next, and I was powerless to stop it.

Levi moved closer to me, and as if drawn to him by gravity, or some other magnetic force, I drifted toward him, eyes slowly shutting as I surrendered myself to the moment, to the inevitability of it. Maybe it was what he had said, or the way he had said it, but in that moment, I’d decided to kick rationality to the curb and throw caution to the wind. 

To hell with how this may affect things later—there may not even be a later.

One of Levi’s hands found my cheek as I drew closer to him, and my entire body trembled from his touch… then the pain came, sharp, fast, and blinding. It happened so quickly, I wasn’t sure what I was recoiling from for at least a few seconds. Levi looked horrified, as if he had done something to elicit this reaction from me only he couldn’t understand what. He was speaking, but I couldn’t hear him over the ringing in my ears. My vision started to swim, and darken, but then the pain let up a little, enough for me to catch my bearings. 

“Hailey!” Levi’s voice rang through clearly, now, “Hailey, are you alright?” 

“I… I don’t know…” 

His eyes widened. “Your nose…” 

I brought my fingers to it, and they came away wet with blood. A cold wash ran through me, as if an ice block had sunk into the pit of my stomach and was just sitting there, radiating cold into the rest of my extremities. I looked up at Levi, my heart pounding in my chest, my mind racing. I didn’t know what was happening to me, why this was going on. 

“Levi—” I started to say, but another bright bolt of pain shot through my entire system, overwhelming my senses to the point where my eyes rolled into the back of my skull and everything went dark. 

I was floating, now. There wasn’t any pain, no thoughts, nothing to let me know I was alive. There was only the nothingness, not even an awareness of where I was, what was happening, or even if I was. Then there was something; a smoky scent picked up way at the edge of my senses, like burning wood. Slowly, the sound of a crackling fire pushed its way into existence followed by the warmth of its heat on my skin. 

My eyes didn’t open to receive the world around me, it was as if the universe was starting to reveal itself, being born from nothing, from darkness, appearing all around me like it was being constructed right there, in front of my eyes. I was in a room with an impossibly tall, vaulted ceiling where the light from the fireplace to my left wouldn’t reach. Ahead of me was a vast set of floor-to-ceiling windows which went just as high, but beyond them there were only trees, their bristly tips tapping against the glass. 

Lightning lit the darkness from behind the trees, the light turning those branches into shadowy hands reaching toward me from outside. I recoiled from them and bundled myself up into the chair I was sitting on noticing then that I was in fact sitting, and the chair was cushioned, and strangely comfortable. 

Footsteps from somewhere behind me followed the sound of rolling thunder. I sprang up and out of the chair, then spun around on the spot, hands balled into fists at my side. The room I was in was long, seeming to stretch off into the far distance. There were books lining one entire wall, hundreds, maybe thousands of them, the glow of the fireplace dancing upon their spines. On the other side of the room there was a huge desk of dark, polished wood, and sitting at it was Cerberus.

“You,” I growled, though my own voice sounded distant, and muffled, as though I were hearing myself speak through water. “What the fuck is this?” 

Cerberus went to stand, reality itself seemed to blink, and then he was in front of me, and I was sitting down again. The man towered over me, his eyes boring into me like tiny blue suns that seemed to almost illuminate the rest of his face and cast sinister shadows upon it. “Hello, Persephone,” he said, his voice deep, and thunderous. “Welcome to my office. Do you like it?”

“Get fucked.”

He grinned. “There’s that fiery attitude I’ve heard so much about, but it won’t do you much good here. This is my playground, and I’m afraid you should play by the rules.” 

“Or what, you’ll make my mind burst like a grape? If you could do that, why haven’t you already?” 

“Because that doesn’t serve my interests.” 

I narrowed my eyes. Lightning snapped behind him, showering the room in light. I couldn’t understand what this was, where he had brought me. I knew this was magic at work, but I had never done anything like this before. It seemed to me like he’d created a psychic bridge to me from a distance and then pulled my consciousness into… whatever the hell this place was. Was I in his mind right now? Or had he brought me to some place he had constructed in the realm of the mind, of thought. Did I have any power here?

He tilted his head to the side. “You look pensive,” he said. “Penny for your thoughts?”

“Send me back right now,” I warned. 

“I don’t think you quite understand how this works. You’re here because I have brought you here, and for as long as you’re here, you’re mine. You have no authority here, no say, you don’t act without my specific instructions, you don’t even think unless I will it.”

“That’s not true. I’m thinking right now.”

“I warned you once about your attitude, Hailey, I will not warn you again.” 

Hearing him use my name sent stone cold chills down my spine. I had a feeling that, due to Reaper’s involvement, my anonymity was long forgotten, but I still wasn’t prepared to hear him call me by name. 

“Okay, so, why don’t you just get to the point?” I said, “I assume you have one.”

Cerberus drew himself up, moved across the room—which seemed a lot smaller, now; a lot more normal in its proportions—and stopped at a drink’s cabinet. On it was a decanter about half-full of what I presumed was whiskey, and two glasses. He poured two fingers worth of liquid into both, then brought them over to where I was sitting and offered one to me. I stared at the glass, unsure.

“If I wanted to harm you, this would not be the manner in which I accomplish the task,” he said, “Drink.”

“Is this even real?” 

“It’s real if you want it to be.” 

I took the glass, but I didn’t drink. Instead I watched Cerberus swirl his own drink in his hand, then take a sip. His eyes never left me as he did this, which made my hackles rise, but, accepting his challenge, I drank from the glass in my hand. It was whiskey. Good whiskey. Old whiskey. It burned as it travelled down my throat and settled my nerves as it reached my stomach. It was as real as any glass of whiskey I’d ever had, but possibly more delicious, with a more lasting, smoky flavor.

“You’re not dead,” he observed.

“No,” I said, licking my lips, “I guess I’m not.”

“So, it would seem as though a trusting bond has been formed, no?”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

Cerberus set his glass down on the drink’s cabinet. “What could I do to make you trust me?”

“I’m not sure that question’s entirely accurate. A better question would be, why in the hell should I trust you at all?”

“Fair, the answer to which is simple—I have your friend, and if we can’t trust each other, then I fear something bad will happen to him.”

“He got stabbed in the gut, something bad already has happened to him.”

“That was only a precaution, and I can assure you he was healed as soon as he came into our custody. You would have been healed also, if you had just stayed with us; but I understand you didn’t have a choice. It was very brave of him to collapse the portal like that. He may well have killed himself if he had been a little unluckier.”

“He’d have killed your Proximi, too.”

“True, but in war there is always collateral damage; some of it is acceptable, and to a degree expected.” 

“So, this is war, then, is it?” 

Cerberus narrowed his eyes. “You have something I want, I have something you want, and we’re both willing to fight over it. I would say that constitutes a war, wouldn’t you? At the very least, a strong dispute.”

“I’m sorry, I’m still stuck on the part where I have something you want. What is that, exactly?” 

He gestured over to me. “Well, you, of course.”

“Me? Why me?”

“Because I have heard of your exploits. You are a formidable huntress, a talented Warlock, and have, recently, been somewhat of a thorn in my side. I have no interest for your friends, but you, however, I have a vested interest in.”

“Vested interest…”

“Yes, and to that end, I wish to make a deal.”

I frowned at him, hoping my eyes alone could cause him physical pain. It didn’t. “And why would I make a deal with you?”

Cerberus smiled. “Let me refer you to my answer to a previous question. I have your friend, so you’ll want to cooperate with me if you want to make sure he gets out of this alive.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

It was strange to me, but it seemed like the place I was in reminded me of many other places I had visited before in my life. The massive shelves of books looked a lot like the far wing of the library I used to work in. I hadn’t noticed until now but hanging over the fireplace was the stuffed head of an elk, very similar to one I had seen at a lake cabin I had gone to one summer during my university years. The desk itself was in fact mahogany, and it even bore a scratch mark I remembered seeing on the desk of the man who had interviewed me for my job at the university. 

There were, however, other things about this room I didn’t recognize, and I was starting to think these things were all from Cerberus’ past. The drinks cabinet wasn’t one I’d ever seen before—the crest on the front setting it apart from any other I had ever seen in my life before. It was a shield with a sword running through it, and a lion’s head on the front; not a symbol I had come across in my life. There was a little scrollwork on the shield, too, with some words written on it, but the words kept changing, I couldn’t pin them down. The scene on the other side of the window, likewise, seemed significant in some way, though I couldn’t understand exactly how.

It was like the place we were in was a puzzle put together using pieces from each other’s past, and if this was Warlock magic, it was incredibly advanced. 

“Fine,” I said, “You have Mason and I want him back. You want me, in return. Seems like a fair trade.”

“You sound sure of yourself,” Cerberus said.

I shrugged. “I’ve had time to think about it, and I think I would prefer Mason walking free.”

“Noble. But do you understand what it is I want from you? I don’t simply want to trade you for him.” 

“No?” 

He shook his head. “I want you to come and work for me.”

I laughed out loud, the sound reaching the dark heights of the warped, vaulted ceiling above me. “You want me to work for you? That’s fucking stupid.”

“I think you’ll find my offer has merit.”

“Really? What in the world would I gain from working with you? First of all, I don’t even know who the fuck you are, let alone what your actual motivation is. Maybe if you were to elaborate?”

A smirk dashed across the façade of his dark face. “And explain to you what my plans are like the villains from the movies? I think not. In any case, though you may see me as a villain, I can assure you my goal is nothing short of noble, which arguably makes me… a hero.”

“Calling yourself a hero doesn’t make you one, buddy.”

“And I suppose you are one? A courageous heroine, eager to save the life of her friend, happy to give her own up for the chance. You understand that in the great stage of life, you are always somebody else’s villain, hero, or even victim.” 

“You’re including yourself in that statement?” 

“Of course. We have all been victims of someone else’s something or other, have we not? We have also risen to the occasion and helped someone or performed a truly selfless act at some point. And we have, all of us, done something studiers of ethics and philosophy would consider wrong. Does that not simply make us human?”

Focusing my attention on anywhere but him, and his voice, was difficult; not because he was particularly captivating, or because I resonated with what he was saying, but because whenever I tried to look somewhere else, it was as if a phantom hand forced my attention back to him. I wasn’t sure if this was his doing or simply part of whatever nightmare realm I was in right now, but whatever it was, it made looking for something I could use against him difficult.

“Sure, why not,” I said.

“You disagree?” he asked. 

“No, I just think you, personally, are full of shit. There’s a difference between being selfish in the ‘find a wallet and keep its contents’ kind of way, and selfish in the ‘let’s summon a whole horde of demons into the world for personal gain’ kind of way. What you’ve done is sick, and if you really had a clue you’d be looking for a way to send them all back to where they came from.”

“And you know this because of your many years spent hunting demons and ne’er do wells?”

“I like to think I have some perspective, yes.” 

Cerberus smiled brightly, his entire face coming alight with life. “Ah, yes, perspective. What a good word to use. Maybe you’re not quite as narrow minded as I thought you were.”

“I think you’ll find I’m pretty much full of surprises.” 

“Oh, I’m sure you are, except you’ll find yourself hard-pressed to come up with one here. This is my playground, my dear, and until I’m done with you, you aren’t going anywhere.”

I rolled my eyes. “Alright, well, since I’m here… what do you want with the book?” 

Cerberus considered me, shadows from the fireplace dancing upon his body, his face. “And why would I tell you that? Do you imagine me as one of those mustachioed men who tell their plans to their prey because they think they’ve got the game in the bag?” 

I shook my head. “I think you’re far too smart for that, but you have me here, you know who I am, you know what my history is which means you know I know demons in a way you may not.” 

“Do you think you’re the only one of us who has killed demons before?”

I grinned. “Are you expecting me to believe you’ve killed the very things you yourself have so painstakingly summoned from their broken realm?” 

One of his eyebrows crept upwards. “Touché. But killing a demon doesn’t give you more experience with them than me.”

“I disagree. Once you’ve gotten the best of a demon, you really get to know how they think. Their brainpower is immense, they can predict the future, they can be one, two, even five steps ahead of us always, and that gives them a ridiculous amount of confidence. But when you’ve beaten them at that game… there’s little better than seeing a demon’s confidence crumble around it, because then it’s left with nothing, and they realize that they are in fact nothing.”

“Spoken like someone with a real vendetta.” 

My body tensed, spine stiffening. “My vendetta is with Reaper, my day job is hunting demons. So, are you gonna tell me what you want with the book or not?” 

“And if I do?” 

I shrugged. “It’s not like I could do anything about it, is there? You have the book with you. I just feel like, if we’re going to be working together, I should at least know what we’re getting into.” 

He walked around the room to the other side of the mahogany desk, which made him seem larger, and even more imposing somehow. “I don’t think I will,” Cerberus said, “When you come and work for me, then I will reveal to you what I’m looking for. Not sooner.” 

Dammit. I thought I had him. “Alright,” I said, “You want me for Mason, and you also want me to work for you. And if I agree? What then?”

“Simple. I hand Mason over to your friends, you come with me, and I leave the Eyes alone.”

“And Reaper?”

“I will call him off.”

“No,” I said, eyes narrowing. “No, you don’t call him off.”

“I don’t?”

I shook my head. “You put him in a room with me, and then I kill him.” Lightning crackled outside, and thunder rolled, almost as if in response to what I had just said.

He reached for his glass and took another sip. “Vengeance is such a powerful emotion,” he said, “But I’m afraid I cannot allow that. You see, if you come and work for me, you would become an asset, and as much as I admire your fire, you cannot kill Reaper on your own and I’m not in the business of losing assets for no good reason.”

“I thought I’d never see him again after he murdered my sister. If you want me, I want him. Those are my terms.”

Cerberus’ look turned pensive. He finished what was left of his whiskey and set the glass down next to the decanter. “You drive a hard bargain,” he said, “But I accept these terms.” 

“I have your word Mason hasn’t already been harmed?”

“On the contrary, he has been healed, as I said. It will take some time for the entire injury to fade, but he is alive and has not been harmed any further.” 

“Good… then in that case, tell me where I need to be and when, and we can get this whole thing done.” 

Cerberus’ eyes narrowed, and in my mind a bright flash of light left the impression of a series of cranes overseeing the river Thames. Without having access to a map, without having ever seen the place with my own eyes, I knew exactly where it was and how to get there. I blinked hard several times, but the image wouldn’t go away.

“Six o’clock,” Cerberus said, “Don’t be late.”

“I won’t be,” I said.

A sharp blast of pain shot through me again, and for a moment I thought Cerberus was trying to hurt me, using that link he’d forged between us to get another dig in before our meeting later. I shut my eyes hard against the pain, but when I opened them I was no longer in that office, and Cerberus wasn’t with me. Levi was there, looking over me. Next to him were Tank and Morpheus, all three men wearing concerned, but relieved, looks on their faces. 

The pain in my temples subsided like a receding wave, and after a couple of seconds I felt almost normal except for a slight thumping on the side of my head. I rubbed it hard and shut my eyes again. “Fuck, that hurts,” I groaned.

“Hailey, Jesus, you’re alive.”

“Did you think I was dead?” I asked, slowly opening my eyes. 

“We couldn’t figure out what was wrong with you,” Morpheus said, “It looked like a coma.”

“Fuck… how long was I out for?”

Levi checked his watch. “Three and a half hours.”

I shot bolt-upright. “Holy fucking shit. What time is it?” 

“Four thirty… why?” 

“We don’t have a lot of time.” I tried to get up, but Levi pushed my chest back onto the sofa. “Levi, we have to move.”

“Look, I’m sure we do, but you need to just take a break for a second and tell us what the hell just happened to you. We were talking and… you just—I thought I had hurt you.” 

Oh… shit. Levi and I had been about to kiss before I went under. I remembered it clearly, even if I couldn’t exactly remember where it was I had just been. The whole thing was starting to feel like a dream, was starting to slip through my fingers like dust through a sieve. “It was Cerberus,” I said, “He did something to me, communicated with me. He’s told me he’s going to deliver Mason to… fuck, I don’t know what the place is called, but I know how to get there.” 

“Really?” Morpheus asked, his face brightening up, “When?” 

“At six, but we aren’t going.” 

“What! Why not?” 

“He’s lying. He isn’t going to deliver Mason to us—it’s a trap.”

“Is anybody else getting this?” Tank asked. 

I took a deep breath, then another one. “Okay, listen to me,” I said, “Earlier today I meet with a Seer called Cassandra. She told me a couple of things about Cerberus and Reaper, she told me Mason was alive. She also told me Cerberus would get in touch to arrange a swap—me for Mason—and that it would be a lie. He has no intention of delivering Mason to us.” 

“How does she know that?” Levi asked. 

“Because Seers know things. It’s what they do.” 

“Okay… so, what do we do about that?” Morpheus asked.

I stared at each man in turn, then took another deep breath. “While they’re going to meet us, we’re going to strike at the location Mason is being kept.” 

“Why did I know you were going to suggest that?” Levi asked.

“Because it’s the best play we have. I know where Mason is being kept, and if he’s going to be there while Cerberus goes to meet me, then it’s going to be our best chance at grabbing him while his attention is diverted. It also means Reaper and his team won’t be there.”

“How do you figure that?”

“Reaper is a hitman; he’s going with Cerberus to make sure I go with him, or not at all.” 

Morpheus pushed his glasses against his nose. “As much as I hate to say it, this incredibly dangerous plan may be our best shot at getting Mason back safely.” 

“Or it could get us all killed,” Levi shrugged, “But that’s just my opinion.”

I sat up and turned around, resting my back against the back of the couch. My head started to spin almost immediately, but a couple of moments of not moving and the dizziness passed. “I really want to sit here and debate this with you guys all day,” I said, “I really do, but we have less than an hour and a half before this swap is supposed to happen, and we’re not ready for it.” 

“Not ready?” Tank asked.

“I’ve got no intention of being where Cerberus expects me to be—I’m going to hit his safehouse. Before I can do that, though, I need weapons. Speaking of which, where’s Ivy?” 

“I don’t know, but you had me at weapons.” 

“Good. Because the moment Cerberus sees that I’m not there, he’s going to high-tail it back to his place and if we haven’t already extracted Mason, he’s as good as dead, or worse.”

“Worse?” Morpheus asked, then paused. “Oh… worse. I get that now.” 

“I still don’t know,” Levi said, “If we mess this up…” 

“We aren’t going to mess this up,” I said, “We’re all going. All of us. They won’t expect it. Reaper’s team may be good, but they can’t deal with all of us, not if we go in force and with weapons.” 

Tank stood, his huge presence soaking up the attention in the room. “Look,” he said, “All I know is, if it were Levi or Morph trapped in Mason’s situation, I’d be down there in a heartbeat. I don’t think we should hesitate. If Hailey thinks this is the best time to go, then let’s fucking go and crack some skulls, yeah?” 

A pause moved through the room like a shadow, then Morpheus spoke. “I’m in,” he said. Tank nodded and threw his in vote. Then it came to Levi, and this time he didn’t hesitate. “Fuck it, let’s get Mason back,” he said.

My arms started to prickle, but it was the good kind of prickle—the kind that comes when you’re hit with something like pride. It electrifies your body, sends vibrations pulsing through the system that feel a lot like magic. I stood up, staggered as I headed for the front door, then used a hand to stabilize myself. The others watched, none of them feeling like they should interfere. 

I flashed them a thumbs up. “I’m fine,” I said.

“Like hell you are,” Levi said, coming up beside me and propping me up. “C’mon, I’ll carry you if I have to.” 

I threw an arm around him and walked out of the apartment with him. “Please don’t? I don’t know how awesome that’ll look, and we are planning a rescue, here.”

“Yeah, man,” Tank put in, “Rule of cool.” 

“Rule of cool,” Levi said, “Right, almost forgot about that.” 

“Did somebody say cool?” Ivy seemed to come from out of nowhere, as if manifested out of thin air, but with the weapons she was armed with, boy did she look cool.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Ivy’s magic was stretched thin, having to mask our entire group’s approach on what I had been told was Mason’s location, but she was holding it together. I’d said this before about these young, relatively inexperienced mages; they made using magic look easy, and that was something to be a little envious about. 

Following the map Cassandra had provided, and driving the Mercedes Cassandra had graciously loaned us, I could already feel the anticipation building in the pit of my stomach. We had roughly thirty minutes before Cerberus and I had arranged to meet, which meant we had less than thirty minutes to find Mason, retrieve him, and get out of dodge, otherwise things were likely to get messy.

I didn’t like that timeframe. It was too tight, and I didn’t know what kind of defenses Mason’s holding area had in place. We were armed but getting in and out quickly and quietly was the preferred path I would have wanted to take—using weapons was only a last resort. For all I knew, though, we were about to go up against demons, mages, and the Gods knew what the hell else. But we had crossed the Rubicon, there was no turning back now; this was our one shot.

“Is that it?” Levi asked. 

We’d arrived on the street the map was pointing at and were now on the cusp of pulling up in front of a large house, or a small mansion depending on how you wanted to look at things, sitting behind a tall brick fence. We weren’t out in the middle of nowhere; in fact, we were in the Knightsbridge district, where there were plenty of people around. That was going to make things even trickier. 

The mansion was grey, its roof a coppery green. There were others like it in the area, three of them to be precise, and a square park between them. This one, however, was the only one surrounded by such a tall imposing wall, the tips of which were lined with wrought iron spikes and shards of broken glass. 

“If that doesn’t scream this is where your boy is being kept, I don’t know what would,” Ivy said. She was in the backseat with Tank. I’d decided to leave Morpheus behind with Cassandra, not because he wasn’t exactly a fighter—okay, that was one of the reasons—but because I didn’t want her to be alone. Here was a woman who was risking everything, her life, for us; I wanted to make sure she felt like she always had a connection to us. Morpheus was that connection.

I stopped the car far enough away from the house that we’d be able to walk to it in under three minutes, then quickly stepped out of the car. Ivy, Tank, and Levi followed, each of them holding a weapon of choice. We looked like a hit squad. I had a sword thrown across my back—the sword I’d taken the night of the auction—and had also picked up the only gun I owned, one I had bought on the black market here, in London. Ivy had decided to grab the katana and had it hanging off her waist; she’d also picked up a set of daggers and a throwing star. Levi, on the other hand, had chosen no weapons because he didn’t have any kind of training, or even an interest, in using weapons, and Tank was a weapon—he needed nothing but his hands.

“We all ready?” I asked, scanning their faces from across the roof of the car. They nodded in unison, a breeze passing between us. “Okay… let’s get our man back.” 

I led the pack, Ivy beside me, her magic keeping us all hidden as we closed the gap between the car and the mansion. It was already dark, but there were people out, some walking their dogs in the park, others wearing business suits going from one meeting to another, or maybe going home after a long day at the office. If they’d seen us, they’d have had reason enough to call the police. Lucky for us, they couldn’t see us, had no idea what was about to happen in this quiet little neighborhood. 

I hoped it would stay that way, for their sakes as much as ours. 

“How do we get past the gate?” Levi asked. 

In the wall there was a single door large enough for a person to go through. This mansion didn’t have a drive-in, or a garage—the only way through the wall as on foot, and through that door being overlooked by at least two different cameras that I could see. The wall above it looked impossibly tall, and even if I could climb it, getting over without injury was probably going to be a problem for anyone who wasn’t Tank. 

“Think you can short the circuit out?” Ivy asked.

“If we do that they might discover us,” I said, “We need to find another way in.”

“What if I jump over and open it from the other side?” Tank asked. 

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep you hidden if I can’t see you,” Ivy said. “I also don’t know if that thing has a handle on the other side. It’s probably all electronic—fuck.” 

 “Relax,” I said, “We didn’t come here to get foiled by a door; look, that thing’s got a video screen.” 

I walked up to the door, ignoring Levi’s protests, and pressed the button on the intercom, hoping I was right. A moment later, a video screen lit up and a man stared at me, his face cast in shades of blue and black. He had a cap on that read Security, he looked fit, and capable, and he had narrow, suspicious eyes. 

“Do you have an appointment?” he asked.

I turned my lips up into a grin and pushed magic into the world, creating a psychic bridge to him through the video screen. It always started in the eyes. The light almost seemed to go out in them as my psychic tendrils took root inside their minds. Then all I had to do was tug on the right one, implant a suggestion, and I could make them do what I needed them to do.

“I have an appointment in five minutes,” I said, making the story believable, “Open the outer door for me.” 

The guard reached for a button, and a moment later there was a buzz, a click, and I was able to push the door open. “There you go,” he said.

“Thanks, now make sure the front door is unlocked, too. I’ll see myself in.”

“You can see yourself in,” the guard echoed, nodding.

I signaled to the others before moving through the door and into the mansion’s grounds. There was an earthy smell in the air, the scent of wet grass and flowers. What leaves were left on a nearby tree rustled with the wind, masking the sound of our feet on the cobbled pathway as we moved on the mansion proper—not that anybody would have heard us out here, not with Ivy’s magic in effect. 

The first walking patrol came into view. Two men, both wearing bullet-proof vests and holding sub-machine guns. They were coming around the side of the house and heading for the front, not hurrying, just sauntering over. I stopped and made a fist with my hand, a signal for everyone else to stop. There was nowhere to hide out here except, maybe, behind the tree. Instead of moving toward it, I stood perfectly still and watched the guards move from one side of the house to the other, disappearing around it. 

They hadn’t spotted us.

Reaching the large front door to the house I decided to tentatively try the handle, wondering if my suggestion had worked. The door was unlocked, and I opened it a crack, just to see inside. The foyer was large, but this house wasn’t as big as the one the auction had been held in. I imagined it had a lot of rooms, could picture the halls being narrow and tight, like an old Victorian maybe. Cassandra had been able to tell me where, on a map, Mason was but not what room he was being held in. We’d have to find him the hard way.

“Are you guys ready?” I asked, whispering.

Levi nodded and checked his watch. Twenty minutes until Cerberus realizes he’s been stood up.” 

“Think he’ll wait a few minutes?” Ivy asked, “Could give our estimate a few more minutes?”

“I don’t want to take that chance,” I said, then I opened the door fully and let myself inside. 

The house had a pine smell to it. The floors were dark, hardwood floors, the walls were a stained cream color, and the fixtures all looked like they’d been recently polished and meticulously well kept. Whoever owned this house took a lot of pride in it. If Cerberus was the place’s owner, I would have expected nothing less. As I had thought, there wasn’t a lot of room to maneuver inside, there was no grand staircase, no vaulted ceilings, and nowhere to hide except in plain sight. This wasn’t going to be easy.

“Okay,” Levi said, once the front door had been shut. “Where do we go from here?” 

I scanned the staircase going up, looked at the arches heading left and right from where we stood, considered the thought that a house like this would have an attic and a basement, as well as all those rooms. Mason could be anywhere, but I had a thought. Cerberus had pulled me into his mind, and the place I had gone was an office which looked like it could have belonged to this house. The tree outside also hadn’t escaped my notice, which gave me an idea of where to go looking—and that was left. 

“This way,” I said, leading the group along the foyer and then through the arch to the left of the stairs. 

I felt it under my skin before I saw anything with my own eyes. A current, a vibration, it moved through me lightning fast, electrifying my nerve endings and sending my mind into a tailspin. I’d just triggered a trap. Without thinking about it, I turned around and shoved Levi and Ivy as hard as I could, pushing them away from me with as much strength as I could muster, becoming fast dispersing clouds as they staggered back. 

Where they had been, where the foyer had been, there was now a corridor stretching as far as I could see. There were light fixtures on the walls which looked like the ones I had seen when I entered, and doors scattered along the hallway. The floors looked the same, the walls looked the same, but this hallway shouldn’t have been here. This, I had a strong suspicion, was the Harlequin’s doing.

“Guys?” I called out. 

My voice was met with silence.

I drew my sword from its sheath and held it in front of me. “Levi? Ivy?” I tried again, but again, silence. 

Taking step after tentative step, I started walking through the illusion I had been trapped in, scanning the doors as I went, trying to get any kind of clue as to where I was or how to get out, but the doors were unmarked and offered no help. The light fixtures on the walls buzzed as I got close, the walls themselves seemed cold to the touch, and there was a faint push of cool wind as if someone had let a draft in.

Ahead of me, the hallway forked in two directions—a T-junction with a window at the head. I walked a little closer, keeping my body tight and ready to react, then a figure crossed the junction ahead of me and my heart leapt into my chest. It was tall, and dark; I couldn’t see a face, or even distinguishing features. It was a dark mass vaguely in the shape of a human, crossing ahead of me at a speed that was too fast to have been normal.

I paused, hesitating, fear gripping the back of my throat. “None of this is real,” I said under my breath, but it was real, and that was the thing about Harlequin magic. I could make someone believe there was a huge, black mass in front of them, and through that belief, that black mass could hurt that person. Harlequins had the power to bring that black mass into real life and make it just as physical as I was. 

All of this was very real, and that meant I needed to be careful.

Carefully I walked ahead, following the path the dark figure had taken only to find myself looking down another impossibly long corridor, only this time there was a row of windows on one side and a row of doors on the other. No sign of the strange apparition. Gripping my sword handle more tightly, I started moving down the corridor, this time with the intention of opening the first door I came across. 

I shifted my grip on the sword to one hand and reached for the door handle with the other. It wasn’t just cool to the touch, this one was ice-cold, but I pushed through the sensation and pressed down on the handle, opening the door and pushing it open. The room beyond it was small, and bare, except for a single bedframe. The floors in here were concrete and grey, the walls were white and cracked, there wasn’t even a mattress on the bed. A small window near the top of the farthest wall had bars on it, small shafts of light shining through it and into the room.

My brain rebelled against the imagery. The room should have looked lavish and plush, the bed should have been full and covered in pillows. There should have been an end table, the floors should have been made of wood, and there definitely shouldn’t have been a single, barred window at the back. This room looked like it belonged in a prison.

Already I could feel the Harlequin’s dizzying magic at work, toying with my mind. I had to move fast if I wanted to get out of the illusion. Shutting the door, I turned to face the hallway to find the large, black shape standing before me, not ten feet away. Startled, I jumped back, tightly gripping my sword.

“What are you?” I asked, my voice echoing, almost dreamlike. “Are you Isaac?” 

The figure didn’t respond, but its body seemed to shift and writhe, as if it were made of black ink and the world around it was water. I pulled my sword up into a readied stance, and the black mass started to move toward me, slowly at first, methodically, and then sprinting without making a sound, like it was floating. Then the thing started to scream, blowing out every single window it passed. 

I turned around and ran the other way, pushing my legs as fast as they could go, intimately aware that the creature behind was gaining fast. When I reached the T junction, I made a sharp right turn and headed back into the corridor I had moved through, but I stopped just at the corner, counted to three, and then jumped out, bringing my sword around in a biting arc. The blade slipped through the black entity like it wasn’t even there, the thing splitting in half and then reforming on the other side of the attack. 

“Of course,” I groaned. 

Just as I went to take another swipe, the creature extended its hands toward me and wrapped them around my neck. It pulled me up off the floor until my feet were dangling. I couldn’t breathe. Its hand was physical, somehow, and yet this thing looked almost like liquid given form. I struggled with its hand, trying to pry it away from my neck, then I had a better idea, and using as much strength as I could, I pulled the sword up and swung it through the creature’s arm. Immediately the thing let me go, and I dropped to the floor, but its hand reformed almost instantly, and it was on the move again, reaching out to strike me. 

Realizing that physical attacks weren’t going to hurt this thing, I turned to plan B. My eyes narrowed into sharp focus as I drew magic into the world around me, slicing the palm of my hand open with the tip of my sword. Powerful vibrations moved through me, encircled me, overcame me, my power building rapidly until, finally, I released it in a single blast of psychic energy directed at the thing standing in front of me. 

The creature recoiled, screamed, more windows shattered, the walls started to crack, the ground rumbled, and I knew I had hit a nerve somewhere. 

The black mass disappeared, bursting into a cloud of ink that quickly disappeared as soon as it touched any surface. I drew myself up and looked around at the now damaged illusion, light fixtures flickering, walls and ceiling cracking, the ground still trembling. If the Harlequin was controlling this, I had hurt him. 

Take that, motherfucker.

The illusion around me started to crumble, the world returned to what it should have been, and the dark figure was gone; as much as I was still lost and alone in the mansion, I had at least busted out of the illusion. Now it was time to find Mason.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

I didn’t have as much time as I thought. If I had hurt the Harlequin controlling the illusion I had just busted out of, then he had probably already contacted Cerberus and told him what was up. The time for subtlety was over—it was time to start making some noise. 

I wasn’t on the ground floor anymore, I must have been one floor up, in a corridor like the one in the illusion, only with a much more real feel to it. The wind and rain were hitting the windows hard, I could hear thunder rolling above, and as I ran, my footfalls made the sounds they should have made. Nothing sounded like it had an echo, or distant. Everything was as it should be. So, I picked a direction and ran, and for the first time since I entered the house, I called for Mason.

I tried the first door I found, but it was locked. “Mason?” I yelled, but I got no response. I then moved to the next door and tried the same thing. This one was unlocked, but it led to a small storage room filled with cleaning supplies and canned goods. Searching for him like this was going to take way more time than I had available to me, but I didn’t have any other ideas. 

Sprinting, now, I made my way down the length of the house, calling for Mason intermittently until I caught sight of what looked like the beam of a flashlight travelling across the floor in front of me. An instant later, from around the corner I was about to turn into, two men appeared, both holding sub-machine guns. 

“There,” one of the men yelled, “Take her down!” 

They raised their guns, and I was like an animal in headlights, frozen on the spot, completely exposed and with nowhere to hide. But my sword had already tasted my blood, which meant it was ready to fly. I let it slip out of my fingers and sent it hurtling into the chest of one of the men. The sword hit its target, slicing clean through his heart and lung with a wet squelch. The man stiffened, his gun roared and spat bullets, but his aim went wide as the force of the impact threw him off his feet, shards of hot led slamming into the wall and ceiling adjacent and above him. 

The second man, seeing this, lost his focus and turned his attention to his fallen friend. Big mistake. In doing so he gave me an opening, and I took it without hesitation, channeling the might of my psychic power and bringing it to bear on his unprotected mind. The wave of invisible energy hit him hard enough to send him physically staggering. Blood trickled out of his nose, his eyes rolled into the back of his skull, and he collapsed to the floor next to his friend, limp and unconscious. 

I stretched my hand out, and the sword impaled in the guard’s chest loosened itself from where it had landed and returned to me, landing gracefully in my grip. “That… was pretty badass…” I said to myself, and as I finished congratulating myself on taking down two guards, an idea hit me. 

The office.

I scanned the outside of the building, searching for trees on this side of the mansion. I couldn’t remember what the trees in the dream looked like, but I remembered the branches, remembered the way they were long enough to tap against the windows, remembered the way the shadows they’d cast made them look like fingers. 

The tree I was looking for was on the other side of the hall. It was tall, taller than the house, and almost completely devoid of leaves. I made a dash for that side of the hall, turned the corner, and found myself staring at a staircase heading up. I took it, climbing the risers two at a time, then circled back around them to where I thought the tree would be close enough to touch the house. Sure enough, I came face to face with a door; a door which, I had a strong suspicion, would lead me to the office Cerberus had brought me to.

I ran for it and called out. “Mason!” 

A voice floated through from the other side, but it was weak and muffled. 

“Oh Gods, Mason? Is that you?”

“Hailey!” The voice sounded forced, like it had taken a great deal of effort to manifest.

I tried the handle, but it was locked and there was no time to wait for Levi. Taking a few steps back, I lined up a good shot and threw my boot against the lock. Nothing happened the first time, or even the second time, but the wood started to splinter after the third kick, and by the fourth one, the door gave way and swung open to reveal a dark room, at the end of which was a mahogany desk sitting underneath a window. Beyond that, the withered tree with its finger-like branches tapped away, edged on by the wind.

And there was Mason, sitting on a chair next to the desk. His expression brightened when he saw me, but I cringed when I saw him. He was black and blue, one of his eyes was so swollen it almost couldn’t fully open. There was blood on his lip, his nose, some sticking to the side of his head. He was also tied to the chair, but he was alive, at least. 

I ran toward him and threw myself at his feet. “Are you okay?” I asked.

“A little battered up, but I’m okay,” he said, “Holy shit if I’m glad to see you, princess.” 

I moved around him and saw the way his hands were bound in metal cuffs. I went to touch them, but Mason yelled at me. “Don’t!” he said.

“Why not?” 

“They’re enchanted. I can’t use my magic as long as I have them on, I don’t know if the same thing will happen to you if you touch them.”

“Shit… how am I supposed to get them off?” 

“Figure that out later. Let’s just get me out this chair.” 

I took my sword to the rope binding his legs together and used it to slice through the rope, freeing his legs, but his hands were still bound to the back of the chair. “Are you double-jointed?” I asked.

“What?” 

“I’ll take that as a no. Keep still.” 

The chair was made of wood; probably sturdy wood, but still just wood. I searched for a weak point, anywhere I could stick the sword that I could use as leverage to release Mason from it, even if I couldn’t break the cuffs, but no matter where I looked it seemed the risk of injuring Mason with the sword was much larger than the chance of succeeding in freeing him.

“How’s it looking?” Mason asked.

“It’s looking pretty fucked, thanks,” I said, “Can you stand?” 

“I think so.” 

Mason tipped over and managed to stand, but the best he could do was hunch over and carry the bulk of the chair on his back. That was likely to slow us both down, and right now the clock was ticking. We needed every second we could get, because Cerberus was likely to show up at any moment, and neither of us were ready for that.

“Key,” I said, “Maybe there’s a key in his desk!” 

“Hailey, you aren’t going to find one,” Mason said, but I wasn’t listening. I was already rummaging around on Cerberus’ mahogany desk, opening drawers, scrambling in the dark for a key that would unlock Mason’s cuffs, but all I saw were papers and notes—one of which caught my eye, and more than that, it made my blood turn cold. It was a notebook entry entitled Hellfire.

“Oh… fuck.” 

The door to the office slammed shut. I turned my eyes up, my grip tightening around my sword, expecting to see Cerberus standing there, but there was no one in the room with us. 

Mason’s breathing was ragged and heavy. “Fuck,” he said, “What was that? A draft?” 

I swallowed hard, concentrating on my surroundings. It was dark in here, the only illumination available was whatever was coming in from outside, and that wasn’t much. Pulling magic into myself, I sent a rush of it into my brain, enhancing my ability to analyze and react. The entire world came into much sharper focus, and while I still couldn’t see very well, it was as if everything had slowed down a little, affording me those few extra seconds to think.

“Cerberus?” Mason asked.

I shushed him and kept my vigil, abandoning the search for the key. Something was wrong. Someone had entered the room, I could almost feel it; almost. Was the Harlequin at work again, sending my mind into a tailspin? Or—the shade made his move, appearing for a split-second as the glimmer of a blade’s edge in the dark; a blade hurtling toward me from the other side of the room.

My sword hand flew up to meet the flying dagger, and by turning the flat edge of my sword toward it, I was able to deflect it from its path less than a foot from impacting into my left eye. The sound of metal on metal had left a ringing in my ears, but I couldn’t let that distract me—another dagger was flying in my direction, only this time I had seen the source, too. 

I ducked for cover this time, and the dagger smashed into the window at my back, sailing into the night in a hail of shattered glass. 

“Hailey, at the fireplace!” 

Taking Mason’s direction, I sprang up from behind the desk and vaulted over it, dashing toward the fireplace where the still injured Shade stood readying a set of Japanese Sai’s, otherwise known as three-pronged daggers. I brought my sword down on him hard, but he crossed his weapons in front of himself and was able to absorb the blow, putting all of his weight on his back foot to keep from toppling, but grunting from the effort. 

I took a step back, preparing myself and staring at him. “Careful now,” I warned, keeping my footing light, “I wounded you once, and this is a much bigger dagger than the last one I used.”

“You think you scare me?” he asked.

“With a face like that, I’d say you scare yourself most mornings. But you should be scared of me, haven’t you heard?” 

“Heard what?” 

“This sword? Steals your power.” Bullshit. The sword was about as magical as a ham sandwich, but he didn’t know that. 

The Shade’s eyes darted to the sword for an instant, barely a heartbeat, but his lapse in concentration was enough. I launched myself at him, swinging the sword in a lethal sideways arc which he miraculously, though clumsily, parried with one of his Sai’s. The blow had caught him off guard, though, and when I spun around and delivered a round-house kick to the side of his face, he didn’t see it coming. 

My foot connected with his cheek with a hard thump I was sure had loosened some teeth. The Shade staggered and put his hand out against a wall to stop from falling over. He spat a glob of blood to the floor, growled, and charged at me, his weapons raised, his midriff exposed. It was the last mistake he would ever make. I crouched, then tossed the sword at him, blade first. 

When the sword struck his chest, he stopped, fell to his knees, and dribbled blood. I walked up to him, placed one of my feet against his shoulder, wrapped my hand around the hilt of the blade, and pulled it out of his chest. The Shade fell onto his back, twitching and convulsing as he bled out and his lungs filled up with blood. I shook my head. 

“Holy shit,” Mason said, staring at me from the other side of the room. “Where the fuck did you learn how to fight like that?” 

I threw him a look across my shoulder. “You’ve seen me fight,” I said, “There’s a reason why I’m known all over the US. Anyway, he was pretty crap. All flash, no substance—”

The office door burst open. This time I was sure Cerberus had caught me. My heart leapt to my throat, but it was Levi, Ivy, and Tank; the cavalry arriving far too late, as usual. “Hailey!” Levi said, “Thank the Gods we found you.” 

“I’m here too, guys,” Mason said, waving one of his feet. “Could one of you get me out of this thing?” 

“On it,” Tank said, walking across the room. He had blood splattered across his face and blood on his hands.

“What happened to you?” I asked Levi as he came over to me, gingerly avoiding the now dead Shade.

“I don’t know,” he said, “One moment we were all together, then the next we were… I don’t know, I was alone in a hallway.” 

“The Harlequin… did you see him?” 

He shook his head. “No, but we found some guards.”

“I did too.” Briskly I walked over to Cerberus’ desk, and I grabbed as many notes as I could carry in one hand. “We need to get out of here, and we need to do it right now. I think we’ve really overstayed our welcome now.”

“Hold still,” Tank said, his voice followed by the sound of wood splitting slowly, then cracking apart with a series of loud snaps. Tank dropped the two pieces of wood he held in his hands, then helped Mason get on his feet. He still had the cuffs attached to his hands, but he was standing, at least, and free of the chair.

“Okay, I think that’s everything,” Levi said, “What now?” 

“Now we—” an explosion rocked the room, sending out a sonic boom that shattered what was left of the window at my back. A moment ago, everything had been dark, but now there was light, so much light, all of it originating from an oval of shifting mercury filling the doorframe—our only way out. 

“Oh… fuck…” Ivy said, her voice dreamy and distant, “It’s beautiful…” 

“It’s Cerberus!” I yelled, “Everybody jump!” 

“Jump?” Levi asked. 

“Jump!” I repeated, hurling myself at the window and at the grass below. 

The world raced up to greet me as I fell, an earthy embrace that was sure to hurt if I landed badly. I threw the sword at the soil and tried to land on a roll, but I didn’t stick it as well as I would have hoped and twisted my ankle. Groaning from the pain, but determined to push through it, I fought to get on my feet and grabbed the sword from the grass, pulling it out of the soil as the others landed around me. 

Ivy and Levi hit the ground first, Levi landing in a bush and staggering out of it, Ivy landing about as gracefully as a cat. Behind them, Tank leapt out of the window with Mason thrown over his shoulder, landing on the grass in front of me as if it hadn’t even been a problem. He didn’t set Mason down on the grass, instead he turned and stared with the rest of us at the shifting beams of light emanating from the office with the shattered window. 

“Ivy?” I asked.

“What?” she said, snapping out of the trance. 

The light radiating from the room ceased in the blink of an eye, leaving only darkness behind. “A little invisibility would be great right now,” I said.

“Oh… right.” 

Ivy moved into position between us all, shut her eyes, and threw a field of invisibility around us just as Cerberus came into view, Reaper beside him. For a single, mad instant I thought maybe Reaper’s eyes had locked with mine. I stared at him from where I stood, my heart pounding, my leg throbbing, but he didn’t say anything and neither did Cerberus. Both men after a few moments returned to the office, and I allowed the breath caught in my lungs to release. 

“We should get out of here,” I said, “We don’t know what kind of reinforcements Cerberus is going to call up.” 

“Seconded,” Mason said from behind Tank’s shoulder, “I could really do with a shower right now, and maybe a stiff drink.” 

We left the way we had come, opening the small, electronically sealed door from the mansion’s side without any trouble. Mason was with us, and I’d just retrieved a couple of things from Cerberus’ desk that helped me understand his motivations a little better, but I couldn’t help feel like maybe he’d let us get away tonight, like maybe this was a game for the two of them—Reaper as well as Cerberus. 

No, they hadn’t been able to see us, and without a Seer to track our movements, they’d never find us. That was it. Cerberus was a man who enjoyed the path of least resistance, and chasing us all over London, blind, would have been too much work for him. We got away fair and square, by the skein of our teeth, some might say, but we’d earned our little victory tonight. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Cassandra was the last to arrive at my place, and now we were all here. Ivy had dropped the rest of us at my place and had gone to pick her up from the lockup while Mason got himself cleaned up. Tank had done well enough to heal most of the superficial wounds he had suffered, and with a little time the wound in his side—and mine—would fully heal, too. This was the last thing on anyone’s minds, though.

“Cassandra,” I said, gesturing across the room, “I think you’ve met Mason?” 

“I remember you,” she said, nodding. “I’m glad to see you in good health.” 

“It’s tough to put me down,” he said, running the towel over his head again. 

“Yeah, don’t forget who did all the legwork to save your ass,” I said.

“I won’t, trust me.” 

Levi looked around the room. “Alright, looks like we’re all here… probably a good time to figure out what our next move is going to be, right?” 

“That’s why everyone’s here,” I said, moving over to the kitchen counter, “I know we’re all tired, it’s been… Jesus, I can’t remember the last time I went to sleep. But even though we’ve got Mason back, we’re hardly out of the woods. Any luck with that Technomancer, Morph?” 

Morpheus shook his head. “That thing is like a ghost.”

“Didn’t you say you thought you may have had a plan?” Ivy asked.

“I did, and I do, but so much has been going on… I haven’t had the time to put it into effect.”

“Alright, so we’re gonna get a move on with that tomorrow,” I said, “We need to have Nerve up and running again, and we need to be able to use our phones again. Radio silence doesn’t make me comfortable when I’m on the field.”

“Right, and the Eyes can’t be Eyes if we can’t see what’s going on in London,” Levi added.

“Exactly. So, whatever your plan is, we’ll make a move with it tomorrow.” 

“What about the Hell Hole?” Ivy asked.

I sighed and bowed my head. “The truth is, we’re way worse off right now than we were before Mason got taken. Reaper being in town is going to make everything way more complicated, that includes shutting the Hell Hole down. By now Giovanni knows about Cassandra’s defection, which means Cerberus will know, assuming he’s part of the Family.” 

“Wait a second… family?” Levi asked.

“Oh… right…” I hadn’t discussed this with them, with any of them. I’d only discussed pieces of my conversation with Cassandra with Levi, but I hadn’t spoken about the Families with him or with anyone else. Everything had happened so quickly. “So, we aren’t just dealing with individual players, here,” I said.

“Don’t tell me,” Mason said, “The mob is involved here, too?”

I nodded. “That’s right, and that means they’re going to use this time to regroup and gather even more resources to end us with while we’re still scrambling to find our footing.” 

“That’s charming,” Morpheus said, “So, we’re going up against the mafia, but we have fewer weapons, fewer manpower, and less experience between us than them. How is it we’re supposed to make it out of this alive?” 

“There is a way,” Cassandra added. “The future isn’t easy to see, but I do see a future in which we get what we want, though not before Cerberus gets what he wants.” 

“You know what he wants?” I asked, eyes narrowing.

“I don’t, but I know you do.”

“You do?” Levi asked, tilting his head to the side.

I grabbed the notebook I had taken from Cerberus’ office and handed it over to him, opened to the page it had been open on when I took it. “I got this before leaving,” I said, “As well as a few other things, but some of it got damaged when we jumped.” 

“Hellfire…” Levi said, reading from the book, “What’s that?” 

“What it is,” I said, breathing deeply, “Is difficult to explain. What it means, though, is that he doesn’t want to open another Hell Hole, which means the Lunar Eclipse is useless to him. He wants Hellfire.” 

Mason’s look took a turn for the grave. He knew what Hellfire was because I had told him about it before, had told him about its destructive capabilities; fire that burned with the heat of ten suns, and only stopped burning if… well, a great price needed to be paid to stop Hellfire from doing what it did—consume everything.

“Okay…” Ivy said, looking at the notebook, “Do you think he has everything he needs to use this?” 

I shook my head. “If he did, I think he’d have summoned it by now. Imbuing yourself with the power of Hellfire is one of the most dangerous things a mage can do—there’s every chance he’ll kill himself simply by trying.”

“Maybe we should just let him?” Morpheus said, “If there’s a chance he’ll kill himself, I mean.”

Cassandra shook her head. “I’m afraid he will not,” she said. “I have seen the flames in the future… he will succeed in getting what he wants.”

“Wait a second,” Tank said, standing, “You’re saying there’s no way of stopping him?” 

“The future shifts and changes like smoke, it is different every time I look at it—sometimes slightly, sometimes in very noticeable ways. Every time I have thrown my gaze into the future from the moment I met Hailey I have seen fire. Terrible, terrible fire.”

“So, I cause him to get what he wants?” I asked.

“I cannot say with certainty what will happen, only that I believe very strongly… Cerberus will attain the Hellfire. It is up to you to change that future, if you can.”

“Don’t you mean us?” Levi asked, “I mean, last time I checked, we were keeping you safe from the magic mafia, or whatever it is. So… that means you’re one of us now.”

Cassandra smiled. “I stand corrected, then.” 

Ivy handed the notebook over to Mason who flipped through the pages. “I don’t know about you, but I fancy our chances here. We have a full crew, and a Seer. And Hailey, you knackered that Shade, so they’re down a way to protect themselves from Cassandra’s eyes.” 

“For now,” I said, “Cerberus is likely to move quickly, so we should prepare as best we can. Right now, though, I think we’ve all earned a little rest.” I handed a piece of paper to Cassandra, another to Morpheus, Ivy, Mason, and Tank. “I’ve booked rooms for all you at the hotel across the street.” 

“Fuck… that must have cost a small fortune,” Ivy said. 

I shrugged. “I thought it would be better for all of us to be close together, at least for the next couple of days. Once we get Nerve back up and running and we’re able to kick the Technomancer out of our grill things will settle. But everything’s a little too dangerous right now. We should be nearby.” 

“Thanks,” she said, smiling, “Probably best if we all head off then, no?” 

Mason got up. “Mind if I take this with me?” he asked, flashing the notebook at me. “Little bed-time reading?” 

“Go ahead,” I said, “Let me know if you find anything useful.” 

He nodded as he walked past, then drew me into a hug. “Thank you,” he said, “You pulled my ass out of the fire.” 

“Again…” I said, returning the hug. “Let’s not forget that time in Detroit.” 

He pulled away and pointed a finger at me. “I thought you said we weren’t going to talk about Detroit.” 

I grinned at him. “Goodnight, Mace.” 

He winked, and headed off with the rest of the crew. The hotel I’d picked for them was small, it barely had enough rooms for all of them—they’d be doubling up—but I could see it from my window, and could run over there in less than five minutes if I had to. We still didn’t really have a way of communicating with each other, even from this short distance, but it was better than having us all scattered across London.

Levi shut the door when they were gone and headed back into the living room. I was watching the others walk down the street as a group, but I moved away from the window and drew the shades, sighing deeply. “I don’t know about you, but…” 

“Can’t wait to get into bed?” he asked.

“No, actually… I… don’t think I could sleep just yet.” 

His eyes met mine as the weight of what I’d just said hit him. “You… wanna watch a movie or something? Fall asleep to it?” 

I nodded, walking over to where he stood. “I could make us a cup of tea, first?” 

“I thought you didn’t drink tea,” he said, as I approached.

I shrugged. “I don’t, but I’m starting to warm up to the idea. Just trying to figure out how many sugars I should take with it; two? Like you?”

Levi reached for my hand as I walked past him and spun me around. With the same movement, he pinned me against the wall using only his chest, and crushed his lips against mine. For an instant I was stunned, unable to react, to act, to think, and then delicious waves began to crash into me, freeing my mind from its stasis. I reached for his cheek with my hand and stroked it gently as my lips parted to accept his warm tongue. When the kiss broke, it was only because we both needed to catch our breaths.

“What… what was that for?” I asked.

“I’ve wanted to do that for a long time,” he said.

“Do it again,” I dared him, “I wasn’t ready the first time.”

Levi angled his head slightly and came in for another kiss, allowing me this time a second to adjust and lean into the kiss myself. Soon, very soon, there were going to be fires rising all around us, but right now, none of it mattered. All that mattered was us, two people who had been strangers, forced together by fate to save the world from Hellfire and madmen. 

I say, bring it on.
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