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Time is ticking, lives hang in the balance.

 

I traded in my life of magic and demon hunting for a quiet one a long time ago. In the space of a couple of nights, I've become homeless, jobless, and I'm now hiding from people who want to open a back door to Hell itself. Things could be worse; I could be alone, too, instead I'm rooming up with the sexy mage, Levi, and that's been... interesting. Then one night I get a phone call from out of nowhere, and suddenly we have a lead on the book we've been looking for; or an invitation into a trap.

 

Never one to take my own best advice, I spring into the lead head-on and go where it takes me, because the fate of London and the whole of the British Isles is at stake if I don't find that book. Good thing I used to be the best demon hunter in the entire United States; I'm gonna need every ounce of training if I'm going to succeed.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

I had ten seconds to reach the other side of the alley and take the corner, or a demon was going to kill someone. How did I know that? Because the someone was Ivy, and while she was a capable Shade, sometimes their magic just didn’t work to trick a demon’s infernal eyes. He had seen her, and when he saw her, he had known known she’d been watching him, tracking him, maybe he’d even known how long she’d been tailing him for. Now he was following her, and I knew, as soon as he got to her, he would kill her, slicing her skin open and pulling her insides out as easily as a human draws breath. 

Push, Hailey, push! 

My heart thrashed against my chest like an animal trying to pound its way out of my ribcage. My hands were pumping at my sides, my legs propelling me across the asphalt floor so fast I was almost flying, lungs burning from the massive distance I’d just had to cross. Three blocks in less than sixty seconds was no joke, especially when you had to avoid people and cars, and do your best to stave off the growing feeling in your belly that you’d miscalculated, and that Ivy’s body had already been pulled open at the hands of a vicious, angry demon.

I counted down from eight in my head, giving me two seconds to spare as I ran, at the same time drawing the business end of my knife along the top of my forearm. The sensation was cold at first, as the razor-sharp edge of the blade split a perfect seam along my skin. I winced at the sensation, doing my best not to let it slow me down. I had done this a hundred times, but it never got any easier, or any more pleasant.

A steadily blossoming flower of pain opened, and I had to fight the sickly feeling as blood began to spill from the wound, quickly coating my arm and dripping to my hands from the motion of running. But I could feel it now, magic, rushing through me and around me more freely, aided by the power of my sacrifice, of my self-inflicted injuries.

I ran the side of the blade along my arm, making sure to smear as much of the blood as I could onto its face, and just as I rounded the corner, reaching the number three on my countdown, I saw them. The knife in my hand started to glow red as my psychic will, my invisible hand, enveloped it, then I released it into the sky until it moved above the tops of streetlights, where their radiance couldn’t touch it, where it disappeared, and where I could forget about it. At least for now.

“Hey, asshole!” I yelled across the street. 

The demon stopped, and turned to look at me. He was a smooth looking cat in an Armani suit, Italian loafers, and was sporting a haircut that probably cost more than a month’s rent where I used to live. Demons were all like that; all expensive clothes, impeccable physiques, charming facades to hide the rot inside. Demons were so damn good-looking it was a distraction at the best of times, but Warlocks had a way to see through that. 

Even from this distance, from all the way across the other side of the street, I could sense his incredible, cruel, deadly intelligence. This was a creature that had more brainpower than five, ten, maybe even fifty people. Five thousand IQ points of calculating, cold logic backed up by the ability to see into the near future, and a capacity for brutality that would make even the worst possible human being seem almost redeemable. 

Almost.

Ivy was walking ahead of him, maybe ten feet of distance between them, her magical invisibility dropped; vulnerable was the word that came to mind. 

“What did you say to me?” he asked, pointing at his chest and glowering at me like I’d spat all over his suede shoes. 

“You need me to speak up, grandpa?” 

“Grandpa? Do I look old to you, you little bitch?”

I could see Ivy continuing to walk, creating a bigger gap between them two of them, one I didn’t think he would be able to cross now, not without me having ample time to intercept.

“What you look like is the most pretentious piece of shit I’ve ever come across.” A man in his forties, scarf tucked up to his mouth, hair greying at the edges, passed me in the street and gave me a what the hell look. “It’s cool, he’s a friend,” I said.

Maybe he muttered something about Americans as he walked off, or maybe he didn’t say anything at all. I wasn’t sure. My heart was beating too fast, running away with me. “Now, you listen here,” the demon said, pointing at me and walking across the street. “I don’t know who the fuck you think you are to think you can talk to me like that, but—”

“—yeah, whatever, look; the woman you’re following is obviously not interested, so how about you pack it in and go somewhere else?” 

His cheeks were burning bright red, but don’t let that fool you, this thing in front of me wasn’t human. He did a good job at pretending to be; they could blink, breathe, talk, have sex, do all of the things humans could do. But their blood ran black and hot, almost too hot, like tar, and really, they had more in common with the psychopathic computer from that Stanley Kubrick movie than with people.

He stopped advancing on me now, and instead spread his arms out wide, turned on his best charming face—I had to give them credit, they really could put on a good smolder—and approached me from a different angle this time. Instead of being annoyed that I’d basically made him look like a fool in front of people, they really hated that, now he wanted to make it look like he was an old friend coming in for a hug, something non-threatening, so I’d lower my guard. 

Fat chance of that. 

“You know what,” he said, changing his tune. “I’m sorry, how about you give me your name, then I’ll give you mine, and we can start over?”

“That sounds like a great idea,” I said, “Then I can invite you back to my place and we can drink wine, maybe Netflix and chill?” 

“If you’re mocking me I’m going to be very disappointed.”

All this time I had been backing away from him, luring him toward the alley I had just come sprinting out of. The last thing I wanted was for anything to happen on the sidewalk, in plain view of the public, scarce at this hour of the evening though it may have been. A few paces later, he came close enough for me to let the Sword of Damocles—ok, the dagger of Damocles—fall on him, pulling the dagger down from the night sky and sending it hurtling toward him. 

But the demon had seen the shift in my eyes as the thought formed in my mind, and that was all it needed to be able to glimpse an immediate future where a dagger spilled out of the night and into its brain-pan. There was no way he could have moved fast enough to avoid getting hit, but with an almost arrogantly quick tilting of his head to the side, he was spared instant death by a hair’s breadth. 

The dagger connected instead with his shoulder, impaling itself into his collarbone and snapping it in two from the force of the impact. The demon staggered, groaned, and fell against a one of the alley walls. A beat passed, then another, and no one screamed, no one cried out. At the edge of the alley, a woman walking alone had her phone pressed to her ear and was asking her boyfriend if he wanted her to bring food home tonight or if they were good. She didn’t even glance into the alley, not even to check for potential threats, not that she’d have seen much anyway, but she may have—if she had been paying attention—seen shifting shadows or heard the crack of bone and the subsequent grunt.

I realized why in an instant. Ivy had run across the street and had come within range of us with her magic bubble of invisibility. It wasn’t true invisibility, we could still see each other, we cast reflections, shadows, but other people seemed to overlook us as if we weren’t actually standing there. Ivy was hiding, though, staying out of sight like I’d asked her to. 

“You bitch,” the demon snarled, his voice deep and hollow. The illusion was broken now, his charm dispelled, like a mask that had turned to ash. Now there was only rage, and imminent violence. “You bitch, you bitch, you bitch.” 

The last colorful word he threw at me carried enough supernatural oomph to crack the windows of the car he’d been leaning against, though not enough to shatter them. I could see him trying to pull the blade out, but failing. Maybe if I wasn’t using my invisible hand to keep the knife right where it was… 

I walked up to him. “I believe the word you’re looking for is Warlock,” I said, staring at him. “I hear you’ve been having your fill around these parts, I hear you’ve been looking for just the right woman to take home. What’s the plan? Possession? Infestation? Impregnation?” 

“Fuck you,” he spat. 

“How about you tell me where the Hell Hole you crawled out of is, and I’ll consider it? Leaving, that is, not letting you fuck me.”

“Or, I could kill you right now and no one would hear you scream.”

I shrugged. “Your call.” 

Outside, I was as still as stone, as calm as a mountain, but inside, my brain was working overtime, magic empowering my capacity to think, to process, to perceive. Not even magic could boost my mental capacities to match that of a demon’s, but there was something I could do to throw off his ability to see into the future, and that was calculate every possible thing I could do within the next five seconds, and in doing so create the threads to every single one of those futures. 

The demon’s eyes widened as, playing out in front of him, he saw hundreds of potential futures instead of the small handful most people were capable of imagining at the same time. The confusion made him question his next move, and the instant, mere seconds, of hesitation were all I needed to pull the knife free of his shoulder with my mind, and push it into the side of his skull. 

He couldn’t react fast enough. I watched his eyes bulge from their sockets before immediately turning black. His skin started greying in front of my eyes, the tissue around his lips peeling back to reveal sharpened, crooked, yellow teeth—the only similarity between a demon and a Brute. This was the demonic equivalent of a bloodhound, only they had less hair, the ability to walk on two legs, and claws so sharp they could shear through slabs of steel like wet paper. 

Super dangerous, but entirely predictable. 

“B… b…” the demon tried to say.

“What’s that?” I asked, making a cup around my ear with my hand. “Speak up, grandpa.”

“Bitch,” he whispered, before falling limp and collapsing to the floor with a hard thud. 

Ivy stepped out of the shadows, then, walking carefully, giving me and the corpse at my feet a wide enough berth. In the space between us, people continued to walk along the street as if there wasn’t a dead monster only a few feet away from them. Humans were easier to fool than demons. I spared only a second or two to catch my breath, heaving deeply, then I set my backpack down beside the corpse and started pulling things out—first, a tube, then a transparent with an unmarked label on it.

“What’s that?” Ivy asked.

“That is how you take down a demon,” I said.

“No, that’s not what I mean.” 

“Oh, this? Glad you asked. Here, hold this.” 

Ivy didn’t have a chance to agree or disagree. I had inserted one end of the transparent, rubber tube in my hand into one of the bags and had shoved it into her chest. Ivy took it, and stared. “Property of Saint John’s Medical Center?” she asked. “What is this?”

“Blood pack.” 

“Why do we need a blood pack?” 

“Actually, we need eight. There’s more in the bag.” 

“What?” Why?”

“If you haven’t already figured it out, then I’m not going to waste time explaining it to you.” I attached a long, thick needle to one end of the tube, then pulled the demon’s shirt open and stabbed it through his chest, directly into what passed for the thing’s heart. 

“Holy shit! What are you doing?” 

I twisted the nozzle on the syringe, allowing a small amount of air to enter the tube and start drawing blood—black and thick—out of the demon, and funnel it into the pack in Ivy’s hands. “I’m exsanguinating this demon.”

“You’re… what? Why?” 

When I was happy enough with the flow of blood from corpse to bag, I turned my eyes on Ivy. “Look, I’m incredibly grateful that you all took me in. Don’t take my not keeping you in the loop about this as a sign of ungratefulness. But the fact is I’m homeless and jobless, and that is the kind of thing that’s gonna make a girl do desperate things.”

“Desperate… but, isn’t this illegal?”

“I highly doubt your country has laws against removing the blood from a demon’s body. For starters, your country doesn’t have enough demons in it to even necessitate a law, so tell me why this is illegal?”

The bag in her hand was filling up, and she was starting to look uncomfortable. Ivy was a smart girl, young and pretty, with smooth, dark skin and corn-rows in her black hair. She looked like a punk, with her tattoos and her ripped denim jeans, but blood made her squeamish, and the blood in her hands was still hot. 

“We’ve talked about blood magic before,” she said, “I don’t know how you or the guy Levi knew got away with it, but it’s forbidden here.” 

“That’s funny, considering the practice originated here.”

She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. It’s still wrong, though.” 

“It isn’t. Demons aren’t human, and this isn’t blood magic; not yet, anyway. Will you relax and hand me that bag?” 

The one in my hands was starting to fill up. Ivy handed the fresh bag over to me, and like an expert who had done this plenty of times before, I replaced the full bag with an empty one, and handed it to her while I stored the full one. The process took a while to complete, and since the demon was dead I had to use a little apparently forbidden magic to coax it out of his body, but when it was done, I had a backpack thrown over my shoulder with eight packs of demonic blood sloshing around inside it.

“What do we do about the body?” Ivy asked.

I shrugged. “Give it a few minutes and it’ll dissolve.” 

“Dissolve? Just like that?”

I nodded. “Ooh, that reminds me.” I turned around, knelt beside the body, and checked his pockets—suit jacket first, then pants. In them I found a wallet, a set of keys, and a phone. The phone was a burner, so I tossed it in the trash. The keys belonged to a Honda Accord, though where it was I had no idea. I got rid of those, too. But the wallet—there was some cash in there, some credit cards, and a simple black card with a pentagram on one side of it. I thought the pentagram was silver, but as I moved it around under the light, it changed color like a hologram. I slipped the card back into the wallet and pocketed it.

“My cut?” Ivy asked, her eyebrow arched.

A grin spread across my face. “Now you’re starting to get it,” I said, then I opened the dead-man’s wallet and handed her half of the night’s takings, before pocketing the wallet again. 

“Okay, so, now what?” 

“Now you go back to the apartment while I go and make some arrangements.” 

“Arrangements?” 

“Didn’t think I was keeping all this, did you?” 

“I don’t know. You do blood magic, I don’t know how any of that works.”

“I’m gonna get us a little extra money, figured we could use it considering the old nerve center was compromised.” 

“Thanks?” 

“You’re welcome. Now, get yourself back to the others and I’ll meet you soon. This is my street.” 

“Can you at least tell me where you’re going so we know where to look in case you go missing?” 

I shook my head. “Sorry, but we aren’t that close yet. I’ll be fine, don’t worry.” 

“And if Levi asks?” 

“Tell him I… went…” 

“He can be very persistent, you know. If I don’t have a good enough cover story, he’ll try and come after you.”

I frowned. “I’ll give you five percent of what I make from this if you come up with a story he’ll swallow.”

Ivy nodded, grinning. “We’ve got a deal.”

I watched her take to the street opposite mine and start walking. The Underground station wasn’t far from where we were now, and I knew she’d be with the others soon. Meanwhile, I headed in the other direction, eyes peeled for signs that anyone other than Ivy and the demon were watching us, feet pounding the pavement.

When I was certain the coast was clear, I pulled my phone from my pocket, and made the call. It was late over here in London, but it would be early enough in the US. There were two rings followed by a series of clicks, then the call connected, like it always did. The line was crackly, delayed by two seconds, and a little distorted, but that was only because it was being re-routed to a dozen points around the world before reaching the person I needed to speak to.

“Well, well,” the smooth, dark voice on the other line said, “I haven’t heard from you in a very long time.”

“How did you know it was me?” I asked, flipping my long, red hair across from one shoulder to the other.

“I have my ways.” 

“Is that supposed to impress me?”

“C’mon, princess—you know I’m always looking for ways to impress you.”

“Alright, well, you can impress me by accepting the offer I’m about to make you.”

“I’m listening.”

“Is the line secure?”

There was a pause then, one filled with crackles and pops that had travelled thousands and thousands of miles, through dozens of countries, just to reach me. “I’m putting on my unimpressed face.”

“Aww, really? But that’s your least attractive face.”

“You wanna see my attractive face, you’ve gotta come out here.”

“You got a first-class ticket for me?”

“No.”

“What about a portal, then?”

“Shit, you know how expensive those things are.”

“Well, you’d better get one, because I’m walking around the streets of London with eight pints of demon blood in my backpack and nowhere to go. Think you might know of anyone who’d be interested in such a purchase?”

Another pause. “Let me get this straight. You’re telling me you went looking for a demon, killed it, took its blood, and then went looking for a buyer? You’re just as insane as you’ve always been.”

“Isn’t that why people love me?”

“It’s why I love you.”

“Oh, bullshit, you say that to all the girls. Now, do you want the blood or not?”

“Fuck me, you’re serious…”

“No, and yes. But we’re burning daylight here, so make with the portal, or I find someone else who might have use for this.”

“Okay, okay!” his voice rose an octave, “Jesus, yes, I’ll take it. Tell me where you are, give me an hour to call my portal guy, I’ll give you a spot to get to so we can make the trade.”

“Make it thirty minutes.”

“If I get one put together in thirty minutes, you’d better be ready to jump through it too.”

“Tempting, but no. I’ve got my hands full over here. Rain check?”

“Fine, fine. One hour, I’ll call you.” 

“Good.” I hung up, pocketed the phone, and ducked into the nearest Starbucks I could find, grabbing a latte, a table, and setting the bag between my feet to wait. It took thirty-seven minutes for the call to come through, but when it came, I was ready to go and meet my past for the first time in almost two years.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

The cold was starting to bite at the tips of my nose and ears when the fabric of space and time ripped apart directly in front of me. It was like watching a piece of cloth fray from the middle outwards, as though being burned by a flame directly behind it. Only the flame was blue, and bright, and it filled the space it had created with shifting, shimmering light that almost looked like a pool of water suspended in the air. 

I watched it as it rippled and moved, saw its glow bounce off the ground at my feet and the underside of the bridge I was standing beneath, listened to it hum. it was like watching the glint of the moon on the water on a cool, November night. I rarely got a chance to watch a portal form. They were incredibly expensive to produce because they were incredibly dangerous, and Proximi, the only mages who had the power to create portals and thus the ones in line to get the chop if something were to go wrong with their creation, were the ones who got to set the price tag.

But the demon blood in my bag was worth much, much more than what it would cost to hire a mage to open a portal, even on such short notice. My guy had really scrambled to put this together, and had probably only managed it by paying way more than the asking price, so I was impressed, but I would never tell him that. Not in a million years. 

The portal stabilized, its shimmering surface settling to something that looked like water in zero gravity—a totally smooth, gently pulsing, imperfect circle with frayed edges spilling light in all directions, catching on the frosty grass and flowers below and the underside of a small stone bridge above. A breath passed, and then the portal started to shift, millions if little ripples opening along its surface, disturbing the peace, the smoothness, until slowly, the figure of a man began to emerge from the other side, his dark silhouette contrasting starkly with the brightness of the portal around him.

He shuddered when he was through and dusted himself off, the tips of his hands spitting sparkles of light. “Jesus, I hate those things,” he said. 

The man that had just crossed an incredible distance in a fraction of a second was taller than me by at least a couple of heads; his chestnut hair, once worn at a moderate length, was now shaved almost to a crew cut, and he had the most infuriatingly adorable dimples on his cheeks I had ever seen. Back in High School he’d been an athlete, not the athlete, but an athlete, and that discipline had followed him into adulthood. In fact, he looked even bigger than he had the last time we had seen each other; the black t-shirt he had on clinging tightly to his body, perfectly defining the shape of his chest, his abdomen. 

Jesus Christ, he looks good. I would never tell him that, but damn. 

“You’re gonna freeze to death out here in that t-shirt.”

“Ah, there’s my Hailey, always looking out for me.”

“Your Hailey? I don’t think I was ever your Hailey.”

He tilted his head to the side and narrowed his eyes, still smiling. “Weren’t you?”  

“No. I also thought you wanted me to go through to you.”

“I was seven minutes past my deadline with the portal,” he said, a sly smirk appearing across his face, “Knowing you as well as I do, I knew you wouldn’t come through for me, so I figured I’d take matters into my own hands.”

“You don’t know me nearly as well as you think you do.” 

His grin widened. “I can recall receiving plenty of praise for the many, many, late nights I spent getting to know you.”

I rolled my eyes, but couldn’t help the smile from forming; or the flush of blood from hitting my cheeks. I’d forgotten how insufferable Mason was, and how good looking he was, and just how many times, and in how many places, and in how many ways we’d… “Alright,” I said, snapping myself out of the memories, “You’re gonna have to cut that out right now, or else I’m peddling my wares someplace else.”

“That would be a decent threat if I thought you knew even a single person who would buy what you’ve got stashed away in there.”

“Maybe I do.”

“Maybe, but I’m a man who trusts his instincts, and my instincts tell me you’ve been over here keeping your head down, like you said you’d be. Otherwise why would you have called me? If I recall, you were the one who said you didn’t wanna see me again.”

I pointed a finger right at him. “Don’t,” I warned.

He put his hands up. “I’m sorry, did that hit a nerve?”

“Stop being an asshole.” I let the bag slip from my shoulder and fall to the floor. “Anyway, I’ve got it all in here. You’ve made the wire into the usual account?”

“You didn’t give me any instructions, so, no. Didn’t think it was still active.”

“It’s active.”

Mason produced his phone from his pocket and I waited while he made a series of quick taps and swipes on the screen. “Alright, done,” he said, depositing his phone back into his pocket.

After checking my account to verify the transaction—and not freaking out over the amount, which was way more than I’d had in my account at any one time in almost two years—I kicked the bag over to him. It slid across the frosted ground to where he stood, and he stopped it with his foot. He then picked it up, slung it over his shoulder without checking the contents, and stared at the portal before looking over at me again. “Can I ask you a question?”

Oh God. I hadn’t wanted this to go on any longer for exactly this reason. Talking to Mason was not a good idea, not after the way things had ended, and yet, I couldn’t find a good reason to say no to him, so I didn’t. “Yeah, sure.”

The grin on his face widened. “You ever think about me?” he asked, flashing a cocky, pearly white smile in my direction. 

“Get lost, Mason,” I said, turning around and rolling my eyes for the second—but what felt like the fiftieth—time tonight, “See you in another two years.”

“Wanna get a cup of coffee?” 

I stopped, dead in my tracks, and turned to look at him. “What did you just ask me?” I asked.

“That got your attention, didn’t it?” 

“Getting my attention isn’t exactly difficult to do. I wouldn’t write home about it.” 

“Come get a coffee with me.” 

I sighed. “Mason…” 

“Hailey, it’s been two years. The least you can do is talk to me.” 

“We did talk. Have talked.”

“Number one, we didn’t talk about it nearly as much as you think. Number two, you left and made it clear you weren’t coming back.” 

“Number three, I asked you to come with me, remember?” 

“Okay, that’s debatable.” 

“Uh, no it isn’t. I told you I was leaving, you knew why, I asked you to come with me.”

“It’s not like you asked me to plan a move, you asked me to go with you tomorrow because that’s when your flight was.”

“So, I made a snap decision to ask you to come with me. What was wrong with that?”

“You didn’t give me a chance to react, Hailey.”

“I did. You had a chance to say sure, I’ll come, but you didn’t.”

“And what was I supposed to do? Abandon my life here and move to London with you? We weren’t even exclusive, you made sure I knew that; why would I move to London with someone who wouldn’t even go out on a date with me?”

“You know, I may not have told you we weren’t exclusive, but while I was with you, there was no one else.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

I stomped my foot on the ground and balled one of my hands into a fist. “See? This is why I haven’t spoken to you in two years. You’re an argumentative asshole!” 

“And you’re an arrogant princess, same as you’ve always been.”

“Why don’t you go back home, Mason?” I asked, slowly shaking my head, my tone softening. “Just go back home, what are you even still doing here?”

“I’d asked you to go for a coffee with me, that’s why I’m here.”

“The answer’s no, Mason. I can’t talk to you right now.” 

“Alright, rain-check then.” 

I turned around again. “Sure, next time I’m in the states, or you’re in London, we’ll talk.”

There was a pause as I started to walk. “Tomorrow, then?” 

I let my head hang and sighed, my breath pushing from behind my lips in a puff. “What are you talking about, Mason?” I asked, defeated. 

It felt like someone had turned out the lights. In an instant, the shimmering blue was gone, the hum was gone, replaced by the whisper of the night’s cool wind through the bushes and trees. For a moment I wasn’t sure if Mason had left without saying goodbye, and I hated myself for letting that idea sting as hard as it did. Then I heard his feet shuffle against the floor, and I hated him for still being here.

I rounded on him hard. The portal was gone. “What the hell did you just do?” I asked, glowering. 

He shrugged. “I’m doing business,” he said, throwing my backpack over his shoulder. 

“Business… what does that mean?”

“It means I now have to sell the product you just sold to me.” 

“So, why are you still here?”

“Because it just so happens the buyer is here.”

“No…” I shook my head as if trying to wake from a nightmare. “No way.”

“Jesus, you could at least sound a little happier to have an old friend sticking around for a few days.”

“Happy? I’m supposed to be happy that you’re here…”

“Maybe not double-rainbow across the sky happy, but happy enough?”

“And why’s that?”

“Because we used to be good friends and you haven’t seen me in a while, I think. I could be wrong, but generally that’s what happens with friends who haven’t seen each other in a long time.”

I walked up to him. “Mason, do you have any idea what I’m into right now? What you’ve just landed in the middle of?”

“I don’t, so why don’t you tell me… over coffee?”

“You just don’t give up, do you?”

He cocked an eyebrow. “Which is it? Do I never give up, or do I give up too easily? Because I recall a phone call I made to you once you got to London where you chewed me out for giving up too quickly.” 

I put my hands in mock surrender. “I can’t. I just can’t. I’m going the fuck home, and you’re not following me.”

“That’s cool, I’m booked into a hotel in—” he checked his phone “—Knightsbridge? Do you know it?”

“Knightsbridge? Really?”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing… Jesus. Look, you’ve made your point. You’re upset that I left, you’ve got things you wanna tell me, you probably wanna yell at me.”

“I don’t, but—”

“—hush. I get it, okay? I really do. But you can’t stay here.”

He scanned the underside of the bridge and the park around us. “Uh, this is a park? And I’m not a bum, so…” 

“In London! You can’t stay in London.” 

“I can, and I will. I have business here.”

“I’m sure you do, but there’s stuff going on in here that you don’t want to get mixed up in.”

“So, I won’t get mixed up in it. All you have to do is make sure I don’t go to the wrong places.” 

“And how am I supposed to do that?”

“By making sure you spend time with me while I’m here. Which, you will, of course, because you miss me like crazy.” 

“Do I?” 

“You do. You may not know it, but you do, and that’s okay. Really, it is. But I’m afraid I’m going to have to rescind my offer for a coffee right now.”

I sighed. “I’ll bite. Why?”

“Because I’m freezing my balls off, and I need an Uber.” 

Both of my eyebrows arched upwards, like the damn golden arches. “You should’ve thought of that before you stepped through a portal to London wearing a t-shirt. What did you expect, beach weather?” 

“Yeah, okay, I didn’t plan that very well.” 

“How you’re able to do what you do for a living, when you lack such basic common sense, escapes me.”

He paused, almost seeming to consider my question with all seriousness, but I knew there was nothing there—just more cockiness. “How you’re able to resist me wearing this shirt escapes me.” 

I narrowed my eyes, then turned around and started walking. “I’m leaving,” I said, “Do what you have to do in London, and then do the same.” 

“Well, that’s not confusing at all,” he called out.

“Go home, Mason.” 

“You look good!” 

I shook my head, refusing to dignify that last comment with an answer. When I realized I was smiling, even slightly, I pursed my lips so hard I could have sworn they wrinkled. I had prepared myself, mentally, to talk to Mason over the phone, but hadn’t expected to be standing in front of him. The word blindsided came to mind, and that wasn’t something I was used to, nor was it something I appreciated. I was always one step ahead of the game, and three steps ahead of most people. I had to shake this off.

My phone buzzed in my pocket, and as I headed into the Underground, and out of cell coverage, I peered at it. The message was from Levi. 

Tell me you’re ok. 

I smiled again, only this time I held it. I’m fine, I wrote back before I lost coverage for good, Heading back now. 

This time you bring dinner? 

Prepare to feast. I just got paid.

Can’t wait. 

Me either.

Unable to send message. Retry? The red text sitting next to my message glared at me from the screen like a virtual slap of the wrist, like, good thing I was here to stop you from sending a stupid text, huh? 

I shrugged, deleted the message instead, slipped my phone into my pocket, and got on the next tube. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

I couldn’t go back to my place. From the moment I found myself knee-deep in demonic entanglements I knew, my house was no longer safe. Maybe it was being watched, maybe the entrance had been cursed, or maybe there were Brutes squatting inside, waiting for me to show up unawares, and unprepared, ready to slice me into a hundred pieces. 

Of course, I was never one to listen to my own advice, so I had gone back to my place anyway, though not because I wanted to stay there. The Eyes, the cabal of rookies who got the drop on me, stunned me, and stood by me when they really didn’t have to, were good enough to provide me with temporary accommodation, so I had a place to stay. The problem was, I didn’t have new or even clean clothes to wear, and while I could buy new clothes, there were things in my apartment I couldn’t just replace. 

In ten minutes flat, with Levi and Ivy’s help, I had packed as many of my things as I could into a single suitcase, realizing when the ten minutes were up that the bag itself was feeling kinda light. I’d been living in London for almost two years, and I hadn’t been able to fill a single case worth of stuff I’d accumulated in that time—if you didn’t count clothes. 

Of course, there was always the lockup. That was where I kept my weapons, my documents, my tools of the trade. That place was safe, but that wasn’t the point; in the almost two years of living here, I hadn’t tried turning my apartment into a home. In many ways the flat was transient, fleeting, like I’d never intended on staying there for long. That would explain why I didn’t spend much time in the place, choosing to hang out mostly at the library, returning home only to eat dinner, shower, and sleep most nights. 

Now I was officially homeless, having terminated my lease as soon as I left my place with a single suitcase in hand. I was also jobless, and that hurt a lot more than losing my apartment, but I knew I couldn’t go back there, either. While I had no proof my apartment was being watched, the demon had come to my place of work and he had found me there. 

I had worked so hard to make that place my own, spent many countless hours getting to know every inch of that library, inside and out, cataloguing and streamlining and updating so the students who used it could be as efficient as possible. I hadn’t wanted to leave it, but what choice did I have? When you were dealing with stuff like this, it was important to rid yourself of your weakest links; the library was one of those links because I cared about it, and as much as the staff got on my nerves, I cared about them too. 

Lucky for them, the person who had just quit with such short notice happened to be a Warlock. A little manipulation of personnel records coupled with a dash of magic and presto, as far as anyone was concerned, I’d handed my notice in last month and was clear to leave. I would miss it, but I had done what I could for this library; there were many, many more libraries out there that would need someone like me when this was over.

I let myself into the apartment with a bag full of Chinese take-out. This place was smaller than mine, if that was possible; no L-shaped corridor here, only a front door that led directly into a tiny living room-slash-kitchen, and two doors on the far wall—one leading to the bathroom, another to a bedroom just big enough for a double bed and a wardrobe. It was cozy, and tight, but there was a TV, a sofa large enough for Levi and I to sit without being too close to each other.

Among the things I’d taken from my apartment was the air-bed, which I slept on, because it was mine, and because I wasn’t going to make Levi sleep on it no matter how much he insisted. It was also, selfishly, the more comfortable than the actual bed, but I hadn’t told him that, and I didn’t think he much cared. This was a guy who could sleep on a concrete slab and not complain, if he was tired enough. 

Stepping through the door I could hear the hiss of the shower coming from the bathroom. The door was ajar, and puffs of steam were slipping through into the living room. I set the food down on the table in front of the sofa, took my jacket off, hung it behind the door, and when I turned around again, I saw them. 

The first thing was Levi’s t-shirt. He had clearly taken it off before stepping into the bathroom and had tossed it over the back of the couch. Okay, that I could… abide. Then there were his jeans, sitting in a crumpled heap on the couch itself. That was unpleasant, to put things lightly. But the thing my eyes fixated on, honed in on, were his boxers. He’d just slipped out of them before entering the bathroom and had let them fall to the floor, just outside the door. 

How difficult was it for him to pick them up and shove them into the washing machine with the rest of the laundry like we’d discussed, preferably before stepping into the shower? I wasn’t a snob or anything, don’t get me twisted. I had been known to leave my clothes lying around from time to time, but never for long, never if I was in someone else’s apartment, and never if I was living with someone else. 

The shower faucets squeaked, and the steady stream of water died down to a spattering of droplets. I waited, standing with my butt rested on the back of the couch, staring at the bathroom door. I couldn’t see him moving on the other side of it as he went about the business of drying off and eventually slipping into a clean set of boxers. I could have sworn I heard him humming to himself as he went, though I couldn’t identify the song. 

Is that… Taylor Swift? 

It took everything I had to stifle the smirk itching to override the frown I was currently wearing. When he pulled the bathroom door all the way open, saw me there, and jumped out of his skin, my composure almost cracked right down the middle, but the way he staggered back and looked away allowed me a second long enough to gather myself again.

“Fuck me,” he said, clutching his chest, “How long have you been there?”

“What did we say about leaving underwear lying around?” I asked, arms folded. 

The slight smile that had formed on his face suddenly deflated like someone had let all of the air out of a balloon. “Oh,” he said, glancing down at the offending item of clothing and scratching the back of his head. “Yeah, sorry, I wasn’t sure you’d be back so quick.”

He was only wearing a pair of tight black boxers, and I would have been lying if I said my eyes hadn’t been wandering the bumpy landscape of his toned body. He wasn’t incredibly muscular, but he was toned, his abdomen defined, his chest, pectorals, his thighs were all formidable. He worked out, I knew that much, but I had never seen him without his shirt off, and I couldn’t help but sample, and enjoy, the goods.

But I kept my eyes on the prize. “Holy shit,” I said, eyes widening.

“What is it?” 

“Your underwear is on fire!” 

“It’s—what?” 

Levi looked down, and immediately started to panic. Laughing my ass off, I watched him bat at his underwear with his hands, wincing and hissing from the heat and the pain. When that wasn’t working, he hopped around on the spot and quickly started to remove them, tossing them aside as if—well, as if they were on fire, which they certainly weren’t, but I’d done a good job at making him think they were. It had been easy, too; I hadn’t even needed to draw blood to make the magic work on him.

Panting, cupping his man-parts with one hand and glowering at the now no-longer-on-fire underwear lying on the floor, he swore loudly. “Fuck!” Then he turned to look at me. “That was a dirty trick you pulled there.” 

“Maybe that’ll teach you to put your dirty underwear where it belongs?” 

“Fine, whatever, point taken. Turn around while I put them back on, yeah?” 

Still smiling, I turned around and waited until I heard the snap of the waistband. It had taken a little while before he had decided to put them on, though. Maybe he was trying to figure out if they would combust again and set his pubic hair on fire—not that the hair would be his primary concern. I turned around when he was done and headed for the coffee table, graciously setting the Chinese food I had bought out on the table.

Levi grabbed his jeans from the sofa, slipped into them, and then pulled a shirt out of a small, rolling suitcase he kept off to the side of the room. Everything that ever meant anything to him was in that suitcase, and the same was true for me. A question suddenly popped into my head that begged to be answered, one I hadn’t asked, and couldn’t believe I hadn’t asked, after knowing this man for almost 10 days.

“Is Levi your real name?” I asked.

“My… what?” Levi said, slipping his head into a plain, black t-shirt and pulling it down over his beautiful body. 

“Your real name. I mean, I know Ivy, and Tank, and Morpheus are codenames. I’m guessing yours is a codename too, but you know what my name is.”

He came around the couch and sat down. “You want to know my real name?”

I shrugged. “You’re stalling. Give it to me or don’t, but when you inevitably run afoul of a demon or a Brute and get yourself killed, someone’s gonna have to figure out what to write on your headstone, and it’d suck if I didn’t know what your name was.”

“Who says you’d be the one in charge of that? Who says you wouldn’t be dead too if I were gone?”

“There’s no conceivable universe where you’re dead, and I’ve already been dead. If I’m dead, then all of you have been dead for a long time.”

“Little full of yourself, aren’t you?” 

I passed an egg-roll over to him. “And you’re still deflecting. Don’t you want me to know your name?”

“Won’t it get confusing if I tell you?” 

“I promise to only refer to you as Levi no matter what you say to me right now.”

Levi scowled, then reached into his jeans, pulled out his wallet, and from inside, retrieved an ID card. He handed it over, and I found myself staring at a younger version of him, five years younger according to the date of registration on the card. His hair was longer, his eyes were dull and unimpressed, and…

“Oh my God… you had a soul patch,” I said, trying to contain the laughing fit about to burst out of me. 

“Yeah, whatever, it was a different time.”

“It was five years ago! What on earth possessed you to wear a soul patch?” 

He yanked his wallet away. “Yeah, alright, that’s enough.”

I tapped the side of my nose, grinning. “Don’t worry, James Levingston, your secret is safe with me.”

Levi pocketed his wallet. “Yeah, well, I hope so. Part of the Eyes way of working is using secret codenames. We know there’s power in a person’s real name, and clever mages can use that power to hurt us.”

“I know.” I let my voice lower. “I’m not one of those mages… I promise.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Which is exactly what you would say if you were…” 

“Just because I don’t trust easily doesn’t mean you can’t trust me. I’ve got a track record for being one of the good guys.”

Levi took a crunchy bite out of an egg-roll. Chewed. Swallowed. “Good guys, bad guys, it’s all relative, all perspective.”

“Wow, that’s pretty philosophical for an Elemancer.”

“Just what are you trying to say?”

“I’m messing with you.”

“Yeah, damn right.” 

We continued eating our meal in silence, each of us tucking away at our individual plates of sweet and sour chicken, egg-fried rice, and vegetables while the TV went on in the background. The news was usually on in the apartment, all the better to keep track of London at large and listen out for anything that may potentially stand out to a mage. I knew the vast majority of magical events went undocumented by the mainstream media, but sometimes you just got lucky.

Somewhere toward the end of his meal, Levi decided to finally ask. “So, how did tonight go?” 

At the exact same moment my phone buzzed on the table, displaying a name that hadn’t flashed on my screen in a long time. Mason—or Mace as his friends, and I once upon a time, called him. The message preview read “London’s pretty lit.” If Levi had noticed the message he’d decided to keep quiet about it, so I turned the phone on its screen to avoid further messages from flashing.

“No one got killed,” I said, “Well, except for the demon I was hunting.”

“You got him?”

“I did. Not to toot my own horn, but if I want to kill a demon, it dies. It’s kind of my thing.” 

“I’m still shocked there was one to begin with.”

“I am too, but it makes sense. The demon that came for me at the library had to have come from somewhere, and they can’t go far from the places they crawled out of. If they venture too far for too long, they die.”

“How far is far?”

“Don’t get excited, we’re talking maybe forty or fifty square miles.”

“That… that’d cover an entire district.”

“Then expand the search radius to about one hundred square miles, considering they can move away from their Hell Hole for a limited time. Tracking them down is tough, though. Really tough. They’re usually underground, and London has a ton of occupied real estate underground that would make finding one even more difficult.” 

“Fuck. What are we supposed to do?”

“About the Hell Hole? Nothing. That’s not our concern right now. The concern is figuring out where Delilah has gone with that book, and we have to do it fast. The lunar eclipse is happening in a week, and we have no idea where to even start.”

“Isn’t there something we could do with magic to help track her down?”

“Not that I know of. I was hoping to be able to extract a little information out of the demon I killed tonight, but he was pretty tight lipped.”

“That’s not the only reason you went hunting though, is it?” 

I narrowed my eyes. “No, it isn’t. Why do you ask?”

“Well… it’s just, Ivy sent me a message after you two parted ways…” 

“Fucking asshole, really?” 

“Was she not supposed to?” 

“No. She wasn’t, and that’s the last time I’ll trust her with a secret. What did she tell you?” 

“She wanted to know if I had any idea what your plan was, you know, considering we’re temporary flat-mates.” 

“Did you tell her we pillow talk?”

“No, that’s not—”

“Relax.” I sighed. “I had three reasons for wanting to hunt a demon down. Number one, I thought finding one would help us find Delilah. Number two, demons need to be hunted wherever they live, wherever they breed. They just have to. And number three, I… needed its blood.”

Levi swallowed, his displeasure at what I’d had to do tonight visible on his face. “Ivy did say something about that… did you really need all of it?”

“I did.”

“Why?” 

“It’s complicated, okay? There are things mages can do with demon blood if they know how to use it properly.” 

“How is that possible?”

I shrugged. “How is it that an Elemancer can unlock doors? How is it some Primals can call the elements? Mages instinctively use the magic their souls are aligned to; Warlocks have power over the mind, Elemancers over the elements, Scions over raw magic itself. But all mages can also instinctively do some magic their souls aren’t aligned to, and some mages can do totally outlandish magic you can only do through learning. Blood magic is one of those ones.” 

“I… can’t believe I don’t know any of that. So, you’re saying, even though you’re a Warlock you can maybe create fireballs?” 

“No, but I can fling objects around with my mind and using blood magic makes it easier for me to do that. Look, I really don’t want to have to go into it, that’s why I asked Ivy to keep her mouth shut. The important thing that you need to know is, I did what I had to do… and I got paid for it.”

Realization dawned across Levi’s face. “That’s what you meant when you said you’d been paid.”

I nodded. “First time I’ve taken up a contract in a long time. I had to, we’re technically homeless and literally jobless, and as I’m grateful we’ve been given this place to crash in for a while, we needed money in a big way.” 

“And you got it?”

A smirk spread across my face. “Demon blood is valuable. People pay top dollar for it.”

“Just how much are we talking about?”

“Enough. We should be set for a while, at least. I also want to pay the Eyes and help them repair some of the damage to their watching abilities. I still feel shit that I was the person to bring Delilah and her people down on your nerve center.”  

Levi shrugged. “It was going to happen at some point. Don’t blame yourself.” 

“I do, though. I should have been smarter than I was. Anyway, with the money I have, we should be a little better prepared to deal with what’s coming.” 

“That sounds ominous.”

“Because it is. I’m not sure what’s coming, and we should all be on our guard. You more than me.”

His eyebrows went up. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“Oh, well, nothing, only that in the game of mages and demons, Warlocks are kings, and since I’m the only one here…”

“Yeah, I’ve already got a Monarch, and I don’t need another one, thanks. So, how about you get off your high horse before you fall off?”

“I’ll get off my horse when you clean up. I bought dinner tonight.” 

“Counter offer; you clean up, I’ll put your washing in the dryer, sort your clothes out, and I’ll even fold them for you.”

“What washing?” 

“The clothes you put in the wash this morning and left there, they’re probably stinking of damp by now.” 

“Oh… yeah, sorry. That’s my life all over. You sure you’re ok to do that for me?” 

Levi shrugged. “As long as you’re happy for me to handle your unmentionables, we’ve got a deal.”

“My unmentionables,” I echoed, smiling and extending my hand. “Normally I’d have a problem with that, but seeing as how we’ve been mixing our clothes up all week, I don’t care much right now, and I really wanna just get to bed, so…” 

Levi took my hand and shook, and as I let my hand slip from his, a current snapped at our fingers causing us both to immediately yank our hands apart. “Jesus,” he called out, shaking the excess energy loose. “Did you feel that?”

“Yeah,” I said, standing and staring at him for perhaps a moment too long. “I did.” 

Without saying another word, I plucked the phone from the table, slipped it into my pocket, and started clearing up the empty food containers scattered around. The whole thing didn’t take more than a few minutes to do, but by the end of it there was a notable Chinese food smell in the apartment that I didn’t think would go away anytime soon. 

Levi and I said goodnight, and he headed off to the laundry room which was little more than a closet with a drier precariously stacked on top of a washing machine. Though I’d resisted the urge this long, eventually I caved and checked my phone messages. There was still only one burning on my screen, a glaring invitation for dialogue with the past. I swiped the message open and read it. 

“London’s pretty lit.”

I didn’t have to answer, but I figured my warning maybe hadn’t been quite taken to heart, so I thought I would issue another one. Do what you have to do, and go home, Mason, I wrote. 

The reply was near instant. I intend to, but not without my coffee. I’ve got something I need to say.

A cold feeling washed through me as I read the words. Great, now I could either blow him off and look like the worst asshole on the planet, or give into the request and… what? I shouldn’t have replied. I’d opened that can of worms all on my own, and they were about to go everywhere if I didn’t do something about it. I went to bed without sending him so much as another byte. It could wait until morning.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Last night I dreamed of ghosts. Shannon. She was there, and while I knew she was dead, that strange logic of dreams reassured me it was totally possible for her to be dead and buried, but also alive and present, and for it to not be weird. The scene was one from our childhood, a weekend at my grandparents’ cabin near Lake Champlain in New York, only we were adults while the rest of our family looked exactly as I remembered them, whenever the memory came knocking.

Shannon was teaching me how to swim. We were six and eight years old, the sun was beating down hard, the lake glistening, the tips of white sails like punctuation marks dotting the horizon. We seemed to flicker in and out of looking like children and looking like adults, almost as if we couldn’t make up our minds which we wanted to be—kids, or adults. 

Kids, definitely kids. 

I remembered my grandfather’s voice carrying across from the side of the house to the pier where Shannon and I were swimming. It was time to eat. Shannon went to pull me out of the water, a child now, with wavy, bright red hair that seemed to shimmer like fire against the summer sun. She was smiling at me, but then her smile tightened, her eyes widened, she stiffened, and her grip on my hand became almost vicelike.

I was calling to her, and while she was right in front of me, staring directly at me, so close I could see myself reflected in her eyes, she couldn’t see me. Couldn’t hear me. Blood pooled behind her lips, then spilled out of the sides of her mouth. She toppled, then, falling past me and into the water. I screamed so much my lungs went hoarse, but I never saw her come back up—she didn’t even float. 

I shot bolt-upright, my back straight, my chest, neck, and hair wet with rapidly cooling sweat. I was panting, my heart hammering like a jackhammer hitting the asphalt over and over and over, trying to crack it open to see what was underneath. 

Checking my phone, I saw it was seven minutes past six in the morning and still dark out. From my bed I could hear the rumble of the garbage truck downstairs, eating up the garbage from dumpsters like some fat animal that only came out to pick on what rotting flesh and bone remained from the previous day’s kills. The garbage truck rolled off, taking its rumble with it and allowing the room to fall back into silence once more. 

Across from where I was sitting, stuck against the wall, was Shannon’s Mean Girls poster; one of the few things I had made sure to bring with me from my old place. Levi hadn’t protested when I hung it up in the living room. Sometimes, looking at it was comforting. It reminded me of the good moments, highlights from our childhood, memories of our best hunts, or our proudest achievements. 

Other times, like right now, it was a reminder that she was gone, and not just gone, but taken. Times like these I wanted to race across to it and pull the thing apart with my hands and teeth, but I couldn’t, I wouldn’t, because that was one of the last things I had that linked me to her, besides the blood coursing through my veins.

I noticed then, the door to Levi’s room was ajar. Hadn’t he shut it last night when he turned in? It didn’t matter. The movie theater in my mind was rolling a clip of me struggling in my bed, constantly repeating the word Shannon loudly enough for Levi to hear. Great. That was exactly what I needed right now.  

I was about to step out of bed when my phone started to buzz. At first, I thought it was one of my old alarms still ringing. This would have been around the time I’d be getting up for work. But there was no sound, only its vibration, and I had turned all of my alarms off almost a week ago. Someone was calling me at quarter past six in the morning. 

Mason? No, the identifier on the screen said Unknown, and didn’t even have a number registered underneath it. I wasn’t exempt from the odd telemarketing call, mind you. Living in London you got plenty of those, but never this early in the morning. Long seconds had passed, and the fact that whoever it was on the other end was still calling told me it was a genuine call, someone trying to get through to me. A shudder ran through me, as I imagined when I picked up, I’d hear Shannon’s voice calling from beyond the grave.

Don’t be stupid, I told myself, and before it could ring out, I answered the call.

“Hello?” I asked.

“You are the librarian, yes?” the voice coming through was being distorted, so it sounded almost inhuman, and slightly electronic. I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman behind it.

“Was a librarian, but yes. Who is this?”

“That’s not important. What is important is that you understand, what I’m about to tell you is intended to help you.”

“Listen, buddy, I don’t know who you are, but—”

“—you’re looking for the book.” 

I shut my mouth and swallowed. That had gotten my attention. “Who are you?”

“I’m not going to tell you my name, but I’m a friend.”

“A friend, huh? And what do you know about the book?”

“I know it’s dangerous, I know you don’t have it, and I also know who does.”

“So, you’ve been keeping tabs on me and my friends?”

“In a manner of speaking. I would love to sit and go over the how’s, why’s, and when’s, but I don’t have the time for that. If I don’t hang up in the next thirty seconds, I’ll be discovered.”

“Discovered?”

“Just listen. I know what you’re looking for, and I want you to find it too. If you want a chance, you need to be at the Pimlico Underground station at five thirty this afternoon. Exactly five thirty, understood?”

“I understand, but—”

“I know you’re used to asking questions, but you’re going to have to trust me blindly here.”

“You aren’t exactly instilling me with the strongest confidence, here.”

“Maybe not, but if you do what I say, you may have the book back in your possession by tonight.”

I had to admit that sounded pretty good. “Tell you what,” I said, “How about you give me your name so if this blows up on me, I know who I have to curse out in the middle of the street?”

“I will not give you my name, but I can tell you I am the person who deposited the book into your library the night of Nathaniel’s death. I am the person who enchanted the book to look like Peter Rabbit.”

“Holy shit, you’re the Harlequin?”  

“Good luck, librarian.” 

The call cut off with a buzz and a click, and the screen died in my hand. “Fuck me…” I whispered, then a thought entered my mind. The whole thing had been so cloak and dagger, I half expected to see a message flash up warning me my phone was about to explode, but that didn’t happen, thank the God, so I set the phone down on the bed and got up, now, wiping the sleep from my eyes. Levi wasn’t eavesdropping at his bedroom door. He wasn’t even awake, that I could tell, just lying on the bed, on his side, his chest heaving normally with each breath. 

I thought about waking him up, then, and telling him what had just happened; delivering the news to him fresh. But whoever had called me had told me I needed to be at the right Underground station at five thirty in the afternoon, which was eleven hours away. We had time to spare, but I wanted to get an early start on this, so I texted the Eyes and asked them to come over to my place; we had something to discuss. 

I got a text from Tank almost right away; he was always up early for the gym. The others checked in over the next hour, and by eight everyone had received my message and were on their way over. Used to be they wouldn’t communicate like this over text, but I’d been able to convince them to drop the super-secret bullshit because it just didn’t work, and only made life harder for everyone. 

Morpheus arrived with a steaming hot caramel latte from the Starbucks downstairs, as per my request. Seeing as I was being waited on, I had been nice enough to not only let Levi sleep a little more, but I’d also boiled the kettle for him and prepared a mug with two spoons of sugar and a tea-bag inside; a cup of English tea, ready to be assembled.

“Thanks,” I said to Morpheus as he handed the latte over. “I appreciate it.”

“No problem,” he said, stepping into the apartment. It was raining outside, and his short, curly hair seemed a little weighed down by it. “Anyone else here yet?”

“Just Levi, though we’ve gotta wake his ass up.”

Morpheus sighed. “Loves his sleep, that one, doesn’t he?” Opening the door to Levi’s room, Morpheus grabbed the edge of Levi’s bedcovers and yanked them down hard, yelling for him to wake up. 

“What?” Levi asked, startled and totally out of it, “What’s going on? What’s happening?” 

“Breakfast,” I called out, pointing at the mug on the kitchen counter.

It took him a moment to register what I was saying, eyes a wide like he’d just sprung some kind of trap and was reeling from the surprise more than any pain. Then he rubbed his face, blinked about the room, and deeply exhaled. “Don’t wake me up like that,” he said, almost like a warning.

“Why not?” I asked, now pouring hot water from the kettle into the mug—going that little step further than I had to. 

He shook his head. “I was having a nightmare or something.” 

“Nightmare?” Morpheus asked, “Pretty princess have a bad dream?” 

“Lay off it, mate. I’m serious.” 

I’d had a bad dream too, but thought it best not to speak up about it. Instead, I began stirring the tea like I’d seen Levi do a bunch of times since we’d become roommates. Apparently, there was some kind of art to brewing the perfect cup of English tea, and it started with how long before you should pull the tea bag. Three minutes, he told me. Three minutes, and you had the perfect cup of tea. That didn’t make sense, though, because then he just went and poured milk into the mix. Wouldn’t that kill the flavor?

Levi came up to the counter, having chosen not to divulge the contents of his dream to either me or Morpheus. “Thank you,” he said.

“You’re welcome,” I said, flashing him a smile which Levi returned. Butterflies kicked about in my stomach, but I ignored them. Killed them, more like. Outright murdered them with a thought. There’s no time for that.

“What’s Morpheus doing here, then?” 

“Not happy to see me?” Morpheus asked.

“Not when it’s this early, no. Something up?”

There was a buzz from the door, someone at the intercom downstairs. Morpheus went to answer. “Yeah, something happened this morning,” I said, “Everyone’s coming over here for a briefing, so you’d better get changed.”

“What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” he asked, pulling a carton of milk from the fridge. 

“Oh, I just thought the Eyes ran a more professional operation. You attend many briefings in your jammies before?”

Levi narrowed his eyes at me. He pulled the tea bag out of the mug, poured a splash of milk into it, and then put the milk back into the fridge. “Well, considering this is my apartment too, and I’ve just been woken up, I don’t really see a reason to change out of my jammies.”

I squared up to him. “How about, I’m asking you to?” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Jimmy.” 

“Don’t,” he warned.

My eyebrows pinched in the middle. “Don’t what?”

“Don’t put on that voice in front of me.” 

“Or else what, Jimmy?” I asked, whispering his name and stepping a little closer to him. 

Levi backed up a step. “Alright, fine,” he said, moving back into his bedroom to the small, carry-on suitcase in which his entire life now fit. It was fun to watch him squirm at my invasion of his personal space. He was so polite, so awkward, so British. Ivy arrived while Levi was getting changed, with Tank not far behind. When Levi was ready, I had everyone assemble in the living room and then stood in front of them, watching the anticipation build in their eyes.

“Well?” Ivy asked, “Why’d you bring us all here at stupid o’clock in the morning?”

I stared at her, remembering what Levi had told me last night, about how she had ratted about what I’d done after agreeing to take a cut in exchange for her silence. The fact that she would no longer be receiving that cut was enough to keep me from laying into her and instead just proceed with what I had wanted to tell them. After taking a sip of my coffee, I did just that; omitting the nightmare about my dead sister. I didn’t think that was the kind of thing they wanted to hear about, and even if they did, it wasn’t exactly relevant to the story.

They listened to me, though, hanging on my every word as I explained the strange circumstances surrounding the early morning phone call. Already I could see theories building, and I was happy for them. I had one of my own, but having a good group to bounce them off was never a bad thing. 

“I’m going down there,” I said, rounding this impromptu briefing off. “I don’t see that I have much of a choice.”

“Could be a trap?” Morpheus said, “I don’t want to be that guy, but… I am very much that guy. What if this is a trap you’re walking right into?”

“It wouldn’t be the first, or the third, or probably even the fifth if you count that time in Detroit.”

“Time in Detroit?” Levi asked.

“It’s not important,” I said, “What’s important is, trap or no, I have to go. I’m not saying I trust what the person I was talking to was saying. I don’t trust anyone, don’t take it personally. But if it was one of the bad guys and I am walking into a trap, well, I’m the kind of person who can turn a bad situation into a positive. Either way, we learn more from acting than from ignoring this.”

“It’s crazy,” Tank said, “But I’m itching for a bit of action, so I’m in.”

“In?” I asked, “There is no in—there’s just me, and you guys watch.”

Ivy’s eyebrow arched, and she folded her arms in front of her chest. “You expect us to just watch?” 

“You’re the Eyes, aren’t you? Your cabal watches, you said so yourself.”

“Yeah, that may be true, but we’re not about to sit around while you go into a potential trap. What happens if you get caught, or if something goes wrong? Or what if something goes right? You’ll be wishing you had us lot around you.”

“Maybe, but I’m not willing to risk it.”

“You risked me with the demon last night.”

“That was different.”

“Oh? And how so?”

I chewed the inside of my cheek. “I needed bait.” 

“Bait?” Morpheus asked, “Hang on a tick, that’s not what you said to us.”

“Alright, so I didn’t exactly lay out the plan. We got the demon in the end, didn’t we? And I’ve got a bit of cash to show for it; cash we can all use.”

“I’m gonna just ignore the part where you used me as bait for the sake of this discussion,” Ivy said, “And just focus on the facts. Someone you don’t know, some random, tipped you off about something that may or may not be… something. So, you’re deciding to go into a dangerous situation on your own, when you have a group of perfectly willing mages asking to help?”

“You can watch from Nerve,” I said.

“Or, better yet,” Morpheus put in, “We could all watch from Nerve, and then no one has to put themselves in danger.”

“That’s awesome and everything, but we don’t even know what we’re looking out for. Whoever called was pretty vague.”

“It’s a trap,” Levi said, sipping his cup of tea, “It has to be. Why else would the person have been vague?”

“I don’t know, maybe he wanted to create a little dramatic tension. I’ll just call him back and ask, shall I?” 

“Alright, alright; no need to get angsty about it.”

“So, it was a him?” Ivy asked.

“It wasn’t just a him… it was the Harlequin.” 

Levi perked up. “What?” he asked.

“He said as much when we spoke. He said he wanted to help, for Nathaniel’s sake; said he was the one who dropped the book off in my library in the first place, said he’d been the one to enchant it.”

“Fuck…” Morpheus drew the word out, “We were right, then.” 

“It could still be a trap, though,” Ivy said.

“Under normal circumstances I would agree,” I said, “But there was nothing normal about this call. Not the time, nor the time constraint, nor the contents. Right now, we don’t have any leads, we don’t know where to start, and we’re running out of time. Whether we’re running into a trap or not is irrelevant. Whoever this was, going to Pimlico and waiting for whatever is going to happen seems like the best thing to do.”

“And I agree,” Ivy said, “But only on the condition that we turn this into a cabal operation instead of a one-woman show.”

I narrowed my eyes. “And what does that mean?”

“It means Tank and I will go with you to the spot, while Levi and Morpheus keep track of us at Nerve. We lost our primary center, but our secondary is mostly up and running. Using it at full effectiveness is still a two-person job, though.” 

I glanced over at Morpheus and Levi, searching their eyes for agreement, or at least acknowledgement. 

“I really don’t like this,” Levi said, “If you guys get swarmed, there will only be three of you.”

Ivy shrugged “We’ve got Tank. Nobody fucks with Tank.”

Tank grinned and cracked his neck. “She’s right… in more ways than one.” That last part he said under his breath, and I could tell it wasn’t so much a joke, but more him alluding to a sad fact about his sex life—one I didn’t want to unpack right now.

“Okay, well, assuming Morpheus and Levi are happy with the plan, I guess I could go along with it too, but we’re using stealth tactics here. Observe from a distance, don’t engage.”

“We don’t even know what we’re engaging yet,” Ivy said, “But sure, observe and hold. We get it.”

Levi shook his head again. “Fine,” he said, “Let’s do it. At the very least we’ll be further along than we are now, and we can’t exactly sit around waiting for stuff to just fall into our laps.”

“Well, it did,” I said, “But yeah, we can’t do that. So, you and Morpheus go to Nerve and figure out whatever you have to figure out to get eyes on the area. Ivy and Tank, the three of us will head to Pimlico later on and set up positions around the exit point.”

“And if the shit hits the fan?” Ivy asked.

I shrugged. “You know how to fight, right?”

Ivy scowled. “Do you?”

“You wanna find out?” I warned. 

She didn’t reply to that, only glowered at me from where she stood, pacified by my implied threat. Experienced she was, better than me she was not.

When the meeting was over, Ivy, Tank, and Morpheus headed out to their respective homes to get ready for tonight, leaving only Levi and I in the apartment together. He shut the door after Ivy, then turned around to look at me. “You really think this is a good idea?” he asked.

“I never said it was a good idea, but do you have a better one?”

He shook his head. “No. I still think it’s a trap.” 

“But if it isn’t, then whoever left the book in the library has just found us and is trying to help. I still can’t figure out, why the secrecy?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe we’ll find out when he shows his face.”

“You think he will?”

“Has to at some point, right?”

“Not necessarily. He went through a lot of trouble to mask his identity; this is a person who doesn’t want to be found.” 

“Think he’ll want the book back?”

“If it was his to begin with, sure.”

“Are you gonna give it to him when we find it?”

“You know, I’m not sure what I’m gonna do with the book when I find it. But if I can figure out a way to destroy it, I will. That thing has to go.”

“I’ll agree with that, even if I don’t agree with your plan for tonight.”

I grinned and flipped my hair from one shoulder to the other. “You’re just upset because you’ve been benched.”

“I haven’t been benched.”

Without saying a word, I turned around and headed for my room. 

“Have I?” he called out.

I shut the door, grinning to myself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Darkness had gathered, light rainfall had turned the ground damp, and the crackling of lightning above had left a charge in the air by the time 5:20pm rolled along, setting the stage for whatever was about to go down next. Ivy was nearby, I knew, but I couldn’t see her; her powers of obfuscation keeping her hidden from plain sight.

Tank was much less subtle, standing near the entrance to the station with a hood pulled over his head and his large arms folded in front of his chest. He was a beast of a man, all muscle and the threat of pain if you crossed him, but amidst the hustle and bustle of people walking past the busy Underground station, he was just another man in a sea of people.

I was waiting across the street, tucked in an alley between buildings and watching the exit from where I stood with hawk-like attention. I was also wearing a hood, my red hair tucked neatly in a braid and hidden from sight so as to avoid recognition. Someone would have had to be looking at me directly to recognize me, but with my most noticeable feature hidden, that suddenly became a lot more difficult on the pedestrian-heavy streets of West London.

A voice crackled into my ear. “Can you hear me?” Morpheus asked.

“I’m here,” I said, speaking quietly into the microphone clipped to the inside of my t-shirt, “How’s everything on your end?”

“We’ve got eyes on the exit and the streets around it. It would help if we knew what we were looking for.”

“Tell me about it,” Ivy’s voice came through as a whisper. “Seven minutes to showtime.”

“Is there anything about this neighborhood that stands out?” I asked, “Any landmarks or places that might—”

“—scream this is the place where we perform rituals?” Levi asked, sounding smug, “No, I’ve checked. Google maps doesn’t have that function yet.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I’ll work on it,” Morpheus said, “But I don’t think so. Whatever we’re waiting for, it could be a coincidence that we’ll find it here at exactly five thirty.”

“Or it could be a trap,” Levi said, “In which case you’re all dead, good to know you.” 

“I’m getting a bit sick of that,” Ivy said, “Just keep your eyes on the station and watch for anything suspicious.”

“Aye-aye, captain.” 

A cold feeling pushed through the pit of my stomach, but I shut it up. “If it turns out that this is a trap,” I said, “I want everyone to back off and regroup at my lockup, understood?”

“And leave you here?” Tank asked.

“I can take care of myself.”

“Like hell you can,” Ivy said, “If this turns out to be a trap, we’re all going to meet by the bookshop down the street and make a run for it.”

“Make it a Steakhouse,” Tank said, “I’m getting hungry.”

“We told you this was a stakeout, not a steak dinner, mate,” Levi said over the comms. 

“Alright, everybody quiet,” I said, “Five minutes to showtime.”

I could hear the street around me more clearly now that I wasn’t concentrating on the people in my ear. The clatter of footsteps, the hiss of taxi cabs rolling past along the cold, wet asphalt, the murmur of people talking into phones and to each other. If London was alive, the people here were its blood cells, moving busily through the stream, each performing a function to serve the greater whole.

“Anybody notice how five minutes can take fucking forever?” Levi said.

“It’ll take even longer if we have to keep listening to you chattering all over the network,” Ivy said, “Don’t you have something better to do?”

“I could think of a few things, but instead I’m watching these seven monitors and—oh hi, Hailey.” 

I scanned around for a camera, found the nearest street-cam, and flipped it off. 

“Oh, that hurts,” Levi said.

“Seriously, for the last time, everybody quiet and focus,” I said. “We’re almost up.”

One minute to go. 

I was chewing on my thumbnail without even realizing, a habit I had managed to quit many, many years ago but had somehow returned. When I noticed what I was doing, I stuffed my hand into my pocket and threw my eyes forward again, staring at the underground exit like a hungry predator waiting for the hare to come sauntering out of its burrow. Then again, there was every possibility that there wasn’t a hare living in that burrow, but a deadly snake that was about to come out rattling, hissing, and gnashing with its deadly, poisonous fangs.

“This is it,” Morpheus said, “Five thirty.” 

“I don’t see anything,” Ivy said.

“Me either,” Tank added. 

“Everybody keep your eyes peeled,” I barked, keeping my gaze focused on the task at hand. 

It was Levi who found what we were looking for—who we were looking for. “Holy fucking shit, it’s Delilah.” 

“What?” I asked, wildly scanning the crowd. “Where?”

“Walking past the newsstand. Got eyes on her?” 

A moment later, I found her. She had a brown coat on, a large purse thrown over her shoulder, and she was hurrying out of the station and toward the street. “Shit, you’re right!”

“I see her,” Ivy said, “I’m gonna follow.”

“Keep your distance,” I said, “We don’t know if she’s got backup. Tank, get on her too.” 

“Roger,” Tank said, and then the three of us were following Delilah as she moved away from the underground station and into a quieter part of the neighborhood. During the day, it probably made for a nice walk. There were many trees planted into the sidewalk here, each surrounded by its own knee-high wrought-iron fence. There were benches to sit on, the street was a single lane that went only one way, with space to park on either side, and the low-rise buildings looked well maintained, each advertising exactly what it was—a health clinic, a legal clinic, a boutique.

One of them, however, was a hotel, and Delilah was pulling right into it.

“You guys seeing this?” I asked. 

“I’m trying to get eyes inside the hotel,” Morpheus said, “But they’re running a closed-circuit. Could do with a Technomancer right about now.”

“We don’t have one of those. Do what you can.” 

“I can follow her in,” Ivy said. 

“Are you crazy?” I said, “No, you can’t do that.”

“She won’t see me.”

“Ivy, it’s too dangerous for you to go in on your own. We can’t follow you.”

“If we can’t follow her and Morpheus can’t get a lock on where she goes, we won’t know what she does inside.”

“We’ll figure it out!” 

“How? We gonna ask the concierge? She’s probably not using her real name, and that’s assuming she’s a guest. I’m going in.”

“Ivy! Don’t!” I said, loud enough for a woman passing me in the street to stare at me like I was insane. Déjà vu struck hard, then, but I ignored it and called for Ivy again. Still, no response. “Morpheus, has she shut her communications off?”

“She’s still active,” Morpheus said.

“Ivy, listen to me,” I said, “We have no idea what’s waiting for us in there. For all we know, she knows she’s being followed and she’s going to spring a trap once you’re inside. You’ll be on your own… Ivy… Ivy!” 

Tank walked up beside me and grabbed my shoulder. He shook his head. “She’s like this,” he said, keeping his voice low, “If she needs us, she’ll call. Best thing we can do is wait.”

I considered Tank’s suggestion because he was making sense. The hotel Delilah had walked into, the Pimlico Grand, didn’t look like the kind of place people like Tank and I stayed in. This was a place for high powered execs who had been flown into the country first class and wanted a comfortable place to stay in a quiet neighborhood, away from the craziness of downtown. Tank and I were trash compared to the people walking into and out of that hotel, and I knew it. We’d send flags up the moment we walked through the door. 

But then, Ivy was inside alone, and if she needed help, she may not even have the chance to call for it. 

“I’m going after her,” I said.

“Hailey, you can’t!” Levi said into my ear, “Follow your own advice and wait.”

“Negative, I’m going in. Tank, make sure Delilah doesn’t leave this hotel.” 

“Fuck me,” he sighed, but he followed as I made a dash for the hotel’s front door. 

A man wearing a suit and a watch, each worth more than anything I had ever owned, stepped out into the cool, night air to light a cigarette. When he saw me walk up to him as briskly as I was moving, he arched back almost as if to try and put a little more distance between us. In that moment of sudden, visceral reaction, his thoughts came bubbling up to the surface, and as I read them, I understood he was trying to figure out whether I was running form the big guy behind him or about to steal from him, but I avoided him entirely and made a sharp left turn.

Stepping into the shiny, marble lobby like I owned the place, I quickly scanned for the elevators and spotted Delilah walking into one of them on her own. I rushed for it, but by the time I reached it, the elevator was moving. Instead of calling it, I waited for the elevator to stop—third floor—and then made a run for the stairs just off to the side. The desk clerk had called out to me, but I hadn’t listened. I figured I had a few minutes before she sent a security guard after me, but that was fine, I wouldn’t need more than a few minutes and I could give a security guard the slip if I had to.

I tried Ivy on the comms again as I raced up the stairs, taking them two at a time, hoping Delilah would be slow enough getting to her door, finding her key, and stepping inside that I’d catch her before doing so, and also catch the number of the room she was staying in. But Ivy didn’t respond, and when I reached the third floor, it was devoid of anything noteworthy except for the scent of cherry blossoms in bloom.

I took step after tentative step down the hallway, which didn’t look like it branched out in any direction other than directly ahead. On either side there were doors upon doors, each numbered; 301, 303, 305. One of the doors ahead of me started to open, and my heart leapt into my throat. Between 305 and 307 there was a small nook in the wall with a fire extinguisher, a medical station, and a fire alarm. I ducked into it and pressed my back against the wall as tightly as I could. 

The door opened, shut with a click, and then I heard footsteps. For a mad instant I thought they were heading in my direction, thought I was about to be discovered by someone, most likely a random hotel guest who, if they were so inclined, may have questions for the shady looking character trying, and failing, to be stealthy. But the footsteps were heading away from me, going toward the end of the hall.

That was when I felt it; the sudden blast of intellectual power that followed every single demon like a shadow, or a cape. My stomach sank, my heart picked up the pace, and when I saw it wasn’t just any demon walking down the hallway, but the very same demon I had seen attached to Delilah’s side, the same one that had found me at the library, the same one I had beaten up last week, my jaw tightened all on its own. 

He was here, and he was walking toward… not toward the elevator, but toward another guest room door. Delilah’s. Fuck, Ivy. 

“Ivy,” I whispered into my microphone, “Ivy, please, for the love of God, do you read me?”

“I’m inside,” came a whispered reply. “I’m in the room with Delilah.” 

“You need to get out, right now.”

“What? No. She has files in here, and there’s a safe. I think the book is in here.”

“Ivy, you don’t have time for that, the demon is inbound—do you hear me? The demon’s coming, and he’s going to sense you out!” 

“Wait… wait! I just need another few seconds.” 

“You don’t have another few seconds! Ivy!” 

The demon looked down in my direction, his eyes scanning the hallway for any sign of movement. He’d heard me, or he’d heard something, at least. By now his impossibly powerful brain was analyzing, calculating, computing, trying to determine if what he had heard required investigating or not. I slapped one hand against my mouth and tried to hold myself from breathing, hoping his focused senses couldn’t hear the beating of my heart inside of my chest. 

“Hailey…” Levi said, his voice low, “Hailey, what’s going on?” 

When I peered around the corner again, the demon had continued to move to room 315, where he stopped, and knocked. This was it. Ivy was caught. There was no way she’d be able to hide from him in such a cramped environment. I didn’t have a choice. “We have to abort,” I said, and I grabbed the fire alarm and pulled it down. 

The hallway began to scream, bells ringing all over the place. The demon looked around, confused, and for a horrifying moment I thought he was going to come down the hall to grab the fire extinguisher right in front of me, but he didn’t. The door to room 315 opened, and Delilah came rushing out. I watched them from where I was, saw them exchange words, though I couldn’t hear what they were saying over the sound of guests piling out of their rooms and shuffling down the hall. Delilah stepped back into the room, emerging a few moments later with the briefcase she’d brought in with her, and then they were heading down the hall, heading in my direction.

With my options completely limited, I did the only thing I could do—I thought thin and pressed myself against the nook, gritting my teeth and hoping to all the Gods they wouldn’t see me as they moved past. I decided to join the crowd of hotel guests moving down the hall ahead of Delilah, though I didn’t look like I belonged at all, with my hooded leather jacket, jeans, and boots. I couldn’t see Ivy, didn’t know where she was, but I had to assume she would file out of the hotel with the evacuees to better mask her exit. I issued that command over the comms, but whether she heard me over the sound of the bells going off, I didn’t know.

I didn’t catch sight of either Delilah or her infernal friend in the chaos of people flooding out of the hotel, but right now that was a good thing. It was also handy that my ability to detect the demon’s presence didn’t go both ways, otherwise our escape would have been cut brutally short. Outside, Tank was waiting for us.

I rendezvoused with him, pulled his arm, and dragged him to the other side of the street and away from the commotion, leaving the scene as quickly as I could and calling for Ivy to follow. Morpheus and Levi had been talking on the comms, but I hadn’t heard a word they were saying, not until we got clear of the voices and alarms, about a street down. My heart was still pounding, but I recovered quickly enough and watched the hotel from a distance, saw the people huddled outside, trying not to stray too far from the porch. 

Already I could hear incoming sirens, it was time to go. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

The Eyes’ secondary Nerve center wasn’t as densely packed with cables and servers as the one I had first been introduced to, but it was impressive nonetheless considering it was packed into Morpheus’ basement. He shared the rent of the house he lived in with Ivy, and between the two of them they paid a small fortune for the privilege, but it was the kind of place with two floors, a basement, and a tightly packed attic. 

The house itself was squashed into a row of semi-detached houses, some with different colored doors, but all looking exactly the same—a single bay window and a door on the front, sitting beneath two regular windows on the next floor up. Levi was standing by the door by the time we arrived, nervously watching out for us even if he wouldn’t admit it.

I had wanted to be reasonable, had spent the entire trip over in silence, gathering my thoughts and reining my emotions in. But when I saw her, leaning against a wall in the dim, cool basement, where two racks of servers stood all linked to a central control panel that was like some immobile beast covered in glinting eyes, the anger bubbled up uncontrollably. 

“What were you thinking?” I asked before offering Levi any form of greeting.

“I was taking initiative,” she said, arms folded in front of her chest, “I thought you’d like that.”

“Not when we’re in the middle of something as big and this. Do you have any idea what they would have done to you if they had caught you?”

“They wouldn’t be offering me a cup of tea, that’s for sure.”

“That demon would have sucked from you everything that made you a person. It would have consumed every shred of your personality, your wit, your sarcasm, your ability to feel, and then it would have fed you to the Brutes.” 

She shrugged. “He didn’t get the chance.”

“Because I saved your ass, which I’m still not hearing any gratitude for, by the way.”

“Forgive me for not throwing you a fucking parade.”

“Alright, that’s enough,” Levi said, walking between us with his hands stretched out, “The important thing is we’re all still alive and we have a little more intel than before.”

“No,” I said, “The important thing is that Ivy almost got herself and all of us very nearly killed because she couldn’t follow a simple instruction.”

“You didn’t have any better ideas,” she said.

“The idea was to wait and figure something out as a group. You’re not supposed to be going on your own.”

“Look, I know you think you’re the leader of this little posse, but we were getting along fine before you showed up. We know what we’re doing, and it’s insulting that you’re treating us like kids.”

“I’m not treating you like kids, but I’ve been hunting demons since my junior year of high school. I’m trying to teach you how to handle yourselves against these things, and if that means you have to listen to me for a while, then why is that such a problem?”

“Because you don’t have all the answers, did you maybe consider that?”

I rolled my eyes. “Why don’t you tell me what you mean?”

She pushed off the wall and walked over to me. “What I mean is, I’m a Shade, you’re a Warlock, which means you think like a Warlock, while I think like a Shade. You should have covered me while I took the opportunity to use my powers in the best way possible, instead of making us all try to fit in with your vision of how tonight was supposed to look.”

I squared up to her. “Bullshit. You’re just pissed that I’ve come in and I’ve started giving orders. Let me tell you something, if you think I want to be a leader, you’re wrong. I don’t even want to be involved in this. I just lost my home, and my job because of this. All I wanted to do tonight was try and get my hands on that book again so we could put an end to this whole, shitty mess and maybe, just maybe, go back to something like a normal life. You didn’t exercise enough patience, and now we’re here, arguing about it, when we should be trying to figure out what our next move is going to be.”

“Incidentally,” Morpheus pointed out, “Delilah went back in with the rest of the guests and hasn’t been seen coming out again, so… assuming she’s decided to change hotels, we have a little time, at least.”

“Do you think she’d really change hotels?” Tank asked.

Levi shook his head. “No, she’s too lazy for that. She’ll just take it for what it was and go back to doing what she was doing.”

Listening to Levi talk about her like that reminded me they’d had a history of some kind, and that felt like someone had dropped a block of ice into the pit of my stomach. It wasn’t quite enough to quell the fire burning in my chest, but it was enough to cause a momentary distraction; one into which Ivy could wriggle past, get through my defenses, and catch me off guard.

“If it weren’t for me,” she said, “We wouldn’t know what room she’s staying in, we wouldn’t even know what floor she’s on. That we can hatch a plan now is thanks to me, but I don’t see you throwing any praise my way. We’ve gotta thank you first, right? That’s how it is with you, isn’t it?”

I scowled. “Watch it,” I warned, pointing a finger at her, “You don’t know who you’re talking to, or what you’re talking about.”

“Jesus, and I thought men had pissing contests,” Levi said.

“Shut up, Levi!” Ivy and I blurted out in unison.

He put his hands up. “Hey, I’m just trying to help. We’re burning hours here, and this isn’t helping.”

Ivy focused her attention on me again. “Why don’t you just admit it?” she asked.

“Admit what?” I asked.

“Why don’t you just admit that you want to be known as our leader?”

“Because I don’t. I couldn’t have been clearer about that. As soon as this whole thing is done, I’m leaving, probably somewhere remote where I can read and watch grass grow.”

“Sounds boring as fuck,” Tank put in.

“Also sounds like bullshit,” Ivy said.

“Alright, fine,” I said, “I’m going to make this really simple. You are all young, you’re all inexperienced, none of you had ever even seen a demon before, let alone gone up against one. So yeah, I have more experience than you do, and yeah, that means if we want to get through this all in one piece, you’re going to have to listen to me. If you don’t like that arrangement, I’m happy to take my shit and go elsewhere.”

“Hailey…” Levi said, his voice trailing off. 

“I mean it. Decide. You either listen to me, and we prevent this from happening in the future, or I leave early and let you all to figure out what to do with yourselves next.” 

Tank and Levi exchanged glances. Morpheus joined in too. The three of them turned to Ivy. “She’s right, you know,” Tank said, “We’ve gotta stick together if we’re gonna make it through, let’s just listen to her, yeah?” 

Ivy scowled. I could tell there were a few colorful words she wanted to throw at me but was doing everything she could to keep her emotions under control. “Fine,” she huffed, “Whatever.” 

A warm feeling moved through me then, something like pride, possibly validation. Whichever it was, I didn’t care. It felt good to feel vindicated, like I was doing something right. I didn’t want to assume the mantle of command, but none of these kids had the first clue about dealing with demons and power-hungry mages. Their nightly activities made them more mundane vigilantes, looking after the wellbeing of humans they could see, than mages who got involved in the affairs of other mages. 

Also known as meddlers. 

I took a deep breath and exhaled the tension away, then I walked up to Ivy and extended my hand. “Let’s squash it,” I said, staring her in the eyes.

Ivy wouldn’t look at me, not directly, not at first, but she came around and offered me her hand. “I’ll do what you say,” she said, “But be open to suggestions—there are five of us, not just you.”

I nodded. “Alright, I’ll keep that in mind.” I turned to Morpheus. “Do you have anything?” 

“If I’d seen her move, I would have said something. As far as I can tell, she’s still inside. But I can’t access any of the camera feeds inside the building, not from here, so I can’t tell you anything beyond the front door.”

“That’s okay, we’ll just have to do this the hard way.”

“And what is this exactly?” Levi asked, “I assume you have a plan…”

“She had a briefcase,” I said, “I watched her carry it into the hotel with her, and then when I pulled the fire alarm, she ran back into the room to get it. Do you think the book is in there?”

“I didn’t get a look inside…”

“It has to be in there. Why else would she have run back to collect only the briefcase?”

“Wait a second,” Levi said, “You only just made it out of there in one piece, and I doubt the fire alarm thing is going to work a second time. You really want us to go back?”

“She has the book, Levi—it’s in that room. What choice do we have? And before you say it, no, I don’t want you going in on your own, Ivy. The demon is there, and as long as he’s there… it just makes things more complicated.”

“Fine, so what do you suggest we do?” Ivy asked.

It was a good question, and one I didn’t immediately have the answer to, but I knew I needed to come up with one fast. If Levi was right, then Delilah was going to remain in the hotel for the rest of the night at least. If he was wrong, though, and she’d decided to change her ways, then at any point Morpheus was likely to pop up and tell us she was on the move, and then what? None of us had cars, and even if we did, there’s no way we could get to Pimlico fast enough to intercept. 

We needed a plan, we needed it now, and we needed to act on it tonight.

“Okay,” I said, taking a moment to think, “We go back in when it’s quiet, maybe two in the morning. We sneak into her room, find the book, and take it from her.”

“That… sounds like a really, really shitty idea,” Levi said, “What if she wakes up?”

“She’s going to have to. I have questions.”

“And we’re going to tie her up and interrogate her, right there, in the hotel room she’s sleeping in?”

“What is it you guys used on me to prevent me from using magic? You can do the same to her, can’t you?”

Levi paused. “Well, yeah, we could, but we’d have to apply it to her and…” 

“What?”

“This all sounds great,” Morpheus said, “But what do we do after we’ve interrogated her? Do we leave her there? Take her as our prisoner? Turn her in to the police?” 

“We obviously can’t turn her into the police,” Ivy said, “For what, scheming to take over the world with a ritual spell written into a many hundreds-of-years-old book?”

“She’s right, and even if we could get her arrested somehow, I feel like she’d just find a way to get herself free again. No, we can’t do that.”

“We’ve gotta do something,” Tank put in, “We have nowhere to keep her, and if we did keep her one of us would have to be watching her, which means we’d have less manpower, innit?” 

“That’s also true,” I said, “We can’t keep her either… fuck, this would be a lot easier in America.”

“Why?” Levi asked.

“Ever heard of the DPA?” 

The Eyes all stared at each other, then at me. None of them know? I had expected they wouldn’t know the ins and outs of the department, but not that they wouldn’t even know of its existence. “None of you have ever heard of the Department of Paranormal Affairs?” 

“That’s a thing?” Levi asked.

I nodded. “Uh, yeah, it’s a government sanctioned branch in the US. If we were there, we could probably bring her up on charges and drop her in a holding cell, but that’s not how things work over here.”

“No, here is a tangled web of individual cabals, each claiming to be older and more powerful than the other, each constantly fighting with one another over dominance or control of districts, towns, counties… it’s a mess.”

“Now it’s our mess too, because that means our choices after we interrogate her are release her, or kill her.”

“Do you have a problem with the latter?” Ivy asked, “Because I don’t.”

“You don’t?” Levi asked.

Ivy shrugged. “That bitch wants to try and open Hell Holes and let demons pour into the world. She’s gotta be put down.”

“I agree,” I said, “But I’m not about to start killing mages while they’re in their pajamas.”

“So, we have her get changed. Whatever. Look, we’re wasting time talking about this. The plan seems simple enough—we go in, grab the book, get her to tell us what she knows, and we improvise the last bit. That’s the gist of it, right?”

I scanned their faces and saw, at least in principle, they agreed with the idea. “Yeah,” I said, “That’s it. Only, there’s something I have to do that I need to do alone.”

“And what’s that?” 

“The demon… he isn’t like the one I took down yesterday. This one’s cleverer, and more resourceful; more powerful. I need to take him out of the picture before we can move in on Delilah, otherwise he’s going to make things difficult for all of us.”

“Let me guess,” Levi said, “You’re gonna go all cow-girl on us and take him on your own?”

“Yeah, that’s exactly right.”

“You’re off your fucking rocker, mate,” Ivy said, “But if you think you can take him, go ahead.”

“I didn’t say I was going to kill him. Taking him on in the hotel isn’t optimal, and there would be innocent people around that could get hurt. But maybe I could distract him long enough for you guys to move in on Delilah’s room. Levi, I’ve watched you unlock doors before; could you do it with an electronic lock?”

“Believe it or not, electronic locks are easier to mess with,” he said, “Just short them out and they tend to unlock.”

“So, I distract the demon while you and Tank move in on Delilah’s room, pin her down, stop her from using magic, and then I’ll join you.”

“And what am I supposed to do?” Ivy asked.

“I need you to be our lookout. We don’t know if Delilah has any silent alarms, whether mundane or magical. If anyone comes rushing into the building, you need to follow them and disable them long enough for us to get out.”

“Won’t Morpheus be watching the front of the building?” 

“Yes,” he said, “But that’s all I can do—watch. Beyond that I’m useless, here.”

“Hang on,” Tank said, “Disable? That’s what you want Ivy to do to the backup that shows up?”

“Disable, distract… whatever works.”

“I can do it,” Ivy said, confidence clear in her voice. “Let’s just get this show on the road, yeah?”

I nodded, “Alright, we’ll move in at midnight. Morpheus, you aren’t taking your eyes off those cameras, right?” 

Levi went to stand beside Morpheus, clasping him on the shoulder. “I’ll help out.”

“Cheers,” Morpheus said, standing, “I’ve been dying for a piss.”

I headed upstairs, leaving Levi and Morpheus to work on the screens while I settled into the living room with Ivy and Tank, who were already getting some rest ahead of our mission tonight. I fully expected Morpheus to jump up and tell us Delilah was on the move again, but as the minutes turned to hours, the idea that maybe, just maybe, she was going to stay exactly where she was became more and more real, and that was something at least, some small victory. The plan would go ahead.

Part of the plan, however, involved me distracting the demon sleeping only a few doors down from Delilah, and in order to do that, well, my options were limited. This was the kind of situation where living in the US, where the practice of demon hunting had been turned into a business to the point where you could usually get exactly what you needed. 

Back home, I knew a guy who could make one. It was the demonic equivalent of a bucket of chum; not only was it impossible for them to resist being drawn to it, but they could then feed on its energy, and would unless there was an immediate threat nearby that needed dealing with. Getting one made at this time of night in New York wasn’t a problem. But I wasn’t in New York; in fact, I was in a place almost completely devoid of demons and, by extension, demon hunters. 

I was going to have to improvise.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

The area was entirely dead by the time we arrived. We’d caught the last tube, to make sure we would be rolling up to the hotel as late as possible, ensuring most of the guests would be asleep, and that the hotel itself would be understaffed. If Delilah was going to make things difficult for us, we wanted as few people as possible awake to hear the ruckus. 

Ivy masked our approach with magic, rendering our group—which consisted of Tank, Ivy, Levi, and me—invisible against the quiet backdrop of the night. We weren’t even shadows shifting beneath street-lights, we were ghosts in the dark, visible only to those with the sight.

The plan was clear, and simple. Once we got to the hotel I was going to separate myself from the group, walk up to the desk clerk, and talk to him while the others entered the stairwell and headed up to the third floor. Tank and Levi were going to wait a floor down while Ivy, using the door for cover, was going to watch the hallway and report to me on comms when our friend left his room. 

Why was he going to leave his room? Because I was going to make the desk clerk call him and summon him to the front desk on the pretense that the room he was staying in now had actually been reserved for another guest, and he may have to swap rooms. The desk clerk nodded, glassy-eyed as my psychic magic wrapped itself around his mind and made him more open to what I was suggesting he do.

“When he gets down here,” I said, “I need you to stall him, pretend like you’re looking something up, take as much time as you can. When you see he’s starting to lose his patience, stall a little more, and then tell him there’s actually been no mix-up and offer to comp his breakfast.” 

The desk clerk stared at me, eyes lazy and dull, mouth hanging slightly. He nodded, wiped the drool from his lips, and shut his mouth. “I will do that,” he said, his voice flat.

I released my hold of his mind and nodded toward the phone. 

“Oh, right,” the desk clerk said, snapping to attention like he’d just been caught sleeping on the job. I watched him pick the receiver up, dial the extension for room 309, and wait. Five, maybe six seconds passed, and for a moment I thought he was going to be met with no answer, but finally, he started talking, and relief washed through me. 

I took that as my cue and made a hurried break for the stairs, hanging back and watching until the desk clerk hung up. I cocked him a thumbs up, and he looked at me like I was crazy, which I guess meant my magic had worked. I then waited on the first-floor landing, heart already racing from the excitement. Levi and Tank were on the floor above me—I could see them through the gap between the stairs—and Ivy was on the next floor up. 

The comms crackled to life. “Contact,” she said, “He’s moving out of his room and walking down the hall.”

“Make sure he doesn’t see you,” I whispered.

“He won’t… he’s headed right for the elevator… okay, he’s moved past me, he’s pressed the button.”

Phew. That meant he wasn’t going to take the stairs. “As soon as the doors have shut, we make our move.”

There was a pause. “Okay, go,” she said, and the stairwell came to life. 

Tank and Levi were quiet enough, but their echoes carried enough for me to hear them moving. I followed, quickly making my way up to the third floor to find Levi waiting for me with the door open. When I was through, he made his way down the hall behind me; he, Tank, and I following Ivy as she moved briskly toward Delilah’s door. 

Without saying a word, without needing to discuss the plan again, Levi stepped up to the door, pressed his hand against the electronic lock, and shut his eyes. I waited, holding my breath even though I didn’t mean to. The light directly above us began to flicker, and an instant later, a kind of pulsing vibration pushed through me. I heard an electronic snap, and then Levi tugged on the handle, pushed the door open, and let himself inside. 

But the lights were on, the TV was active but muted, and Delilah… she wasn’t asleep. She was sitting at a desk, with her laptop open to her left and a stack of papers and dossiers to her right. When she saw us, her expression quickly shifted to one of shocked horror, a grimace of terror as if Freddy-fucking-Krueger had just burst through her hotel door, knife-hands tearing lines of death across the walls. 

“What are you—” she started to say, but Ivy was on her before she could grab her cell phone from the desk, appearing in front of her like a phantom, then grabbing the phone and tossing it aside. Delilah went to stand, to use her hands to bring magic into the world, but Levi was ready with a blast of air that knocked her against the far wall. Tank then rushed into the room like a storm, pinning her up against the wall with his forearm with a low, guttural growl. Before Delilah could even consider using magic to get out of the bind, Ivy was on her, messily spreading a thick, moss-green paste on her cheeks and neck with her fingers.

I walked into the room then, and Levi followed, shutting the door once inside. “Hello,” I said, smiling at her from across the other side of her bed.

“How did you get in here?” Delilah spat. “And what the fuck is this shit on me?”

“That shit is going to keep you from doing something stupid,” I said, “And anyway, that’s not important. What is important is that you don’t struggle, don’t resist, or my friend over here will rip your arms off and beat you with them.” 

“You’re all stupid, fucking assholes, you know that? Do you really think you can come in here and do this to me? I have friends that’ll notice if I go missing.”

“You talking about the demon in 309? He’s been dealt with.”

“Dealt… what are you talking about?”

“I’m saying he won’t be bothering us tonight. Right now, it’s just you and us, so I suggest you choose your words and your stance very carefully, Delilah, because this time, we’ve got you on the ropes.”

Delilah seemed to scan her surroundings, possibly trying to figure out a game-plan she could pull which would result in her getting away with her life and her things. Her options, though, were pretty grim, and I could see that too, could see the realization dawn on her face. She had no demon, and without the demon, she had no Brutes. Despite having been warned against doing something stupid, Delilah struggled to bring her hand up and drew magic into herself, filling the room with a static current and the smell of burned ozone. 

Her hand began to glow bright blue, her eyes, too, but then it was as if her hand had shorted out like the electronic lock had. Arcs of lightning crawled along her arm, into her chest and neck. She convulsed, gritting her teeth, then hung her head after, her eyes lolling lazily. When she recovered, she took a deep breath, exhaled through her nose, and looked over at me.

“Fine,” she said, breathing harshly, “What do you want?” 

“Now isn’t the time to play stupid,” Ivy said. She’d already started looking through the stack of papers on the desk, and Delilah’s briefcase. “Where is the book?” 

“It’s called the Devil’s Notebook, and I don’t have it.”

“Bullshit. Tell us where it is, right now.” 

“I can’t tell you where it is because I don’t know where it is, but I can tell you that I don’t have it, so if that’s what you came looking for… you’re shit out of luck.” 

“You’re lying.” 

“Fuck you, no I’m not.”

“Uh, did you forget I’m a Warlock?” I said.

“You don’t scare me, fucking bitch.”

I walked over to her, drawing my knife from its sheath and pressing the blade against the palm of my hand. I let the tip bite into the skin, wincing as blood began to pool. “You’re going to tell us.”

“Or what? Did you forget that I know blood magic, too?” 

I sensed the beginnings of magic curl around me, power coalescing and encircling me, arriving from wherever it originated and ready to bend to my will. It was as easy as breathing. I screamed inside of my mind and sent the scream through the psychic path now bridging us and into her head. She shut her eyes, grimacing from the sudden onslaught of pain shooting through her, like the worst migraine she’d ever experienced magnified tenfold, pain powerful enough to cause her to pass out after only a few seconds.

As easily as I sent the psychic assault hurtling along the path between us, I ended it, allowing her to catch her breath. Blood trickled out of her nose, and some of the capillaries in one of her eyes had burst, leaving it looking red and unnatural. Delilah glowered, then spat at the floor at my feet, staring at me with defiance in her eyes.

“F-fuck you, Warlock,” she said, her breaths coming harsh and quick, “You’re going to have to do better than that if you want me to tell you anything.” 

“I can do better,” I said, “But if I kill you, then I won’t know what I need to know. I could make your mind bend to mine if I wanted to, I could reach into your brain, tear the gates open, and find what I want the hard way, but I thought I would offer you the dignity of telling me what I want to know without subjecting you to such a violation.” 

“You’re a class act, aren’t you?” 

“I aim to please. Now, how about you just… tell us… where is the book?” I did use magic, then, sent a small amount of it directly into her brain, inflicting only a fraction of the pain I had a moment ago, but promising with my eyes, if not my words, to turn the dial up slowly as the seconds ticked by.

Delilah grimaced, swallowing her pain for as long as she could, desperately holding on. To her credit, she had a lot of internal fortitude, but she couldn’t hold it forever. Her grimace turned to a cry for mercy. I released the magic, and she let loose a relieved breath along with a trickle of blood from her nose.

“Stop!” she said, “Stop, no more. I sold the fucking book, okay?”

“Sold it?” Levi asked, “What are you talking about?”

“I didn’t want to go through the trouble of opening the Hell Hole myself, so I figured I would sell it to someone who would and just pocket the cash.” 

“That’s a bitchy thing to do,” I said, “Who’d you sell it to?”

“I sold it to someone who’s going to auction it off to the highest bidder.” 

“So, you had no intention of using the ritual yourself?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I don’t like getting my hands dirty.”

“Is that why you have a demon hanging around you? So he can do your dirty work for you?”

“I haven’t forced my associate to work with me—he does so of his own volition, and he can come and go as he pleases.”

“I doubt that,” Levi said, “You see people as pets and as toys.”

“Which probably speaks volumes about you, huh?” she quipped, instantly silencing Levi. 

“You’re gonna tell us when and where that auction is gonna take place,” I said, “And then we’re going to figure out how to deal with you.”

“And then what? You’re gonna kill me? I doubt it.” 

She had me; she knew I wouldn’t, though I wasn’t sure what had given it away. It wasn’t that my eyes lacked conviction, or that I was incapable of killing her. I was. I’d killed mages before, at least one of them on purpose—Shannon’s killer. I’d had to watch Shannon go down after a bolt of pale blue light shot through her like a laser beam, and I didn’t even think twice; I had hit her killer with every ounce of psychic energy I had in me, so much so I passed out after it was over. When I came to, he and Shannon were both dead, and I wished I was.

But still… 

“We’re not murderers,” I said, “We’re doing this to try and save lives, but if you don’t cooperate, you’re not going to give us much of a choice.”

Delilah swallowed. “He was here three days ago,” she said, though her eyes screamed her reluctance to speak.

“Who?” Ivy asked.

“I wasn’t given his name, only an alias; Giovanni.” 

“Giovanni… doesn’t ring any bells,” I said, “Who is he?” 

“He’s the auctioneer; he collects items of value, arranges auctions, and carries them out safely. He told me he was interested in the book, offered me a price, and I took it. The book is worth way more than I was paid for it, but I wanted it out of my life.”

“Out of your life?” Levi asked, frowning, “That’s a bit of a change of tune, isn’t it? A moment ago, you were just looking for a bit of profit.”

“That’s because this woman doesn’t know how to stop lying,” I said. “She’s still lying now. Do I need to remind you what happens when you lie?” 

“No, Jesus.” She sighed. “The book is cursed, alright? At first, I wasn’t sure what was going on, I heard whispers in the night, would wake up with sleep paralysis, thinking the room was full of people standing around, watching me, and then… he started acting strangely.” 

I looked over at Levi, then back at Delilah. “Who’s he?”

“I won’t say his name. If I say it, he’ll hear.” 

“The demon…” 

She nodded. “He wouldn’t leave my side. I had to kick him out of my room several times, but then he’d just stand at the door and stare at it for hours. If I tried to leave, he’d ask me where I was going, who I was meeting, why. He wanted to know everything.” 

“If you’re looking for sympathy…” 

“That’s not what I’m doing. The book makes them crazy. Demons. I don’t know what it is about the fucking thing, but I just wanted it the fuck out of my life.”

“Sounds like you bit off more than you could chew,” Ivy said. 

“Whatever, the point is it’s gone, now. The guy, Giovanni, he’s holding a black-tie event at a private manor house. That’s where he’s going to sell the book off for ten, maybe even twenty times what he paid me.”

“Where is the house?” Levi asked.

Delilah scowled. “What are you going to do with me when this is over?”

“Tell us where the house is,” I said, “And we’ll think about it.”

Her jaw tightened. “Wentworth Manor. Tomorrow night. But you won’t get in without an invitation.” 

“You let us figure that out.” 

“No, you don’t get it. That place is gonna be crawling with the shadiest fucking characters you ever dealt with, and not just mages, either. Demons too. There are many people who want to get their hands on this thing. Even if you got in, you wouldn’t get out alive. They’d figure you out, and when they do, you’re all royally buggered.”

“Again, you let us figure all of that out. Morpheus, you get all that?”

“Roger,” Morpheus said through the comms, “I’m checking the place out right now, trying to get a little intel.”

“Good, keep working on it. We’re almost done h—”

A knock at the door cut me off mid-sentence. I snapped my head around so hard I thought I’d give myself whiplash. Everyone was staring at it; Levi, Tank, Ivy.

“Fuck, it’s him,” Ivy said, keeping her voice low. “Now what?”

“Everybody keep cool,” Levi said, turning to face Delilah. “You expecting company? Or is this just a booty call?”

Delilah went to open her mouth, but Tank cupped her face with his hand, stopping her from getting even a peep out. “She’ll scream, you know that,” he said.

“Christ…” I muttered. “Alright, everybody get back.” 

Levi and Ivy moved around the room, taking defensive positions while I walked up to the door, slowly, carefully. There was another knock, more forceful this time. The sound made my heart start jumping behind my chest. When I reached the door, I decided to peer out of the peep-hole instead of yanking it open, but whoever was on the other side was covering the hole with a finger.

I took a deep breath, two of them, readied my knife behind my back, and opened the door as fast as I could, my body as taut as a bow-string. But it wasn’t the demon standing there.

“You,” I said, the word escaping my mouth like a breath more than actual speech. “What the fuck are you doing here?” 

“I could ask you the same fucking question,” Mason said, looking mortified to find me here instead of, I guessed, Delilah. 

I grabbed him by the collar, swung him into the room, and pinned him against the wall pressing knife against his neck and glaring at him. “Start talking, right now.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

“Woah, take it easy, will you?” Mason said, “A guy’s gonna get the wrong idea, here.”

“Mason, what the fuck are you doing here?” I asked again, gritting my teeth.

“I’m here to make a drop… how about you?” 

“A… drop?” I noticed, then, the backpack strapped to his back—my backpack—and it clicked. “Wait, she’s the person you’re here to make a drop for?” 

“Whoever this hotel room belongs to, sure.”

“You know this guy?” Levi asked, eyebrows furrowed inquisitively. 

I didn’t relent my grip on the knife, or on Mason. “Just so we’re clear, are you here to sell demon blood to her?” 

“Like I said, whoever this room belongs to. If that’s her, then yes, I’m here to sell demon blood to her. I was only expecting one person, not a whole party, but I’m down to hang.” That smug grin of his spread across his face like a sunrise. 

“What’s he talking about, Hailey?” Levi asked.

“Now isn’t the time. How did this happen, Mason?” 

“Hmmm, let me see,” Mason said, turning his eyes up and squinting in mock recollection, “You called me to say you had product you wanted to move, I used my expertly crafted connections to find a buyer for what you had just offered me, and as it happens the buyer is standing right over there. It’s pretty simple, really.”

“So, you’re telling me you just so happen to be here selling demon blood to the woman we’re interrogating?”

“Interrogating her? Why?”

I snapped a look at Delilah. “What do you need demon blood for?” I asked.

Tank let go of her mouth so she could speak. “I thought you knew blood magic,” she said, an eyebrow arched. Even with Tank pinning her to the wall, she just had to get her snipes in.

“I do, but I want to know what you know, or what you think you can do with demonic blood.”

She looked like she was unsure of what she was about to say next, as if saying this thing, this secret, forbidden thing, in front of so many people was an uncomfortable thought. “I can unbind a demon I helped summon in the first place...”

“Shit,” Ivy chuckled, “He’s gotten clingy, so you wanna get rid of him.”

“In a manner of speaking, yes.” 

“Have you ever performed the ritual?” I asked. Delilah offered me an empty stare inside of which I found my answer. “That’s a no, then.”

“I read it in the book,” she said, “I also made a copy of the spell. I know how to do it.”

“You needed the actual book to use the magic inside, idiot,” Ivy said. 

“That isn’t the only way to use magic from a Grimoire,” Delilah shot back.

I lowered my head, sighing. “No, but it’s the safe way.”

“Psst,” Mason said, “Seems like you’re pretty stressed; maybe I should, you know, come back?” 

I turned my eyes up at him and scowled. I wasn’t sure whether I was going to punch him, slice him, or kiss him—okay, not kiss, definitely not kiss—but my body was screaming for me to do something to him, anything. I chose in the end to let him go, but kept my knife pointed at the soft flesh of his throat, my eyes trailed on his.  

“This is too much of a coincidence,” I said, “But in this line of work that’s not exactly out of the ordinary, so I’m just gonna take this for what it is.”

“And what’s that?” Mason asked.

“Bad timing.”

“I don’t know, I’d say it’s pretty good timing on our part,” Ivy said, “Because now we have the location of the book, and we know what this bitch wants—we also have the thing she needs to get what she wants.” 

“You don’t understand,” Delilah said, her voice almost pleading, “I need to break whatever connection we have or he won’t leave me alone.”

“Maybe that’s just karma?” I said, “You should have known better than to get mixed up with demons.” 

“Oh, because mages are so much more honorable than demons? Let me tell you something, mages are worse than demons up here. At least demons are honest about the fact that they’ll sell their own parents out to get what they want.”

“That line would work if demons had parents,” Mason put in.

“You be quiet,” I snapped. “You’re in enough trouble as it is.”

“Trouble? For what, doing my job?”

Levi rolled his eyes. “Great job, selling demon blood to dodgy mages.”

Mason eyed Levi up, then me, then Levi again. I could see the cogs turning in his brain, could see him making the connection. Not that there was one for him to make, of course, Levi and I were just friends, but Mason had a knack for reading people, he always had, it’s how he’d managed to get me into bed with him the first time, possibly the second, too. That had been the first time I had ever felt truly inadequate as a Warlock, that someone had been able to read me even without magic.

The sex was good, though. 

Blood flushed to my cheeks, carried there by anger and embarrassment. “Stop it,” I warned. 

“Stop what?” Mason asked, “I didn’t say anything. I was gonna ask prince charming over here a question, but I’m assuming he doesn’t really know much of what’s going on here, so I think I’ll leave the pleasure to you.” 

Ivy moved through the room, sliding past Mason and I and heading for the hotel-room door. She opened it, peered into the hall, and then slipped back inside. “Look, I know this is all really tense right now, but we have to get on with this, and we have to do it fast.” 

“Agreed,” I said. Then, to Mason, “Sell her the backpack.” 

Mason stared at me, slowly tilting his head to the side. “What?” he asked. 

“Do what you came here to do.”

“Wait… what?”

“Yeah, what?” Ivy asked. If she had fur, it would have been bristling all over. “You’re gonna give her the blood?”

“I’m not going to give it to her,” I said, “I’m gonna let her pay for it, fair and square. Then I’m gonna let her get out of her own mess.” 

“We’re in her mess too, you know.” 

I turned around to look at Ivy, glaring at her from across my shoulder. “Ivy, I swear to the Gods, I need you to shut the fuck up right now because I’m getting a little sick of your shit.” 

Ivy’s mouth opened, then shut. Opened, then shut. She was looking at me with her eyes wide, her jaw trembling like a kettle about to boil over, but she didn’t speak. In fact, the entire room fell eerily silent, then, as if a shadow had passed over it. It was so quiet you could even hear the hum of the air-conditioning unit, usually silent things. 

“Hailey?” Levi said.

“What?” I asked, snapping around. 

He pointed at Mason’s neck. The knife was pressing against his skin hard enough to turn the skin white, but only a hair’s worth of pressure less than required to split the skin. Mason didn’t dare speak, didn’t dare move his esophagus even a little bit for fear of relinquishing his life there and then, and dying a slow, gurgling death. 

I pulled the knife away from Mason’s neck, having not even realized I’d pressed it against him again in the first place, then I shoved the knife back into its sheath around my ankle. “That’s better,” I said. 

“I’ll say,” Mason said, rubbing his throat, “Closest shave I ever got. You should consider a career as a barber.”

Tank chuckled. He still hadn’t let Delilah go.

“Alright,” I said, pointing at Delilah with the tip of my knife, “Let’s get this over with, but on one condition.” 

“What’s that?”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but seeing as how you offered up tomorrow night’s prized auction, I’m willing to bet all eight pints of demon blood over there that you were given an invite to this party.”

Delilah scowled. “I have one.” 

“Give it to me, and then you can trade for the blood.”

“That invitation is worthless to you—it was given to me.”

“Maybe, but since you’re no longer going to the event, you may as well give me the invite, right?” 

Her entire face tightened, but she huffed, walked over to her purse, and pulled out two small, rectangular cards, then she handed them over to me. The cards were black, almost velvety to the touch, and on them were pentagrams; silver in color, but their color shifted as I tilted the card back and forth under the light.

“Well, fuck me sideways,” I said under my breath, smiling. 

“What’s up?” Mason said, the entirety of his attention scooped up by the words fuck and me. 

“Nothing… don’t worry about it. Go ahead.” Not only had I seen this exact same card before, I had one in my possession, which meant now I had three of them. I didn’t want to advertise that, though; not yet.

Mason nodded, shrugged out of the backpack and set it to rest on the bed. “Here’s the product,” he said.

Tank moved aside, letting Delilah slip from his grip. “No funny business, love,” he warned. 

Delilah straightened herself out, walked around Tank to her desk, picked her briefcase up and, with a key taken from a necklace she was wearing, unlocked it before setting it on the bed. Inside, there were stacks of notes, all British Pounds, several thousands of pounds worth. If I knew how much he had paid me for the blood, and it had been a lot, then there was more in that briefcase right now. 

Mason scanned over the contents of the briefcase, pulling up some of the wads of cash and flipping through them. The whole thing looked like a drug-deal. “Looks good to me,” Mason said, emptying the contents of his backpack onto the bed. “We’ve got a deal.”

“Great,” Delilah said, shaking on it. 

Mason then unceremoniously scooped up and dumped the cash from the briefcase into his backpack, shut it, and slipped it onto his back again. 

“Then that’s it,” I said, “Time for us to go.”

“Go?” Delilah asked, “No, you can’t just go.”

I tilted my head. “And why not?”

“Aren’t you… going to help me?”

A strange thing had just happened. I hadn’t noticed while I was in the thick of it, but before we had come here tonight, Delilah had been the clever mastermind, the one who had cornered me, the one who had gotten in the way of how things should be. In my mind she’d been the boogeyman, the reason why I hadn’t been able to go home, and by extension, the reason why I was no longer working at the university library. Right now, however, she was none of those things. 

Her eyes were large, and pleading, like a puppy’s. Her confidence had been sucked out of her body, leaving her looking several sizes smaller than she had been the first time we’d crossed swords, when she was holding Levi’s life in her fingertip. This big, bad Scion had been reduced to something… less than; something human, and flawed, and vulnerable.

I could see it clearly now; Delilah didn’t want to rule the world, she didn’t want hordes of demons at her command, she just wanted to add a bunch of extra zeroes to her bank account and live a life that was well above her means, but without the responsibility that came with being a mage. In that moment, I found a connection to her. It was a fleeting one, but I also wanted to just live a normal life. I would never have sold other people out to get what I wanted, or put the lives of others in jeopardy, but we all lived by our own moral codes, didn’t we?

“No,” I said, “We’re not going to help you. This is your mess, you deal with it. Good luck.”

Tank was the first to file out of the hotel room. Ivy followed, then Mason. I kept my eyes on Delilah a moment longer, drinking in the way she was begging me to stay without actually asking a second time—she was too prideful for that. Levi hadn’t left the room yet, either. He was looking at her, his eyes burning into her.

“Did you really do it?” he asked.

She looked up at him, pleading. “Don’t make me answer that,” she said, her voice a whimper. 

Levi shut his eyes and pressed his lips shut. “He was a good man, and he loved you more than anything; all he did was talk about you. He may have had his faults, but he didn’t deserve what you did to him, didn’t deserve to be betrayed by someone he loved so dearly.” He opened his eyes again. “You’re a fucking monster.” 

“And what does that make you? What does that make any of us?” 

“I’d never have done something like that.”

“You know that for a fact?”

“Fuck you,” he said, his voice cracking, “I swear to all the Gods, I never want to see you again. You hear me?” 

“Why are you letting me go?” she asked.

I let a hand rest on Levi’s shoulder. “We’re not letting you go,” I said, “Your father’s blood is on your hands—he’s gonna haunt you for the rest of your life, whether you’re able to give the demon the slip or not.” 

I turned around and stared to leave, but something caused me to stop at the door; a flicker of a question that had just shuffled out of the back of my mind like the mad hatter, always late for the party. “I have one more question…” I said. “Do you know where it is?” 

“Where what is?” Delilah said. 

“The Hell Hole… the one your friend crawled out of. Do you know where it is?”

“I… no. I don’t.”

I craned my neck across my shoulder. “How is that possible if you’re the one who summoned him? You must have been near it when you said the words.”

Delilah shrugged. “I just… said the words, and he showed up.”

“Where were you?” 

“At home… why are you asking me this?”

I narrowed my eyes. “No reason. Anyway, good luck getting rid of him now. Those things stick to people like flies on shit, especially if they sense weakness they can feed off and… you’re smelling pretty ripe right now.”

Leaving before Delilah could say another word, I joined with the rest of the group at the stairwell. I was sure the demon had gone back to his room by now, the desk clerk couldn’t have kept him busy that long, but I didn’t want to take any chances with the elevator just in case. As it turned out, downstairs was empty, the desk clerk moved away from reception, the entire lobby quiet save for the soft, barely audible hum of music floating speakers mounted invisibly into the walls.

“Morpheus, all clear outside?” Ivy asked over the comms. 

“Roger,” Morpheus said, “The entire street is quiet.” 

“Morpheus?” Mason asked under his breath, “That’s an epic mage name.”

“Could you just can it?” I asked as we left the hotel and started walking down the street, Ivy masking our passage with her magic. “I’m seriously fucked off that you’re here in the first place, and now you show up in the middle of an operation? Someone else might think you’re involved.” 

“I was, in a way, wasn’t I?”

“Yes, you were, and now that you’ve been paid I think you should make tracks and head back to the US, don’t you?” 

“I don’t know,” he stretched, yawned, “This is the first time I’ve been to foggy London town. Maybe I’ll stick around for a while, catch a show, see the sights.” 

“If you aren’t careful the only sight you’re gonna see is the inside of a hospital room.”

“I’m shaking in my boots,” he said, mocking me again. 

“Are you guys gonna do this all the way back to Nerve?” Ivy asked. “Because I’m not up for that.”

“He’s not coming with us to Nerve.”

“What’s Nerve?” Mason asked.

“He has to come with us,” Tank said, ignoring Mason’s question. “He knows everything, now. How do we know he’s gonna keep quiet about what he’s seen?”

A car drove silently past, a black cab, its wheels hissing along the wet tarmac. I watched from a distance as it stopped in front of the hotel we’d just exited, and wondered if Delilah would be running into the cab, holding her briefcase in one hand and her small suitcase in the other, but I didn’t wait to watch. It didn’t matter to me whether she stayed or she left, she had become insignificant now, inconsequential. Funny how that had happened in an instant.

“Hailey?” Levi asked, snapping me out of my thoughts. I turned to look at him, my eyes focusing on the angular features of his face, then settling on his eyes. 

“Yes?” I asked.

“What are we doing with Mason.” 

“You guys are talking about me like I’m not here,” Mason said, “I just want you to know, I’m not okay with that.”

I rubbed the bridge of my nose between my thumb and index finger, shutting my eyes to think. Mason had seen everything, and heard everything. Did I think he would tell anyone else about what he’d seen? No. Did I think someone could pay him to tell them what he’d seen? Also, no. Mason was a shady character, but we had a bond, and there was loyalty between us; enough that I was sure, or at least ninety percent sure, he wouldn’t sell me out. 

But did I really want to bring him back to Nerve? That meant involving him, and that meant he would be sticking around for a while. On the one hand, Mason was someone I didn’t want to spend a lot of time around. He reminded me of the past, of Shannon, and it was difficult to deal with. I also suspected, maybe, Levi wasn’t entirely happy with Mason’s presence, possibly because of my past with Mason. That was gonna cause friction, and after the way Ivy was behaving, the less friction between all of us, the better.

Having said, Mason was an asset. He had connections, he had the power of magic, and he had money. Sure, I had money, too, but Mason had money with a capital M; Delilah must have paid a small fortune to acquire what she’d just purchased. Having him with us would probably prove to be more of a boon than a hindrance, but maybe the hindrance part was too much, too big a Con in the list of Pros and Cons. 

“Well?” Ivy said, “We’re burning minutes, here.”

“Fuck it,” I said, “We’ll take him with us.”

“Uh, don’t I get a say?” Mason asked. 

“Not if you want to still have teeth in a few hours.”

“Yeesh, when did you get so violent?” 

I didn’t answer the question. Instead, I pulled my phone from my pocket and summoned an Uber large enough to take us all back to Nerve. Tonight had been long, and I was looking forward to getting some rest, but after everything that had happened tonight, I wasn’t sure if my brain would turn itself off long enough for me to get any meaningful sleep. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

I was alone with him again. Levi, the man I had spent a week living with, but whose real name I had only just learned. James, the stranger with whom I was hiding from the nefarious, clandestine forces whose agenda involved the tearing of a hole between our dimension and the home of demons and nightmares. Only now I wasn’t hiding anymore, now I was searching again. Back when I was a hunter, the thought of being mixed up in something like this with people like Levi, Ivy, Morpheus, and Tank, strangers all, would have sent up way too many red flags. I would have dumped them all and gone the distance by myself. 

After all, if you want something done right, you’ve gotta do it yourself. 

Things such as they were, though, I was starting to realize that maybe, just maybe, I was happy for the help. Sometimes. Not all the time. Ivy, though the most experienced of them, was a loose cannon, and I didn’t enjoy having to divide my focus between the task at hand and reining her ass in. Morpheus was woefully inexperienced on the field, and I didn’t think he’d be of much use if it came down to a firefight. Tank meant well, but I could sense just how fine his trigger was, and I knew it was only by sheer miracle that I hadn’t seen him toe over the line yet. 

Of all of them, Levi’s head was the one most tightly screwed on, but he was too tightly wound all the time, too anxious to know the next move, to enact the next part of the plan and make sure it was done correctly. I had never met an Elemancer like him before; they were like fire, wind, and water—fluid in their movements, graceful, quick to adapt. Levi was about as rigid as they came, and it had only gotten worse ever since Mason made his entrance.

Part of me understood, the other part of me wanted not to because understanding meant acknowledging a simple, but dangerous truth; Levi had something invested in me. Maybe I was being premature, maybe I was misreading the situation, but considering reading people was my bread and butter, I was pretty sure I wasn’t wrong. Mason had arrived, and now Levi was tense, and stiff, and a little distant. 

I thought I’d try to change that.

We were sharing a late dinner—or an early breakfast, whichever you wanted to call it—again, both of us sitting on the couch, our feet draped across the air-bed in the middle of the room. Levi set what was left of his food aside and relaxed into the couch. When I saw that he was done, I turned to look at him, pulling my feet up to my knees and staring, trying to figure him out.

“Are you…” he watched me, tentatively, “Are you reading my mind?”

I shook my head, and I could smell the shampoo in my freshly washed and dried hair. Mint. “No,” I said, “But I want to.”

“Why?”

“Because. I don’t know much about you… I feel like I should know more given what we’ve been through, no?”

Levi’s eyebrow arched. “I didn’t think you wanted to get to know me.”

“Really? How come?”

“You’d said it… or at least, you’d implied the less you knew about all of us, the more easily you’d be able to go back to your normal life after this was all done.”

“Oh… right.” My gaze fell away from him. “Yeah, sorry. God, it feels like that was a lifetime ago.”

“It’s been a week.”

“I know it’s only been a week.”

“No, I mean, it’s been a week of being together all day, every day… that’s a lifetime to a lot of people.”

“Oh. Yeah, I hadn’t looked at it that way.” I ran my hand through my hair. “If you’d told me a week ago we would be doing this, in this room, dealing with this situation, I’d have laughed at you and told you to go fuck yourself. But… anyway, I guess what I meant to say was, I’ve changed my mind.”

“About what?”

“About wanting to get to know you. I don’t think that would be a bad thing anymore.” 

Levi’s eyes scanned the tiny apartment. “Why, because we’re sharing a living space?”

I shrugged. “Yeah… and because we may have to save each other’s lives at some point in the coming days, or weeks. It’d be nice to know who you are before that time comes.”

“Well, to be fair, you do know who I am.”

“I know your name, I know you’re an Elemancer, I know you were a contract mage, but I don’t know much about you, the person. Likes, dislikes, hobbies, movies, hobbies?”

He considered the question carefully, thoughtfully, as if he were trying to figure out some quadratic equation without the use of a calculator except for the one sitting between his ears. “I don’t have many, as it goes.”

“That’s strike one. Care to try again?”

“Strike one? Why?” 

“Because you just hesitated.”

“I didn’t…” 

“Okay, don’t forget you’re talking to a Warlock, and a skilled one at that. I may not be actively trying to read your thoughts, but let me give you a little inside information about how we work. Ready?”

“Sure.” 

“So, sensing someone else’s thoughts is like hearing another voice, only it’s distant, and quiet—really quiet. That’s why Warlocks don’t just go around listening to everyone’s thoughts all the time; picking the thoughts of another person out during the day, when there are cars, construction, other people around, it’s usually impossible. It requires concentration.”

“Alright?” 

“It’s quiet now. It’s just you and me. You talk, and I hear you. You think, and I can hear… some of it. I know you’re hiding something.” 

“I’m not hiding anything from you.”

“Strike two… are you gonna tell me what the name of that hobby sitting on the tip of your tongue is or not?”

Levi’s eyes narrowed. “Alright, fine,” he said. “I… crochet.”

“You… what?” 

“My grandmother got me into it when I was very young. I was about thirteen when I moved in with her.”

“Moved in with her?” 

“She raised me, pretty much. My mother died when I was young, and my father left me a few years after.”

“Fuck. That’s really shit.” 

“The shittest part wasn’t even my dad leaving. They tracked him down in Greece about, oh, maybe six months later? He’d run off with some woman, the dick. I didn’t even know her. Fast forward a few years, and he shows up with her and a half-sister of mine, says he wants to be a family again. I go and tell him to fuck right off. My grandfather almost beat him with a rake, would have if there hadn’t been ladies present. Always a gentleman, that one.” 

I couldn’t help but chuckle slightly. “Let me guess, he’s the one who taught you how to treat a woman?” 

“He was always too awkward to have the talk, the one all boys are supposed to have, but I saw the way he treated my grandmother. They had been through the fucking muck over the years, but there they were, seventy years old, and still they went on dates, held hands, swore at the TV whenever EastEnders or Big Brother was on.” 

“They sound awesome. Nothing like mine.” I was smiling, then, but I felt my stomach slowly sink through the floor. The way he was talking about them, I knew they were both dead. He didn’t have to say it, and I didn’t want to ask. 

“Tell me about yours, then.” 

“Mine?” 

“Yes? I just confessed to knowing how to crochet—not just knowing how to, I’m actually pretty good at it. I have a blanket I made in my suitcase.”

“No fucking way. Can I see it?” 

“Depends on you.” 

“What do I have to do?” 

“Tell me something about yourself.” 

I paused, thinking, eyes glancing to the bedroom door. If I got up and ran, I could make it to the door, shut it, and find the blanket for myself. He wouldn’t catch me, but that would be a dick move. “You’ll have to make something for me someday,” I said. 

“Maybe, if we make it through this alive. But anyway, don’t change the subject.” 

“I’m not. And if I recall, I’ve told you a few things about myself already, so this little chat actually makes us even.”

“Does it? That’s not how I remember things.” 

I pulled my knees in closer to my chest and grinned. “Good thing I’m here to keep score, then, isn’t it?” 

Levi considered me, studied me, and for an instant—a fleeting moment—I found myself holding my breath as he stared at me. When my breathing returned to normal, my heartbeat started to race, making me feel just the slightest bit faint. Calm yourself there, Hailey. “Alright, how about you tell me about Mason, then, instead?” he asked.

“Oh, God no. Ask me anything but that.”

“Why?”

I stared at the dark TV, catching us both in the faint reflection. “Mason’s a complicated part of my past.”

Levi pursed his lips. “Okay, tit for tat. You talk about him, and I’ll talk about whatever you want to hear about.”

I cocked an eyebrow, mulling over his proposition. It had merit, because I did have something I wanted to ask him about, but it meant I would need to open up to him, make myself vulnerable. That wasn’t something I was in the business of doing. Vulnerability meant death, in my world. In here, though, with just Levi for company… 

“I wanna know about Delilah,” I said.

Levi stretched his hand over to me. “Deal.” 

I took his hand and shook it with intent. It was warm against mine, his fingers smooth—an artist’s hands. “So,” I said, retrieving my hand. “Who goes first?”

“We could fight for it?”

“Pretty sure that would be pretty unfair on you if we did.”

“Oh, would it?”

“Yeah… so, how about we just assume I won, and you go first?”

Levi tried to hide the smile, but failed. He had a winner’s smile, nice teeth, kind eyes. I didn’t think he was the type to let himself be vulnerable either, not even with the women he involved himself with. It was hard to shake the image of him making out with Jenny at the library the first time we’d met, it had made me think of him as some kind of playboy that he’d been able to romance one of the students at the university almost on a whim, but now that the curtain was being pulled open, I was starting to notice something about him that I could relate to.

He had layers, like me, and often put on an act.

“Okay,” he said, “So, Delilah… that’s one hell of a subject.” 

“Start at the beginning?” 

He shrugged. “I’m not sure where the beginning is. We’ve known each other for a few years, met through her father. He had hired me to do a job for him, my first milk run in fact, only he didn’t want me to drop the item off for him, he wanted me to drop it off for her. That’s the how we met. As for how things progressed, or even why… she was different, then. Charming, fun, full of herself in the way Scions are, y’know?” 

“Yep, I totally do.”

He nodded. “She was the one who asked me out on a date. I’d never experienced that before. It wasn’t that I didn’t have a way with girls, I always have, but the difference was, I didn’t have to chase her for attention; she came at me with no bullshit, a simple take-it-or-leave-it offer. The choice was, accept and see how things go, or refuse and we would stop being friends.”

“I take it you accepted.”

“I respected the honesty, the confidence. Like I said, she was different, then. She’s always been pretty, but she was also an intellectually strong person, someone who could meet me on the same level…” He took a pause to breathe deeply. “We were together for about a year, maybe a little over. It took me that long to understand her capacity to lie, to realize I wasn’t special in any way—just another person to use and manipulate.”

“Could you tell me why? I mean, I know I’m prying, here…”

He shrugged, tried to play it off, but it was there, the betrayal, the pain. It was remembered pain, but pain nonetheless. “She’d been fucking my best friend the whole time.” 

I shook my head. “Mother fucker.”

“I’d had a feeling for a while, a thought that something was off. When we’d first hooked up, there was a newness about us that made it easy to dismiss the days where we wouldn’t speak as just life, you know? But then as time went on and the novelty of us died off, I started noticing more; the texts at night, the times she’d work late… he wasn’t just fucking him, either, they had a whole thing going, like they were a couple, we were a couple, and the three of us were all some fucked up love-triangle.”

“I… okay, I’m just gonna be blunt with this—how the hell didn’t I pick any of this up when we met her together for the first time? I mean, I thought… you’d hugged each other, it looked normal.”

He shrugged. “I’m British, we’re taught since birth how to repress our emotions.” 

“Repress is one thing, but this… what she did to you was disgusting.” 

“It hurt at the time. I didn’t know what I’d done wrong, thought maybe I could have changed things. But I’m glad it happened.” 

“Glad?” 

“I learned who she was. Who he was. I never spoke to him again.”

“Why are you still civil with her?”

He looked at me. “She’s the one who told me, then she ended it. Until tonight I thought… better of her than I might have otherwise. But what she did to her father… I’ll never forgive that.” There was a pause, then, one full of reflection and introspection. I could tell he was reminiscing, possibly remembering good times, but also remembering bad times. “Anyway,” he said, exhaling. “Your turn.”

I nodded. “A deal is a deal,” I said.

“That’s right. So… how long ago was it?”

“How long ago was what?”

“You know what… I’m not very good at asking personal questions, so you’re going to have to just volunteer whatever you feel like volunteering.”

“Oh… yeah, so, the last time I saw him before tonight was almost two years ago. Before I left for London.” 

“I gathered that.” 

“We were good friends, then. Maybe a little more than friends. I was a hunter, he had connections, I was a Warlock, he was a Scion, so our powers complimented each other while our similar, self-obsessed personalities caused constant friction that kept things interesting.”

“He’s a Scion, too? I should have known.”

“How?”

“He’s… arrogant. Like Delilah.” Like you too, a little bit.

I had caught that thought of his. I hadn’t wanted to, but there was nothing I could do about it now except react, or not. I decided not to. “Yeah… well, anyway, Mason and I… we were never really a thing. Like I said, we were good friends, a little more than that, but never quite boyfriend and girlfriend. There was always something that kept me at arm’s length. At the time I wasn’t sure if it was him, his attitude, or my work that kept me from diving deeper into what we could have had, but as it was, I just hung out at the shallow end. Then came the night he told me he wanted a little more.”

“Oh…”

“Yeah… I couldn’t give it to him. My sister had just died, I had gone to him for comfort, he let me crash at his place for a few days while I shut the world out and recharged. Then when I decided it was time to get up and start moving forward, he told me he wanted more, wanted to know we were exclusive. We were, of course. I wasn’t with anyone else, but we’d never had that conversation.”

“What did you say to him?” 

“I told him the truth—my sister had just died, I couldn’t commit any more time or attention than I was already giving him. He took it pretty hard. We didn’t talk for almost a week after that.”

“And when you did talk?”

“A quick phone call… I was already at the airport, waiting for my flight to London. I asked him to come with me.”

“Wow… that’s…” 

“Serious? I know. I remember sitting there, after going through security, and thinking about him. It wasn’t, like, I was crazy about him or anything, I think I just got scared. The hugeness of what I was about to do had hit home, I was about to leave the country, go somewhere where I had no friends, no family, no one to help me. The thought of being alone on top of all of that was overwhelming. But he said no, and then… I don’t know, I guess that was the straw that broke the camel’s back. I shut down, sucked it up, and did what I had to do.”

Levi didn’t know what to say, and if he did, he was in two minds about saying anything at all. I could see the indecision brewing behind his eyes, that feeling of wanting to say the right thing but not knowing if what you were going to say next was in fact the right thing, or just some cliched platitude that would only make things worse.

I wasn’t looking for platitudes, or words of comfort, or… anything, in fact, so there wasn’t anything he could say that would have made the situation worse. I wasn’t, however, numb to it all. Mason had come back into my life, and he had found the zipper in the suit of rocks I was wearing, and he had pulled it down just enough to let emotions strike at the soft flesh underneath, and I was feeling each and every blow.

“Well, shit,” Levi finally said, “I can see why you guys are always snapping.” 

“We were like that before, too,” I said, “Mason was always a cocky little wanker.” 

A twinkle of a smile in Levi’s eyes. “Yeah, well… we should probably get some rest. Tomorrow’s gonna be a long day.”

“And an even longer night. Do you think you’re up for this?” 

“What, infiltrating a black-tie event that’s gonna be attended to by mages, demons, and the Gods only know what else? Sounds like fun to me.”

“It’s probably not gonna be fun, you know that, right? There’s gonna be a lot of stress, and anxiety, and—”

“That was a joke…” 

“Oh, yeah, sorry. I guess my hackles are already up.”

Levi went to stand, avoiding stepping on the airbed. “Thanks for tonight,” he said, “I needed a good chin-wag.” 

He started moving around the couch, but I turned on my seat to look at him. “Hey…”

He stopped, looked at me. “Yeah?” 

“I’m tired, but I don’t know if I could sleep right now… do you wanna… watch a movie?” 

Levi’s eyes scanned the room as if somewhere, maybe written on the walls, was the answer to my question. “Right now?”

“Good a time as any?”

He thought about it for another second, then shrugged. “Alright,” he said, then he disappeared into the bedroom, returning a moment later with the big, woolen blanket from his bed and something else tucked in his hands. He dropped the woolen blanket on the sofa, then unfurled the other one he was carrying. It was long, and wide—king sized—made with warm-toned greens, yellows, reds, the colors of autumn. 

“No way,” I said, “You made that?”

Levi draped it over me, and I couldn’t help but notice it… smelled like him. Like the quintessential James. It was warm, warmer than it looked, and soft as all hell. I hugged it tightly around me. “I did,” he said, “Pretty proud of it, too.” 

“Well, color me impressed,” I said, turning the TV on as Levi went to sit. He wrapped the other blanket around himself and settled in on the couch, our feet resting on top of the airbed in front of us. 

I found something for us to watch; an Adam Sandler movie that was almost exactly the same as every other Adam Sandler movie ever made. Neither of us cared what was on, though, not really. Levi had lasted even less than ten minutes, the sound of his light snoring hitting me only minutes after the movie had started. I don’t know how long before my eyes had given way, but when my eyes opened again, it was still night, the TV was off… and Levi’s arm was draped around my shoulder. I wasn’t sure how, or when, but I had crawled over to his side of the couch and settled against the crook of his arm.

My instincts wanted me to get up, to move, to tell him the movie was over and send him to his own bed so I could have my space, but this time, I didn’t listen to my instincts. Instead, I pulled my feet up onto the couch and snuggled up more closely against him, allowing sleep to fall over me again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Levi and I didn’t talk about having woken up almost in each other’s arms. We just got up, stretched, and started our day, showering, and having breakfast swapping notes about what we remembered from the movie we’d been watching as we fell asleep. We also talked about the weather, and how it was a little colder today than it had been yesterday. These were classic avoidance tactics at work, but I wasn’t about to argue. 

Luckily, Morpheus had left a message while I was sleeping, asking me to call him as soon as I was up. He’d been a little vague over the phone about the reason why he wanted Levi and I to head over to his place as soon as possible, but again, I wasn’t about to argue that point either. Discussing sensitive topics such as magic or the infiltration we were planning tonight just wasn’t clever, so instead I just agreed to go over as quickly as possible and we would talk about it there, making sure to bring a Hazelnut latte for Morpheus, returning the favor he’d done to me the day before. I wasn’t sure what Ivy’s drink was, so I brought her a slice of cheesecake, and I got a bacon and brie baguette for Tank. It was the least I could do for them considering all we had been through over the past twenty-four hours or so.

When we got to Morpheus’ place, Ivy was the one who greeted us at the door. She was wearing sweat-pants, a hoody, and her forehead and neck were wet with sweat. 

“How’s it going, Ivy?” I asked. 

“Good. Just got back from a run,” she said, opening the door further to let us all in.

“I guess you won’t be wanting this slice of cheesecake, then?” 

“Fuck yeah, I’m always up for cake. Thanks.”

I handed it over to her and watched her move past us and head up the stairs, her feet thudding loudly on the wooden floors as she moved around above us. I decided not to wait and instead headed down to find Morpheus in the basement, his face illuminated from the glow of the many computer monitors arranged around him. Mason whistled as he took in the sights, drawing Morpheus’ attention who seemed to be very carefully watching one of the monitors on the panel in front of him.

Somehow, impossibly, it looked like there was more tech in here than there had been yesterday; almost as if it were self-replicating.

I handed him the latte and noticed the small stack of empty energy drinks sitting on the floor next to his chair. “Have you been up all night?” I asked.

“No. Maybe.” He took the latte. “I had stuff to do.” 

“Stuff? What kind of stuff?” 

“We’re mounting an operation tonight, are we not? That requires planning; careful, careful planning. Especially considering this operation involves throwing ourselves into a nest of vipers and scorpions.” 

“You’re telling me you were up all night fabricating a game-plan for us?”

Morpheus grinned and pushed his glasses up against his nose. I caught the dark circles under his eyes, then, the tiredness coming through maybe a little more strongly than he’d have wanted it to. “I certainly did,” he said, standing up. “Over here.”

Levi and Mason exchanged raised eyebrows as Morpheus walked around the control station, past them, and toward a table hanging under a single, buzzing, bare lightbulb. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting to see; maybe printed maps covered in red pen markings, dossiers containing guest lists and guest information, a coffee cup sitting precariously on the edge. Instead, what I found was a computer the size of a coffee table, and yes, there was a map readout on it, only the map was 3D, and the Surface wasn’t covered in red ink.

“This is the place?” Levi asked. “Wentworth Manor?”

“The very same,” Morpheus said, and with a few swipes and taps of his fingertips, he made the entire blue display come to life. The house, which was a see-through skeleton, shrank enough to reveal the grounds surrounding it, the roads in and out, the Thames River on the other side of it. I wondered if he had spent all night building this 3D model or if he had pulled the blueprints from some database somewhere. Either would have been impressive, especially considering he wasn’t a Technomancer. That would have suited him. Instead he was a Scion, but one not possessed of the kind of cocky arrogance I was used to seeing from others. 

Odd.

“Okay,” I said, eyes glazing over the map. “I know there’s more to this than an accurate model of the house…” 

“There is.” His fingers moved across the Surface, and then an overlay appeared that added color and text to the skeleton model of Wentworth Manor. Some sections had been turned red, paths had been highlighted to and from the manor, dots had been placed highlighting cameras Morpheus had been able to tap into. There was a lot to look at here, a lot of information to work with. This kid was good.

“What are we looking at, Morpheus?” Levi asked.

“I’ve been running surveillance of the place for, oh, about six hours,” Morpheus said, “Let me tell you, that place has more security around it than most banks.”

“How many people?” Mason asked.

“I’ve counted twelve guards, on rotation, working in groups of three. They don’t look armed, but they’re all carrying at least a pistol. One of the guys in each unit carries a sub-machine gun.”

“In London?” Levi asked, “That’s insane.”

“If you have enough money, you can do what you want,” Morpheus said, “On the outside, these people look more like a small army than private security.”

“So, we should expect decent training, at least,” I said, “These people won’t be amateurs. They’ll be at least well trained, decent shots, and capable thinkers… but ultimately human.”

“How can you tell?”

“Why would a mage carry a gun when they can use magic?” 

“Because guns are more reliable, and quicker?” Mason put in.

“More likely, there will be one mage handling the operation from inside, or maybe even remotely. But that’s not a certainty. I’m willing to bet the entire security force is human, so that gives us an edge, at least.”

“You say edge, but all I see is larger numbers, organization, and machine guns. Tell me again how infiltrating this place is a good idea for anyone not on their side?”

I looked the map over again, watching as the little red dots moved across it, the paths laid out in front of them and behind them shifting slightly as the seconds passed, predicting future movements and recording past movements. It was easy to see, at a glance, just how tightly wrapped this estate was. Mason was right, these people had greater numbers, organization, and weapons, and none of this held a candle to the mages and demons who would be attending the event tonight. 

Added to that the fact that we only had three invitations to the event—one that I found on the demon I had exsanguinated, and then Delilah’s two. Ivy and Tank stepped into the basement just as the thought that they would likely need to be benched tonight crossed my mind. There was just no way we could all sneak into the event, and in my mind, I’d already decided it would be Mason, Levi, and myself taking point and going in.

Ivy walked up to the Surface, folded her arms, and looked it over. “Another one of your models, huh?” she asked.

Morpheus pushed his glasses up on the bridge of his nose again. “Yep, pretty good, huh? Only took 5 hours to make.” 

“Another night spent burning the candle at both ends? That can’t be good for you.” 

He waved a hand, dismissing the comment. “I’ll sleep during the day. The OP isn’t happening until tonight, anyway. I’ll be fine.”

“You better be. This looks dangerous already.”

“Dangerous is probably an understatement, but we’ll let it slide, shall we?” 

I inhaled deeply, then exhaled. “Alright,” I said, nodding at the map as if agreeing to something it had said, “This is what we’re gonna do… tonight, at twenty-hundred hours, Mason, Levi, and I are going to infiltrate the manor house pretending to be guests. The security force is likely to be human, the guy checking invites at the door too—anyone other than a demon I’ll be able to fool with magic into thinking we’re the people whose names are on the cards we’ll be presenting.”

“And if there’s a demon at the door?” Ivy asked.

“We improvise. Anyway, once we’re through security, the plan is to wait until the book comes up for auction, at which point we’ll start bidding until we win it.”

Mason’s hand went up, like a child in class. “Just a question here, before we go any further,” he said, “We’ll start bidding? Unless you happen to have several millions of dollars, I doubt you’re going to get very far in a bidding war with the types this place will be hosting tonight.”

“Right, which is why we need your help.”

He pointed a finger-gun at me. “There it is. I’m just mister money-bags, huh?”

My eyes flitted to the others around the table, then back at him. “Uh, yeah, not just a pretty face.”

“Not just?” He grinned. “So, I am in fact a pretty face?”

“Mason, not now.”

“You guys heard it.”

“Seriously, Mace. Will you help us or not?”

He considered me for a second longer than I’d have liked, then he nodded. “Sure, I’ll help.”

“Jesus, how much money do you have?” Ivy asked.

“I’m not about to give you a breakdown of my finances, but I have enough to step into the ring with these types. Whether I can go toe-to-toe with them until the end of the final round or not depends entirely on the opening bid and how much these people want the book.”

“But you have a ceiling, right? I mean, you can’t have hundreds of millions.”

Mason’s eyebrow went up, smug smile at the ready. “And if I do?” 

Ivy looked like she didn’t know what to say, there. She stared at Morpheus, who was sweating slightly, probably from the coffee, maybe from exertion. “I, uh…”

“Okay fine, Mason has money,” Levi said, cutting through the silence with a little bite in his voice. “What if we don’t win the bid? What if someone else just has more money? Do we have a contingency plan in place for that?” 

“I do. This is where Ivy and Tank come in.”

Tank tilted his head to the side, staring at the Surface in front of me. I zoomed out so we could get a shot of the manor and the nearby streets. Behind the manor was the river Thames, and there were guards and patrols going creating a secure, five-hundred-yard perimeter around the house, but there was a nook, a concealed point less than two-hundred yards away from the house where the patrols didn’t go. It looked to me like a dumpster-shed, accessible via the main road, and with a clear shot of the mansion across the grounds. But if someone were to hide on the other side of it, unless the garbage man decided to show up, no one would see them.

“This is where you and Ivy are gonna wait.”

“What do you mean wait?” Ivy said, her voice already lined with barbs. 

I turned my eyes up at her and hoped, hoped, she wasn’t about to start something. “Look, the truth is, only three of us are getting into the event with invitations, and Morpheus is gonna sit back here and guide us from Nerve, that means the two of you have to get benched right now.”

Tank and Ivy exchanged unsatisfied looks. “I don’t like that,” Tank said. “Waiting is boring.”

“I know,” I said, “But there isn’t anything I can do about that. The place is locked down tight, we can’t rely on Ivy’s magic working too well considering we don’t know how many demons there are going to be at this thing, and that’s not even considering the possibility that a Seer is gonna show up. We need you here,” I said, pointing at the screen, “Waiting to back us up if things go sour.”

“Are you expecting them to go sour?” Ivy asked.

“No, but if we can’t win that book by bidding for it, then we’re going to have to engage plan B.” 

“And what’s plan B?” Mason asked, “You know, just out of curiosity, seeing as how I’m going to be inside the building and everything.” 

I looked at him. “We’re just gonna take it.” 

Levi cocked an eyebrow. “Take it… just like that?” he asked.

“That’s right.”

Mason stepped forward. “Uh, if that’s an option, why can’t we just do that in the first place? Save me some millions?”

“Because it’s not an option, it’s a last resort—there’s a difference. That place is gonna be swarming with goons, mages, and demons. A confrontation is the last thing we want. But if we’re going to get into one, then I want us to be able to have two aces up our sleeves; and that’s you two.”

It was coming, I could feel it just bubbling under the skin of the room, the rise of defiance and showing up like an angry bruise. Neither Ivy nor Tank liked the idea of being sidelined, but they weren’t being sidelined, not really, and I thought maybe they understood this. They were backup, they were the wolves hiding in the bushes, waiting to strike as soon as the rest of the pack engaged the enemy. 

Hopefully, though, it wouldn’t come to that. 

“So, what are we supposed do while we’re waiting?” Ivy asked, smothering the fires of resistance within herself. Had to give her credit for that.

“You’re gonna use your magic to keep you and Tank hidden,” I said, “There will be demons around, but as long as you’re far enough away from the manor, your magic should hold up just fine. We’re all gonna have active comms, so you’ll be able to hear everything that’s said. If I say the word strawberry—--Tank—that’s your cue to come in.”

“Come in?” Tank asked, the faintest hint of a smirk forming on the corner of his mouth.

“That’s right… you come in, you make as much noise as you want, you break as many backs as you like. If I say strawberry, it means we’re better off going in guns blazing.”

“Or, in other words,” Mason put in, “It means we royally fucked up.”

“That’s not how I like to see the situation, but sure.”

He shrugged. “Who cares about semantics? Anyway, I’m interested in the part where I have to put up a whole bunch of my own money to buy back a book that could, what, cause chaos on an unprecedented scale here in England?” 

“What about that do you have a problem with?”

“The putting up my millions part… I’m not seeing much in this for me except a huge fucking spoonful of altruism.”

“Isn’t that worth it?” Levi asked.

“It would be, if you could walk into a store and buy food using altruism.” 

“Seems to me like you’re flushed with cash, mate. What’s this really gonna do to your bank account?”

“Without having to go into just how many zeroes I’ve got in my account, it’s the principle of the thing. I came here to do a deal, that deal has been struck and sealed, so as far as I’m concerned, I’m well within my rights to go home. Give me a good reason why I shouldn’t.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Because you’re not an asshole?” I said. “I mean, I thought you weren’t, anyway.”

He wiggled his finger at me. “Oh no, princess. You’re not pulling that reverse psychology shit on me. I’ve fallen for it way more times than I care to admit, but I like to think I’ve learned my lesson, there.”

“I’m gonna agree to disagree on that one, but if you really wanna go home, we can’t stop you. You’re right. This is our fight, not yours.” 

Mason looked around the room and scanned the other faces staring back at him. Morpheus, his bespectacled eyes lit up by the light from the Surface in front of him, Levi with his arms folded across his chest, Ivy standing with her back against a wall, and Tank… looking like he was ready to rip someone open with his teeth. I liked to think I knew Mason pretty well, but I had no idea what he was thinking right now. Maybe he was thinking he didn’t want to be seen as that guy, or maybe he really did care more about his money than he did about us. About me.

It had been two years since… well, us, after all.

Mason rolled his eyes and sighed. “Jesus, fine, but I’m not doing this for free.”

“And just how do you expect to be compensated for your services?”

His voice lowered. “I could think of a few ways.”

“Ew. You’re a pig,” Ivy said, scoffing.

I shook my head. “Alright, we’ve got some more plans to finalize, so let’s get to work. We can’t leave anything up to chance tonight. We need that book.” 

“You really think getting the book is gonna solve our problems?” Levi asked.

“Not all of them… but one, at least.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

I hated it, but I didn’t have a choice.

Okay, I didn’t hate the dress. It was beautiful, satin, skin-tight. It clung to my body like soft fire, the delicate material smooth against my body, fitting me like a glove. The slit on the left-hand side ran all the way up to my hip, exposing my entire leg whenever I took a step. My back was on display too, as was my cleavage, and had it not been for the tightly tied halter neck top, I would have felt somewhat at risk of the dreaded ‘nip slip’, but as revealing as the beautiful fire engine red dress was, I felt very much secure in it. 

It was just the most impractical thing I had ever worn in my life.

There were no pockets, no sheaths, no waistbands for me to slip a dagger into. Wearing it made me feel almost naked, like I was better off wearing nothing at all. But that wasn’t true either, because then I’d be stuck in the same boat with no sheaths and no pockets anyway. Mason had really out-done himself picking a dress for me to wear, but… it was an unnerving feeling, being able to look forward and see yourself dying because the dress you were wearing compromised your combat readiness. 

This was the first time I was going to leave the house without a bra on in a very, very long time. In fact, the last time I’d gone out without wearing a bra had been at whilst attaining my second degree at university, and that had only happened because I’d lost it at a party the night before. Okay, it wasn’t so much that I’d lost it, more like I’d gifted it to Mike Echols as a token of my gratitude for a night well spent, mostly with him, in one of the upstairs bedrooms. 

Anyway, the dress, that had been delivered to my apartment earlier this afternoon was a surprise, to say the least. Levi had been equally shocked, as he’d also received something to wear; a black tuxedo, complete with bowtie and all. He looked way more pleased with his choice of outfit than me, but then he had pockets. No, I wasn’t jealous at all.

Mason had sent me a message to tell me a car would be picking us up at quarter past seven. By seven, I was ready to go, and examining myself in the bathroom mirror. I had curled my hair, I had put on some makeup, and I was wearing perfume—three things I didn’t often do. I didn’t like any of this, didn’t enjoy the thought of entering a den of vipers wearing this. At the same time, though… I looked kind of awesome. Like, hot-shit awesome.

And so does Levi.

I caught a glimpse of him as he styled his hair in front of the dark, inert TV. To his credit, I had been hogging the bathroom for a long while, and actually hadn’t stepped out in at least half an hour. He was doing the best with what he had, and he wasn’t complaining about it, which was pretty considerate of him. He’d been so quiet, in fact, I’d almost forgotten he was even there, but then I saw him, and my insides started to flutter.

His short, brown hair was styled neatly to one side, sporting a quaff that could defy gravity. He hadn’t shaved down to the skin, but he had trimmed, leaving just the right amount of stubble, and the right amount of dimple showing. In his tuxedo, he looked every bit like the billionaire playboy inside of him, the man he summons up when he talks to women—well, women other than me. This was Levi’s alter-ego given form, and yet, he was having the worst time with his bowtie.

Rolling my eyes, and without making a big fuss about it, I stepped out of the bathroom and walked over to where he was standing. Levi’s eyes found me, and I could have sworn he made a double-take, suddenly losing all interest in the bowtie hanging lopsided from his neck. He’d have gone to the event like that if I’d let him, and I didn’t think he’d have cared. I took the non-verbal compliment for what it was, hoping that was the end of it, but then came the verbal one.

“Holy shit,” he said, “You look… Jesus…” 

“What about Jesus?” 

“No, I mean, you look incredible.” 

“Thank you… now hold still, watching you struggle with this is giving me all kinds of anxiety.”  

A smile formed on Levi’s face. “Reminds me of my first day of middle school.” 

“Don’t tell me I remind you of your grandmother right now.” 

“Grandmother? No, that’d be creepy. I had a hot school-teacher, though. Miss Grant.”

“Aww, was she your first crush?”

“Of middle school, sure. She had your eyes, same color hair, and you both do that thing with your noses when you’re annoyed.”  

“What thing?”

“That, right now. You don’t know you do it?”

If I wasn’t aware a minute ago, I was now. I rubbed my nose with one hand. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Now, stop wriggling.”

“I’m not wriggling.” His breath was minty fresh, and I realized then I was close enough to smell it. For a moment I hung there, heartrate starting to speed up, hands not really working on the bowtie at all, my brain entirely focused on just how close we were. He was staring at me, and when I caught him looking, he turned his eyes up and away, thinking I hadn’t noticed.

“Uh, we’re done,” I said, letting go of his bowtie and pulling away. “Let me see you.”

Levi put his hands out to either side and gave me a twirl for good measure. “How do I look?”

A smile crawled along my face, tugging at the corners of my lips. “Good… really good.”

A moment hung in the air, then, where we stared at each other, each smiling to the other. I wasn’t sure if it three seconds passed, or five, or twenty, but we spent them in silence until Levi shook a thought loose. “Well, damn,” he said, “If I look really good, then you…” 

“I what?” I asked, eyebrow arching. 

“You look incredible… really incredible.”

My cheeks flushed red, though I instead of letting him see it, I turned around and headed to the bathroom. “Good, then you can do me a favor.”

“What is it?” he called out. 

When I returned, I had several objects in my hands. “You have pockets, so you’re gonna carry my lipstick, my phone, this compact mirror…” 

“And the knife, too?” 

I put on my best smile and batted my eyelashes. “Please?” 

Levi cocked an eyebrow, but he opened his hand to receive the things I’d asked him to carry. “You know, you look great, I look great, and we’re on our way to a black-tie event where there’s probably gonna be food and drinks. I’m also carrying your stuff, now.”

“Point?” 

“Some people might think we’re on… a date.”

“A date… is that what you think is happening?” 

He put his hands up. “Hey, I said some people, not necessarily me.”

He was smiling, and clearly happy, but I could sense there was something he wasn’t telling me, could feel a comment sitting on his lips but not quite forming. I narrowed my eyes and tried to listen, but even in the silence of the apartment, there was still too much ambient noise for me to be able to pick his thoughts out of the ether. Maybe if it were later in the evening, maybe if we were standing closer to each other.

“We should… probably wait downstairs.”

Levi nodded, walked over to the front door, and opened it for me. “Madam,” he said, gesturing for me to go first.

I bowed my head as I went past him, then waited for him at the elevator, taking the ride down in silence. Even though it was already dark out, I could tell the skies were grey and thick with the threat—no, the promise—of rain. Typical. I’d just curled my hair and was dressed for the nines, so of course it was going to rain tonight. 

“Isn’t that just the way it goes?” I asked Levi, whose arm I had linked mine into, as we stepped outside.

“What is?” Levi asked.

I pointed at the sky. “That.” 

“Oh… because you just—your hair, yeah, I get that.” 

“Do you? I don’t think you do. A little water on your hair and you’ll look fine, better, even. Me? I’ll look like a drowned cat.” 

“If only you had an Elemancer with you who could, I don’t know, protect you from the elements.” 

I turned my eyes up to look at him. “You can do that?” 

“Sure. I never get wet when it rains, and before you ask, no, it’s not because I carry an umbrella. I’ll show you.” 

Levi slowly raised his hand, and looked at me in the eyes as he did so, searching for my permission. He was going to touch me, and he wanted to make sure I was okay with that. I nodded, of course I nodded, maybe a little too eagerly, then he brushed his hand against my bare shoulder, and instantly I felt the warmth of his skin against mine. I shut my eyes against the sensation that followed, that tingle, that vibration which signaled the passing of magic between worlds. 

Thunder boomed above, and I opened my eyes just in time to catch a flash of lightning split the sky—light that came after the sound, and not before. His hand against my skin felt like it was buzzing, as if he were carrying a static, electric current. I looked at him, and for an instant, for a fleeting, blink-and-you’ll-miss-it moment, I thought I could see light dancing behind his eyes. It looked, for that half a second, as if his eyes were filled with clouds, and those clouds were restless with soundless thunder and muted lightning. 

My breath caught. I’d never seen anything like that before. When he pulled his hand away, a rush of cold air moved in to take away the warmth, and the spell I was under, broke. I blinked, and then Levi’s eyes had returned to normal again, sparkling under the harsh, fluorescent light hanging above us. 

“What did you… do?” I asked.

“Just gave you a little shield,” Levi said, “Something to keep you dry if it rains, to keep you warm if it gets too cold.” 

“That’s very impressive. I haven’t come across many Elemancers who were that creative with their magic.”

“Really? I never gave it much thought. I don’t give much of my magic much thought, to be honest.” 

“Well, I find that hard to believe considering I’ve watched your hands turn into flamethrowers. You also fixed the library carpet somehow. I never asked about how you did that, actually.” 

“Look at that. It appears you have not.” He smiled at me then, the confident smile of a man who has something a woman wants. 

“Are you gonna tell me?”

He tapped the side of his nose. “A magician—”

“—never reveals his secrets. Whatever. That’s a whole lot of bullshit and you know it.” 

“Maybe, but I’ll never tell. To be honest, it isn’t that impressive.”

“So, maybe you should tell me before you over-hype it?”

Levi shrugged. “I guess I could…”

A car pulled up on the sidewalk in front of us. No, not a car; a black, stretch limo. “Fuck me,” I said, under my breath, watching my reflection shift and distort on the limo’s impeccably clean windows. At first, I didn’t think it was for us, guess I’d been expecting an Uber, but then the back door opened, and Mason stepped out.

It was like something out of a movie. He left the limo adjusting the platinum Rolex on his wrist, already smirking. Even though they were both wearing tuxedos, Mason’s looked like it had been fitted by Giorgio Armani himself. The suit clung to him, fitting around the contours of his muscles perfectly, accenting the size of his shoulders and arms. The man screamed money, guaranteed orgasms, and danger.

“Holy fucking hell,” I muttered, instantly hoping Levi hadn’t heard. 

Mason went around the car and opened the back-seat door. “You guys look fantastic,” he said, gesturing for Levi to step in. He held his hand out, expecting a fist-bump from the English mage, and he got one. 

“Thanks for the suit, man,” Levi said, “I really appreciate that. I don’t know what I’d have worn, otherwise.”

“Don’t sweat it,” Mason said, “You look dynamite.”

I walked up after Levi, both eyebrows raised. “How long did you spend practicing that little watch readjustment thing on the ride over here?”

“Not as long as you think,” he said, grinning. “Hailey, you’re… stunning; only…” 

Oh God. Only? My heart started to race. Had I forgotten something? Had I made a mistake with my makeup, somewhere? Mason reached for the side of my face with his hand and ran his fingers through my hair. My neck tilted up slightly in response to the remembered sensation, and as his hand moved deeper into my hair, I started to feel the light buzz, the vibration of magic passing through once again. 

“Mason?” I asked, “What are you—”

“—schhhh. You ask too many questions.” 

“I want to know what you’re doing.” 

He retracted his hand, his fingers untangling themselves from my curls. He then looked at me the way a hairdresser might examine his masterpiece, touching my hair in places despite my efforts at trying to bat him away. “Alright, alright, I’m done. Check it out.” 

He moved aside and I saw, in the car’s reflection, what he had done. My red hair was gone; I was blond now. Slowly I moved closer to my reflection, taking in what I was seeing. Not only was my hair truly blond, the streetlight’s glow creating a halo around it as it fell over me, it also looked like it had been curled by a professional. Not that I’d done a bad job or anything, but it just looked tidier, fuller, like a lot more TLC had gone into preparing it.

“Holy shit, Mason,” I said, staring at myself, unsure.

“Don’t you like it?” he asked. “I can take it back… I just thought you could do with a disguise.” 

“No, it’s good, I just didn’t expect that. Give a girl a little warning, next time.”

“Ah, what’s fun about warnings? I thought you liked spontaneity.” 

“Thank you… it’s a good idea. I love my red hair but it’s pretty noticeable.” 

“Alright, message received. Now, shall we?” He extended his hand.

I took it, and Mason guided me into the limo, where Levi was waiting. He looked at me, then narrowed his eyes, wondering if what he was seeing was a trick of the light. “What… happened?” 

“What do you think?” 

“It makes you a lot less recognizable, that’s for sure.” 

“Gang’s all here, huh?” Mason said, settling in, “Drinks before we get to this thing?”

“I shouldn’t drink…” Levi said, “Not if I need to use magic tonight. Last thing I want is to accidentally burn the building down.”

“Or maybe it turns out to be exactly what we want,” Mason said, producing a bottle of Jack Daniels from the mini-bar. “So, maybe we should have a drink? It could be our last.”

I shrugged and agreed. I needed to take the edge off. Mason produced a glass from a cabinet, filled it with ice, and poured two fingers of jack directly into the glass. I sipped the cold drink at first, then finished the last few gulps off without any sense of ceremony or ritual. The alcohol burned as it went down my throat, sliding into my stomach where sat there, radiating warmth through me. 

“Give me another one,” I said.

Mason obliged, pouring another two fingers of bourbon into the glass. I finished that off quickly, too, setting the glass down when I was done. I hadn’t realized until then how tight my body had felt before I’d accepted the drinks, but now that I’d loosened up a little bit, I felt like I was ready for just about anything tonight was going to throw at me.

Time would tell whether that was true or not.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

This is insane; this is totally bat-shit crazy. 

My mind kept turning the thought over, and over, like an earworm stuck in your head. I was sitting in a limousine, wearing a dress whose price-tag I could only guess at, being driven across London to a gathering of snakes and scorpions, with two men who couldn’t have looked hotter if they tried. It dawned on me, the closer we drew to Wentworth Manor, that I had never done anything like this before in all my time as one of the most well-known hunters in America, and I guessed that was because this wasn’t something hunters did.

We were predators, stalkers in the mists, in the shadows, watching our prey from a distance before striking hard and fast, going for the throat. Here, I was hiding in plain sight, walking among them, dancing an intricate, complicated dance where one misstep could cost me and my people our lives. This wasn’t the usual game of cat and mouse anymore, it was a tightrope walk, only there was no netting underneath to stop the fall, but if you had to look at the three of us from a distance, you’d think we’d been doing this for years.

Glancing across the limo, I caught Mason staring out of the window at London above him, and Levi looking over at me. This time he didn’t take his gaze away, but held it firm, stood his ground, and I stared at him in turn. When the smile formed on his lips, mine mirrored his, and I noticed how my heart had started thumping hard against my chest. 

My earbud crackled, and Morpheus’ voice came through, breaking the spell. “Infiltration team, do you copy?” 

“I’m here,” I said, speaking quietly.

“How’s the new mic?”

“Invisible. I didn’t know they made microphones like these.”

“They don’t, but I know a guy.”

Ivy jumped into the conversation. “Uh, that guy is a girl, and that girl is me. The magic will keep the mic hidden for a few hours, and even if you get too close to a demon or a seer, they’d have to be looking right at you to spot it.”

“Alright, I know a girl,” Morpheus said, “It counts.”

“Easy there, Morph,” I said, “You’re starting to sound like Mason.”

“Hey, you say that like it’s a bad thing,” Mason said. 

I grinned. “Don’t be like Mason,” I said. 

“I’m gonna start taking offence in a second.”

“No, you won’t. Morpheus, how are we looking?” 

A pause. “Security around the manor has intensified. At least six more guards have been put out on patrol, as well as a dog unit.”

“A dog unit? Fuck. Okay, that’s not something we can deal with. We’ll just have to be careful.”

“If only you’d brought a Primal to the party,” Tank’s voice cut in with a little static behind it. 

“The dogs will only be a problem if bullets start flying,” I said, “But it could be worse—there could be Brutes. I’m almost insulted there aren’t.”

“I didn’t say there weren’t any,” Morpheus said, “But if there are, they wouldn’t just be walking around outside, right?”

“Yeah… that’s true.” 

“The limo is about to pull up to the manor’s front gate. Ivy, Tank, you guys in position?”

“We’re here,” Ivy said, “The rubbish bins are clear, but it fucking stinks.”

“Hold tight there, guys,” I said, “Remember my signal. Hopefully it won’t come to me having to use it, but just in case.”

“We’ll wait for it… not like we can do much else out here, anyway.”   

The limo started to slow to a crawl, then it made a right turn off the main road and onto a cobbled path. Through the window in the front, tinted to prevent anyone looking in from the outside, I could see a small guard house approaching on the left. There were two men and one woman there, each carrying a sub-machine gun. Another man was checking the ID’s of the car drivers as they rolled through the gate.

I moved close to the window and watched as our limo driver stopped the car, produced a small card, and handed it to the guard at the door, ready to throw magic at all four of them if I needed to. As the moment dragged, the guard having to use his radio, maybe to verify the legitimacy of the card, and our driver, my nerves started to twitch. Instinctively I reached for my ankle, but my knife wasn’t there—Levi had it.

I threw him a sharp look, and Levi understood immediately what it was I wanted. I watched him reach for the knife in his pocket, draw it, and start crawling along the limo to where I was, but then the guard waved our driver through. The limo driver took his card back, then started the car, and pulled it through the gate and along the cobbled path leading to the foot of the manor. 

A tense breath escaped my lips. “That was close,” I said.

“It wasn’t close,” Mason said, “You just get too excited. Relax.”

I scowled at him. 

“Do you need this?” Levi asked.

I shook my head. “No, keep it for now. Morpheus, we’re through the first checkpoint.” 

“And nobody had to die,” Morpheus said, “Good job so far.”

“Let’s not crack the champagne open just yet. We’ve gotta get through the guest list first.” 

“Which means you’re up,” Mason said, as the limo rounded a bend and came to a stop. 

He opened the limo door, stepped out, and Levi followed, Levi holding the door for me to go through into the night’s cold embrace. I could sense his magic around me, now. I could feel the cold, could see the wispy flurry of light rain, each wet fleck catching a sliver of light and flying with it, but the water wasn’t touching me, the cold didn’t bite and nip at my nose and ears. 

“Handy little spell you put on me,” I whispered to him as we walked from the car and up the short set of stone steps to the front door. 

“You’re welcome,” he said, letting his hand rest on the small of my back. “You ready?”

“Born ready.”

Up ahead was the second security checkpoint. This time, if any of the suits standing by the door were packing heat, none of them were showing their pieces. That was probably more of an aesthetic choice by the organizer, so guests wouldn’t have to stare at rifles and pistols everywhere they went. Ah, the British; always observing societal decorum, even the shady ones. I didn’t let this lower my guard, though. Maybe they’d be a few seconds slower at shooting us than those with their guns already out, but they still had weapons on them, and it was important to remember that.

Directly in front of the door there was an Asian woman wearing a long, black dress; behind her, a man holding up an umbrella to keep the flurry of rain from so much as touching her poker-straight black hair or her porcelain skin. She regarded me with eyes as sharp as knives, a stare that could kill on its own, without the need for a blade or magic. Her fingertips slid gracefully across the glass-screen of the tablet in her hand, processing the details of the people in front of us before letting them through.

“Demon?” Mason whispered. 

I brought my senses to bear on her, opening my psychic receivers to pick up the light of her intelligence. Her brain registered almost immediately, a gently pulsing lightbulb in a dark sea. Around her, the others were candles, their tongues flicking softly as if fanned by a gentle breeze. She was a mage, though what kind of mage I didn’t know.

“Probably a fucking Seer,” I said, under my breath.

“Can you deal with her?” 

“It’ll be tricky, but I think so. Keep her talking.” 

“Keep her—” his objection was cut short; he was in front of her, now, and he had her full attention. That wasn’t something I envied. Seers had the power to evaporate the phantasms created by Harlequins, to detect Shades using their magic to hide in plain sight, but they couldn’t beat Warlocks at their games, especially when the Warlock played dirty.

“Name?” she asked.

“Mason,” he said, producing his card from inside his jacket pocket, “How you doing?” he asked, grinning.

“Welcome to Wentworth Manor,” she said. 

“Thanks, it’s a pleasure. I was really looking forward to this, y’know? I like what you’ve done with the place.”

“The pleasure is ours, Mister Mason,” she looked at the card, then at him, the back at the card. The cards were enchanted, I knew, I had been able to feel the slight hint of magic floating off the cards the moment I’d touched them, but I hadn’t wanted to prod deeper, or to have the magic dispelled. I had a feeling this woman could, using the card, verify if a person was supposed to be at this event or not, and if she went looking for a spell wrapped around it and didn’t find one, then we’d have a big problem. Something wasn’t right, though—she wasn’t immediately letting him in, which meant she wouldn’t let me in either.

I clenched my jaw, swallowed hard, and flexed my fingers at my sides. Magic rushed through me, not a smooth stream like I was used to, but a frothing current that would have made a more inexperienced mage shake. Subtly was key here and trying to hide my magic from notice, considering the woman I was trying to affect was a Seer, was a war unto itself. 

The magic moved through the psychic bridge I had created between me and her, and crashed into her like a wave. I watched her eyes loll, then she staggered slightly, having to reach out to the man holding the umbrella to right herself. She shook her head, blinked hard several times, and then stared at the card once more, squinting at it as if she couldn’t quite read the words. 

“You know,” Mason said, “I thought I’d read somewhere this place had over one hundred rooms. Is that true?” 

“It’s… I think there are…” 

“Something wrong?” Mason asked.

“N-no,” she said, her words staggering.” Nothing’s wrong. Go right through.” 

I stepped up behind him and handed her my two invitations, preparing to hit her with another psychic blow if I had to. 

“Miss—” she started to say, but then she held her other hand to her head and simply waved me along without giving me so much as a second look, the headache clearly overwhelming her. 

Levi linked his arm with mine again and we moved past the security checkpoint at the front of the house, then through the large, wooden, double doors beyond and into the mansion proper. “What the fuck did you do to her?” he asked.

“Fucked her up,” I said, grinning. “She’s gonna have cluster headaches for a week, if she’s lucky.” 

“Remind me never to get on your bad side.”

“That’s not bad advice to follow in general, but I’d only do stuff like that to someone who I thought deserved it.” 

“I don’t know… I could probably go into the deserves it category. I’ve been known to be a bit of a shit sometimes.”

“Well, then… we’ll just have to play it by ear.” 

Beyond the front doors, we were greeted immediately with soft, flowing music, floating through the air like audible silk. In the back of an enormous, gorgeous, brightly lit room with light marble floors, golden fixtures, and a huge chandelier, I spotted a four-piece orchestra playing delicately along. There were waiters serving drinks from silver platters, ridiculous portraits of people I had no way of recognizing hanging from walls, and blood-red carpet rolling up and along the grand-staircase in the center of the room. 

It was the kind of place I would have admired, if I wasn’t more concerned with the sheer number of demons in the room. 

I wasn’t sure what I had been expecting, but I hadn’t been expecting to encounter as many demons in a single space. That there were demons in London, sure—I had met two of them already—this room, though, was bursting with them. Everywhere I looked, there was something pretending to be a man or a woman, carrying a brain so powerful I couldn’t stop from noticing it. It was like walking into a dark room and then, all at once, fifty spotlights bloom and shine their lights on you. Blinding, didn’t even begin to describe it. I had to concentrate and dull my senses down to try and drown out the noise, but that in itself was a problem. To use my powers my psychic senses needed to be open, and the static was going to make it even harder to work so much as a droplet of magic into the world, not without great personal cost—definitely not without drawing blood.

Mason plucked a glass of champagne up from a platter as it went past and picked one up for me, too. He handed it over. “Chin-chin,” he said, smiling. 

That he hadn’t offered one to Levi didn’t go unnoticed. “You always drink this much when you’re on a mission?” I asked, keeping my voice low. There was no telling who was listening.

“No, but I’m kinda on vacation.”

“Kinda?” Levi asked.

Mason shrugged. “I’m in a different country—that counts as a vacation.” 

“It doesn’t,” I said, sipping the champagne if only to maintain appearances, “Now, keep your head down and your comments to yourself. We don’t want to attract attention.”

“Should we go looking for the book?” Levi asked.

I shook my head. “That thing will be sealed up right now, it won’t come out until the auction starts. We’re gonna have to just wait.”

“All the more reason to drink,” Mason said, raising his glass as if to cheers.

I rolled my eyes. “Mace, you’re starting to—”

“Eyes up,” Morpheus’ voice came through the comms, interrupting. 

“What is it?” I whispered, my lips barely moving. 

“Coming down the stairs. That’s him.” 

“Him? Wait, you can see into this place?” 

“I told you I had access to the camera grid. The guy coming down the stairs is him, Hailey; Giovanni.”

I turned my eyes on the grand staircase with its blood-red carpet and saw, descending it a man who resembled a broken shard of a mirror. He was thin, sharp, and tall, with white hair parted neatly to one side, and the kind of smile that would turn a normal person’s stomach upside down and inside out; like the smile of a corpse. He stopped when he reached the middle of the stairs, one hand resting on a cane, the other resting on the stone banister at his side. 

A murmur trembled through the room as people turned to look at him. A moment later, the orchestra fell silent. Then the man, Giovanni, pulled his hand from the banister, raised it, and smiled even more widely, though it wasn’t so much a smile, but more like a wild animal bearing its teeth. With my senses dulled as they were it was impossible to tell if he was a demon or a mage, though at a guess, I would have said mage. A demon’s primary programming is to release other demons, so if he was a demon and already had the book, why would he be selling it?

“Ladies, gentlemen,” he started, his voice thin and frail, though he didn’t look like he was too far into his forties, “Be welcome in my home.” 

A round of applause circled the room, stopping after only a handful of seconds. Giovanni raised his voice again to speak. 

“Tonight, is a special occasion,” he croaked, “Many valuable items will be auctioned to those whose desire for them burns the brightest, and the auction shall commence shortly. However, we also have the pleasure of playing host to a very special guest; a man whose attention tonight means our humble society is group something right in the eyes of our community at large, a man who single-handedly was responsible for making sure so many of our demon friends could be here tonight, please, if you will, join me in a toast.” 

A waiter rushed up the stairs and deposited a glass of champagne in Giovanni’s hand. “To Cerberus,” he said, pointing the glass toward the corner of the room. “It is an honor to have you here.”

The entire congregation spun, glasses raised, and then they sipped from their glasses to a man who stood above the rest, even though he had confined himself to standing in a corner. Cerberus returned the toast by raising a glass of whiskey and sipping from it gingerly, tasting the residue on his lips by running his tongue along them.

I tried to place him, this esteemed guest, but again, I couldn’t. Demon? Mage? I didn’t know. He had an entourage with him of thick, stocky men, but none of them were quite as tall as him. He must have been six-foot-four, six-foot-five, and built like a boxer. With his short, tidy, salt and pepper hair, sharp, grey eyes, and a square jaw, he looked like he could have been a movie-star, taking the lead role in a movie an all-American man, killing all the bad guys, and banging all the girls. 

I didn’t want to pay him too much attention, but I also couldn’t look away; there was something about him that was just… magnetic. Then he looked at me, and I ripped my attention away from him as fast as I could, hoping I had avoided his gaze but knowing, feeling in my gut, that I hadn’t. He had seen me, despite the bustle of the people around me, he had seen me and singled me out, because something about me had called to him the same way he had called to me, and I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that he too was a Warlock, and that made him even more dangerous. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

I watched them all file up the stairs, demons and mages walking side-by-side. They were monsters, every one of them, not only for what they could do, how they could bend reality itself to perform, sometimes, horrifying supernatural feats, but because they were about to participate in an auction for that damn book and the Gods only knew what else. 

But even this wasn’t the most shocking thing about tonight. What hit me, what was giving me reason to pause, was the sheer number of demons present. Back in the US, the demonic infestation is blatant, in your face. The demons want you to know they’re there, they want you to fear them, they feed on it, feast on it. Over here, though, the demons hide in the shadows, only rarely revealing themselves, leaving at best subtle signs of their existence. 

How were there so many of them in London, and where was the Hell Hole their essences were locked to? 

“Ready to go?” Mason asked. 

“I… don’t know,” I said, “That guy—Cerberus—have you ever heard of him?” 

Mason shook his head. “No… his name has never come up in any of my circles.”

“You’re sure?”

He tilted his head. “Yes, I’m sure.”

“We have to be careful with him… don’t let him out of your sight.”

“I won’t.” 

I turned to Levi. “You either.”

He nodded, and with both men ready, I followed the crowd of monsters filing up the stairs and into the hall where the auction was being held. The space was huge, with rows of seats divided into two areas separated by a purple carpet leading to the podium. Marble columns pockmarked the room, climbing up a vaulted ceiling in the middle of which was another chandelier. The entire far wall was a huge window, overlooking the back garden and London proper across the river, thick, grey clouds floating above it, already spitting onto the world below. 

By the time we arrived there were only a few seats left. Levi and I grabbed two seats together, but Mason couldn’t sit next to us and so had to go and find a spot to settle on his own. This was already a problem as I wouldn’t be able to speak to him without using the comms system or magic, neither of which I could do without the risk of being caught. 

Luckily, I had an aisle seat, and Levi sat down next to me. Having to sit next to a strange demon or mage would have made coordinating this whole thing a lot trickier, so I had to thank the Gods for small favors. Mason found his seat, and when he sat down, he craned his head around to look for me. I nodded at him, and he nodded in return, acknowledging my position. 

Craning my neck around and scanning the hall, I caught a glimpse of the Warlock, Cerberus. His seat was right at the back, at least three rows away from me, with a commanding view of the auction hall. He probably wanted to be able to see the people he would be competing against, to catch the bids as they went up and know who was making them. I wondered if he was planning on using magic to influence bidders, but that was probably not going to be the case. This auction was being run by questionable characters, but even they would have rules people like Cerberus would be stupid not to follow, the prime rule being ‘don’t use magic on other people’. 

That was always the prime rule at gatherings of mages, and I had already broken it.

The moments ticked away as we waited for the event to begin, the murmur of voices dulling to slight whispers now that the shuffling of feet and chairs stopped. It was at this point that the host, Giovanni, made his appearance on stage, sauntering across it, cane in hand, and directing himself at his guests. Being that I was only two rows from the front allowed me to get a much better look at him, and I could see now that he wasn’t as frail as he had seemed from a distance. His movements were smooth and graceful, his attention sharp, his eyes tending to dart around the room like a hummingbird flitting from flower to flower.

Giovanni took his place at the auctioneer’s podium, set his cane to rest on its side, and scanned the crowd. “Esteemed guests,” he said, his hoarse voice belying his otherwise elegant appearance, “I would like to welcome you once again to tonight’s auction.” His words were met with a round of applause. As the crowd clapped, I watched a woman move onto the stage holding a scarlet, velvet pillow in her hands. It was the girl from the door, the one I had blasted with my mind. Her movements were sluggish as she set the pillow down on a plinth at the center of the stage. On it, was what looked like a bracelet. 

“I would like to open the auction tonight with this precious little heirloom,” Giovanni said, “This bracelet was forged over a century ago, by an artificer with the ability to fuse emotion with metal to create artifacts that could either instill, or dilute them at will. When the artificer was killed, his soul is said to have found its way into the bracelet, and now his spirit resides within. The bidding shall commence at thirty thousand pounds.”

Numbered panels started going up around the room, and with each raising of a hand, so too did Giovanni increase the total bid. Thirty-five thousand. Forty thousand. Sixty thousand. Seventy thousand. He slammed the gavel at ninety thousand pounds with a loud clack, and announced number six as the winner of the night’s opening auction. 

Another round of applause followed, as the sound filled the room, the Asian woman brought a second item to the stage. Bidding commenced again a moment later, and while this was going on, I was working on a way to talk to Mason without getting caught. Though tricky considering we were in a room full of mages and demons, each who could have detected my use of magic the moment I summoned it, I reached out to him with my mind and created a telepathic bridge with which to speak directly into his mind and hear his directed thoughts in return. 

“Mace, you need to bid on something.” 

There was a pause, a delay maybe while Mason reacquainted himself with the practicality of talking to me in this way. We’d done it before, after all. “Why?” he asked, his voice finally coming through as if whispered in my ear, “That’ll just lower my funds.”

“Don’t bid aggressively, just bid on something. People are watching.” 

Mason didn’t reply, but he had understood the instruction. Levi leaned a little closer to me. “When do you think the book will come out?” he asked.

“I don’t know… but an item like that, it’ll probably be one of the last lots of the night, if not the last.” 

“I haven’t been able to get into the list of lots,” Morpheus said through the comms, “I don’t even think one exists, so, I can’t tell you. You’re gonna have to just wait it out.”

I didn’t reply, didn’t speak unless I absolutely had to, but I knew Morpheus was watching so I nodded slightly at the nearest camera. Ivy and Tank took a second to check in, letting me know all was clear on the outside, they were still alone where they were, and there didn’t seem to be any strange movement going on. She said she’d keep me posted if anything changed.

It was at this point that my heart started to speed up. The fullness of the situation, the weight of it, had just hit me. Here we were, a team of mages scattered at the heart of enemy territory, trying to work together to prevent a great atrocity from happening. The penalty for failure, of even one slip, wasn’t just our deaths, but the deaths of hundreds, thousands, at the hands of the many, many demons who would be allowed to run free in less than a week’s time if we didn’t take the book with us.

But then, there were already a lot of demons in here. Even with my dull senses I could count maybe eight, nine? No, twelve. Twelve demons, in a room of around thirty, maybe thirty-five. That percentage was huge, the ratio of mages to demons was completely off. There was, in fact, one sitting right next to Levi; a bald man, with neck tattoos peering out of the collar of his shirt and metal studs in his lips. Every once in a while, I caught him grinning—almost slavering—though at what, I couldn’t tell.

Demons are fucked up. 

Then it happened. The woman walked onto the stage holding another pillow, on which sat a small, black book. “Eyes up,” I whispered into the comms, as a slight murmur trembled through the room.

“This, ladies and gentlemen,” Giovanni said, “Is an item that has seen a great, many things. If it could tell stories, this book would speak of death, and desire. It would talk of lust, and need, but also love, for if the story is to be believed, the person who wrote the book did so with the utmost care to ensure the book would never so much as receive a scratch. But you are not here for its aesthetic appeal, are you?” 

His words were met with light laughter. “I want you to wait to bid,” I said into the comms. The demon at Levi’s left turned his eyes on me, and my heart started to pound. I pretended to be clearing my throat, and that seemed to convince the demon enough that he gave his attention to the stage again, but it had left me shaking, and not wanting to speak again. I hoped Mason understood what he had to do.

“—a Grimoire is a powerful thing,” Giovanni continued speaking; had been speaking this entire time, I just hadn’t been listening, “This Grimoire in particular, is a prince among others of its kind; the Devil’s Notebook. Do you have the desire to acquire it? The want? We shall begin the bid at one-million pounds.”

One-million? Jesus. I wasn’t sure how much money Mason had access to, but considering the opening bid was that steep, it would have to be millions, probably. 

A panel immediately went up somewhere to my right. “Two-million,” Giovanni said. Another hand. “Three-million… four-million, five-million.” Mason’s panel went up. “I see six-million, do I hear seven?” Cerberus’ panel went up, then Mason’s, then another, then Cerberus. In the end, it was like watching a tennis match between three players, only the stakes in the game had risen to over twenty-million pounds; an amount of money I couldn’t wrap my brain around—and Mason was meeting the bid. 

The third player dropped out of the race at thirty, leaving the bidding war happening only between Mason and Cerberus for a little while longer. The bid moved up to thirty-five, thirty-six, and I thought Mason was going to tap out, but he met the bid, Giovanni slammed the gavel, and my heart caught in my throat. He had won it. 

Thirty-six-million pounds.

When the auctioneer announced the book would be going to Mason, the room came alive with applause. Mason smiled, humbly, and nodded at the auctioneer, but he wasn’t given the item immediately. That would happen at the end, after all bids had been collected, and information had been swapped. Right now, all that was left was to wait until the event was over; then we could collect the book, and get the hell out of here.

“Awesome job,” Morpheus said through the comms, “I can’t believe the other guy backed down!” 

“Fuck yes,” Ivy said, “Fuck yes, fuck yes! Now grab that thing and let’s get the fuck out of here.”

“Agreed,” I whispered, “Mace, we’re going to roll out. Meet us by the—”

Giovanni smacked his gavel once, grabbing the crowd’s attention and shutting me up. Talking through the microphone on me was easy when others were talking, but now it was dead silent. “We have now come to the end of the auction segment of our evening,” Giovanni said, “But before we close proceedings, we do have one more item to auction.” 

For the final time, the woman who had been bringing items out from a side room returned to the stage carrying a velvet pillow; on it, a little brown book. My heart started to pound with such ferocity that I could feel it beating against my fingertips, my temples. No. No way. She set the pillow down on the plinth just as the previous pillow, the one with the book Mason had just bought, was removed. Another ripple of voices moved through the crowd.

“Is that what I think it is?” Mason asked, speaking into my mind.

“I don’t know,” I replied.

“Because that book looks pretty similar to the one I just paid through the nose for.”

“I don’t know what it is.” 

Levi looked over at me. The grave expression on his face told me everything I needed to know, all of his concerns, but he couldn’t speak—not with the demon sitting next to him. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Giovanni said, “If you were disappointed at having lost the bid for the Devil’s Notebook, here is your second chance. While this is not the Devil’s Notebook, this Grimoire contains the same variant of the spell necessary to open the doors to the prison dimension many of our demonic friends are so unjustly being held in, as well as a few other spells, of course...” 

This was met with a roaring round of applause, which Giovanni was happy to allow to continue for a few seconds at least.

“Hailey,” Mason said, “What do we do?” 

“I don’t know…” 

“I’m out of money. Like, seriously flat-broke.” 

“We have to do something. We can’t just let it go!” 

The others were talking through the comms, trying to figure out what my plan was, but I couldn’t hear them, and didn’t reply. Their voices had turned to inaudible static in my ears, a hiss rising slightly over the sound of my heart beating against my chest. The bidding started at one-million, as before, and right away someone’s panel went up, then another, then Cerberus’, then back to the first. 

I tried to figure out how much of a dash it would be to get to the book from where I was; maybe I’d need about five seconds to get there, another second to snatch the book, and another five to book it out of the room. Thirteen seconds, in a room full of mages and demons who weren’t just going to let me take the thing they were bidding on, not without a fight. The word strawberry burned on my lips, but even if I said it, how long would it take Tank and Ivy to make it to where I was? Thirty seconds, at least. The bidding would be over by then, and the book would be back in the hands of the organizers, likely tucked away out of sight. 

Options were limited, time was limited, coordination abilities minimal; it was up to me.

I raised my panel. 

“Ten-million pounds!” Giovanni called out. 

Levi’s eyes went wide and sucked in a panicked breath. “What the fuck?” he whispered.

“I second that question,” Morpheus said, his voice coming through my ear, “Hailey, what are you doing?”

I didn’t reply, raising my panel up again when my bid was beaten.

“May I remind you we don’t have the money to pay for this?” Mason’s voice, beaming directly into my head. 

“I need everyone to just be quiet,” I replied, though only in my mind.

Cerberus’ panel went up, a bid of fifteen-million pounds. I raised my panel to counter, bringing the price to seventeen-million. Heart pounding, now, palms sweaty. I turned to look at him, eyes locking with his, and he did the same, staring at me from where he was sitting, surrounded by his entourage. 

He raised his panel when Giovanni called out for another bet, and I mirrored his movements, immediately going above his bid. Our tennis match continued, the bid going up and over twenty-million, twenty-two, twenty-six. Giovanni kept calling out for a bid of twenty-seven, asking if anyone was willing to bid higher than that. Cerberus raised a hand. “To the young lady matching my bids,” he said, his voice smooth, and soft, like the velvet pillow that smothers you in your sleep, “I want to thank you for the entertainment, but I will not leave without one of these books. Forty-million pounds.”  

“Very good!” Giovanni said, “Going once, going twice—”

The seconds ticked away as, now doubting this course of action, I hesitated. What happens when I win the bid and I can’t pay up? What happens when I have to maintain the façade that I am, in fact, Delilah? Standing up to casual scrutiny was easy, but I didn’t think I’d be able to fool the auctioneer, and definitely not Cerberus. 

I was about to raise my panel again when Mason yelled at me to stop through our telepathic link, his voice loud enough to physically stop me from going any further. Not only that, it made me realize that I couldn’t go any further. The gavel snapped, and my attention snapped with it; I’d lost the bid.

My eyes darted around the room as applause began to ring out. “Hailey?” Morpheus called through the comms, “Hailey, what are we going to do now? Hailey!” 

Levi took my hand and stood, taking me with him. Together we walked along the aisle toward the back of the auction hall. Mason, however, stayed where he was. He had no choice; he’d just won a bid, and he needed to make sure he got what he had paid for; what we had come here for. But we didn’t get as far as the door. 

Cerberus stood from his spot and intercepted us, standing before us like the guardian to an ancient tomb we were about to steal from. “My dear,” he said, “Not staying for the after party?”

“I have another thing to get to tonight,” I said, putting on my best British accent, catching the surprised look on Levi’s face.

“Do you, now? Well, that’s a shame. I would have liked to have gotten to know you… something about you seems… familiar.”

He narrowed his eyes, and already I could feel his psychic tendrils reaching out to me, trying to wrap themselves around my mind. I knew what he was going to do; he was going to try and pry my brain open, read my thoughts, maybe even plunge into the depths of my memories and go looking for… something… anything he could use against me. My instincts kicked in, though, like an immune system detecting the intrusion of a virus, and I threw up a wall of psychic power, encasing my mind in a castle of magic.

It kept his initial attempts at breaking in from succeeding, but also forced me to play my hand; he knew I was a Warlock, now, and a good one.

“Well, well, formidable and beautiful,” he said, “Forgive me, but I would be remiss if I let you leave without asking for a few moments of your time.” 

I watched him carefully, and in that moment I thought, and analyzed, and calculated. Mason was already on the move, on his way to collect his purchase. Cerberus, however, was here right now, and as long as he was here, he wouldn’t have the other book in his possession, which meant there was a chance for us to—somehow—grab it before it got to him, as crazy as that sounded.

“You know,” I said to Levi, “I think I will hang back for a second. Are you gonna be okay to wait for me downstairs?”

Levi glared at Cerberus, then turned to look at me. He let his hand rest on my hip, leaned close, and out of nowhere, he pulled me toward him, and then kissed me. I felt myself melt against his touch, his lips, everything was fire, and light, and soundless static. My eyes were shut, fallen against the might of the moment, the bliss. I couldn’t remember the last time I had bee kissed like this, the last time I had felt electricity all the way to the tips of my toes, how my chest had felt like it was full of feathers. 

My eyes opened slowly after the kiss finally broke, as if I had been waking up from a deep sleep. “Don’t do anything crazy,” he whispered against my lips. 

“I won’t,” I replied, when my ability to speak returned. 

Levi straightened up, smiled at me, grinned at Cerberus. “Sure,” he said, “I’ll wait for you outside,” and then he headed out, maintaining the masquerade, but leaving me alone with this powerful, unknown Warlock.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

“He’s a lucky man, to have found a catch like you,” Cerberus said. 

“Is he, now? And why is that?”

“Because I can tell you are a formidable woman. Fierce, capable, strong.” 

“You’re just a charmer, aren’t you?” 

“My apologies if I spoke out of turn, I let my heart speak up before my mind has had a chance to censor it. Often that gets me into trouble; I hope I’m not in any right now.”

“Let’s give it a couple of minutes and see how it goes.”

“A couple of minutes is all I need. You see, I make it a point of knowing everyone, and I’m afraid I don’t know you.” 

“That’s interesting, because I make it a point of not being known.” 

“Ah, I see. Knowledge is power, yes?”

“That’s where you’re wrong. Power is power, and power is a ladder. Knowledge is only one of the rungs a person has to climb to take it.”

His eyes narrowed to fine points again, sparkling against the light in the hall. “I must apologize again, I hadn’t expected you to think like that.”

“Maybe don’t judge someone at face value, next time.”

“Perhaps I should ask you to do the same, Miss…”

“Persephone,” I said, without skipping a beat.  

His head tilted. “Persephone…” he said, the word hanging in the air. I wasn’t sure if he’d bought it. “That is indeed a lovely name. Not your real name, of course?” 

“Did your parents name you Cerberus when you fell out of the womb?”

The muscles in his jaw clenched momentarily, but then he smiled. “No, they did not.” 

“Well, then, Cerberus; what is it I can do for you?” 

“Not to sound crass, my dear, but we were just engaged in quite the repartee, were we not? I can tell simply by looking at you that you are a powerful young woman, and after our interactions I can deduce you are also a wealthy one. Yet, you are a newcomer to the scene, and your interest in this event, and in the Grimoire upon which we so feverishly bid, makes me curious.”

“Do you make it a point to interrogate everyone you don’t know?”

“Only the ones who catch my eye. The others get a passing how do you do.” 

“That makes me feel pretty special, then.”

“It warms my heart to hear that—”

One of Cerberus’ entourage came up to him and whispered into his ear. I took the opportunity to scan for Mason, but he was gone. Levi, also, was gone. I really was alone here. When Cerberus had been told whatever he needed to be told, he dismissed his aide with a wave of his hand, and then turned his attention on me again, smiling politely as if he’d caused me some inconvenience.

“I am told it is time for me to collect my new purchase,” he said, “Would you like to accompany me? Seeing as you are so interested in it, I thought perhaps you could enjoy it with me, if briefly.”

Don’t do anything stupid. Those had been Levi’s words, and they came up now, rushing to the forefront of my thoughts. I knew Cerberus couldn’t hear them, he couldn’t hear anything I was thinking, not as long as the castle walls surrounding my mind were up, but he could probably see the instant of indecision on my face. Going with him meant heading deeper into the belly of the beast, but all I needed was a moment, an instant where the attention wasn’t on me, and then I could grab the book and bolt. It was risky, but what choice did I have?

“Lead the way,” I said, stepping aside. 

“Please,” he insisted, “Ladies first.” 

I walked ahead of him, toward the left-hand side of the stage, where Giovanni, his aide, and several other people were waiting, handling the transfer of money for goods. Mason was there, I saw, waiting with the other people who had won items at the auction. He saw me approaching ahead of Cerberus and flashed me a what are you doing look, one I would have recognized anywhere. 

One of Giovanni’s people came up to Cerberus and escorted him to a small table where his book was waiting. My heart started to beat even harder, faster, giving me clarity of mind but also pushing forward the fight or flight instinct inside of me. The book was there, sitting on the table next to a tablet and some paperwork, but there were people around, too many people. I couldn’t just reach out and grab it; that would have been suicide. Not only was I too close to Cerberus, if anyone else saw me I was likely to lose the hand, then my life—in that order.

Mason was led to a table with his purchase as I waited for Cerberus to handle his part of the transaction. I had no reason to doubt Mason could handle this on his own, he did after all have a long history of dealing with shady characters, but I couldn’t help thinking I should be there, with him, at his side, ready to offer him my help if he needed it. Then there was Levi, on his own somewhere, trying his best to blend in with these people; something he, contrary to Mason, had no experience with. 

This was all wrong. 

I was starting to think I had made a mistake, that maybe I should have just waited with Mason, collected our book, and left. But then, what about the book Cerberus was about to collect? It contained the same ritual, the one we had come here to make sure no one else had, and if we left with only one of the books, then what would we really have accomplished? 

“Here it is,” Cerberus said, lifting the book as one of his aides dealt with the remaining paperwork. “The prize we all covet, the reason we’re here. One of them, at any rate.”

It was small, and brown, leather bound and smooth, but unlike the other, this one was frayed, and scuffed with age. I dared to reach for it, but Cerberus pulled it away from my searching fingers without thinking about it. He opened the book, and I saw its pages, the writing, the symbols, every page soaked with the blood of the many thousands of people who have been killed by a demon or a demon’s machinations. 

“Hailey, I don’t like what’s going on here,” Morpheus said, “I’ve lost you, I don’t have eyes on you or on Mason, and Levi is sticking out like a sore thumb alone in that lobby. Hailey… Hailey, can you hear me?” 

I could hear him, but I couldn’t reply. Cerberus was too close, his senses too sharp. Part of me feared he could hear the electronic voice being pumped into my ear by the tiny earpiece resting there. It wasn’t out of the question. Mages were human, but also better than humans; stronger, faster, tougher, our senses sharper, our minds more powerful and better equipped to handle the responsibility of magic. If he’d heard anything, he didn’t make it known to me. Instead, he shut the book and turned his attention to me.

“May I ask you a question?” 

I kept my eyes on the book. “You’re going to ask it anyway.” 

“It’s more of a curiosity, really.” He held the book up in front of him. “You are familiar with the contents of this book, yes?” 

“I am.” 

“And how is it someone such as yourself is aware of what is written in this book?”

“How is anyone aware of anything. I study, I learn.”

He narrowed his eyes, studying me again. “Persephone, answer me truthfully, now. Did you know there were two books?” 

Despite the strict rules on magic in this place, I could feel his psychic tendrils reaching out to me again, this time more forcefully, more aggressively searching for a weak point in my fortifications. It would take him time to find one, but he would find it eventually, and when he did, if I lied to him now, he would know I had lied. His power was immense, almost overwhelming. Part of me resisted against the futility of resisting, that part wanted me to give up the struggle, to keel over and give him what he wanted, but if I was going to do that, I was going to do it on my own terms.

“No…” I said, clenching my jaw.

“I see… why, then, did you not bid as ferociously on the first book as you did with me?”

I flicked my hair from one shoulder to the other, then tilted my head. “Maybe I just wanted to get your attention.”

“Cute, but that doesn’t make sense, and you seem like a person who always makes sense. If you had as much of a desire to acquire one of these books, and yet only knew of the existence of one, then why would you remain entirely still and watch it go to someone else?” 

“You like to question everything, don’t you?” 

“I do, and I’m questioning this. You see, I have a working theory…” 

Shit. “And what’s that?”

“My theory is that you and the gentleman who won the first book are working together in some capacity. Perhaps you are the fall back… no, you are the leader, he’s working for you… it was his job to secure the book, and if that didn’t work, you would have a backup plan, an ace in the hole. But you didn’t expect this, the appearance of a second book, so you bid—perhaps without a plan should you have won.” 

“Interesting theory.” 

“But close, yes?” 

“Now I’ve got a question for you. Did you know there was a second book? Because your last bid went way above your ceiling for the first book, the one you let my alleged co-conspirator win.”

“I, like you, did not know there was a second book on the list.”

“What would you have done if there was no second book?”

He glanced over at Mason, who was being handed the Devil’s Notebook. “I would have triggered my backup plan.” 

“Which is?”

“My dear,” he said, throwing me a condescending look, “That is for me to know, and for no one else to find out. I have a book, he—you—have a book, we are all happy, yes?”

I concentrated hard, drawing only a small trickle of magic into me and pushing it into my brain, feeling it spread through each neuron and connection like blood through water. Magic alone wasn’t enough to enhance the power of my mind to match the calculating, computing power of a demon’s, but it was enough to put me in the same race as them.

The world around me came into sharp focus and almost seemed to slow. I clearly saw Mason in my periphery, staring at the book in his hand, I could hear the soft, delicate sound his fingers made as he touched the book’s leathery exterior. I could hear the voices of those standing in the room, the conversations they were having. One click was talking about the Grimoires, and how shocked they were to see two of them. Another small group was talking about the cursed doll that had been sold to a Spirimancer; they were certain she was going to try to pull the trapped spirit out of the doll and bind it to her service.

My senses were flooded with fresh, new input from all angles; sight, sound, smell, touch, but my enhanced mind didn’t have any trouble processing all of this new information and stopping it from entirely overwhelming me. I was able to push aside everything that wasn’t interesting, or necessary, and focus only on the things that were. Like Cerberus. 

I heard his heart beating inside of his chest, heard the sound of his breath, smelled his musky cologne much more clearly, saw the book in his hand, made to look even smaller by the size of his fingers. In an instant I saw several possible courses of action I could take that would see me leave this place with that book in my possession, but they were all incredibly risky, a factor compounded by the very real fact that I knew nothing about Cerberus’ capabilities, his magic, or the lengths he would go to stop me.

Bringing my mind to bear on the situation I was in now, it became clear, going with Cerberus without a plan had been a mistake. Foolishly I had thought I could step deeper into the viper’s den alongside the king viper himself, and take his treasure from him without getting bitten. There was nothing I could do now, on my own, that would result in me leaving this place with both Grimoires instead of just one, and with no risk of harm to me or any other member of the team.

I, however, was never one to take my own advice.

“I’m ecstatic,” I said, forging the perfect smile, tweaking the dials to find just the right combination of neediness, attraction, and sincerity to display. “I could be happier, though,” I said, moving a little closer to him.

“Oh yes?” he asked, “And what would a humble man such as myself have to do to facilitate that happiness?” 

I stopped, turned my head, and smiled. “I could really do with a strawberry daiquiri.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

The comms crackled to life, and Tank came through loud and clear. “Fuck yes,” he said, and then other voices joined his. Morpheus and Ivy, coordinating the assault. They were thirty seconds out of the front doors, but Tank was already on the move, bounding across the grounds like a wild animal. I could hear dogs barking through my earpiece, then someone yelling what the fuck is that? Tank was a rock that had dropped into a sea of panic, fear, and alarm, and the wave was about to hit the mansion. 

I had only a second or two, maybe three. It was now or never. Something had caught Cerberus’ attention, maybe a sound, maybe a sixth sense pinging somewhere in the back of his mind, and his focus wasn’t on me or on the book. With my enhanced mind ticking away hundreds of thoughts a second, keeping track of the movement of his aides, the auctioneer’s staff, and the guests all around, I found my moment, my millisecond, and took it knowing full well this would probably end in disaster.

My hand moved like the strike of a coiled snake, plucking the book from Cerberus’ fingers. Without hesitating, without worrying about Mason, trusting he could handle himself if it came to it, I made a run for it, dashing through the auction hall, shouldering my way through the crowd of mingling guests as voices called for me to stop. 

Strangely, nobody answered the call. The just watched me as I went, some of them moving aside when they saw me charging toward them, mages and demons. There really was no honor amongst thieves. But the dress I was wearing was slowing me down, and the heels weren’t helping the situation either. By the time I got to within striking distance of the main doors leading out of the hall, Cerberus and some of his goons were already on the move, chasing me down. Any minute now, I knew, magic would start flying, and I wasn’t ready.

I hadn’t seen her turn the corner as I went to exit the main hall, and even with my enhanced senses, even with the world moving just a little slower around me, there was nothing I could have done to avoid moving right into her path. Her lips twisted into a grin, though the rest of her face didn’t change much. Her narrowed eyes, her smooth, jet-black hair flowing gently around her face; she had the word killer written all over her, and there I’d mistaken her for a secretary.

The gun spoke, muzzle flashing in almost slow motion, spitting a chunk of hot death at me. I couldn’t stop fast enough to avoid getting shot, but as the bullet tore through the air to get to me, I thought I could twist out of its path, move my body in such a way that the bullet would instead fly past me, even if it meant having to throw myself into a solid, stone wall. 

I gave my legs the order to push, turned my torso to the side, arms splayed out so I looked like a spinning-top winding through the air. But I wasn’t fast enough. The bullet bit into my arm, searing pain shooting through me like fire, a splatter of blood coating the marble column to my left—and then I flew into the solid, stone wall with a crack that reverberated through every bone in my body.

Around me everything moved in slow motion, but all I could do was blink hard and try to shake the daze that had fallen on me like a heavy cloud. It’s just a flesh wound, I told myself, I’ve had worse, but my magically enhanced brain had already started to flush my system with endorphins and adrenaline, so I had no way of knowing, truly, how badly hurt I was, only that I had just been shot, and not for the first time in my life.

The next time I blinked, the world came into focus, the many chemicals flooding my bloodstream working overtime to bring clarity back to my senses. I could feel the pain in my arm, now, dull and muted, but present. I could hear the panting and grunting of Cerberus and his people as they arrived and created a half-circle around me, could hear the clack, clack, clack of heels as the woman who shot me took a position ahead of me, staring at me with those cold eyes. 

But there was something else, too; dogs were barking, people were shouting in the distance—no, not distant, but close, now, very close. There were people who, upon hearing the gunshot or seeing the muzzle flash, had exited the auction hall; I could hear them each calling for their respective drivers to pick them up, this situation had clearly brought the night to an abrupt end. There was one man who was about as white as a ghost, his eyes trained on me, his face marked with blood—my blood. He must have been nearby when I got shot. I found myself wondering how a man who had come to a place like this could have been so freaked out by a little blood; he was probably an inexperienced mage with too much money who had heard of a sword that could steal a little magic from every mage that it killed and thought it was totally awesome, bro. But it wasn’t only a little blood, they weren’t a few specks, and they weren’t just on his face—they were splattered across the edge of a sword he was holding in his hands. 

I remembered him, now; remembered the way he had fiercely bid over the sword he was now the owner of. He was a collector, probably didn’t know how to use them, just enjoyed having them, especially if they had some kind of magical origin. I was a collector, too—I had many swords in my lockup—difference was, I knew how to use them.

“That was a mistake,” Cerberus said, towering over me. “One you’re going to live to regret.” 

I couldn’t stop him from snatching the book out of my hand, but that was okay; it would have made my next move difficult to pull off. When his hands came away, the book in his possession, I twisted my torso to the side and brought my foot up to connect against his cheek with a thud. Cerberus staggered to the right, and I rolled to the left just as the gun discharged again, bullet smashing into the wall sending a hail of brick and mortar in all directions, the sound so loud it would have deafened a regular person. 

Ignoring the pain, numb to it now, I sprang to my feet, stretched out my injured arm, fingers splayed, and reached with my mind for the sword that had tasted my blood. Magic coalesced around me like an invisible, inaudible, yet howling wind. My entire body vibrated as the power worked through me, forging a connection between me and the sword through my own blood in an instant. The sword began to glow, and then it ripped out of its owner’s hand and flew into mine, hilt first. 

With the momentum, I swiped the sword in a reverse arc, slicing it across the chest of one of Cerberus’ goons and then spinning around to knock the gun out of the woman’s hand. It discharged again when I hit it, but the bullet went wide this time, taking a chunk out of a marble column. Nobody screamed, nobody ducked for cover, instead they promptly left the hall with their possessions in their hands, more interested in not losing their investments than getting involved in the fight.

The demons, I thought, where are all the demons? 

“Don’t move!” I yelled, dropping my accent and aiming the tip of the sword at the woman’s throat. “Nobody move a fucking muscle or I’ll run her through, I swear to all the Gods.” 

Cerberus, now recovered, stared at me from a short distance away. He didn’t want to get too close, but then, he didn’t exactly have to. Nobody did. I had to assume the vast majority of people arranged in a circle around me were mages; any one of them could strike out at me without having to move a muscle. All they had to do was think it.

“Another big mistake, Persephone,” Cerberus said, and if he had been holding back with his magic earlier on, he didn’t now. It struck me like a wave against the side of a cliff, cracking the psychic walls I had put up as if they’d been hit with a high-explosive round. 

The pain in my right temple was immediate, and almost crippling. I tried to make good on my promise to end the woman that had shot me, but by the time I’d pushed the blade toward her neck, she’d moved out of the way leaving me staggering forward. I could hear my heart pumping hard against the sides of my head, pulsing and throbbing, each pump carrying with it a fresh dose of pain. I could almost feel Cerberus’ hand reaching into my brain, not to search through it this time, but to tear it apart one grey-matter cell at a time, if he had to.

My vision was swimming in front of me as I took step after unsteady step toward the door, desperate to get to the exit, but as my sixth sense picked up another psychic lashing about to reach me, I knew, I wouldn’t make it. Then I heard dogs, and at first, I thought I was hallucinating; maybe I had already been struck down, and I was in a deep, magically induced sleep—or a coma. But as they hurried past me, each of them brushing up against me a little bit as they went, I knew they were real, and behind them, Tank. 

He moved into the hall looking like a serial killer from one of the old slasher movies from the nineties, his face, hands, and chest covered in blood and gore; none of it his. Tank’s neck was all taut muscle, his body easily twice its normal size, his fingernails not quite nails anymore, but sharp claws filthy with the blood of whoever had tried to stop him. He roared like a wild animal as he made his entranced, flanked by Ivy who was holding one of the rifles I had seen strapped to the security guards patrolling the manor, and Levi who had a gash on the side of his face, and a steady stream of blood trickling out of it.

I threw myself to the floor as Tank barged through, and he hopped over me to get into the thick of it. Gunshots rang out, the sounds of thuds and crashes were accompanied by a cacophony of barks and growls, and this time there was screaming. It was Mason who grabbed me, steadied me, and helped me move down the stairs and toward the front door, our exit covered by Ivy whose rifle had started to sing its deadly song. 

“Tank, let’s go,” Ivy yelled, her voice echoing through the vaulted room, but Tank wasn’t listening, and so she had to call out to him again, and again. By the time I reached the front door, the manor had been abandoned, or maybe the security staff had been pulled back to protect the remaining guests from being attacked. I wasn’t sure. All I knew was, the cold night felt like a blessing on my hot skin. 

“Just like old times, huh?” Mason said, but I hadn’t properly heard him.

“W-what?” I asked.

“Nothing, don’t worry about it.” 

As we ran along the grounds, following the road, I noticed several bodies strewn on the grass. There were at least three, the coppery smell of blood mingling with the earthy scent of freshly cut grass. The night throbbed, darkened, brightened, darkened again, then turned to black altogether, all sounds and smells and light disappearing to nothing.

A moment later, I was in the back of a limousine, barely aware of a face looming over me. My head was pounding, my eyes almost useless, and my right arm was burning, but I was alive, at least for now.

“She’s back,” Ivy said, turning her head slightly and alerting the others. 

“I’m… what?” I asked.

“You’ve been unconscious for about fifteen minutes.” 

“Fuck… fuck, that hurts.” 

“Keep still, Tank patched your arm up, but there’s nothing he can do about what’s been done to your head.”

“My head? Shit, Cerberus.” I tried to get up, but my body cried out in protest, a shriek emanating from the spot where the neck meets the skull. 

“Woah, keep still there,” Mason said, “You’re gonna blow another gasket.”

“Another? When… did I blow the first one?”

“Fuck, you’re really out of it,” Levi said, “What did he do to you?”

I went to shake my head, but the pain stopped me in my tracks. “Gave me a taste of my own medicine,” I said, grimacing, “I’ll be fine.” I had no real guarantee that was the case, though. Cerberus’ magic had been potent, probably the strongest thing I’d ever been hit with. If I didn’t forget everything I knew all of a sudden, I’d be impressed. “Did you get his book?”

Mason looked over at Levi, then at Ivy, then back at me. “No,” he said, “I only have this one.” He tapped his jacket pocket. “But that’s something at least.”

“Fuck. Fuck, fuck. So, one of those books is still out there.”

“Yeah,” Ivy said, “Looks like it.” 

I had a look around the limo. “Where’s Tank? Oh my God, did he—”

“No, he’s fine, we just couldn’t have him sit in the limo all covered in blood like that. He went for a swim in the river—he’ll meet us back at Nerve.”

“A swim… in the Thames… in November…? That’s gross… like, really gross.” 

“Like I said, he’ll be fine. Just worry about yourself.”  

I allowed my head to rest, but I didn’t shut my eyes. Everything I knew about head injuries, or any serious injury, could be boiled down to don’t fall asleep, so I made sure to follow that piece of advice at least. Even though it felt like my brain had turned to wet cake that was likely to slip out of my ears at any point, thoughts of what had just happened wouldn’t retreat, wouldn’t relent. I saw Cerberus in my mind, saw him with the book, envisaged him opening another Hell Hole right here in London. There were demons present tonight, and that meant they existed in England too, they were just better at hiding themselves than they were in the US. 

But there was something I couldn’t understand. When the bullets started flying, the demons were nowhere to be seen. Considering we were fighting over the key to unlocking more Hell Holes, I’d have thought one or two would have thrown their lot in, if not to help one side or the other, than at least to steal the book fort themselves. Then again, demons weren’t capable of using the magic inside a Grimoire, so stealing the books for themselves would have been pointless.

Having even a single demon or two fighting on Cerberus’ side, though, would have made all the difference. I wouldn’t have made it out of there; not with both books, or even with one. Something had either spooked them, or had prevented them from engaging in a violent manner, and that alone was a big enough thought to bother me, even if I was thankful for it.

“It was for nothing,” I said, staring at the roof of the limo.

“Not nothing,” Mason said, “Let’s not forget I did just bankrupt myself to acquire this little bad boy.” 

“But there’s still one out there, and we have less than a week before the next lunar eclipse.” 

“Let’s worry about that tomorrow, yeah?” Levi said, “You need rest. We all do.” 

“I’m gonna agree with that,” Ivy said, “I could do with a fucking cheese burger and a good shag after this, I don’t know about you.” 

Mason perked up, grinning. “As long as you can pay for the former, I’m happy to help with the latter.”

I rolled my eyes. “Mace, don’t be gross.” 

He turned his eyes on me, then. “So, it’s back to Mace, now, is it?” 

“Mace, Mason, whatever. Cerberus is getting away, we can’t—”

“—we already did. He’s gone, bolted as soon as Tank showed up. We have no idea where he is, or where he’s headed.”

“He has the book…” 

“I know. Right now, there’s nothing we can do about that. The best thing to do is lick our wounds and get some rest, so I suggest you do that because you need it way more than we do.”

I sighed, lowering my resistances and letting the tension slip from my body. “Fine… fine.” 

I tried to fight the urge to fall asleep, but the motion of the limo and my own dizziness made that impossible. Sleep came, and with it came awful dreams of eyes opening, children screaming, and garbled voices speaking dead languages in guttural tones. I needed to find that book. This wasn’t over yet. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

We had gathered at Nerve, all of us arranged around a dining room table that just about fit in the room. Upstairs, Tank was showering off the muck he’d tracked with him from the river. I hadn’t been able to thank him for basically saving my life yet, the stink coming off him had been as incredible as the idea of him jumping into the Thames at near freezing temperatures, but we’d gathered without him, and were all staring at the little black book resting quietly on the table between us.

“I’ve never spent so much money in one place in my life before,” Mason said.

“Yeah, I didn’t know you had so much money to begin with,” I said.

“I’m a man of many surprises, but I won’t be pulling that rabbit out of the hat anymore. That auction destroyed me. I can barely afford the hotel I’m staying in.” 

“You’re telling me you have zero dollars left?” 

“I’m telling you I’m fucked. I came into this country on a portal, I’m not even legally allowed to be here, but I also can’t pay to get a portal back home, so I’m also stranded here until further notice.”

“Sorry…” 

He shrugged. “Not your fault. By the way, you owe me a shit-ton of demon blood for this… but hey, at least we got one book, didn’t we?” 

I scanned his face for obvious signs of sarcasm, and found a smirk plastered across his face. 

“But there’s another one out there, isn’t there?” Morpheus said, “And the eclipse is still happening in five days, which means another Hell Hole is gonna open and we don’t know where Cerberus is, let alone where the ritual is gonna happen.” 

“Assuming it’s going to happen at all,” I said.

“What do you mean?”

“Did anyone ask him what he wanted with the book?” 

“No, but…” he trailed off, not finishing his thought.

Silence moved between us like a dark cloud. “We do have a lead, you know…” Levi said, his voice low.

I looked at him, pain pulsing through the back of my neck from the effort. “Huh?” I asked, wincing.

“Delilah… she told us she’d summoned the demon from her place, right?” 

“Okay?”

“Which means the Hell Hole has to be nearby. Well, nearby is probably a stretch… what was it you said? It was probably a hundred square mile radius?”

“That’s fucking huge,” Ivy said.

“I know,” Levi said, “But it’s a lead, right? We just have to try and learn what we can about Hell Holes, see if we can figure out a pattern to their locations, and use that information to hunt for the one near her house.”

“Again, near is a stretch,” I said. “This thing could be anywhere, and it’s probably going to be underground. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there’s nothing but trains running under London.”

“Which will either making finding one incredibly difficult, or incredibly easy,” Morpheus said.

I shut my eyes and pressed my thumb and forefinger against the bridge of my nose. “Why do you say that?” I asked.

“So, if there’s nothing but underground tunnels underneath us, then at the very least that could make accessing one pretty easy.”

“Unless it’s sitting in an inaccessible spot.”

“But that can’t be right, because then how do the demons crawl out of it?”

My eyes opened. “You’re right…” I looked around. “No, you’re totally right. They have to crawl out of the thing, physically crawl, and then they have to come up to the surface—then, once they’ve fed, they can use their teleportation powers to move quickly between places.” 

Morpheus smiled, happy with himself. “There we go,” he said, pushing his glasses against his nose again.

“Okay, so, it has to be in an accessible spot,” Mason said, “We’re still talking about, if you’ll pardon the cliché, finding a needle in a haystack with only a single clue of where to look for it—and that’s assuming Delilah’s house happens to be sitting directly above the Hell Hole. This is gonna take time, and we have, what, five days?”

“Less, now,” I said. “That just means we have to get to work.” 

Ivy was shaking her head. “We’ll never do it…” she said, “I mean, I don’t wanna be a downer, but we’ll never do it. There are only a few of us, how are we supposed to pull this off?”

I stared at them all. “You’re the Eyes, right? You watch London, you see. If there’s anyone who can find this thing, it’s you.”

“Right, but we’re talking about finding the Hell Hole that’s already open—what about the one Cerberus is going to open?”

“That’s assuming again. We don’t know what he wants with the book, because by the sounds of it he’s already summoned plenty of demons from the portals already active around London. Why would he want to open more? There could be another spell in the book he’s after, but without the book I have no way of knowing. I only have this one, and…”

“What is it?” Levi asked. 

“Mason didn’t spend many more millions of pounds than we’ll ever see in our lifetimes for nothing.” I opened the book, and a cold chill filled the room. Tapping a page, I looked around the room. “This book doesn’t just open them, it closes them, too.”

“Closes them?” Mason asked, “Are you serious?”

“I didn’t think it could be done, but it’s here.”

“What if it’s a fake?” Morpheus asked.

“It could be, but it reads like a legitimate spell, and if it’s real, then maybe we can get to work on shutting some down while at the same time tracking Cerberus down.” 

“That’s a ton of stuff you just put on our plates,” Ivy said.

“The stuff has already been on our plates, I’m just pointing it out.” 

Levi reached for the book, pulled it to him, and examined the writing. It was handwritten, with a fountain pen or a feather quill, I wasn’t sure. Some of the pages were worn at the edges, but the writing was entirely legible. “Okay… so, how do we find a Hell Hole?” he asked.

“This is gonna sound weird, but Hell Holes are like animals,” I said, “They’re usually clustered up, maybe you’ll get ten in a single city, and then none for hundreds of miles around it, then three or four, and so on. They also… communicate.”

“Wait a second… what?” Morpheus asked. “Communicate? How?”

“Psychically. These things, they’re not just gashes in the ground. Demonologists have, for a long time, considered them sentient things, capable of not only thought, and want, but also of communication. How do you think they reach out to mages in the first place, seducing them to say the words that’ll open them? If I can find one of them, I can maybe use it to listen out for the others—even dormant ones, meaning we might find the next one Cerberus may open.” 

“Won’t that be intense for you?” Levi asked, “I mean, you’re putting your ear against Hell’s back door.”

“It won’t be a walk in the park, but unless you’ve got another Warlock up your sleeve I’m the only one of us who can do it, and I want to. As long as you’re all still in this with me, I’ll do it.”

Ivy looked over at Morpheus and Levi. Neither of them spoke. “Well, shit,” Mason said, throwing his arms behind his head and leaning back, “I’m stuck here for a while anyway, so I’m in.”

I nodded. “Thanks, Mace.”

“Me too,” Levi said, “I’ll help.” 

Levi won a smile from me, a smile which turned into a grin when Morpheus and Ivy agreed to help. “What about Tank?” I asked.

“Is there likely to be another fight sometime?” Morpheus asked.

“We’re going up against the forces of Hell, so… yeah.”

Ivy shrugged. “Then he’s in, as long as he gets to bash something.” 

“Okay…” I said, staring around the room, “Well, then, in that case, we’d better get to work, huh? Levi, could I talk to you for a second?” 

“Me?” he looked at me like I’d just asked him to hand in homework he hadn’t prepared. “Oh, yeah, sure.” 

Levi got up, and I got up with him, following him into the kitchen where we could have a second alone. I shut the door behind me, then took a circle of the small place before looking up at him, folding my arms in front of my chest.

“So, that—”

“Your hair is—”

We spoke at the same time. I smiled, he smiled, then I shook my head. “What were you saying?” 

“Only that your hair… you’re you again.” 

I ran my fingers through it. “Look at that, you’re right. Magic must have worn off.” 

“Okay, now you.”

I took a breath, smiled again. “That kiss…” I said, exhaling and tilting my head to the side.

His cheeks brightened. “Right… yes. I remember.”

“So… what was that about?”

“Oh… I… I needed to, I don’t know, I guess I didn’t want Cerberus to think you were alone? Maybe if I did that, he’d think twice about taking you away.”

“Taking me away… where?”

He shrugged. “I have no idea. I wasn’t thinking, I just wanted to preserve the masquerade.”

My smile started to shrink. “Right… so, that’s all it was?”

“Well, yeah. I mean, what else?”

I swallowed. “Oh, nothing. Don’t worry about it. I just wanted to, y’know, address it. I don’t just kiss people like that.” 

“Neither do I, I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable.”

“You didn’t,” I said, but I was already walking toward the kitchen door, arms still folded in front of me. 

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.” 

I left the room, pulling the door shut and heading back into the dining room where the rest of the group was filling Tank in. Putting on the best smile I had in my arsenal, I sat down with them and listened as they talked, ignoring the narrow stare Mason was giving me from across the room, hoping he wouldn’t be able to see through the façade, but knowing full well he probably could anyway. 

I would miss this when it was over, but right now, that’s all I wanted. 
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