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By Katerina Martinez 

 

 

Learn to fight. Pass my trials. Stay alive.

 

As long as I can keep my supernatural origins hidden, my life is simple. It’s just my best friend and me against the world, eating dried Ramen and peas, watching reality TV, and laying low in the city that never sleeps. 

 

That is until Draven, a dangerously attractive hunter, tracks me down and kidnaps me. He’s with the Obsidian Order, and he gives me a choice: join their ranks or die. All I have to do is pass a series of deadly trials, competing against a bunch of supernaturals who want me dead. Sounds easy, right?

 

There’s one problem with that; I have no memories of my past, which means I don’t have the skills to compete. Now, I have to learn magic—fast—because I’ve been promised my best friend will die if I fail, and if we both die, the secret we’re carrying could fall into the wrong hands. 

 

Then it’s all over.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

The last thing I wanted to do tonight was fight a balding Naga in some dingy apartment in the middle of Brooklyn, but it looked like that was on the agenda. It was bad enough that I’d had to spend most of the last 10 years dodging Fiends, recruiters from different Orders, and hostile native supernaturals, but having to also fight creatures from my own world was a real pain in the balls.

I spun around in time to watch a ball of black magic curl toward me and strike me in the chest. The impact sucked the air out of my lungs, and the force of the explosion tossed me through a door and across someone’s living room like I was weightless, but I hit the floor like a rock. I was sure I’d heard something crack—I’d feel that in the morning, assuming I lived through this—but I was alive for now, at least. 

Debris and shattered glass crunched underneath me as I rolled onto my back and stared up at the cracked ceiling and moldy walls, wondering why in the hell it had to be tonight.  

“Sssssseline,” came a voice from the shifting dark, the S in my name drawn out like a hiss. “Why do you always run from me?” 

I turned to my side and blinked hard, trying to stand. “New phone,” I called out, groaning the words as I hoisted myself upright, “Who ‘dis?” He’d gotten stronger since the last time we’d crossed paths, but I liked pissing him off by pretending I didn’t know who he was.

Dust and glittering motes of magic residue billowed, whirling around the figure advancing slowly toward me. “You think you’re really funny,” he said, his serpentine voice lingering in the air, “We’ll see how funny you are when I’ve ripped that tongue out of your pretty little mouth.” 

“Sheesh, take a girl to dinner, first.” 

“Enough talk,” he said, swiping his hand through the air, “We had a deal, and now it’s time for you to live up to your end.” 

I took a step back as a man emerged from the dust and shimmering magic. On earth we all looked like humans, the glamor made sure of that. But some of us outsiders couldn’t totally hide our otherness; like this poor bastard, for example. Short, bristly black hair desperately clung to his scalp. He was wearing cowboy boots, acid-wash jeans, and a white wife-beater underneath a New York Yankees letter jacket that looked like it was wearing him. To the casual observer, and assuming no one paid him much attention, he’d fit right in with the rest of humanity.

Get a little closer to him, though, and you’d notice that not only were his eyes spaced a little too far apart, they had an almost reflective, amber sheen to them which made them look entirely wrong. He also couldn’t help but flick the air with his ridiculously long, forked tongue from time to time, which made me feel things I probably shouldn’t be feeling at a time like this and in his presence, especially considering he looked every bit like the wiry, gaunt reptile that he was. 

His name was Abvat, he was one of the Naga—serpent-kin—and judging by the look on his face, he’d very much like to kill me and wear my skin. Nothing new there. Abvat and I went back a bit.

“Are those my only options?” I asked. “Give you what you want or die?”

Abvat’s scowl twisted into a confused frown. He angled his head to the side. “Yes,” he said, slowly shaking his head like I’d just asked the world’s stupidest question. “They are. I thought I made it pretty clear when I said—just shut up and give it to me.”

I patted my leather jacket down and shook the dust out of my white-blond hair, then I sighed. “C’mon, man, can’t we do this another time? I’m in a hurry and in a really good mood tonight.” 

His expression hardened again, and he reached into his jacket. “No!” he snapped, “The time for… waiting… is over. You will give me what I want, or I will end your life.” 

It was at this point that the person who lived in the apartment we’d mostly destroyed started to scream. She was wrapped in a pink towel, her hair was soaking wet, and she was holding a lead pipe in her hand—the kind you keep in every room in the house when you live in a shithole apartment like this one. I hadn’t realized there was someone in here until now, and neither had Abvat. 

With the same rapid motion, he drew a revolver from his pocket and aimed it at the woman. I, meanwhile, grabbed a skull-shaped ash tray filled with cigarette butts and hurled it at him. The skull sailed through the air, collided with his arm, and the gun went off, but the bullet sailed wide of the screaming woman, taking a bite out of the plasterboard wall instead. 

I took the opening and hurled myself at him, wrestling him for control of the gun which went off again, and again, and again, making my ears ring. A swift elbow to the stomach made him keel over and allowed me to rip the gun from his hand, which I aimed at him, victoriously. 

“Aha!” I yelled, backing up a few paces, but Abvat didn’t seem fazed by the fact that I was holding the gun. 

He lunged at me, his eyes gleaming, his hands bristling with magic—the very same magic he’d used to propel me through the front door of this apartment which wasn’t there anymore. I pulled the trigger, but the gun only clicked. Empty. “Oh, come on!” I said, despairing.

Abvat charged into me with all the power of a line-backer, picking me up and carrying me across the room, then shoving me through the window on the other side. The glass smashed behind me, but I was able to hold my hands out against the frame to keep from falling to the cold, Brooklyn streets below me. 

In my mind I begged myself not to turn my head, but I couldn’t keep my own advice and as soon as I turned my eyes down, vertigo set in and made the entire world start spinning. On the street below there were the tops of yellow cabs, black umbrellas, and the lights from many storefronts. On the gantry next to me I noticed a cat, a silver tabby, curiously staring at me, not really fazed by what was going on.

Abvat wrapped one of his hands around the collar of my leather jacket and pulled me closer to him. The other hand he wound back behind his head like he was about to toss one hell of a curve-ball, only the ball cupped in his hand was made of shifting blackness filled with crackling, crimson lightning—that was some dark, Naga magic right there, and I didn’t want to be anywhere near it.

“Where is it, Seline!” Abvat hissed, “No more games!” 

“I don’t know where it is!” I yelled, “Don’t you think I’d give it to you if I had it?” 

“No, I don’t, obviously.” 

“Fair point… I probably wouldn’t. But I really don’t have it, I swear.”

“What is your word worth?” he snarled, “What is your life worth? You have no kin in this world, no memories of your own world, and no power. You are trash. Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you anyway and be done with you.” 

For an instant the entire world came to a standstill. I watched him, saw the weathered—almost scaly—lines on his gaunt, olive-skinned face, then I saw myself reflected in his eyes. This pale, skinny woman with hair so white it almost glittered on sunny days like it was made of ice, eyes the color of the sky on a clear, bright, winter’s day, and a look on her face that couldn’t hide the truth in everything she’d just heard. I wasn’t from this world, and while I knew about the world I came from, I didn’t know anything about who I was, who my family was, or even what I was. I’d reach for my memories, only to find them gone.

I was a nobody in a Ramone’s t-shirt. Trash.

“I…” I didn’t have a comeback for that. No witty retort, no repartee. I just stared at him, doe-eyed.

Then something hit him across the back of the head so hard his eyes widened and crossed each other before tilting into his skull. His grip on my collar loosened, then slackened entirely. The ball of magic in his hand faded to flecks of black ash that dissipated into the wind, and Abvat collapsed to the floor, unconscious. 

Behind him stood the woman, the owner of the apartment, tightly clasping the towel around her chest with one hand, and the lead pipe with which she’d felled Abvat with the other. She was shaking, probably form the cold, probably from adrenaline—likely from both. I pulled my upper half through the window, then gave myself a moment to relax once my feet were firmly on solid ground.

“Asshole almost tossed me out,” I muttered to myself, shaking the vertigo off. 

She brought the lead pipe up again, ready to swing it at me. “Stay back!” she warned, “I’m calling the cops!” 

I glanced around her at the destruction mine and Abvat’s visit had caused in her apartment. I regretted having ducked into an apartment building to begin with, but I’d thought it was the best way to be rid of the little snake. He was skinny and not very smart, but I had a tendency to underestimate him, and he’d gotten the better of me. Now this woman’s apartment was… unlivable.

I sighed and put my hands up. “I’m sorry about your place,” I said.

The woman stared at me, her pipe-arm shaking from the weight of it. “Who are you?” she asked, stammering her words. 

“My name is Seline,” I said, “And this… thing… isn’t my friend. He’s been chasing me.” 

“Why—why’d you come here?” 

I shook my head. “Just the luck of the draw, lady. Could’ve been anyone’s apartment.” I went to reach into my jacket, but she looked like she was about to hit me with the pipe, so I stopped. “I’m just gonna get something from my pocket,” I said, “It was meant to be for me… I was gonna surprise my roommate with it. Mind if I…?” 

Her eyes moved from mine, to my hand, to the unconscious Naga on the floor of her place, then back to my eyes. By the time her stare had locked onto me again, I’d retrieved what I’d wanted to get. 

“Wh—what is that?” she asked.

I looked at the little strip held between my fingers. “It’s a lottery ticket,” I said, “My roommate and I play it every week, same two numbers. Tonight, ours came up, I was hurrying home to tell her.” 

Her expression hardened into something uncertain, distrustful.

I shut my eyes and extended my hand with the ticket in it. “Take it,” I said, “It’s good for three grand… go someplace else tonight, tell your landlord your place got broken into.” 

Fate and I could’ve used the money we’d just won. It wasn’t much, but when you were being paid under the table like I was, and you had to pay rent, bills, and eat on that income, three thousand dollars could make a world of difference. Fate and I, at least, had a working front door and windows we could close to keep the cold out. This woman didn’t.

A few moments passed, and the ticket hadn’t been plucked from my hand. “Please take it,” I insisted, “This guy’s gonna wake up soon, and we want to be out of here before he does.” 

The woman tentatively took the slip, and while my chest filled with warmth at having done the right thing, I couldn’t help but feel the acid reflux of disappointment burn my throat. Lucky for me, I had Abvat I could take that disappointment out on. I opened my eyes, took a deep breath, and exhaled. 

“You should get changed,” I said, “Take all your valuables with you.” 

The woman scoffed. “I’m a thirty-six-year-old single woman renting a shitty apartment in Brooklyn. What valuables?” 

I nodded and started edging across the room. “Yep, true… well, I’m gonna take off…” 

“Hey, wait a second—what about him?” 

“Don’t worry about him. Just grab your stuff and go, by the time he wakes up we’ll be gone.” 

She looked at me, puzzled, then winced like she’d just been hit with a migraine. That’s Abvat’s magic at work—even unconscious he can still hurt people. “But he’ll… he’s gonna… won’t he…?” she asked, confusion already clouding her speech.

“Just go!” I yelled.

The woman stared at me as clarity regained control of her mind, then she did as I asked, disappearing into the bedroom and reappearing less than five minutes later, fully clothed and with a bag of stuff, ready to go. I’d decided to wait at the other end of the hall and watch her leave, making sure she got away without any trouble, and she did. Nobody had called the cops yet, no landlord had shown up, not even the neighbors were getting involved, despite the ruckus.

That’s Brooklyn for you.

I walked across the apartment’s front door and looked inside. There was Abvat, still unconscious. The thought of killing him had crossed my mind, but I wasn’t a murderer, and killing him while he couldn’t defend himself would’ve been murder. There was nothing in my code of ethics, though, that kept me from taking the contents of his wallet. 

I’d buy Chinese takeout for Fate and I with the money I found inside, for my trouble. That’d just be another thing for him to be pissed about the next time we meet, but whatever, he could tack it onto the mountain of other things he already didn’t like me for. I straightened up, breathed deep, and took a curious glance through the broken window next to me. 

That’s when I saw it. It was little more than a shadow, though in the city that never sleeps, shadows that didn’t belong were dark and deep, and this one had caught my eye even when I hadn’t been looking directly at it. I moved to the window and stared across the street, at the roof of the building directly opposite. There was nothing there, now; only clothes lines with sheets fluttering in the wind.  But a moment ago, I was as sure as I could possibly be, there had been a man there, and he’d been watching me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

I hadn’t been living in this city, or even in this world, for very long, but I knew well the kind of bad reputation these streets had at night and how dangerous they could be. Especially if you happened to be a skinny woman with hair so white it almost had a glow of its own. Lucky for me, no one ever seemed to pay me any attention provided I wasn’t doing anything to attract it. Human eyes just… skimmed past me like I wasn’t even there.

But there were more dangers than humans that stalked this world, and those creatures—I called them the natives—well, hiding from them was right up there on the list of survival rules for one of my kind. Vampires, witches, shifters, they’d always been hostile to me before getting to know me. Dealing with them was an uphill battle, which was why I walked quietly where I could, keeping my hair tucked underneath my hoody, though always curling a few strands around my fingertips. 

If there was one thing I didn’t like it was the dark, and in a city with so many lights, there were many shadows in which predators could, and did, hide; and tonight didn’t feel right. I hurried home, sticking to the well-lit parts of the street and zipping quickly in and out of subway stations. By the time I reached my apartment building, a fine mist had drifted in from the harbor, transforming every single light around me into luminescent orbs and all but swallowing the sounds of life outside of my immediate surroundings. 

This only made the feeling worse, but I pushed on.

Fate was waiting for me upstairs; that is to say, she was exactly where I’d left her, sitting on the couch watching cooking shows. As I walked through the door, I caught the tail end of a conversation between two would-be chefs admiring the work of a third. I wasn’t sure what in the hell they were cooking, but it had way too many eyes for my liking. 

“I know, I know,” I said, shutting the door, “You’re hungry. I’m sorry. I got held up.” 

Fate didn’t reply. I could only see her feet hanging off the side of the couch. She was wearing odd knee-high socks and laying on the floor beneath them were a pair of black, studded, combat boots. I set the food down on the kitchen counter—our apartment wasn’t fancy enough to have a living room and a separate kitchen, or even two bedrooms—and walked around the couch to find Fate as pale as a ghost, eyes closed, her chest still.

“Oh, shit, no!” My heart leapt into my throat. I threw myself to my knees beside her, took her hand—cold, too cold—and then started tapping her face. Too pale, too cold, too still. “Shit. Fate, wake up, Fate… Fate!” 

She opened her eyes and took a deep breath all at once, startling me so hard I fell flat on my ass beside the couch. Fate blinked, then turned her wide, silver eyes on me. “What?” she asked, like I’d just rudely woken her up from a blissful nap. 

I ran my fingers through my hair and let my hood fall. “I—I thought you were dead…” 

More blinking, then she coughed to clear her throat. “Doesn’t look like it.” 

“Are you… alright?” 

Fate tried to sit upright, but winced almost immediately—pain, or tiredness, or both shooting through her the way I knew it did. “Fuck!” she yelled, her voice filling the tiny apartment.

I reached for her hand and took it, soothing her skin with my thumb. She was still too cold, but her heartbeat was there, at least. “Keep still,” I said, “Take a sec, breathe…” 

She scoffed but didn’t say anything, instead choosing to take my advice and breathe. This wasn’t the first time I’d found Fate for all intents and purposes dead. She was sick. Let me rephrase that, Fate was always sick. I didn’t know why, and neither did she, the best we could come up with was this was some side effect of our transition from the other place we came from, to Earth. 

We both knew that we weren’t human, and yet we had human bodies. We looked, sounded, and even behaved like humans. There was some magic at work that made it so humans couldn’t tell us from any other person on the street, even if they’d never get close to us. Something about us made them nervous and distrustful. It was a blessing and a curse, really. On the one hand I didn’t have any human friends. Not one. On the other hand, I never had to wait in line for anything—people seemed to just get out of my way and let me get ahead of them, like I gave off serial-killer vibes.

When Fate found her strength again, she sat upright and shook the stiffness out of her joints. “Ooh, that smells good,” she said, sniffing the air, “What’d you get us?” 

I smiled at her, then walked over to the kitchen counter and started unpacking. “Chinese,” I said.

“Double ooh. Whose fortune did we inherit tonight that we can afford Chinese food?” 

I considered telling her what had happened with the three grand we’d won, but then thought better of it. She was already sick, I didn’t want to upset her, too. “Just came into some money.” 

“Did you, now? And did this happen before or after we spoke on the phone earlier today?” 

“You ask too many questions, you know that?” 

“If I didn’t ask so many questions, neither of us would be living the life of luxury we live now.” 

“Pft. You call this luxury?” 

“Hey, we’re eating take-out instead of dried noodles and peas again. It’s pretty luxurious.” 

I brought the food over to the coffee table in front of the couch, then settled down next to Fate. She was a tiny, wiry little thing, barely an inch over five foot, and even paler than I was, if you could believe it. Ghost grey hair, poker straight and streaked through with strands of color, fell in a neat bob to frame her elfin face, but the most striking thing about her was her eyes. They were almond shaped and silver; like two black dots swimming in pools of shifting mercury.

“You’re staring again,” she said. 

I snapped out of it and blinked rapidly. “Sorry… I did it again, didn’t I?” 

“Yep. Not that I don’t appreciate you longingly staring into my eyes, but I’m hungry.” 

“I wasn’t staring longingly.” 

“Sure, you weren’t.” She tapped the side of her nose, grinning, then picked one of the foam containers up and started tucking in with a pair of chopsticks. “So, how’d it go?” she asked between stuffed mouthfuls. For a small thing, she ate like a wildebeest. 

“How’d what go?” I asked. 

“Did we win?” 

“Oh… no. We didn’t.” I’d forgotten she knew about the ticket—today was lottery day.

“Dammit. We never win. To think of all the money we spend on tickets, money we could probably spend on…” 

“Real fruits and vegetables?” 

“Until I can think of something better, sure, let’s go with that. Fuck. You’d think with my name I’d have a little more luck with stuff like this.” 

I gave her a sidelong glance. “Do you really know for sure Fate is your real name?” 

She shrugged. “Is Seline yours?” 

“Feels like it could be.” 

“We have this discussion at least once a week, and we’ve been on this world for ten years. Are we getting boring?” 

“I hate to break it to you, but people who live under the radar like us have to live boring lives.” 

Fate’s eyes narrowed. She swallowed what she’d been chewing, then reached for my hair, and plucked a tiny shard of glass out. “And yet, this suggests something exciting happened to you.” 

Ah crap. “It’s nothing.” 

“Are you hurt?” 

“What? No. I’m fine.”

“What happened to you?” 

“Fate… nothing happened.” 

She examined me more closely. “You’ve got a tiny cut on your head.” 

My hand went up to the spot she was looking at, fingers brushing against what could’ve been a cut, but one that had already started to scab over. “We don’t need to talk about it, okay?”  

“It was him, wasn’t it? He found you?” 

“Fate, please. I’ve handled it.” 

She set her food down on the table and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I don’t understand why you’re always trying to leave me out of stuff, like you don’t think I can handle even knowing about the shit that happens to you.” 

“It’s not that.” 

“Then what is it?” 

I sighed deeply. “Look, you’re not always okay… I know how fragile you can be, and I don’t want you to have to worry about me, too.” 

“Fragile?” she asked, her voice rising an octave. “Listen very closely. We may not remember much about what happened before we fell through a rift and into this world, but the one thing we do agree on is that I saved your life. I’m not fragile, and the fact that you’d say that—”

A bout of coughing cut her sentence in half. The sound was terrible, like her chest was filling up with water. She started shaking, and without thinking about it, I wrapped her up in my arms, rubbed her back, and whispered soothing words into her ear, helping her fight through the worst of it. Slowly, after maybe a minute or two, the coughing died down, and Fate relaxed into my shoulder. 

“Are you okay?” I whispered, still rubbing her back. 

“I think so…” she said, her voice croaky and hoarse. 

I grabbed a bottle of water from the coffee table and handed it over to her. Fate drank, and as I watched her, I noted how the fight had completely left her. She was still shaking a little, still uncomfortable, probably still in some pain—pain the medicine of this world couldn’t hope to heal. When she finished drinking, she turned her shifting, silver eyes on me, then nodded at the food. 

“Eat,” she said. “We don’t want our one take-out in weeks to go to waste.” 

I had picked up one of the containers when the hair on the nape of my neck stood on end. My entire body went cold, the same way it had in the moments before Abvat had emerged from an alley and started chasing me half-way through Brooklyn. I perked up and scanned the room, ignoring non-essential details like what was on the TV or what time it was. I did notice the mist caressing the outside of our apartment’s windows, tendrils of it swishing along the glass panes, obscuring our view of New York beyond them—the only thing good about this apartment was the view of the Brooklyn Bridge, and I couldn’t even see that.

I set the container down again and slowly rose to my feet.

Fate looked up at me, slurping up a couple of stray noodles. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Something,” I said, “Get your jacket.”

“My jacket?”

“Now, Fate!” 

Fate shot up like a dart, slipped into her combat boots, and plucked her jacket from the back of the sofa. She hadn’t finished sliding her hands into it when the front door to the apartment burst open, and a man built like a fortress stormed through. He was bald, he looked like he could rip a person’s arms off and beat them with them, and he was wearing a pair of sunglasses indoors and at night, which meant he was also a douchebag. 

I rushed him, taking strides across the room and throwing my foot into his gut before he could get his bearings. It was like hitting solid rock. I recoiled, stunned by how little I’d hurt him, if I’d even hurt him at all. I thought about punching him, but I didn’t want to break my own hand, so instead I reached for the only stool in our apartment and broke it across his shoulder—one of the benefits of living in such a small place was most things were in reach—but that didn’t look like it’d fazed him much either. 

“Is he made of iron or something?” Fate yelled. 

“Rock, in fact,” the man growled, his voice like a mountain, deep and powerful. 

He wound back his arm. Already I could feel magic curling off him in waves, pulsing around me, filling the room. It took all I had to avoid getting hit when his arm came down, big guys weren’t usually fast, but he was. He came at me again, this time with his hands extended looking to grab instead of hurt. I ducked under his arm and rolled across him, along my living room floor. The guy snarled and spun around, but he didn’t focus on me this time—he focused on Fate. 

She backed away from him as he advanced on her, but I knew she wouldn’t be able to get away from him. I dashed toward him and threw myself onto his back, wrapping my arms around his throat and locking them in place. He flailed, trying to grab me, but he was so big his arms couldn’t bend enough for him to get a grip. 

“Fate, run!” I yelled, and for a moment she looked dumbfounded, like she didn’t know what to do. I yelled at her again, and then she started running, but she didn’t get far. Another man had appeared in the room, and he’d caught her by the wrist as she’d tried to flee. Neither of us had seen him, it was like he’d just manifested out of thin air—or out of shadow. 

Unlike the first guy, this one didn’t look like a block of solid concrete with fists, and yet he felt a thousand times more dangerous. He was broad shouldered, he wore a long black coat, and a buttoned-down black shirt popped at the collar. On his fingers were several rings, many of them carrying precious gems, most of them red. I also spotted a necklace with a blood red stone peeking out from inside his shirt. While he looked like something out of a fashion magazine, I could tell he was probably all muscle underneath what he was wearing. 

I almost froze at the sight of him, not because he was an intruder in my apartment, but because he was… just gorgeous to look at. Even having that thought at a time like this was awful, but I couldn’t help it. He looked across at me, then glanced at the light-switch nearby and flicked it off, throwing the room into darkness save for the glow from the TV. 

“Let me go, you creep!” Fate snarled. 

“It’ll be easier if you don’t resist,” the man holding her wrist had a strong voice, but there was almost something melodious to it, a delicate warmth hidden under layers of ice.

“Said every creep ever,” Fate snapped.

“We don’t mean to hurt you, but if you resist, you will not be given a fair chance.”

“Fair chance? At what?”

I’d been so engrossed in the exchange I hadn’t noticed the mountain I’d been holding onto had lost consciousness. He toppled over and I went with him, cursing as my shoulder hit the floor. Squirming and kicking, I moved out from under him and quickly sprang to my feet. Fate was still being held, but the man holding her had positioned himself so he was between us now, even if I could only see half of him against the glow of the TV.

“Let her go,” I snarled, even as my heart started to race. The darkness around me made my throat seize up, made my hands turn clammy and cold, brought out the fight or flight instinct in me, killing all logical process. I hated the dark almost as much as I distrusted guys with black hair, and both of those things were here in abundance. 

First a Naga chases me halfway through Brooklyn, and now this.

“Impressive,” the man said, “How did you know Crag’s throat was his weakness?” 

“His weak… what? Look, I don’t know who you are or what you want, but you need to let her go and get the fuck out of our apartment right now.”

“I’m afraid that’s not going to happen. The easiest thing would be for you to comply, otherwise you’ll give me no choice.”

“No choice? What, you’re gonna kill us?” Maybe Abvat, sick of my dodging him, had finally splashed out for a hitman, and a good one at that. There I always thought he was a cheapskate.

He gave me a piercing stare, one that answered my question without the need for words. “Now, Seline, are you going to comply, or not?” 

He knows my name… how does he know my name? There was a shuffling behind me, then a hand clamped down on my shoulder like a vice, causing me to yelp. “Sorry about that, boss,” Crag, said, his voice like a rockfall against my ear. “Won’t happen again.” He pressed down harder against my collar, almost to the point where I thought it would snap, forcing me to my knees. 

“Seline!” Fate yelled. “You said you wouldn’t hurt us!” 

“We won’t,” the man holding her wrist said, “But, by decree of the Obsidian Order, you must come with us. Now.” 

“We’re… not… going anywhere,” I grunted. “Fuck the Order.” 

“You will come with us, or you will watch her die, and then you will die.”

Even in the dark it was impossible to miss Fate’s eyes, those glimmering, silver pools reflecting what little light there was. I didn’t have a choice. I bowed my head and surrendered. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

The Obsidian Order. Bullies and thugs at best, murderers at worst. They were the boogeymen, the thing supernaturals like us hid from if we could, even more so than the natives. Stories of other beings like me being scooped up and never seen again were whispered by the same lips that had ever spoken about the Order. They were merciless, they were assholes, and they were everywhere. 

Now they had us.

Ten long years, Fate and I had avoided being captured, and now they had us. If that little snake Abvat didn’t have anything to do with this, I’d let them shave off all my hair before they did whatever else they were going to be doing to me. Dammit. I should’ve killed him when I had the chance. 

“Seline,” Fate whispered. We were blindfolded and sitting in the back of a car. I had no idea where we were going.

“What?” I asked.

“Do you think they’re gonna kill us?”

I sighed. “Yep. Probably.” 

“Crap… I never got to find out who won.” 

“Who won what?” 

“Ready, Steady, Bake.” 

I frowned. “The cooking show?” 

“Yeah. I was rooting for Marie, but Emily was the dark horse all season.”

“Wait, that was a baking show?” 

“What did you think it was?”

“They were cooking something with eyes on it.” 

“Oh, yeah, they’d make hyper-realistic cakes and stuff. This episode was a Halloween theme. You should pay more attention to the TV I watch.” 

I shook my head. “Y’know, we should probably be a little more focused on the situation at hand and, maybe, getting out of it?” 

“Fat chance of that. My hands are tied so tight I can’t even be turned on by it.” 

“You always say you’ve got a good sense of direction… do you know where they’re taking us?” 

A pause. “No, but I’d say we’ve been on the move for about an hour. On the highway for twenty minutes.” 

“Highway… so we’re out of the city.” 

“I can hear you, you know,” came the booming voice from in front, filling the whole space of the car. It was Crag, the guy I’d knocked out. 

Every single one of my joints stiffened. I shut up, Fate did too. Neither of us said a word.

“I’d tell you where we’re going,” he said, “But that would defeat the whole object of the blind folds, wouldn’t it?” 

“Probably some kind of sex dungeon,” Fate said, “I mean, I’m into it, but you haven’t even asked if I have a safe word or anything.” 

“Look, we weren’t hurting anyone where we were,” I said, “Why the hell did you have to bust in on us like that?” 

“Rules are rules.” 

“Your rules are stupid. You just pick people up, pluck them out of their houses, and what, make them disappear?”

“If they’re weaklings, then the Caretaker will make sure to weed them out. Are you a weakling?” 

“Why don’t you stop the car and we’ll go another couple of rounds? I’ll show you.” 

“Nice try. The car will stop when we get to the Caretaker. Until then, I suggest you shut your mouths, or I’ll make sure the boss knows about your intention to escape. He won’t like that.”

Make sure the boss knows. So, the other guy isn’t in the car, too? “Where’s the boss?” 

“Alright, another word and I’ll have to gag you.” 

I bit my lip to stifle the comeback from spilling out of my mouth, then took a deep breath to calm myself down. 

“It was Emily who won,” Crag said, after a pause. “Marie’s been shit the last few episodes, and she deserved to lose with that Frankenstein cake. Pistachio flavored fondant? C’mon.” 

Fate heard but didn’t reply. I didn’t feel the need to speak, either. All I could do was rattle escape plans around in my brain like marbles in a tin can. My hands were bound, so were Fate’s. The car door was probably locked, and we were on the highway, so we were moving fast. There was also a high probability that magic had been used to make sure we either couldn’t easily escape, or that at the very least we would be tracked if we tried to leave. Getting out of this was going to be extremely difficult, if not impossible, at least while the car was moving.

Maybe when we stopped, I’d have a small window of opportunity between being moved from the car to wherever this Caretaker was. I’d pulled my punches with Abvat, and this tough guy had caught me by surprise, but if I had another round with him, I’d make sure he’d regret the day he ever set foot in our apartment.

I felt Fate lean against my shoulder, then shudder as she tried her best to stifle the coughing fit about to start. She failed. Fate started hacking uncontrollably, a sound that was wet and painful, like it was ripping through her lungs. I tried to touch her, but my hands were tied behind my back and I’d been strapped in with a seatbelt.

“Hey,” Crag called out, “What’s happening to her?” 

“She’s singing, she’s just really bad at it,” I yelled, “She’s fucking dying, you moron!” 

“Dying? What are you talking about?”

“She’s sick! And I’m the only one who can help her, so if you don’t want a dead girl in the back of your car, you’ll untie me!” 

“I’m not untying either of you.” 

“Great, then you’ve sentenced her to death yourself. Think your boss will like you making the call like that?”

“I don’t think he’d give a shit either way, if I’m ho—”

I kicked the back of the seat I was sitting behind, hoping it was his. The car wobbled, then the brakes screamed, and the car ground to a halt, gravel crunching underneath the tries. Grunting and cursing under his breath, Crag unbuckled himself, stepped out of the car, and opened my door. For an instant I thought he was going to hit me; instead he pulled the blindfold off, reached for the tie-wraps keeping my hands bound behind my back, and slit them free with a knife.

“Fix her, and do it fast,” he said. He was still wearing those sunglasses.

Fate hadn’t stopped coughing. I pulled her blindfold up, threw my arms around her and whispered those words into her ear, words I didn’t know the meaning to, or where they came from, but words that seemed to carry a little trickle of magic, enough to soothe her and help her relax. As I held her, I noticed the pendant around my neck glowing slightly, silvery blue light dancing inside of my jacket. Crag, the driver and sole occupant of the car besides us, hadn’t seen it yet, but he was going to if I turned around. I waited until the light, and Fate’s coughing, died off before clipping the top button of my jacket closed and letting her go. 

I cupped her face with my hands. “Are you okay?” I asked.

Her eyes were red and glistening, a single tear streaking down her cheek. “Peachy,” she croaked, smiling faintly. 

I wiped the tear away. “We’re gonna be okay… just relax.” 

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Crag bellowed, “I also wouldn’t relax.” He yanked my arm toward him, then cupped my face with one single hand, squeezing my cheeks so tightly I thought my head would pop like a grape. “If you do anything like what you just did to me again, I will go against the boss’s orders and deal with you myself, understood?” 

Cars hissed past us, filling the silence with the sound of their wheels on the tarmac. If anyone saw what was going on, nobody stopped to lend a hand, nobody even honked their horns. We were in the middle of a quiet highway, with nothing but darkness and trees all around us; nobody was coming to help. I didn’t speak.

He shoved me back against the seat, fixed the blindfold around my eyes, then slammed the door shut. A moment later, we were on the road again, and while my hands were free, I didn’t think escape was an option. Even if I could get out of the car, there was no way I’d get Fate out and moving before Crag stopped us both. I thought about reaching for his neck, his apparent weak spot, from behind and suffocating him as he drove, but the last thing I wanted was for him to throw the car off the road with us in it. I had to pick my battles, and this wasn’t one I could win.

We were driving for what felt like another hour before the car pulled off the highway and started moving along a quiet, single road. I could hear crickets outside, and owls hooting in trees. Fate had suffered another attack and then promptly fallen asleep against my shoulder. I was trying to figure out where in the hell we were, but my sense of direction was completely shot, and despite being untied, I’d been warned against taking the blindfold off. Still, it looked as though we’d arrived wherever we were going—which was great, because I needed to pee.

The car rolled to a stop. Crag turned off the ignition and stepped outside, but he didn’t immediately open the backseat door. Instead I heard him walk a few paces away from the car and start talking to someone else. Their voices were muffled, distant, difficult to hear, but I got the impression one of them was a woman. 

I shrugged my shoulder and nudged Fate awake. “We’re here,” I whispered.

“Five more minutes,” she said, her voice lazy and groggy.

“Fate wake up. We’re here.”

“Huh?” she perked up. “What’s here? I can’t see.”

I dared to peek from under my blindfold, but I could hear Crag approaching so I let the blindfold go and placed my hand on my lap. He opened the door, unbuckled my seatbelt, and pulled me out into the cold, night air which, out here, had a fresh, rural scent like a forest after a night of hard rain. Someone else approached, a pair of cold hands reached for the blindfold around my eyes, and then I could see. 

The woman in front of me had wavy locks of black hair that cascaded around her shoulders like a waterfall of darkness, which meant I already didn’t trust her. As a rule, I didn’t trust anyone with black hair. She had perfect, pearly white teeth, and she also had very delicate, elfin features, like Fate—like me. It was impossible to escape the size of her smile, or the blackness of her eyes; she didn’t have whites or anything, they were just black orbs.

“Hello,” she said, in a bubbly voice, “You must be the new girls.” 

“The new… yeah? Who are you?”

“I’m Aisling, I’m here to take care of you.”

“Wait, you’re the caretaker?” 

She laughed. “Oh, no, no. I’m gonna take care of your induction into the Order.” She gestured to the emptiness behind her—nothing but wide-open space, with a tree-line in the distance and a crescent moon hanging above. “The Caretaker, well… that’s another thing entirely.”

“And what is… this place?”

“That’s… really not for me to say just yet. I know you must have questions about the Order, you’ve probably heard some things.” 

“A few,” Fate said, nodding. “You guys are dicks.” 

“The Order gets a bad rap, but you understand we are here to guard humanity and protect the supernaturals that are worthy of filling our ranks, right? We’re peacekeepers.” 

“You’re murderers and thugs,” I said, “What peace do you keep?”

“Do you really think this world would be half as quiet as it is now if not for us and what we do?” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Before us, supernaturals who fell through the rifts were able to run around unchecked, exploiting humans or starting fights with the other supernaturals native to this world. It was chaos. Now, at least, there’s a system in place to catch wayward supernaturals and make sure they aren’t a threat to others.” 

I’d heard about the rifts before, everybody had. Fate and I had arrived on Earth because we’d fallen through one of them, as had any other supernatural from the other side that we’d ever encountered. Nobody could tell me what the rifts were, how many there were, or just how many of us had fallen through from our world to this one, but one thing was clear—there were a lot of us, and we all had agendas.

Mine was to survive.

“We weren’t hurting anyone where we were. You just busted into my house and grabbed us—how’d you find out where we were, by the way? We’ve always been super careful not to do anything stupid.” 

Aisling smiled sharply. “Look, this is all a bit much. I understand. Right now, all I need to do is get your measurements and—”

I batted her searching hands away from my torso. “—measurements? For what?”

“After,” came a dark, cold voice, “Assuming there is one for you left.” 

I turned my head and saw him marching toward us, though where he’d come from, I couldn’t say. There were no other cars, no bikes, and it didn’t look like he’d arrived via parachute, but he was here, the man with the red jewels and the long black coat; the man whose magical aura I could feel caressing me even now as he moved past me, the man whose name I didn’t know.

“You,” I said. 

“You will allow Aisling to take your measurements,” he said, “Then you will surrender your personal belongings to her. Your friend will do the same. Is that understood?” 

My chest tightened. The pendant around my neck was the only thing I had that reminded—if you could call it remembering—me of home, of a home I didn’t know. It was the only thing about me I knew for a fact had any real magic in it, the only thing about me of any value besides Fate. I couldn’t let them see it. “You want to take my things?” I asked.

“It’s protocol,” Aisling said, tilting her head to the side and pouting. “Sorry.” 

Fate rubbed her hands together. “It’s cold as shit out here,” she said, “Can we please just get this over with? I really would rather die than have to stand out here much longer.” 

“Aisling, take their measurements; Crag, their belongings,” red jewels said, “The eager beaver will go first.” 

“Right away, boss,” Crag said.

“First?” I asked, “First to what? And why the fuck don’t we get to know your name yet?” 

Crag came over to me and placed a hand on my shoulder. I shrugged him off and moved closer to red jewels. If he didn’t tell me his name soon, I’d give him a name he probably wouldn’t be too happy with.

“You forget your place,” he purred, matching the speed of my advance and squaring up to me. Power curled off him like fire; fire so intense it stopped me dead in my tracks. The night itself seemed to surround him, thicken around him, darken in his presence. I suddenly didn’t want to be anywhere near him or his black eyes. Eyes like Aisling’s. “But if you are both to meet the reaper soon,” he said, “You should know the name of the person who arranged the encounter. My name is Draven, I am a High Marshall of the Obsidian Order.” 

“Draven…” the word fell past my lips on the back of a sigh. I was about to speak, but Crag’s hand was on my shoulder again, and this time I couldn’t shrug out of his grip. 

“She will go first,” Draven said. He was talking about Fate. 

“First to what?” I asked for a second time, “What are you sending her into?” 

“She will meet the Caretaker, and she will either survive and join the Order, or be found unworthy and die.” 

“Are you insane? She’s sick! She can’t—”

“Sick?” Draven asked, cutting me off. “What kind of sick?” 

“I… I don’t know, she’s just sick, okay? Whatever you’re going to put her through, she may not survive it. Don’t do this to her.”

I watched him as he considered what I’d said and found myself strangely admiring him. He had a striking beauty about him that was entirely otherworldly, inescapable. Even as he stood in quiet contemplation, he commanded the attention of the people around him. I, like the others, were clinging to him, waiting for him to decide. I’d never come across someone who had that kind of power before, but then he spoke, and any admiration turned to poison. “Then we’ll have to kill her now and be done with it,” he said.

“Seline!” Fate yelled, utter panic in her trembling voice.

I made a move toward her, hot, furious anger filling my chest and fueling my actions, but Crag held me in place. “Don’t try it,” he warned, “Or I’ll pop your shoulder out and really give you a disadvantage against the Caretaker. Not that it needs one to deal with a pipsqueak like you. I’ve seen it eat guys twice my size.” 

“Crag,” Draven said as he walked away, “Remove Seline’s jacket and take her things while I deal with her friend.” 

Crag picked at the top button of my leather jacket and managed to pop it open only because I took the slack in his grip as an opportunity to wriggle away from him. “Wait, wait!” I yelled, running after Draven with my hands up. “I’ll go first!” 

Draven stopped, turned around, and in his eyes, I noticed something; a flicker of light besides what little glow my own hair was giving off. This light was blue, and faint, but it pulsed like a distant, cold star in the night sky. I realized, then, he was looking directly at the pendant around my neck, that small, flimsy, crescent shaped shard of crystal that held a sliver of magic inside.

“What is…” he tilted his head, eyes narrowing, eyebrows meeting in the center of his face. I clasped the top button of my leather jacket closed again and saw on his face a look almost like remembrance, but then he shook his head like he wasn’t sure of what he’d seen. 

“I’ll go in her place,” I insisted, “I’ll do this for the two of us.” 

“No,” he said, with all the stern authority he could manage. 

“That woman has never done anything wrong to anyone in her life, and you’ll condemn her to die at the hands of some thing in the woods? No. I’d die for her a thousand times if it means she can be spared that. Send me against to face the Caretaker first, send me twice, I don’t give a fuck.” 

Crag advanced on me again, I could hear him coming up behind me—he was impossible to miss. Knowing now what I didn’t know the first time we’d met, though, I spun around and struck him square in the center of his throat with the tips of my fingers. Crag staggered, clasping his throat, gasping for air. I turned my head and stared at Draven, a breeze gently whipping my face. 

Fate’s eyes were wide with shock, maybe awe. Aisling was nodding, impressed. Draven was all cold, hard stare. “If you fail,” he said, “You will both die.”

Aisling had kept nodding for a second, but then stopped and shook her head. “Wait, no, you can’t do that,” she said, “Protocol—”

“I’m High Marshall, this is my decision. She will face the Caretaker instead of her friend, but will carry both their fates in her hands.” 

“You know I have to report this.” 

A tense moment passed. “Report it. Take that one inside. I will take Seline to meet the Caretaker personally.” 

I didn’t like the way he’d drawn that last word out, it sounded almost sinister, but it looked—for now at least—as though Fate would be okay. Once Crag managed to catch his breath, he walked around me, scowling, and joined Fate and Aisling, who were walking, walking, walking, until they just… disappeared into the night. Poof. Vanished. 

For the first time ever, I was alone with Draven, and somehow, the night felt thick as well as cold. I had to swallow a couple of times to fight the anxiety away, that growing sense of dread that came with feeling like the dark was closing in on me. The last thing I wanted was for this guy to sense any kind of weakness from me. 

“Alright…” Draven’s voice trailed off. “It’s time to meet the Caretaker.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Draven walked me away from the point where Fate had disappeared, away from the comfort of the car I had been driven in and the road the car had been driven on. He also walked me away from any source of light that wasn’t natural, and as we pushed further into the thicket of trees, the light from the crescent moon started to have a real hard time reaching us, turning the darkness heavier still.

As subtly as I could, and only because I was walking behind him, I reached for a strand of my hair and rolled it between my fingers. Whenever I did this, the glow from my hair seemed to intensify just a little bit, almost as if reacting to my touch, or my thoughts, or maybe just my need for light. It made me feel better, safer, more confident, and boy if I ever needed confidence right now.

Wet leaves crunched under my feet, crickets hadn’t stopped chirping since the first time I’d heard them, but this time there was no owl hooting in the night, no birds of any kind in the trees in fact. My skin started to prickle, my heart galloped, and as the trees grew denser around me, a pinch of panic grabbed at the back of my throat and squeezed.

“You know, if you’re going to kill me, I’d rather you did it with your own hands,” I said, “Not have something else do your dirty work.” 

Draven didn’t reply.

“That’s what this is, isn’t it? That’s what the Caretaker is? A thing? I heard Crag say he’d seen it eat a guy twice his size. What is it?”

“Hundreds of years old,” Draven said, “Maybe thousands. Nobody knows.” 

“And no one’s killed it in as long?” 

“No.” 

“I call bullshit on that.” 

“Please elaborate.” 

“You have people in your Order. You joined. Crag joined. Aisling, too. They all get put through the ringer like this, or do you only reserve that for street trash like me?” 

To that he angled his head around his shoulder. “Trash?” 

“Don’t pretend Fate and I are little more than that. The way you talked to us, about us. You were going to end her life like she was an insect under your boot. Who does that?” 

Draven stopped and turned around fully, his coat billowing with the suddenness of his movements. Here, in the dark, the faint moonlight glinted off his sharp features, off the tips of his hair, his shoulders. He was little more than a silhouette, and yet there was a kind of light to him. His eyes. They were as black as the deepest night, and in them I saw the light of my hair reflected at me. As I stared, I kept wondering if maybe there was a memory gnawing at the mantle of my consciousness, one triggered by the light in those eyes.

Then he shut his eyes, his expression hardened like he’d heard something he deeply disagreed with, and the light was gone.

“You will face the Caretaker, as is my decree. If you survive, you will join the Order. If you do not, you will die, and so will Fate.” 

“What… what do I do?” 

“Survive until sunrise, though it would be better for you if you didn’t.” 

“You want me to survive against some thing without any weapons?”

“We are at war, Seline. All of us are. Soldiers are needed. If you do not have what it takes, I do not want you draining our resources by staying at the Black Fortress. Prove yourself worthy, or don’t.”

The night fell around him like a sheet. There was a great whumph followed by a gust of wind that shook the leaves of the trees around me, and then he was gone. Poof. Vanished, just like the others. I had no idea what kind of magic this was, but I had a feeling it was the same kind of magic that had let him arrive at this place before we did—some kind of teleportation.

Now I really was alone; there weren’t even any crickets to keep me company. The woods were dark, and silent, there was only me and the sound of my own rapidly beating heart. Oh, yeah, and my glowing hair, which ironically now served as a beacon to whatever the hell the Caretaker was. I decided it best to pull my hoody up and cover the most part of it, though I kept a couple of strands woven around my fingertips like a safety net. 

Slowly, I moved, trying to figure out if I should pick my way back to the spot we’d walked away from or if I should move deeper into the woods. The cold was already biting at the tip of my nose, my lips, my fingers. I cupped my hands in front of my face and blew into them, rubbing them together to keep them warm. 

I hadn’t yet made my decision when I heard a sound I hadn’t expected to hear. Was that a cat? 

I spun around, scanning the darkness for the source but coming up empty. Light from the moon barely reached the ground here, which made the blowing leaves look like scuttling cockroaches and knotted roots look like snakes. I heard it again, a distinct meow, high pitched and not at all threatening, but coming from above somewhere. 

The cat was sitting in a tree not far from where I was standing. I could only see its silhouette against what little moonlight made it through the trees, but it was enough to catch the shape of its head, its pointy ears, and the glint in its eyes. It tilted its head at me, then bounded down the tree, coming to a graceful halt a few feet away from me. 

“Is this… it?” I asked, staring at the cat from where I was. I didn’t want to get too close to it, just in case, but it was just a cat—this couldn’t be it, the thing I had to survive against. 

The cat licked its paw, then ran it over its head. It did this a couple of times, grooming itself as I watched it, dumbfounded. This was the only animal anywhere near me. I couldn’t hear any birds, rabbits, not even insects, although the last part I was happy about. Tentative, cautious, I extended my hand toward the cat, not because I cared whether it sniffed me or not, but because it almost looked a little like my neighbor’s cat, the one that often would sneak into my apartment and raid my trash can for scraps. I called it Garbage, though its real name was probably something stupid like Sprinkles, and we kinda had a bond. I wondered if it would miss me if I never came back home.

“Hey,” I said, slowly inching my fingertips toward it. “Are you lost?” 

The cat stopped mid-lick of its paw and turned its reflective eyes on me, then figured I wasn’t important enough to give its attention to and went back to nibbling at its own paw. “For your information, I’m not lost. I’m also not the Caretaker.” 

The voice set every one of my senses to high alert, and not because it sounded eerily like Humphrey Bogart; here’s looking at you, kid. I stood bolt upright, spiders crawling along the length of my spine, my chest tightening. “Who the fuck said that?” I asked, wildly spinning around on the spot, my hands up and ready to strike the asshole that’d gotten so close to me he’d basically spoken into my ear.  “Show yourself!” I yelled, my voice shooting off into the woods in all directions.

“It’s funny,” came the voice again, this time spoken so close to my left ear I threw my shoulder out trying to elbow-strike the nothing behind me. 

Wincing from the hot pain shooting through my arm, I grit my teeth and took a few steps away from the spot I’d been standing in. “Who’s there!” I yelled. “What’s so funny?” 

The voice came again. “You others have the sophistication to hear me, but you frighten just as easily as humans do.” This time it sounded like person speaking was talking directly into my brain. 

My heart thundered inside of my chest, which was already too tight. Then I saw the cat, happily chewing its paw, trimming its nails, I guessed. 

“No fucking way,” I said, staring at it. “You’re the one talking?”

“Way fucking way. Also, duck.” 

“Duck?” 

A series of rapid snaps, like branches breaking under immense pressure, cascaded toward me. I ducked just as the tree I’d been standing in front of broke in half. I fell to the wet ground, my hoody slipped off the back of my head, and my hair illuminated the figure looming in the darkness not five feet from where I was. 

It was huge, easily the size of a bus, but I couldn’t tell if it was a bug or an animal. I could see spindles, pointed appendages, and what looked like tough, insect-like carapace, but also fur, animal’s eyes, and teeth—oh my Gods, so many teeth.

“That’s the Caretaker,” the cat said only this time I could’ve sworn its lips were moving. 

I scrambled back, moving away from the beast. “Holy shit,” I said, “Holy shit, holy shit. I’m gonna die, and the last voice I’m gonna hear belongs to a fucking cat.” 

“Some people would be okay with that. Good luck!” 

The cat bounded off into the darkness, and I almost called out to it, almost asked it not to leave me alone with this thing, but I didn’t. Instead I turned to face the beast, took a series of deep breaths, and got back up. “Listen,” I said, putting my hands up, trying to reason with it. Was I insane? “You don’t have to do this—” the creature roared and lunged as I started to speak, smashing through what few trees stood between me and it. 

“Shit!” I turned tail and ran, rapidly slipping between trees, conscious that a single slip could spell my doom. I had no weapons, very little light to see, no protection to keep those razor-sharp claws from turning my skin into shredded beef if they managed to find their mark… and I was supposed to survive until dawn? I wasn’t going to survive the next five seconds!

The creature was relentless in its pursuit, charging through the trees instead of trying to avoid them, roaring at the top of its capacity to produce sound as it went, reminding me that it was there, and that it was going to kill me. When I spotted a cluster of rocks, I went for it and dove behind them, then I made a sharp right turn hoping to lose the creature even for a second. 

No such luck. This thing had my scent, or it could hear me, or maybe it could taste me through the air. It didn’t matter. The Caretaker made a hard right at the rocks and came bounding toward me like a dog eager to lick its master—only this thing was gonna eat me, not lick me. There was no way I was going to make it to dawn. The only way to deal with this thing was to kill it. 

That’s right; kill it, somehow.

“To whatever Gods I used to pray to,” I said between panting breaths, “I know I don’t do it much anymore, you probably can’t even hear me from all the way over here, but please give me a break.” 

Ahead of me I noticed the trees starting to thin out a little bit, and not too far from where I was, I saw an opportunity. Going for it would ensure the creature wouldn’t just catch me, it’d corner me, but my lungs were burning from the stress of running—it was going to catch me eventually. I pushed through the trees and moved into the lighter part of the forest, where I came across a cabin. 

Using the force of my own momentum, I slammed my shoulder against the front door which caved under the pressure and snapped open, allowing me inside. Here, it was dark, but I had at least a defensible position. I shut the door as best I could, then raced further into the house, checking the kitchen for anything I could use until I found a butcher’s knife left across a cutting board.

The Caretaker slammed against the cabin’s front door, smashing it to splinters, but its massive, carapace frame couldn’t fit through the opening. Roaring, with the butcher’s knife in my hand, I threw myself at the Caretaker and hacked at one of its limbs. An arm, a pincer, a stinger, I didn’t know, but I chopped and chopped until eventually I struck something soft and fleshy that sprayed me across the face. The Caretaker shrieked, and I laughed at it. 

“That’s right!” I yelled as it retreated through what was left of the front door, “How do you like that, bitch?” I assumed it was female. It just had that kind of vibe.  

I watched the Caretaker slink away into the darkness, becoming one with the cabin’s immediate surroundings and leaving me standing at the door, covered in what smelled like hot sewage and holding a knife. I stepped back into the cabin, headed into the kitchen again, and opened the faucet. Water flowed, and I took a moment to wash my face and hands before the smell became too much to bear. 

I could hear the creature still out there, circling the cabin, calculating its next move. This thing was a predator, a clever one, one that had been doing this for hundreds of years, maybe thousands—even Draven didn’t know. But, then again, hadn’t everyone who ever joined the Obsidian Order beaten this thing? There had to be a way even for me; an other with no magic or powers of any kind, to succeed here.

Fire. 

The thought pushed its way to the forefront of my mind, and it was a good one, but how was I supposed to start a fire in time? Fireplace. I moved through the kitchen into the living room, and sure enough, there was a fireplace sitting inertly against the end wall. I rushed toward it, but couldn’t find any logs or kindling inside, never mind the fact that I had nothing to light it with. 

I perked up at the sound of trees and branches snapping. But if I can’t make a fire, how do I use it to beat this thing?

“I need a fucking miracle, is what I need,” I said to the quiet room around me. 

One of the windows nearest to me smashed inward, and the Caretakers’ pincers came through soon after. I managed to twirl away from one, but a second one caught my knife arm in a tight grip. I grabbed the knife with my other hand and started slicing down on the thing’s weird, insect-like appendage, but succeeded only in chipping pieces of its carapace off. An instant later, something slimy and hot lashed out and grabbed my other arm, wrapping itself around my wrist so tight I finally dropped the knife entirely. 

I tried to use my feet to keep the Caretaker from pulling me toward it, but another disgusting, slimy, hot tendril shot out of the dark hole I assumed was its mouth and wrapped itself around one of my ankles. With three of my limbs now under its control, it was able to pick me up off the ground and pull me through the window toward it with ease, but I wasn’t done fighting it yet. 

As soon as I got close enough to its face, I put my one remaining foot into it again, and again, and again, aiming for the eyes, the nose—if it had one—anywhere I thought could hurt it, though avoiding its mouth and all those teeth. The Caretaker squirmed and screeched and roared, but it didn’t relent, it never let me go. It pulled me into the woods again, where it started running deeper into the trees. 

I kept kicking the thing, looking for a weak spot to exploit, but the Caretaker was mostly carapace, and what I was doing wasn’t having much effect. The creature’s pincer crushed harder against my wrist, and for the third time tonight, one of my body parts felt like it was going to come right off under the pressure. I shut my eyes and grit my teeth against the pain, reaching with my mind for something, anything outside of myself. 

For eight years I’d known those who used magic were quickly picked up by the Order, and I counted myself among the lucky ones who’d forgotten just about everything there was to know about themselves—including their magic. No magic, no problems; that was my motto. Now I needed it, I needed to tap into whatever part of myself existed that was magic, and I needed it to shine. It was do or die. Do or be eaten. 

Please, whatever Gods are out there, whatever favor I’ve won, come to me now or this will be my last broadcast!

The Caretaker kept running with me in its grip. I had a feeling it was taking me somewhere it had taken many others before me, somewhere perhaps dark, and quiet, and warm, where it could pick my flesh from my bones and then feast until sunrise, when it would sleep. I knew this because the creature wasn’t just aimlessly running through the woods—it had purpose, direction, intent. 

But the beast suddenly stopped in its tracks and gave the air a hard sniff through its six nostrils. The fact that it had six nostrils didn’t register in my brain nearly as prominently as the fact that I could see its nostrils to begin with. They were brown, huge, and so hairy, it would’ve been laughable if this roach-bear thing, wasn’t so damn terrifying. 

Then I saw the twinkle in its eyes, light catching upon them, and something strange happened. The Caretaker stiffened, its hold on my limbs slackened, and I fell to the ground with a thud. As I looked up at it, I realized I could see light falling on its tough exterior, on its bristly fur, on its many, many teeth. This thing was like something out of a nightmare, but at the same time, the way the light interacted with its carapace created a sheen of neon greens and pinks and purples that was mesmerizing to look at. 

The moment it reared up and squealed, though, the spell was broken. The Caretaker, the nightmare I would never forget encountering, shot off into the woods like a bullet and left me where I lay, wondering what in the hell had happened to it. It had me, why hadn’t it eaten me? Then I realized; dawn had broken over the horizon. 

I fought to get to my feet, padding myself down and checking my wrist for signs of serious injury. It’d bruise, but it wasn’t broken. Then I turned my eyes to the east, where sure enough, the sun was peeking through the trees. I didn’t have my phone on me, and I wasn’t the kind of person to wear a watch, but I couldn’t have been in these woods long enough for dawn to come around. As the light of dawn quickly receded into darkness again in a sort of reverse sunrise, I knew, something else had happened here, something magic, and I wasn’t sure I had anything to do with it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

“What the hell did you do?” came Draven’s voice from ahead of me. He and Crag had come marching into the woods to find me, and neither of them looked happy, least of all Draven, whose face conveyed more than his tone and words did. He really didn’t like that I’d made it back.

In fact, what was it he’d said to me before I’d set off to face the Caretaker? It’ll be better for you if you don’t survive, or something like that.

“Don’t look at me,” I said, putting my hands up, “I just did what I was told—I survived until dawn.”

“Unless you haven’t noticed,” he said, scowling, “It’s still the middle of the night, which means you cheated somehow.” 

“Look, I don’t care what you want to call it, but I passed your test which means you aren’t going to murder me and my friend. Right?” 

I couldn’t believe how casually I’d said that, but a lot of things about tonight were unbelievable, so, add that to the list. 

He gritted his teeth. “I am nothing if not a man of my word, so no, I will not kill you and your friend, but now you have to come with me.” 

“Look, you got what you wanted, you made your point. Fate and I aren’t hurting anyone, just let us go home and we’ll go under the radar again.” 

Draven shook his head. “The agreement was, you would come with us should you survive the Caretaker. I have half a mind to throw you back into the woods and summon the beast again, but I need to deal with the aftermath of… what you just did. Crag, take her inside and see to it that she is… accommodated.” 

I scanned the clearing around me. “Inside where?” I asked. “Take me to wherever Fate is. I want to know she’s okay.” 

“Your friend is fine,” Crag said, “Come with me, and—”

It was like the darkness itself had shifted toward Crag and attacked him, picking him up and throwing him to the ground like he was filled with feathers instead of piles and piles of muscle. Crag grunted as he hit the ground, and when the darkness returned to normal, Draven was looming above him, his foot pressed against Crag’s throat. 

“Did I say you could give her an update about her friend?” Draven asked.

Crag, who seemed to be struggling to speak, managed to choke the word “No” out.

“The next time you speak out of turn, we’re going to have a completely different conversation, you and me. Is that understood?” 

“Yes.” Crag grunted. 

Draven released his hold on Crag’s neck, glanced over at me, and then turned around. He walked a few paces and became one with the night, disappearing completely just as everyone else had. Crag, slowly, got to his feet, shrugging his shoulders as he went. Part of me wanted to ask him if he was okay, but he had busted into my place and essentially kidnapped Fate and I, so I bit my tongue.

Crag dusted himself off, looked over at me, and gestured for me to follow him with his head. “Stay close,” he said, “If you don’t walk through at the same time I do, the magic around this place will turn your skin inside out.” 

I shuddered at the thought, but the idea of seeing Fate again—knowing she was okay—allowed me to follow him as he stepped through the invisible threshold. It was like walking through a basement filled with cobwebs that hung so low they could reach my ankles. I couldn’t see, and all around me I could feel these thin strands of… something… touching me, making my skin prickle all over. But the sensation passed after a few seconds; I was through, and what I saw in front of me… I wasn’t expecting.

It was a palace, or more like a fortress. The structure was tall and formidable, square shaped, with many windows along its wall, some of them lit up. At each of the structure’s corners, black towers rose like knives into the night sky, each looking like they were trying to pierce the crescent moon above them. Fireflies danced along its walls, offering little specks of illumination to a structure that would otherwise look almost entirely black. 

“This way,” Crag said, and as he started to walk, I realized he was following a cobbled path, the edges of which were lit with small, burning torches. 

I shadowed his steps, trying to find a memory attached to the place, anything that may shed some light on where I was, but there was nothing there. Not a single sliver of recognition. I’d never been here before, and that made sense, because this was a place on Earth—not a place in the world I belonged to. The stars were the same, the sky was the same, the moon was the same. But there was magic here, I could feel it pulsating all around me, in the air, in the ground, in the torches burning along the path to the fortress’ front doors; doors that opened on their own as Crag and I approached.

Part of me was expecting to be bathed with warm light from inside, but the light spilling out onto the stone steps was minimal. It was dark inside the front hall, the whole, wide open space lit only with small candles here and there. There was enough light to see, enough to hint at crystalline and marble surfaces, enough to be able to tell one person from another, but not enough for me to feel entirely comfortable. 

I stood by the front door, hesitating, doubting myself. Then Crag stopped and turned around. “Come inside,” he grunted. 

I swallowed, pressed my lips into a thin line, then took a step through the doors and into the dimly lit front hall, the door sliding shut behind me. “Does it really have to be this dark in here?” 

Crag turned his eyes up, and without so much as a gesture or spoken word, the ambient light in the hall started to grow. One by one I watched candles light themselves, each tongue of flame lending its light to the others beside it, until I could see all the golds and whites and blacks, all of the paintings on the walls, the color in the stained-glass windows at the top of the grand staircase ahead of me. 

“Holy… shit…” I sighed. 

“Better?” Crag asked.

“Yeah… better.” 

“Come this way. You must be starving.”

“Got a bathroom? I’ve needed to pee since the car.”

He nodded, then gestured with his head. He wasn’t quite so scary anymore, not after what I’d seen Draven do to him outside. Crag’s sudden change in attitude and the shift in the light gave me a little more confidence to follow him when he asked, so I did without wasting more time standing by the front door. I was about to ask about the total lack of people—this place was so big, there could’ve been hundreds in here—when I finally spotted someone in the massive dining hall I’d been brought into.

Fate. She was alone and sitting at the end of the table like some kind of Queen, surrounded by food. 

“Seline!” she yelled, her voice rising to fill the space of the hall. She held up a drumstick like it was a trophy. “Look at all this food!” 

“For such a small thing, she really can put it away.” Aisling’s voice had come from out of nowhere, startling me. 

I pressed my hand against my chest. “Did you have to sneak up on me like that?” I asked, frowning at her. 

“I’ve been here literally the entire time…” 

I screwed up my face. “Sure… so, what’s the deal, here? Fattening us up?” 

Laughing, she shook her head. “No, we just thought you’d be hungry after what you’ve been through. Sit, eat, you’ve earned a rest.”

“Rest? I don’t buy it. Where’s the catch.” 

She shook her head, her black locks matching the movement. “No catch. You beat the Caretaker, you’ve earned this.”

“Yeah, well, according to your boss I didn’t beat shit.” 

“You aren’t the first person to get past the Caretaker on a technicality, though how you did what you did will probably be something to investigate.” 

I looked over at Fate, who seemed to have had enough of her banquet and was now picking her teeth with a small bone. “Look, lady, I don’t know what you think I did out there, but that wasn’t me.” 

Aisling moved in a little closer to whisper. “Probably best if you don’t go advertising that… we don’t want the other prospects thinking you had any kind of help getting in here.” 

“Wait a second, prospects? What prospects?” 

“You got past the caretaker, which makes you a prospect. I know, I know, you have a ton of questions—”

“—Draven talked about a war, what war?”

“Seline… I know you have been on Earth for a long time, which means I know that you know about the war of the Orders.” 

“Not nearly as much as you think. Fate and I are survivors. We could give a shit about the Orders.”

“Well, it’s time you started learning. The most important thing for you to know is that the Obsidian Order… is on the right side of history.”

“That’s literally what every single warring party thinks of itself, even the asshole ones.”

“Right, but our cause is noble. We want to protect humans from anyone who may try to prey on them, whether that’s a lone supernatural using their power to hurt people or a Faction that exploits humans and turns entire communities of them into unwilling cults. There are many other Factions out there, all with ideals different to ours. It’ll be you who stands in the way of them and their depraved agendas. You’re going to learn how to identify threats, how to fight; how to be a light in the darkness.”

“I know how to fight, lady.” 

She smiled brightly. “It’s been a long night for all of us. Have something to eat, you’ll be shown to your quarters after you’re done, and tomorrow we’ll start.” 

“Start what?” 

Aisling reached for a bunch of clothes sitting at this end of the dining table and handed them over. “Take these, make sure to wear them tomorrow.” 

Glancing at the clothes she’d given me, I could see they were black and trimmed with silver. She handed me a pair of shoes to go with them. “What’s this?” I asked.

“I think I got your size right, if not just let me know and I’ll change them.”

“I’m not wearing these clothes, and I’m not going anywhere until you start answering some questions!”  

“Seline,” Fate’s voice sailed over from where she was sitting. I turned to look at her. “They could’ve killed us already… if they were going to, I think they would’ve. Also, this isn’t a sex dungeon… I’ve asked.” 

“Yeah, your friend really did ask about that…” Aisling said, “Can’t say it’s the first time someone’s asked that question.” 

Frowning, I shook my head and sighed. “Fine,” I said, “Whatever. I’ll go along with this.” 

“Excellent.” Aisling paused, then looked at me like she was about to tell me I had cancer or something. “Between the two of us, it’ll be better if you keep a low profile. At least for now. Tonight, well, it didn’t exactly go as planned and the boss… you just don’t want to be in his way.”

“None of us do,” Crag muttered. 

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

Aisling looked up at Crag, then back at me. “The Caretaker was meant to draw out your supernatural side, that’s what it’s for. We’re supposed to be able to see what you are, and maybe help figure out where you came from. It’s like throwing someone who’s never swam before into the middle of the ocean. They learn to swim, or they drown.”

I stared at them both, lips parting slightly, eyebrows arched. “And?” I asked.

“And… I’ve probably already said too much, but it didn’t work, so just, stay out of everyone’s way until this can be figured out.”

“Figured… out? Wait, are you saying… what happens to me if they can’t figure it out?” 

Aisling offered a hard smile. “Eat, then try to get some sleep,” she said, before walking away. Crag followed, watching me as he went, and leaving Fate and I alone in this massive dining hall. 

I ran over to her and hugged her like my life depended on it. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” I said against the side of her face. 

“Geez, will you relax? Look at this place!” 

I pulled away from her and had a look around. I’d never been able to describe a place as ‘stunning’ before, since my experience with places were roach infested apartments, rat infested subways, and pigeon infested rooftops, but this place was stunning. There wasn’t just one of these dining tables, there were two, each looked like they’d fit fifty people. There were columns rising from the black, stone floors all the way to the ceiling. All of the windows were stained-glass, and they all had pictures on them—some of landscapes with impossible colors, others of floating cities in the clouds, and others still of people… with wings, and swords, and shields. 

“Did these guys rob a church to build this thing?” I asked.

“I don’t think so. I think they just made it.”

“C’mon, nobody just made this place.” 

“No, really. This food… like, do you know how long a chicken takes to cook? This place was dark when I got here, nobody around, and then all of a sudden there was a full chicken here, and oven baked potatoes, and this thing—I don’t know what the hell this drink is, but it makes me feel like a Viking!” 

I grabbed the goblet she’d been drinking out of—it looked ridiculously huge in her small hand—and gave it a sniff. “Crap, that’s strong!” I was getting honey, and cinnamon, and maybe milk, definitely something creamy. 

“Right?” She went to drink again, but I stopped her. 

“I think that’s enough of that for now…” 

“Ah, come on. Why?”

“Listen to me.” I squatted so I was looking up at her, and took one of her hands in mine. “We don’t know where we are,” I said, “These people are strangers, and they’ve kidnapped us. I know this all looks amazing, but we have no idea what’s coming next. We need to be on our toes, and that means we can’t get shit-faced.” 

“Sure, but on that note, assuming these people are gonna kill us, I feel like there’s an argument for getting shit-faced.” 

I wanted to stick to my convictions, but I realized something. Fate’s hands weren’t cold, she wasn’t coughing, and she didn’t look like she was about to pass out. In fact, she looked… happy, and strangely healthy, something I wasn’t totally used to seeing. I let my grip on her hand slacken and smiled at her. “Yeah… maybe you’re right.” 

I pulled up a chair next to her and sat down. The food in front of me was still warm, somehow, and smelled delicious. When I went to pick up one of the goblets near me, it was full, and the liquid inside was a little warm too. I sniffed it, shrugged, then drank. Soon enough, I was eating the food these strangers had laid in front of me, and while I didn’t allow myself to completely relax, it felt good to have a little respite from the craziness that had been tonight.

Aisling returned after we’d eaten to escort us to our quarters. I gathered my clothes and Fate gathered hers, she’d been given a set too, and we followed Aisling as she moved through the halls with a lantern in her hand. Aisling stopped in the middle of a deathly quiet hallway, then touched one of the doors. The palm of her hand began to glow with soft, blue light. A moment later, the door unlocked and opened. She stepped aside for us to go through. 

“This is you,” she whispered, “Make yourselves comfortable, and make sure to get some sleep. We’ll be back for you at dawn.” 

“And… how many hours is that?” Fate asked.

“About six.” 

Fate rolled her eyes and, grunting, stepped into the bedroom. 

I was close to thanking Aisling as I walked past her, but… I just couldn’t. Maybe I was too wound up despite the dinner and the drink, maybe the darkness was getting to me, maybe there was just something about her—the words died on my tongue, never to be spoken. As soon as I stepped through into the bedroom, the door shut behind me, making my back stiffen and prickle. I was starting to hate that doors here did that.

“Not bad, right?” Fate asked, picking one of the two beds available to us. 

The room was big enough to fit two beds an end table between them, which already made it bigger than our own bedroom. There was also a small desk, and what looked like a chest of drawers. All of the furniture was made of wood, with black finishing’s and joints. There were sconces set into the walls where candles were burning, and two other holders—one on the end table, one on the desk—where more candles were lit. I set my clothes down on the chest of drawers, then moved over to the bed which was going to be mine, and sat down.

It was comfortable, much more comfortable than our mattress back home. The springs in ours were shot to hell, many of them poked through the fabric at the top and at the bottom, and since I couldn’t replace the mattress, the best I could do was stick corks on the pointy ends to keep from getting stabbed in the night. Still, I missed that shitty mattress because it was home; this, decisively, wasn’t.

I saw Fate slipping out of her combat boots and did the same. “First sign of trouble,” I said, “We’re breaking the hell out of this place.”

“You think there’s gonna be any trouble?” 

“When was the last time someone offered us room and board for nothing?” 

“Well… not nothing. I mean, you did have to fight the Caretaker, and that looked like a nightmare.”

“You saw it?” 

“Oh, yeah, that Aisling chick had a tablet. There were cameras in the forest, in the cabin. I was screaming for you to start a fire.” 

“Wait, there’s technology here? I thought we’d been sent back to the middle ages.”

“Yeah, they’ve got WIFI and everything. This place isn’t totally medieval.” 

“That means we can call for—” I tapped my pocket to grab my phone, but of course, they’d taken that. “Dammit, they took our phones.” 

“Yeah, and anyway, who would we call? What friends do we have?” 

“Fuck. I need to get my phone back.”

“Maybe, but maybe we should listen to Aisling and get some sleep. Whatever happens tomorrow, we want to have as much strength as possible to deal with it.”

She wasn’t wrong. Lucky for us, Fate and I were used to not getting much sleep; New York wasn’t exactly known for having quiet night hours. I let myself fall against the pillow, but I didn’t relax; I didn’t even shed my clothes, though maybe I should’ve all things considered. Despite each of the events that had taken place tonight, from the encounter with Abvat that I believed had started this all, to the fight with the Caretaker, all I could think of was him. 

Draven. 

He kept popping into my thoughts like an earworm, a song you couldn’t get out of your head. I replayed everything I could remember about our interactions, from the first time I laid eyes on him in my apartment, to the last time we’d spoken tonight. I’d never in my life met anyone who inspired as much fear as he did in other people, or in me, if I could admit that to myself. I didn’t want to be near him, but at the same time, there was something about him I couldn’t put my finger on.

He was ready to kill Fate right there, on the spot, because she was unworthy… then he saw my necklace and… something changed. 

The lights in the room suddenly started dimming until all was dark. My heart immediately leapt into my throat and started pulsing hard. I shook my hands through my hair, willing it to glow, and sure enough, it did, lending me enough soft light to see by. Swallowing the ball of panic wedged in my throat, I reached for the pendant against my neck and stared at it, watched the silvery blue light grow bright enough to touch the ceiling. As it did, I saw patterns start to emerge on the ceiling itself, vines of faint silver waxing and waning as the light from the pendant danced and shifted upon its surface. 

It was like a light show, one that continued even after I set the small, crescent pendant back down against my neck. Before I knew it, I was dreaming; dreaming I was touching the tips of clouds with my fingers, watching the sunrise over the horizon. By morning the dream, and all memory of it, were gone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

The feel of a hand on my arm made me spring into consciousness with a start. I grabbed the hand that had touched me and went to twist it, but Fate yelped before I could cause her any pain. My heart thundering in my chest, I let her go and took a series of breaths to help me relax and calm down. 

“Crap, Fate, I could’ve killed you,” I said, trying to keep my voice low. Blinking to clear the sleep daze, I realized immediately where we were. I thought I’d dreamed coming to this place, but we were both still here.

“Sorry!” she hissed, “You were talking in your sleep, or more like moaning, and not in the good way.” 

“What was I saying?” 

“You were telling them to stay back, yelling for them not to hurt you.” 

Sighing, I ran my hands through my hair. This wasn’t the first time I said those words while sleeping. The most frustrating thing about all of this was, the memories were there, buried under my psyche. If they weren’t, present, if they didn’t exist, then there’s no way I’d say half the things I’d say in the dead of night, there wouldn’t be any half-remembered scents, or feelings of déjà vu. The memories were there, just out of reach. Always out of reach.

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

“Strange… but okay.” 

“Strange? How?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Last night, when I got here, I started to feel good for the first time in years. I still do, but now I’m waiting for the bubble to pop.” 

“You… look better. I mean, there’s color in your cheeks, and you’re awake before I am. That hasn’t happened since we lived in that shitty apartment in Brownsville.”

“The one with the guy who only wore crocks, I remember.” 

I shuddered, recalling the squalor we’d been forced to live in. But that was the life of an other; we didn’t belong in this world so we had to live between the cracks, eat where we could, take whatever work we could get. The glamor didn’t just make us look like humans, we could understand their languages, their dialects, their cultures like we belonged. If not for that, I never would’ve landed the series of jobs that led me to the tattoo place where I worked, and there’s no telling what Fate and I would’ve had to do to make ends meet.

“Fuck, the tattoo place!” I said, slapping my forehead, “I didn’t tell them I wasn’t coming in today.”

“In your defense,” Fate said, “You did get kidnapped.”

“Shit, shit, shit! We’re gonna lose our apartment! Did we even lock the door? Was there a door left after those assholes were done with our place?”  

“Calm down, okay? I don’t know the answer to any of those questions, but we’ll figure this whole thing out. Now, I’ve already heard people walking around outside and someone knocked on our door to wake us up, so we’d better get changed and get ready to face the outside world because right now we’re stuck here.”

I stared at her, blinking slowly. “When did you get so chill?” 

She shrugged. “Normally it’s you taking care of me. Let me take care of you.” 

I took a deep breath, then glanced over at my clothes still sitting on top of the dresser. “Do we have to wear… those?” 

“You know I’m no stranger to wearing the same clothes four days running, but I think we should play ball. At least until we figure out what this place really is about.” 

I decided to get changed, shedding my leather jacket, my jeans, and my ripped-up Ramones t-shirt for the uniform I’d been given. 

It was a black, skin-tight, one-piece number with a utility belt that made me feel like Batman. The fabric felt smooth against my body, but it was also tough and stretchy, and the more I moved around in it, the more comfortable wearing it felt. I was given reinforced black combat boots to wear, the kind that were ankle high and covered in straps so they could more comfortably fit around the wearer’s foot. The only bit of color on the jumpsuit was the trim on my collar, which ended in a V just above my chest, and wrists—it was bronze. I’d also been provided with clips, pins, and bands to neaten my hair and keep it out of my face. I decided to go for a messy bun, simply because I didn’t have the inclination to be any more creative.

“I feel like a ninja,” Fate said, then she craned her neck over her shoulder and checked her ass out. A grin spread across her lips. “A hot ninja.” 

“I feel stupid,” I said, “I’ve never worn anything more ridiculous in my entire life.”

“Are you kidding? You look like an X-Man. Totally badass.” 

Grumbling my disagreement, I moved toward the bedroom door, placed my hand on the knob, and then glanced over at Fate. “Ready?” 

She nodded, and I opened the door to a hallway bustling with activity, a sight I hadn’t expected to see. There were other people here, every one of them dressed wearing the same jumpsuits we were wearing, the only difference being the color of their stripes. Mine and Fate’s were bronze, while some wore gold, and others silver. Two girls, barely more than teenagers, walked by our door and frowned as they passed, giving us both a wide berth. 

“Whaaaaat the fuck is this place?” I asked, drawing the word out.

“I have no idea… but those girls can suck a big, fat, hairy di—”

“Hey!” a voice called out, cutting Fate off before she could finish her colorful tribute to those strangers. “You must be the newbies.” 

Arriving at our bedroom door was a broad-shouldered little drink of sunshine who fit very well into that skintight jumpsuit we all seemed to be wearing. He was tall, maybe six foot, easy on the eyes, and extremely toned. Every single bump and dent of muscle on his body was on display; every one of them. The trim on his uniform was silver, and he had a tablet in his hand. 

Before I could get a word in, Fate jumped in front of me, smiling sweetly. “Well, hello there,” she said, “And who might you be?” 

“I’m Lias,” he said, waving a hand, “And I’m here to collect… uh, you.” 

“Me?” Fate asked. “Must be my lucky day.” 

“Cool it, Fate,” I whispered. 

She jabbed me with her elbow. “Where is it you’re taking us?”

“Both of you? Uh…” he scratched the back of his head. “No, actually, I’ve been told to only pick you up and bring you with me.”

I pushed Fate aside. “Where?” I asked. 

“I… look, I could get into trouble if I tell you, so…” 

“You could get hurt if you don’t tell me.” 

Thoughts flashed behind his clear, blue eyes—intelligent, calculating thoughts. I had a feeling he was weighing his options; deny me an answer and maybe get hit, or answer me and definitely receive some kind of punishment, probably at Draven’s hands. In the end he decided to smile, his dimples showing, and shake his head. 

“I’m sorry, but I’m really only here for Fate,” he said.

“Hey, let the man take me wherever we need to go,” Fate said.

“It could be dangerous,” I whispered into her ear. 

“I’ll be fine, okay?” 

“You can’t know that.”

“Your friend won’t be harmed,” came a powerful, authoritative voice that made Lias’ face tighten. 

Lias turned around to face Draven, who had emerged like a shadow behind him, and offered him a salute. “Sir, collecting the prospect as ordered, sir.”

“You’re already late to your appointment,” Draven said, “Do your job faster next time, or you’ll answer to me instead of your instructor.” He turned to look at Fate, his eyes boring into her like drills. “Go. Now.”

Fate gave me a sidelong glance that said more than she could’ve with words—now she was worried. I nodded, assuring her it was going to be alright, and she and Lias moved down the hall, away from Draven. Already I could feel his eyes on me, scanning me. I felt strangely vulnerable in what I was wearing, like there were altogether too many curves on display, especially compared to Draven who was fully clothed. He wasn’t wearing a jumpsuit like I was, but a black, buttoned shirt under that black coat of his—and of course—all his jewels, the most prominent among them being the ruby hanging from his neck.

I wanted to run back into the room and slip my leather jacket back on, but I also didn’t feel like I could move unless he told me I could. I had every reason to suspect this man was one wrong move, one slip of the tongue, away from straight up murdering me.

“Where is she going?” I asked.

“To train,” he said, “You’re coming with me.” 

“With you? Where?”

His dark—black—eyes narrowed. “You ask too many questions, you know that?” 

Déjà vu. “Yeah, well, when you get kidnapped in the middle of the night, information becomes a commodity the victim doesn’t have.”

“You are not a victim, and you have not been kidnapped.”

“Really? Because taking me out of my home and bringing me to a place where the only options are, join us or die, sounds a lot like kidnapping.” 

Draven’s jaw tightened, and I swallowed hard in preparation for what I thought was coming—a fight. But there was no fight. Draven moved like a blur, grabbing me by the throat, shoving me into the bedroom, and pinning me against the wall with lightning speed. He turned my head to the side and pushed my cheek against the cold stone wall, all the while pressing his body closer to mine to the point where I could feel his formidable muscles against my chest. 

“I have no patience for that smart mouth of yours,” he said, “That kind of thing will get you killed around here, especially if you use it in front of the other members of the Order.” 

“Fuck you,” I growled. So much for one slip of the tongue.

“You have a powerful spirit. Good. It’ll come in handy when you’re surviving the next few trials. But trust me, the only reason why you and your friend are still alive is because I will it. Don’t make me regret my decision.” 

My heart was pounding against my chest, and the fabric of my suit was so tight I thought even he’d be able to feel that frantic muscle beating against his own, muscular torso. The closeness of him, the smell of him, that alluring musky scent, it was all too much. When he pulled away, I breathed a deep, relieved breath and rubbed my neck with my hand. 

“I get that you’re the boss around here,” I said, “But if you ever do that again…” I didn’t finish the warning, and he didn’t offer another word on the matter. Instead, he ran one hand through his hair and gestured for the door. 

“I need you to come with me,” he said as if what had just happened, hadn't happened. “Now.”

Frowning, gritting my teeth to bite back the venom, I nodded and moved out into the hallway. He shut the door behind himself, then walked about a step ahead of me. As I followed him, all I could think about was how sweet it would be to dig a knife into that broad back of his, give him a little payback for treating me like I was nothing. Hot, furious anger pulsed through me, dampening my senses, blurring my vision. I was sure he was talking, but I wasn’t listening to him, not at all. 

There was only the fantasy of killing him, and how sweet it would be if he got what he deserved. Maybe people would cheer, everybody around here seemed to fear him, after all. If only I could find a— “Do you want to die?” 

That sentence snapped me out of my fantasy and back into the moment. “What?” I asked.

“You aren’t listening to me. Do you want to die?” 

“What the hell kind of question is that?” 

“Pay attention to me if you and your friend want a fair shot at what’s going to happen next.” 

“Fair shot? What are you talking about?”

He stopped and turned around to look at me. “Well, you could go in fresh, or I could break your arm and then send you in. You decide.”

I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms in front of my chest. “Fresh,” I grumbled, not looking at him directly.

“Good,” he continued walking, “Before we get to where we’re going, I need to ask you about last night.” 

“I don’t know much more than you do.” 

“But I think you do.” 

We made a turn at the end of the hallway and then took a set of stairs going down. The hallway at the foot of the stairs was open plan, on one side a row of doors, on the other side stone columns leading to a vast, open courtyard. In it there was a group of maybe five or six people doing what looked like Thai-Chi, or Yoga, or some other form of slow, ritualistic exercise; all of them clad in jumpsuits, and all of them… glowing, almost. I wasn’t sure if this was a trick of the light, maybe the sunrise breaking over the top of the fortress walls made it look like these people had halos or magic auras or something, but that’s the impression I got as I walked past. 

Then I saw it.

The cat. 

It was sitting at the base of a tall, ornate fountain with one of its hind legs behind its head, diligently grooming its belly. At first, I’d thought the cat was black, but I’d only seen it at night. Now, though, I could see it was a silver tabby with black stripes and a white belly, and actually not much of a cat at all. It was way too big to be a regular cat, but way too small to be a jungle cat. It really did look like my neighbor’s cat, but that wasn’t the only place I’d seen a silver tabby in recent memory.

“What the hell?” I whispered, trying to connect the dots.

The cat turned its vibrant green eyes up at me and, for the life of me, grinned. 

“This way,” Draven said. When I turned to look at him, he was pointing at an open door. I glanced back at the cat, but it was gone; only the fountain remained, the image of a tall woman with huge wings at her back, reaching for the sky. Shaking my head, I moved through the door Draven had opened for me entered what looked like a huge gymnasium. The windows were set high into the wall, there were training dummies scattered around, obstacle courses, a weight lifting station, and what looked like an honest-to-Gods armory; a whole series of racks covered in weapons, shields, and armors I’d only ever seen on the TV.

“What… is this?” I asked.

“This is where you will spend the majority of your free time,” Draven said, shutting the door behind me. 

“I… don’t get it.” 

“Have you never set foot in a gym before?”

“Yes,” I lied. 

“Then you know what they’re for. You are to hone your physical skills and be ready for the first trial.” 

“You keep saying that word, trial. What trials?”

Draven thrust his arm forward and a knife just appeared in his hand, like it’d come shooting out of his coat. The hilt was ornate and silver, the blade itself was black and reflective, like marble but with a razor-sharp edge. With one quick movement he swung his arm around and brought the knife level with my neck, and if I hadn’t jumped away from its path, I’m sure it would have gone through and ended my life on the spot.

“What the hell!” I yelled.

“How did you do it?” he asked.

“Do what, you psychopath?” 

“How did you trick the Caretaker?”

“I didn’t do anything!” 

“Bullshit,” he growled, advancing on me, “You didn’t just trick the Caretaker, you created a level three supernatural event. People from Connecticut to New Jersey and everywhere in between would’ve been able to see the sun peek over the horizon at two thirty in the morning for twelve seconds if they’d been looking—and you can bet people did see it. I’ve had to divert the Order’s resources to go and deal with the aftermath, and it’s all because of something you did. Now, I’ll ask again, how did you do it?” 

“I. Didn’t. Do. Anything!” 

Draven’s expression hardened, his jaw clenching, his lips pressing together; he was beautiful, I found it impossible to keep my gaze away from him. His eyes narrowed, and in the blackness between those eyelids I saw myself standing before him, my hair burning white, my body wrapped in tight, black fabric. Fate had been right. We really did look like hot ninjas, though now wasn’t the time for those kinds of random thoughts. 

When it was clear he wasn’t going to get a better answer from me, Draven flicked his wrist and his knife burst into a cloud of inky blackness that dispersed into the air like smoke. “I don’t believe you,” he said, “I believe you know more than you’re letting on.” 

“I don’t. Really, I don’t.” 

“What do you know about our world?” 

“I know some.” 

“Tell me.”

I felt like a child being quizzed in school, but I didn’t have much of a choice except to play along. “I know we’re not from Earth… I know we come from another place, and that we all fell through a rift to get here.”

“Not just one, but many.” 

“Yes. All over the world. I know there are different kinds of… us, though I don’t know much about them.” 

“But you have met others of our kind.”

“I have… that Naga prick, Abvat. I know he’s not from the other side.”

“What other cultures do you know?”

“I know about the Elementals; air, wind, water, whatever. I know of the Fiends, the Trolls, the Vampires, the Witches, Aevians—”

“The Aevians… what do you know of them?”

“You have a statue of one in your courtyard. Humans call them angels.”

“Humans have a tendency to deify what they don’t understand, and vampires, mages, they did not come through the rifts.”

“No. They’re the natives.” 

“So, it’s true; you’re completely useless.” 

The word hit me like a slap. “Who the hell are you calling useless?” 

“You, because you know some things about our world but you don’t have any idea who or what you are, where you come from, or what you can do.” 

I balled my hands into fists. “That’s not my fault. I have flashes and dreams, Fate too, but we’ve forgotten everything.” 

“Then you’re already at a disadvantage. For us, memory is power. Those who remember who they were, what they were, can access the skills and magic we had before we fell. If you cannot remember, you will not survive the trials, and since your friend’s life is tied to yours…” 

I walked up to him, squaring up to a man who was much more physically impressive than I was and who I was sure could kill me with a snap of his fingers. The closer I got to him, the more powerfully I could sense his magical aura, an aura that radiated off him in soft, pulsing waves. “I’m gonna beat those trials,” I growled, “Because the last thing I’m going to let anyone do is hurt Fate.”

In the black mirror of his eyes, I caught a glimpse of the faint, blue glow pulsing from the pendant against my neck. His lips parted slightly, his eyes fixating on the glow, but then a shaft of morning light streaking in from the high windows touched his face, and he squirmed against it, shielding his eyes and slinking into the dark, away from it. 

“Wait here,” he said, when he’d recovered, “Your group will arrive shortly.” 

As quickly and as suddenly as he’d appeared, he left me alone in the gym surrounded by equipment and weapons—weapons I could maybe use to help me bust out of this place. There was only one problem with that plan, I had no idea where in the hell Fate was, and considering the size of this place, finding her in a hurry would be a problem.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

I wasn’t alone for long. I’d barely reached the rack with all the swords, knives, and whatever else on it when the door opened up and people stared heading into the gymnasium. All of them were wearing black jumpsuits with silver trims, there must’ve been about nine or ten, and they all filed in slowly over the course of the next minute, one at a time, sometimes two at a time. 

Some obvious cliques started to form as I watched, groups of two or three moving away from the main body of what I assumed were prospects, since they were all wearing the same jumpsuits, all with bronze trims. Then there were the stragglers who looked like they wanted an in with one of the groups—any of the groups. Then there were the loners; one, a girl with deep, plum hair and tattoos crawling up her neck, who stood on her own, watching the others with her arms folded in front of her chest, and another, a man who…

“Oh, you son of a bitch,” I said aloud, immediately catching everyone’s attention and hushing whatever conversations were taking place. 

The man, who had been snaking his way around the small clusters of prospects, froze and stared at me from across the gym. “Well, well, well,” Abvat said, “What do we have here?” 

Because they were within reach, I stretched an arm out toward the nearest rack of weapons and pulled a knife into my hand. “What the hell are you doing here?” I asked, aiming the tip of the knife at him. 

“I could ask you the same question,” he snarled, “Though I’m guessing they did to you the same thing they did to me.” 

“Oh, yeah? They snatch you out of your house in the middle of the night and drag you to butt-fuck nowhere to fight some beast?” 

“No, instead they picked my unconscious body up from an apartment that wasn’t mine, and by the time I woke up, I was already tied up. They’d locked me in some dark, wet cage and told me to find a way out. I had to chew my own hand off to get out.” Abvat presented an already rapidly healing stump of a hand that made my stomach turn upside down.

“Ew…” 

“That was your fault, you did that to me, and you’re gonna pay for it.” 

I flipped the knife’s orientation in my hand so I was holding onto the tip, and wound it back over my shoulder. “We’ll see about that!” I hurled the knife at him and watched it sail through the air like a dart. 

Abvat, who didn’t think I’d had it in me, hadn’t moved until the knife was already almost on him. His eyes widened, his face twisted with fear, and he went to move out of the knife’s path, but there was a bright flash of light so intense I had to turn my eyes away. I heard the knife clatter harmlessly across the floor, and only then did I dare to look. What I saw then took my breath away.

She has wings. 

A woman stood in front of Abvat, her right wing tucked around her body in a defensive manner, the other spread out to full extension. They were gorgeous, huge, and so white they seemed to glow. The woman, whose skin was dark in contrast, was strikingly beautiful. Her black hair was pinned up and held in place with sharp, metal skewers, loose strands of it framing her feminine, but powerful facial features.

She turned around slowly, and as she did so, her wings retracted into her back until they disappeared entirely. Her black jumpsuit had a gold trim, but just above her left breast, embroidered into the fabric, there was an emblem I couldn’t quite identify from where I was standing. I was too far away.

“If anyone’s going to die on their first day,” this woman said, “It’s going to be because they’ve failed to internalize my teachings, and not because some prospect wanted to settle a score from the outside.” 

“Holy… shi—”

“Is that understood?” she asked, looking directly at me and then shifting her gaze to Abvat; she had piercing, bright blue eyes you couldn’t stop yourself from falling into.

“Y-yes… it is.” 

“That bitch tried to kill me,” Abvat grumbled. 

“And next time I may let her. Who shies away from a knife like that? Now, the two of you, go and join the others.”

I did as she asked without questioning her, walking over to where the other prospects were gathering to form one group of attentive eyes and ears. I made sure not to be anywhere near Abvat, which saw me winding up next to the girl with the plum hair and tattoos. I glanced over at her neck, trying to get a bead on what kind of ink she was rocking, but she turned her head and looked at me.

“It’s Japanese,” the girl said. She had a husky voice, deep but soft. “Nice work out there.” 

“That guy is a prick,” I said under my breath.”

“Looks like one. Naga, too. Can’t trust any of them. I’m Felice.”

“Seline. They pick you up last night, too?” 

Felice shook her head. “A week ago.” 

“A whole week?” 

“It hasn’t been that bad. Full room and board and it’s all free. Hard to beat that.”

“Prospects, attention,” the winged woman said. “My name is Aaryn, I am a Prime Enforcer of the Obsidian Order, and I am also your instructor. Under my tutelage you will learn the basic skills required for you to pass your trials and become fully-fledged members of the Order, with all the benefits that offers. Listen to me, and not only will you pass your trials, you’ll start remembering pieces of your history, the parts that make you who you are. The better the result of your trials, the higher your position in the Order shall be. Screw around, and you’ll die. Pretty simple, wouldn’t you say?” 

Her question was met with silence. 

“Answer me,” she insisted.

To that she got a resounding yes, including one from me. I was in awe of her. Even just standing there, watching us, she looked resplendent, graceful, and dangerous. Then I caught Abvat staring at me from across the way, his too-wide-set, reflective eyes glaring. I wanted to walk over to him and wipe that look off his gaunt, reptilian face, but I knew that doing so was probably going to land me in some fresh hell I didn’t have time to deal with. Instead, I ignored him and focused on Aaryn. 

“Now,” Aaryn continued, “Some of you have been with us for a few days, others a little longer—others still are about as fresh as they come. You have all, however, gotten through your first trial which means you have potential. It’s my job to bring that potential out of you and, hopefully, succeed where the first trial could not. I want to help you discover your true self. However; this isn’t a high-school gym club. We are training to become guardians and warriors, the situations you will be faced with are life and death, so it is only fitting that your training mirror those circumstances where possible. Do you understand so far?” 

She received another resounding yes from the prospects assembled in front of her. 

“Good. Now, in order to see your physical capabilities for myself, I will be pairing you off with another prospect. The two of you shall spar using whatever weapons and forms of protection feel most natural to you.”

Aaryn pointed at one prospect, then at another. The two of them were then asked to head over to the weapon rack and start choosing their instruments of war. As I watched them form up and start moving around the gym, I realized they were all different kinds of supernatural, some of which were easily recognizable than others. 

The Naga, for example—there were three of them, including Abvat—were obviously Naga; each had black hair, olive skin, and those sharp, almond-shaped, reflective eyes. One of the tallest prospects present could’ve rivalled Crag for size, his muscles rippling and shifting as he moved around, but he wasn’t like Crag; his long, pointed ears gave him away as one of the Trolls, while Crag I had a feeling, was an Earth elemental. I didn’t know much about their race, but I’d met at least one other Earth elemental during my time in this world, and he’d been a douchebag too.

Many of the other prospects, including myself and Felice, looked way more human than the others did, but we all had some feature or other that identified us as different. For me it was my hair and my eyes. For Felice, it was just her eyes, though they were so bright and green, they almost seemed to glow from the inside. For one of the other guys whose name I hadn’t yet caught, it was the occasional static discharge his body gave off—a clap of electricity between his fingers, or curling around his shoulder, or sparking off the top of his head—that told me he was an air elemental. 

What there were none of, though, were natives; I didn’t think the Order took those in, nor did I think there’d be any natives who wanted to join.

As the number of unpaired prospects thinned, and Abvat hadn’t been picked, I shut my eyes, crossed my fingers behind my back and prayed silently in my mind. Please pair me with him, please pair me with him, please pair me with him. If we got paired, I’d have a chance to give him a serious beat-down in front of everyone else, and then find out if he really was the reason why Fate and I had been picked up and brought here.

“Seline and Felice,” Aaryn said. 

I opened my eyes and looked at the woman next to me. “Looks like that’s us,” Felice said, extending her hand. 

I took it and shook. “I’ll try to go easy on you,” I said, bluffing as hard as anyone who had ever bluffed before.

Felice’s grin deepened. “Don’t. I won’t.” 

She started walking over to the rack of armor and weaponry first, and I followed. Abvat, I saw, had been paired with a bubbly girl whose voice rose above the others in the room, not because she was loud, but because she was always talking. She was small and scrawny, and she reminded me of Fate a little bit. Fate. Was she okay? Had she gone into a fit? Was she deteriorating like she always did? 

Fate had periods where she was fine, and then suddenly, her physical state would plummet. She’d hack and cough, she’d have trouble catching her breath, then she’d be unable to even hold herself upright. When that happened, all she could do was rest, maybe sleep it off, though sometimes sleeping only made it worst. I could help her, my words had some kind of soothing power behind them, but I could only help with the pain and the discomfort, I could never make her better. 

I really hoped she was okay, wherever she was.

“Hey,” Felice said, waving at me. She was holding a sword in one hand, a real-life longsword. “We gonna do this or what?” 

“Yeah…” I walked over to the weapon rack and picked out a dagger. I held it in my hand, feeling the weight of it, switching it from hand to hand. Then I picked out a second dagger and held them both firmly in my hands. Something moved through me, then; a feeling, a memory, a rush of adrenaline, I couldn’t say, but it felt… right. 

Felice arched one of her eyebrows at me, then shook her head and headed for a clear spot where the two of us could face off. Once the others had all been paired up—there were ten of us in total—Aaryn stepped into the center of the room and addressed the prospects.

“This will be a simple test of your physical skills,” she said, “You will go three rounds with your opponent, or until one of you delivers a fatal blow. I won’t lie to you and tell you there’s magic in place to prevent you from being killed, or that these weapons have been blunted for your safety. These weapons are real, and lethal. If you do receive a fatal blow, we will do our best to get you to the infirmary where our healers will try to keep you alive. Murder within the Black Fortress is forbidden, but death during training is part of life. Understood?” 

“Yes,” I said, joining in with the others. 

“Good. Now, commence.”

I turned my eyes on Felice. “You ever dueled someone before?” she asked.

“I live in Brooklyn,” I said, “I’ve been in plenty of fights.” 

“Alright… show me what you’ve got.”

I nodded. Felice went into a defensive stance, moving her feet in such a way that it’d be difficult for me to get a blow in without her being able to counter. She had a longer reach than I did with that longsword, but I was going to be faster, more agile. The best thing I could do was to get in close so that I could hit her, but she’d have trouble hitting me. 

I launched myself at her, dashing quickly into her threat range with one of my daggers thrusting toward her. She pulled the longsword up and was quickly able to deflect the blow, but by the time she managed to do that, I was already coming in with the second dagger, aimed directly at her midsection. Felice dodged out of the way of that strike, then she kept dodging and weaving around my strikes with incredible agility, almost like she could anticipate them, even if her sword was too heavy for her to be able to do much with it. 

Her answer to that was a swift right hook to my jaw, which sent me staggering back and hurt like a mother— “Are you alright?” Felice asked, moving closer to check on me.

I spat blood. She’d busted my lip. “That was a good move,” I said. “Your point. Let’s go again.” 

“You sure about that?” 

I readied my stance, daggers poised. “Yeah, I’m sure.” 

Felice grinned. “Alright, then. Come at me again.” 

“I don’t want to hurt you…” 

“Just come at me, already.”

I dashed toward Felice, making it look like I was going to thrust with my right hand like I’d done the last time, but instead I twirled to the left and struck with my left hand, catching her by surprise and cutting a line of red into her bicep. Felice stared at the blood, touched the wound with two fingers, and winced. 

“Shit, are you okay?” I asked.

Her grin became a smile. “Looks like you can fight after all.” 

She launched herself at me, her sword moving much faster than I thought possible. It took all I had to keep the edge of that blade from finding my skin, but I was doing it, ducking and weaving, blocking her attacks with my daggers like it was something I’d been born to do. I’d been in fights before, but they were usually quick fights with the handsy guy on the train, or the handsy guy at the bar, or the homeless guy who likes to spit at people that walk by him; I’d never been in a swordfight before.

At least, not in this world.

Aaryn hadn’t been kidding about the lethality of this combat training. One guy had been stabbed right through the abdomen and had bled all over the gymnasium floor. Another guy got hit in the face with a shield and a whole bunch of his teeth got knocked out and clattered to the floor like marbles. I’d never seen anything like it before, the brutality of it. I’d also never seen anything quite like the magic that followed.

A man and a woman rushed in after the first guy got stabbed. Between the two of them, they pinned him to the floor and turned him on his back. The woman then placed her hands around his stomach and started whispering to Batva, the Mother Who Heals; a Goddess. A soft, green light radiated from the woman’s hands, light that started flowering in small, green streaks across the injured prospect’s body. 

Not for the first time since I’d been introduced to the Order, I could feel real magic around me. This magic was warm and inviting, it made me think of a wide, lush forest and put a fresh, flowery scent in the air. When the magic was gone, the prospect was urged to sit upright. His blood was still on his hands, but the wound looked like it’d closed completely. 

It was a similar thing with the other guy who’d gotten his teeth knocked out; they hadn’t even bothered to go looking for his teeth—they just grew back in a flash. 

When it was clear we’d had enough, Aaryn called the first half of the day’s training to an end and invited us all to one of the dining halls for lunch. Abvat, I noticed, didn’t get close to me during the walk over to the dining hall or even during lunch, but his eyes were rarely anywhere else. He was watching me, analyzing me, maybe even trying to formulate a way to kill me. The worst part was, he seemed to have conscripted the other Naga prospects to his cause—they all looked like they wanted to take a bite out of me, and I didn’t even know them.

The banquet we were presented with, though, sent those worries to the back of my mind. The food was warm, perfectly cooked, and it all smelled divine. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until I saw it, so I ate until I’d had enough and then allowed myself a second to drop my guard and relax for the first time since I’d gotten here. 

“What’s the matter with that guy?” Felice asked, looking in Abvat’s direction. “He your boyfriend or something?” 

“Gross, no,” I said, “Though I’m pretty sure he wants to do nasty things to my body, if that counts.” 

“It doesn’t. Who is he? Why does he keep looking at you?” 

“Abvat and I go way back.” 

He perked up at the sound of his name. I waved at him, then flipped him middle finger. That’s right, I’m talking about you, prick.

“Way back? How?”

I lowered my voice. “I was the one who found him when he fell through the rift. He’d landed in the Hudson and despite the stormy weather, he’d managed to swim to land, but he had no idea where he was or who he was. He was too scared to climb the emergency stairs to get out of the river and onto dry land, so I went down, got him, and dragged him out. Then he punched me, stole my money, and ran off into the dark.” 

“That’s a classy move, right there.”

“I thought so too. Anyway, I thought I was done with him, at least, but then he shows up at my place a few days later, beat up and bloody. I don’t know how he’d tracked me down. Fate warned me not to let him in, begged me to kick his ass to the curb, but I couldn’t. I let him use my shower, gave him my one towel… come the morning I found out he’d left and stolen my phone. Lucky for me he didn’t know phones could be tracked, so I tracked him down, took back my phone—which he was looking to pawn off—and I beat him up a little bit. I didn’t see him again for four years, but when he did turn up he offered me a truce and a job, which I took.” 

“You took the job? I’m starting to think you deserve the things that happened to you.” 

“He said he’d changed, told me he could tell me things about myself. He told me things about the world on the other side of the rifts, most of what I know is thanks to him.”

“What was the job?”

“He asked me to steal something for him. An item he said had travelled with him through the rift, but that he’d lost. He offered me ten thousand dollars; half of which he paid up front. For my roommate and I, that was more money than we’d ever seen. It let us finally get up to date on our bills, buy real beds, and generally stop living like rats.” 

Felice scoffed at that. “We all lived like rats. Tell me another story.” 

“Mine’s not done.” 

“What do you mean?”

I glanced over at Abvat and caught him staring—glaring. Was he listening? I wasn’t sure if he could hear my every word, but the Naga were known for having sharp senses and silver tongues. “I never found it,” I said, “Abvat thought I had it and wasn’t giving it up, thought I wanted to keep it for myself, but I didn’t. He’s been dogging me about it for a while.”

“He must really want… whatever it is.” 

“If he finds it, he’s welcome to keep it.”

“Why didn’t he just go and get someone else to find it, if you told him you didn’t have it?” 

“Because I’m guessing his finances aren’t bottomless, he doesn’t have any friends that’ll help him for free, and he believes I’ve got what he wants, so he figures if he asks enough, I’ll finally cave in and give him the item, or the money.”

“Does his idea have merit?”

“If I had what he’d asked me to get, maybe, but I don’t. Anyway, we’re stuck in here now, so the point is moot. Now he’s pissed at me because he got caught last night and he says it’s my fault.”

“That was your doing?”

“Technically it was his. He’d hunted me down in the street, chased me into a building, and opened up a world of magic trying to incapacitate me. The Order must’ve detected that and scooped him up from the pile I’d left him in. They came for me not long after. What about you? How’d you wind up here.”

Felice shrugged. “Tale as old as time. Girl meets boy from the other side. Girl falls for boy from the other side. Boy is an agent of the Order. Boy turns girl in because she wouldn’t give him head in a dive bar bathroom.”

“In a… gross. Really?”

“It was a kink he had. We were with his friends, human friends if you can believe it. He wanted to feel powerful.”

“Where is he now?”

“He’s an on-the-field agent. I’m hoping I never have to see him again.”

“Aren’t you worried he’ll just show up here one day?”

She arched an eyebrow. “If I see him again, I’m gonna give him the beat-down of his life. So, I guess I’m hoping I don’t see him for his own sake.”

I cast my eyes around the dining hall during the lull in the conversation that followed, and I realized now there weren’t nearly as many people as I’d originally thought in here. There were only about thirty or so people in the room, and that included the four, armed guards posted at each of the room’s entrances. They wore black coats, bulletproof vests, and were rocking a Glock each as well as a longsword sheathed at their waists. 

I scanned around for Fate but I couldn’t find her, which already seemed a little weird. My anxiety lurched into my throat when I caught sight of the guy who’d come to pick her up from our room this morning, Lias, having lunch with other prospects. I was about to get up and go over to him when Aaryn stuck her fingers in her mouth and whistled loud enough to snatch my attention and that of every other prospect in the room.

“My group,” she said, “Let’s move out, back to the gymnasium.” 

The room remained silent while Aaryn’s ten prospects shuffled out of the dining hall. I tried to walk closer to Lias, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to ask him about Fate; there wouldn’t be any time. Wherever she was I hoped she was alright. My only consolation was that I’d see her again tonight.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

I couldn’t remember the last time my bones ached. Muscles, sure, muscles ached all the time and for different reasons. But these pains had gone past the muscle and started attacking my bones, making the walk to my room after the day’s training more of a groaning shamble than a walk. I tried to hide the tiredness and the pain, y’know, to keep up appearances in front of the other prospects, but as soon as I was alone in my room, I let it all out, falling to the bed and trying hard not to complain too loudly, just in case someone could hear me.

Slowly, I flipped onto my back and touched my abdomen with my fingertips. That was where the knife had gone in. It was a hell of a way to end a first day, getting stabbed in the gut. I was lucky one of the medics was already on the scene, scraping another prospect off the floor, otherwise I’m not sure I would’ve made it. 

And yet here I was, in one piece; sore, but alive. Despite the pain, I couldn’t say today hadn’t been… fun. Abvat’s presence had been a curveball I hadn’t expected, but watching him fight, seeing just how bad he really was, made me feel good. Felice had also been good to hang out with. She was tough, she didn’t take shit from anyone, and she was one heck of a sword player. It was too early to say for sure, but I was starting to like this whole situation. Was this Stockholm Syndrome kicking in? Was I falling for my captors? Or was this an opportunity for me to live a better life than the one I’d been living?

“Hello,” a soft, sweet, female voice said. 

The sound sent me scrambling against a wall. I brought one of my feet up, ready to kick whoever had followed me into my room, but the woman who’d just spoken… wasn’t really there. It was a ghost, or a hologram, or… something. It had a face, a body, it wore clothes, but it looked altogether ethereal, a figure completely made up of green light, tendrils of it coiling and unravelling to give the apparition the visage of a woman. At times she looked almost solid, at other times I could see right through her to the door behind her.

“Do not be alarmed,” she said, “I am not here to hurt you.” 

“What… what are you?”

“I am Siren, aide to the prospects. You may convey your wishes to me, and it is my duty to carry those wishes to the right people who could grant your requests, as they see fit.”

“And are you… real?”

She smiled. “I am a magical construct, but I am very real. If at any point you need assistance, you need only say my name, and I shall appear.”

Okay, that was pretty cool. I let my defenses slacken. “Alright…” I said, “So, why are you here now?” 

“I am here to tell you about a number of things. First, I would like to let you know that your clothes have been washed.” She pointed at the dresser and the top drawer opened. My leather jacket, my t-shirt, and my jeans then all floated up one after the other. They were clean, which was great seeing as the t-shirt and jacket had been left in a sorry state after I’d gotten the Caretaker’s blood all over it. 

“Wow… thank you.”

“You are welcome, Seline. Second, is this.” Sitting on top of the dresser was a small jar with some kind of green paste inside it that I hadn’t noticed when I came in. 

“What’s that?”

“This is a healing salve. Take it when you shower, apply it to your body, it will help with the pain.”

“Yeah… about that… where’s the shower? I don’t exactly see an En-suite.”

“Five doors down the hall, to the left. You cannot miss it. A change of uniform as well as clothes to sleep in have been provided for you, you will find them in the dresser.” 

“That sounds great. Thanks.”

“You are welcome. I would also like to inform you of a change of occupancy in your room.”

“Change of… what?” 

There was a knock at the door, but it opened before I could even speak. Felice unapologetically stepped through holding a bunch of clothes. Frowning, she shut the door and tossed her clothes on the other bed—Fate’s bed—before walking through Siren’s ghostly form. It shifted and shimmered as Felice moved through it, dispersing like mist only to find its form again a moment later. 

“Wait a second,” I said, standing up. “I already have a roommate, and that’s Fate.”

“Incorrect,” Siren said, “Fate has been reassigned.” 

“That’s bullshit!” I was starting to raise my voice. 

“Gee, thanks.” Felice said.

“Siren, I want to see Fate. Right now.” 

“I’m afraid I cannot do that for you. I have been given strict instructions to inform you of the change to your living arrangements and to deny your request to visit Fate.”

“How can you do that?”

“I am only a messenger, and now that my messages have been delivered, I must leave.”

“Siren, you said you’d come when I call you. That’s what you said. I’m calling you now—don’t leave.”

“I am sorry, Seline, but there are others who require my assistance. Goodnight.”

Siren burst into a cloud of green mist. I tried to reach for her, fingers grasping at the light until it was gone. I must’ve looked ridiculous.

“So…” Felice said, “That was kinda rude.” 

I shook my head. I wasn’t even looking at her. “You don’t get it,” I said under my breath, “You don’t get it, and they don’t get to do this to us.” 

“Hey, I’m fine with rooming with you. I kinda think you’re a bit of an asshole now, but that’s okay, I’ve roomed with assholes before.” 

“My friend is sick,” I said, turning around sharply. “She needs my help. As long as we were rooming together, I could give her my help, but now I don’t know where she is.”

Felice fluffed her pillow, laid down on the bed, and kicked her feet up. “Well, that sucks. It does. But once you realize you give up a bit of agency for the chance to live here and join the Order, things get much easier. My advice for you would be to go and have a shower, then get to sleep. Tomorrow will be like today, maybe worse.”

I stared at Felice, chewing the inside of my lip, then turned around and headed for the door. “No,” I said, “I have to find her. She could be in trouble right now for all I know.”

“And the medics will deal with her. Seriously, you need to chill.”

I pulled the bedroom door open and barged into the hallway, which was dimly lit and already mostly quiet. I had no idea where Fate was, and given how many rooms there were in this fortress, it could take hours for me to find her. Instead of finding her, I decided to attract the one other person I thought would be easy enough to find even in here; Draven.

I sprinted down the hall, making my way toward the courtyard and the fountain. From here I could see the towers rising into the sky and the windows to rooms on the next couple of floors up. Above me, the night was deep, and dark, and filled with stars. There wasn’t a visible cloud up there, nothing to get in the way of the moon’s silvery light as it delicately touched the trickle of water spitting out of the fountain in the center of the courtyard. 

First, I took a deep breath, then I readied myself to scream, but someone’s hand was around my mouth before I could produce any sound. Whoever grabbed me spun me around and pressed me tightly to their chest with one hand, holding the point of a knife to my jugular with the other. If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say Draven had not only been watching, he’d been waiting for me to do something like this—waiting for me to give him an excuse.

“Stupid,” Draven whispered into my ear, his hot breath making the skin on the nape of my neck start to rise. “Very stupid.” 

I grumbled into his hand. If I’d been able to speak, the words wouldn’t have been pleasant on his ears. 

“If I let your mouth go, you will not scream,” he said, “You will not speak until spoken to. You will explain yourself calmly, or else I will exercise my right as High Marshal and execute you myself without a trial.” 

I swallowed. My heart was charging like a wild animal, pounding against my ribcage, pushing the adrenaline around my body at a mile a minute, but I had to nod. If I wanted to see Fate, I had to comply. Draven, true to his word, let his warm hand slip from my mouth, his fingers catching on my lips, but he didn’t push me away.

“Now,” he said, his voice stern and authoritative. “Speak.”

“You took Fate away,” I said. “Why?”

“And that’s a problem for you?”

“Damn fucking straight it’s a problem. Who do you think you are?” 

“Who do you think you are?” he growled.

I tried to angle my head to the side, but his strong, warm hand moved to my cheek and held my head in place, my eyes fixed directly ahead. “What are you talking about?”

“Don’t you want to know where you came from? Who you are? You will never accomplish that here if you are constantly worrying about the wellbeing of those who are clearly beneath you.”

“That’s my friend you’re talking about.”

“And what are you going to do about it?” 

“Let me go and I’ll show you.”

Draven shoved me away from him so hard I lurched forward, but I didn’t topple over. I turned around and scowled at him, but he didn’t seem fazed. Instead, he slipped his dagger into a sheath around his boot and then turned his deep, dark eyes up at me. “For someone who has no power, you do have a very big mouth.”

“And big fucking teeth to go with it. Now, where is Fate, and why can’t I see her?” 

He took a deep breath and straightened up. “What were the terms I offered when you arrived at our doors?” 

“You mean when you brought me here… against my will… blindfolded?”

“Answer the question.” 

“Be more specific, and maybe I will.” 

A pause. “Your friend was going to face the Caretaker ahead of you, you told us about her condition and suggested she couldn’t face the trial, so I allowed you to take it in her stead.” 

“That rings a bell.”

“I also told you your fates were bound.”

“I’m not seeing your point.”

“Your friend is not a prospect. You are. If you succeed, she will join the Order with you. If you fail all your trials, she will die with you. Your futures are tied together.”

“That still doesn’t explain why you had to move her out of our room.”

“Prospects are to live with their pairs, such are our rules.”

“Your rules are bullshit, but I’m starting to sound like a broken record.”

Draven turned his face to the side and shut his eyes. Then he was gone, he had melted into the night leaving only a faint, dark mist where he’d been standing. An instant later, both of my hands were being pinned behind my back, and Draven had me again. I couldn’t stand him being behind me, something primal inside of me was waking up, urging me to fight him off, get him away from my back. I’d never liked anyone touching my back, but him least of all.

Kicking and squirming, I tried to wriggle free, but his grip was iron. 

“I have overseen the training and recruitment of seven-hundred and fifty-eight people into the Obsidian Order,” he growled against my ear, “And none of them have been as much of a pain in the ass as you are.” 

“I get that a lot,” I said, gritting my teeth, “It’s part of my charm.” 

“Understand one thing. You and your friend live only because I allow it. You should’ve been thrown back to the Caretaker last night, but I’m still not sure how you did what you did, what you are, or even what your friend is, and that means I need to keep you alive a little longer, but make no mistake; pull something like this again, break any of our rules, and you and your friend will die. You want to see your friend again? Train, pass the trials, prove to me that you can rise above the life you’ve consigned yourself to, and then we’ll talk.” 

“I don’t have to prove shit to you.”

“Then prove it to yourself.” 

Draven let me go, there was that giant whumph again followed by a gust of wind that kicked the leaves around, and then he was gone. I spun around, trying to look for him, but there was no trace—only his musky scent, which I’d now gotten a little intimate with. Strangely, his smell made me think of a fire crackling in a fireplace. It was night time in this little pocket of imagination, it was cold outside, but I was warm, and comfortable… safe.

Ironic, considering he would literally have no problems ending my life if I so much as stepped a single toe out of line. 

I let the air out of my lungs and started heading toward the hallway again when a sound caught my attention, a sound I’d heard before, moments before the Caretaker came barreling toward me. “It’s you,” I said to the cat emerging from the other side of the fountain.

“Yes, we keep meeting,” it said, sounding maybe a little indifferent.

“Wait a second, your mouth really moves?” 

“It doesn’t, not really, but I’m making you think it does. It makes me more… relatable.” 

“Relatable…” I shook my head. “Were you watching all that?” 

The cat sat on the edge of the fountain and proceeded to chew its paw. “I watch everything. It’s my job.” 

“Your job? What the hell are you?” 

“What the hell I am is a cat, and what the hell I’m called is Rey.” 

“Rey? 

“It means King in Spanish. Keep up.” 

“Rey… why were you watching us?” 

“I wasn’t watching the both of you, only you.” 

“Me? Why me?”

The cat hopped off the fountain and moved toward me. “Call it a vested interest. I saw the way you dealt with the Caretaker. It was pretty upset at not getting to eat you.” 

“Forgive me if I don’t cry about it.”

“I will forgive you, because I’m a forgiving person. Draven, on the other hand, is something of an ogre. I’d stay well away from him, if I were you.”

“Don’t worry, I plan on it.” The thought struck me, then, that I was having a conversation with a cat. What would this look like to someone watching? Paranoid, I scanned the courtyard for people.

“There’s no one here,” Rey said, “Just us. And between just us, I have a little advice to offer you.” 

“I’m getting sick of people telling me to pass these trials if I don’t wanna die.”

“What I have to tell you has to do with your past, not your trials.”

“What do you know about my past?”

“More than you think.” The cat walked right up to my feet and angled its head to the side. “Don’t give Abvat what he wants.”

My lips parted, and I drew in half a breath. How could it— “How do you…?” 

“I know you know where it is, I know what it is. Don’t give it to him. Ever. And don’t let anyone know you have it, either.” 

“I didn’t need you to tell me that.”

The cat started walking away. “Maybe not, but when the time comes, you’ll be glad we had this little chat.”

“Wait, come back!” This time I did call out to it, but the cat started running, then sprinting away. 

I waited for a second, until the cold got a little too much for my skin, and then I headed back to my room to find Felice getting ready for a shower. She also had one of those jars Siren had left for me. Without saying a word, I picked a fresh set of clothes up, grabbed my bowl, and headed for the door. 

“Good walk?” Felice asked.

“I don’t really wanna talk about it,” I said.

“Cool, I don’t really wanna talk about it. Let’s go have a shower, I’ll show you how it works.”

“Pretty sure I know how to take a shower.”

“Come with me anyway. We’ll talk, or we won’t, but we’re paired so we should do stuff together.” 

I shrugged, then shook my head. “Alright,” I said, surrendering to the idea that I truly was going to play ball while I was here. No, I was going to take those trials and beat every last one of them better than anyone who’d ever taken them before me. Screw Draven, and screw the Obsidian Order—I was going to show them what I could do.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Two weeks had passed since the night Fate and I were separated, two weeks of intensive training breaking bones and having bones broken, all leading to today; the day of the dreaded first trial. My instructor, Aaryn, turned out to be a real hardass—I hadn’t managed any one-to-one time with her, though I hadn’t seen her share any one-to-one time with the other prospects, either. Smart move. We were probably all gonna die during the first trial, so why get close to us, right?

Felice and I had trained every day, even after our training hours had passed, literally beating each other up every chance we could because we both shared the same goal. We both wanted to not only survive, but to be the best. To beat all the others down and come out on top. One thing I’d learned about the trials was, the better you do, the better your position in the Order after you’re through, and that gave me something to think about.

If I could make it through the trials with any kind of respect or authority within the Order itself, then there’d be fewer people who could push Fate and I around. Fewer people who could decide how and when we eat, where and when we train, and whether we lived or died. That was something to fight for, it was something to bleed for, and I was about as ready as I was ever going to be to go and snatch those victories up.

The only problem was, I didn’t know any magic. All this time I’d watched other prospects fling magic around like monkeys tossing their own… well, you get the idea. Magic training was also not on the curriculum for these first two weeks; it was all about physical prowess, endurance, strength, agility, and while I’d honed my skills to a razor point if I did say so myself, I was still at a decided disadvantage. 

Aaryn’s thoughts were, if you don’t know magic, you’ll have to make do with what you have and hope for the best. This wasn’t exactly advice, and it also wasn’t instruction, it was just… pointless words, and they didn’t make me feel any better about the situation. Still, I didn’t have a choice but to face this trial head on and do the best that I could.  

It was a little after dawn and the prospects had assembled at the gymnasium to wait for Aaryn, who made us wait for what felt like an hour before she finally showed up. Without offering an excuse or an apology, she opened the gymnasium door and gestured for us to walk through it, and we did, without question. We then followed her through hallways I’d never been through, moving through a large wooden door with huge, black iron joints until we wound up outside of the main structure, with the fortress at our backs and the woods ahead of us.

“If we have to fight the Caretaker again, I’m gonna lose it,” I said to Felice, keeping my voice low.

“I don’t think that’s on the cards,” she said. “That’d be too easy.”

“Easy?” I turned my eyes up at her. “Maybe for an Aevian like you. I’m barely more than human.” 

That had been a tough pill to swallow. My pair, the person I was training with, had wings like Aaryn’s and could do magic, though I hadn’t seen her use any powers. Maybe she wanted to spare my feelings, or maybe she wasn’t very good at using magic and didn’t want to embarrass herself. I chose to believe the latter. 

She grinned. “That’s okay. If we have to fly anywhere, I’ll just carry you… like a baby…”

I was about to hurl some nasty words her way, when Aaryn spoke. 

“Listen up,” she called out, and the prospects stood to attention. “For the past two weeks you have been training your physical bodies; your strength, agility, and endurance. This trial will test those skills you have learned.” 

Aaryn flicked her wrist and produced a small, glowing, blue orb that crackled with magic. “This is a translocation orb, it will take us where we need to go. I hope none of you are scared of heights.” 

Turning her eyes up, Aaryn tossed the orb into the air where it hovered, defying gravity, then expanded into a vortex of whirling blues, surrounded by whipping arcs of lightning. My stomach flipped inside out, my feet lifted off the ground, and though I tried to pull away from the sensation, the vortex sucked me into it anyway. 

I’d been expecting a wild ride through a tunnel of flashing blue light and to be spat out of the other side, but the transition from where I’d been to where I was now, was instant; like walking through a revolving door. My whole body tingled, a sensation like the afterglow of a good orgasm. I shook my head, trying to loosen the slight dizziness that had come over me, then looked around to get my bearings. 

I was on a rooftop. The wind was strong up here, and cold. Already I was feeling the chill in my muscles. I tried to warm my shoulders with my hands, but that didn’t do much. One thing I picked up right away, though, was this was New York. We were in the city again, and not just anywhere—we were in Manhattan, although only the tips of the tallest buildings were visible; everything else was hidden under a mantle of clouds, and smog, and fog.

“Why are we in the city?” I asked Felice who’d stepped through the vortex behind me.

“Beats me,” she said, glancing around as other prospects arrived. 

Aaryn was last to come through, and the vortex shut behind her, compacting itself into the size of an orb again and falling into her waiting hand. With a flick of her wrist, the orb was gone, though where she had hidden it considering all she had on was the same tight, black jumpsuit we were all wearing, I didn’t know.

“It’s fucking freezing up here,” Abvat called out. 

“Yeah, why are we here?” one of the other Naga, Vishal, said, echoing the sentiment.  He was younger than Abvat, and twice as good looking—I almost thought I recognized him from a Bollywood movie I’d happened to catch one night when insomnia kept me from sleeping—but he hated me, too. Abvat had made sure they all did.

“In the old world there are many Gods,” Aaryn said as she walked toward the edge of the building we were standing on. It was 432 Park Avenue, one of the tallest in New York. Off in the distance I could see the tip of the Empire State Building glinting against the morning sunlight. “They say the Gods can’t hear those who fall through the rifts into this world, but they are wrong. The Gods are always listening, and they want to help the children they lost to the rifts.” 

She spun around. “As members of the Order, your primary duty will be to hunt down supernatural elements and bring them to the Black Fortress where they can be helped. Some of them will come willingly, others will not. Many of them will possess magical abilities, or innate powers that allow them to evade you, hurt you, or even kill you. It is your responsibility to know how to adapt to any environment, and how to fight in any environment. Can anyone tell me why I have chosen this environment?” 

Silence among the prospects. Felice decided to raise her hand. 

“Felice,” Aaryn called out. “Why are we here?” 

“Because we live in cities,” she said.

“And why is that? Humans know we don’t belong in this world; they distrust us, they won’t get close to us. The supernatural natives can identify us as other and are usually hostile towards us. Why would we congregate in such a harsh environment?” 

Felice shrugged. “It’s a comfort thing. Most of us don’t know what happened to us when we fall. We lose our memories, but we look human, so for a little while we believe we are human.” 

“Some of them don’t remember at all and go on believing they are humans,” Aaryn said, “These people will forever live on the outside looking in; marginalized and cast out by the people around them and never knowing why. But you’re only half right. There are those of us who try to get close to humans to feel safe, and comforted. There are others, however, who do remember what they are and seek to exploit the relative weakness of individual humans for their own gains.” 

With another flick of her wrist she produced a second glowing orb, this one pulsing with red and violet light. She hurled it at the floor, and the orb exploded into a shower of light and mist that started taking shape. A man appeared from the smoke as if he’d been born from it, and immediately he started snarling and gnashing his teeth. His hands were bound, as were his legs, and yet he was able to stand perfectly straight despite that.

The first thing I noticed was the size of his canines; they were longer than they should’ve been, and both ended in fine points. The other thing I noticed were his eyes—they were black, like Draven’s… like Aisling’s. The final thing was the point in his ears; they were sharp, and not round like mine. 

“This,” Aaryn said, “Is a Fiend. Fiends are brutal, and savage. They are a culture that favors power and strength above everything, a culture that knows only war and violence, a culture with a singular ideal—to subdue and enslave everyone that isn’t them. In the dark, cavernous domains in which they dwell, they plot and plan their vicious campaigns of war on the world above, when they aren’t too busy fighting each other for dominance over their own domains. This Fiend in particular was found hiding in someone’s basement, the house’s original occupants lying dead and half-eaten around him.” 

The fiend turned his attention to Aaryn and started screaming at her in a language I couldn’t understand, but one that sounded dangerously familiar to my ears. Right in front of me, I watched his skin color change from tanned peach, to deep grey. Swirling markings that throbbed with low, red light began to appear all around his body as if they were being carelessly carved with the tips of glowing hot knives. 

Aaryn turned to it and gestured over the ledge. “You are free to leave at any time,” she said, and its bindings unlocked with a flash of light, and were gone.

His eyes widened, he then turned his attention to the edge of the building and made a mad dash for it. Without skipping a beat, he hit the ledge in his stride and used it to vault himself high into the air, spreading his arms wide as he fell. The prospects, myself included, ran over to the edge of the building to watch this crazy idiot throw himself to his death, but by the time I reached it, I watched him soar into the air and into the distance on huge, black, leathery wings. 

“Holy shit!” I yelled, the wind carrying my voice on its back.

“Prospects,” Aaryn said, stealing my attention away. “Your trial is as follows. Kill the fiend. The first pair to do either will have won this trial. I will be watching, but I would like to remind you that all rules are off while the trial is in progress. I cannot intervene, and you will not find aid outside of your partner.” 

“What?” Abvat said, outraged, “Only one winner?” 

Ignoring him, Aaryn threw herself off the side of the building, spreading her wings and taking flight after the fiend.

“What’s the matter, Abvat?” I said, “Don’t think you can handle the competition?” 

His annoyed face transformed into a grin. “You know what, I’m fine with it. I’d love to see how you’re gonna pull this off without any magic.” 

Already there were prospects leaping off the side of the building. Two of the prospects that had been paired held hands as they approached the edge. Suddenly, their bodies were engulfed in ghostly, golden fire, and they simply walked off the building and started rapidly floating into the distance. 

Another prospect had grown his own pair of large, feathery wings and had taken to the sky. His partner, meanwhile, had had shuffled out of his physical form and become something like a cloud with a human shape that was easily able to keep up with his counterpart. Other prospects had chosen to turn around and head for doors to the inside of the building, where they were either going to take the stairs or the elevator to the ground floor and work from there.

I was about to turn around and follow them when Felice took hold of my shoulder. “What the hell are you doing?” she asked. 

“I’m going after that fiend, what does it look like?” 

“Those prospects have already lost. We have to fly.” 

“Oh, yeah, let me just spread my non-existent wings and take off.”  

“I’ll carry you!”

I turned around to face the edge of the building, wondering if maybe something inside of me would awaken. One look at the clouds below, though, and I felt my stomach twist like a wet rag being wrung out over a kitchen sink. “This is insane. There’s no way I’m jumping off this thing with you. We’re totally gonna fail this one.”

Somebody grabbed my shoulders and held me over the edge. My heart leapt into my throat. I tried to squirm, but a sudden shock of something ripped through me, rooting me to the spot like I’d just been tasered. Abvat spun me around and growled, pushing my shoulders to make sure my upper half was hanging over the edge of the building. “Yes,” the Naga said, “You’re gonna fail, but you won’t be alive to worry about that. I’ll find the stone another way; maybe I’ll ask little Fate.” 

Across his shoulder I saw the other two Naga doing the same thing to Felice. One of them had grabbed her wrist and was shooting this dark magic into her system, killing her ability to move. I tried to call to her, but Abvat pushed me off the edge of 432 Park Avenue, and then I was free-falling, watching side of the building race alongside me. 

Abvat’s magic started to wear off as I fell, but that only meant I could turn my head up and start screaming as I pushed through the clouds. Manhattan lay beneath me, its streets filled with cars that were no more than little dots, most of them yellow, all of them moving through streets that crisscrossed each other. If not for my panicked screams, the fall would’ve been eerily silent at the start, the sounds of the city only reaching my ears at around the half-way point. 

My heart hammered inside of my throat as the street below rose up to embrace me, those tiny dots growing to full size right before my very eyes. The urge to move my shoulders suddenly came to me, like something out of a dream. Somehow, I didn’t know why, a sense of déjà vu crept in, like I’d been here before, had done this before. I shielded my face with my hands and waited to fall directly into the backseat of a yellow cab. Boy, that driver was going to be in for one hell of a day. But something happened, then. My speed slowed, I felt my entire orientation change, and then my feet made contact with the roof of the cab. 

Gently. 

Gracefully.

I opened my eyes and touched my face. “Fuck… I’m alive!” 

The cab driver perked out of his window, angled his head up, and yelled at me, but I couldn’t hear him. I was too busy padding myself down, making sure I hadn’t actually died and had become a ghost. Nope, I was alive, everything was in place. I turned my eyes up at the sky and saw the clouds eat the tops of the buildings near me. No sign of Felice, or Abvat, or any of the other Naga.

“Hey!” the cabbie’s voice finally registered inside of my brain. 

I turned my eyes down at him. “What?” I asked. 

“Get the fuck off my cab!” 

“Oh…” 

I slid off the back of the cab and onto the sidewalk. Other cars had already started honking, but nobody seemed to be staring at me in disbelief; no one had noticed I’d just fallen off the top of that skyscraper… and survived. There was pain in my shoulders, a dull throb like I’d pulled a muscle or two, but besides that, I was fine, and I couldn’t explain why.

A guy in a business suit wolf-whistled at me after I bumped into him. I flipped him the middle finger. “Keep your eyes to yourself, asshole.” 

His expression stiffened. “Bitch!” he yelled as he walked off.

“Asshole!” That was petty, but it felt good.

A hand wrapped around my wrist, only this time there was no magic zap. Using the momentum of my spin, I wound back my right arm and threw it at the person who’d snuck up on me. Felice was quick to block my attack, catching my fist in her hand and turning it aside. “Calm down, it’s me,” she said, “We need to get off the streets.” 

“Don’t sneak up on me like that!” I warned.

“Whatever, just come.” 

Felice pulled me across the street and into an alley in which there were strangely no homeless people. A steam-vent billowed from behind a couple of dumpsters. The smell of food danced heavily in the air; dumplings, chicken, stir-fried vegetables. At the end of the alley, an Asian chef stood by a side door smoking a cigarette. He took one look at us as we approached, then flicked his cigarette, stepped inside, and shut the door.

When she was satisfied we weren’t being followed by any prospects, and that we hadn’t attracted any attention from the street, she pinned me against a wall. “What the hell was that?” she asked.

“I thought I’d take the express way down,” I said, “What did it look like? That asshole tried to kill me!” 

“He wasn’t very subtle about it, no. But how’d you survive?”

“I don’t know.”

“Alright, cut the amnesiac routine. That whole thing got you got past the Caretaker, but anyone with half a brain could do that. I happen to know you have more than just half a brain, and you can take care of yourself in a fight, so I’m not surprised you got past it. But this was some next level magic there’s no way you could’ve pulled off without knowing what you were doing.” 

“Look, I’m telling you, I don’t know what I did. I just landed.”

Felice shook her head. “I’m your partner here, Seline. I need to be able to trust you, and right now you aren’t giving me much of a reason to. We can’t keep secrets from each other.”

“I don’t know what to tell you. Believe me or don’t, but I should be dead right now.” 

She scowled, then shook her head. “Whatever, we have to find this fiend. If we hurry, we may still have a chance.” 

“That thing was flying. How are we supposed to catch up with it?” 

“It won’t be flying for long. It’s a fiend. It’ll go to ground soon, probably somewhere dark and wet.” 

“That could be anywhere under the city.” 

“Not anywhere, somewhere. You’ve lived here for ten years. Do you have any idea where it may have gone?”  

I tried to think. The fiend had taken flight across Central Park, but I’d seen it shift its flight pattern… where was it going? “I’m sure I saw it heading for the Queens,” I said, “Maybe it was heading for the bridge. If it wants to go somewhere dark, there are entrances to the sewers all the way along the riverside.”

“We’d better get moving.” 

I went to pull away from the wall, but Felice pinned me to it again. “What is it now?” I asked, frowning. 

“Don’t give me a reason not to trust you,” she warned, she then let me go and started running down the alleyway. 

“Where are you going?” I called out.

“You can’t fly, which means we have to run.” 

“Run?” 

“Yes! Run!” 

You’ve got to be kidding me. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

I couldn’t count how many minutes it took for us to reach the Queensboro bridge because I had no sense of time other than the basic morning, noon and night, but I was already exhausted when I got there, panting like a dog in the sun. Felice probably hated me for having to run on my account, but sometimes we had to do things we didn’t want to do… like face off against a creature from another world without weapons, magic, or armor. 

The bridge itself was an impressive, stone monster, lording over the Hudson river beneath it. From my angle on the street below it I could just about see the sparkle of sunlight as it caught on the windows of cars making the commute, but no sign of the fiend yet. 

We reached a small promenade at the end of the street, the kind with benches and a wrought iron fence along the edge to keep lovers, joggers, and dog-walkers from falling in during their strolls. There were kiosks along the promenade, all in a neat little line, all of them opening up shop for the day. I walked over to where the water met the stone wall at my feet and held onto the fence, casting my eyes along the river itself and catching my breath. Seagulls cawed and pecked at a garbage barge slowly trudging along the water, there were a number of small boats on the river all going in different directions, and off to the right, a small cruise ship was getting ready to depart. 

“Any ideas?” Felice asked.

I took a deep breath of river air, then sighed. “I live in Brooklyn. I don’t know this part of town very well, but if we’re looking for sewer entrances…” I turned to look at her. “I don’t get why his people live underground, though. He’s got wings.” 

“It’s something to do with a war on the other side of the rifts,” she said, “I don’t know much about it, but what I do know is his kind decided long ago to retreat underground. If this guy’s is anything like… well, any of us when we fall through the rifts, he’ll want to go somewhere similar enough to his own habitat, somewhere that brings him comfort. He’s gonna have a hard time finding a basement to invade on short notice, so the closest thing I can think of is a sewer.” 

“Any chance fiends like hanging out under bridges smoking, listening to angsty rock, and sticking it to the man?” 

“Under bridges? I don’t get it.”

I pointed. “Because he’s there.” 

“What?” 

Felice turned her gaze onto the bridge, following the line of my finger. I had no idea what the hell he was still doing there, or why he hadn’t gone underground yet, but it was difficult to miss his wings if you knew what you were looking for. He seemed to be hugging the underside of the bridge, sticking as closely as he could to one of the stone towers, where the sunlight couldn’t touch him. 

“How do we get over there?” Felice asked.

“Same way everyone does. We walk.” 

“And then? It’s not like you can hoist yourself down to where he is. We need a plan.” 

“I’m not gonna say no to that. Any chance you’ve brought along a fiend trap with you?” 

“Oh yeah, I keep it tucked between my boobs. No, I don’t have a fiend trap.”

“Then we’re gonna have to make one. Got any ideas on how we can attract this guy’s attention?” 

Felice turned her eyes toward the water and scanned the river. “Doesn’t look like any of the others have figured out where he is, but they probably will soon.”

“Yeah, why is that? Some of them took off after him, like, within seconds…” My stomach went cold, like a block of ice had been dropped into it. “Shit, do you think he killed them?”  

“It’s possible. That thing over there is a killer, even if he does look like he was hand-sculpted by a woman with an exquisite taste in men.” 

“Alright, calm down. I’m not liking our chances here, and we still don’t have a plan.” 

“I have an idea, only…” 

“Only what?”

She pointed to the people on the street, the cars on the road. New York was a city of eight million souls; everywhere you went, no matter what time of day, there were going to be people around. Earlier I’d been sure no one had seen me fall from the roof of one of the tallest buildings in the city but now, seeing just how busy it was out here, I wasn’t so sure they’d miss Felice and I fighting a demon-looking thing in the middle of the street. 

“Okay, tell me your plan anyway,” I said.

“Fiends don’t like sunlight,” Felice said, “If I can get close enough to him, I may be able to lure him into the light long enough that it’ll weaken him. I doubt if we can kill him when he’s at full strength.”

“So, we pull him into the light, and then we kill him. Seems like a good plan, except.” 

“Except what?”

“Well, do you happen to have a dagger hidden between those boobs?” 

“No.” 

I clicked my fingers. “Damn. Just checking. Aaryn could’ve let us get weapons.” 

“She didn’t say we couldn’t take them.” 

“That’s what I get for not paying attention. Alright, do you think you’ll be able to lure it toward you?” 

“I can. Fiends drink the magic of other creatures. If I make enough noise, I can draw it to me, and then… I don’t know.” 

I watched the fiend from across the way, narrowing my eyes, then I caught sight of one of the seagulls diving and pecking at the ship floating along the river.

“That’s it!” I pointed at it. “Take it there, then we can pin it down and kill it. There has to be something on that barge we can use.” 

“And how are you going to get there?” 

I’d already started running. “You let me figure that part out! Just go!” 

The good thing about New York was, there was always more than one way to skin a cat. I needed to get on a ship moving along the Hudson river, but I had no boat of my own, no money to buy or rent one—not that I could buy or rent one on time—and basically no legitimate way of getting onto the water. Good thing I was used to living rough and making ethically questionable choices… for the greater good, of course. 

Not far from where Felice and I had been standing was a dock with a huge sign on the boardwalk pointing to it. The words Ultimate Hudson Tour Experience were printed across it in large, white letters against a blue background. An impressive, modern looking white cruiser sat idling on the edge of the pier, and already there were people lining up along the dock for the first tour of the day. There was only a snowball’s chance in hell I was going to be able to commandeer that ship and take it out into the river, not that I’d even have the faintest idea how to pilot it. But there were other, smaller boats on the dock, one in particular which caught my eye. 

It was a tiny craft maybe large enough to seat three or four people, with a big engine strapped to it. The boat’s pilot stacked a box onboard, then he started untying the rope attached to a stone block on the dock. I sprinted for it, pushing through the line of people waiting to get onto the SS Ocean Spirit and making an adrenaline-fueled dash for the dinghy about to set sail, ignoring the tuts and huffs being thrown my way from tourists waiting to get on their cruise.

By the grace of all the Gods, I managed to catch the small boat just as the engine started to grumble to life. The water churned behind it, frothing white, and I finished my sprint with a leap into the boat. The pilot, who’d just been given the fright of his life, kicked his feet back and almost toppled heel over head into the water, but I grabbed him by his knees and helped him settle back into the pilot’s seat.

“What the hell are you doing, lady?” he yelled, his voice breaking as he took in the sight of me. Flattered. 

“Go!” I yelled, “He’s trying to kill me!” 

“Kill you? Who?” He tried turning his head, but I grabbed his face and kept his eyes locked on me. 

“Please, I beg you, go or he’ll kill us both.” 

“Alright, alright!” 

The pilot focused on getting the boat moving as fast as it could go, and in a couple of seconds we were clear of the dock and on the Hudson river, moving aimlessly away from the pier and the cruiser. Across the way, I caught sight of what looked like Felice gliding beautifully beneath the bridge, sticking as closely as she could to the underside to avoid detection, and even though she had white wings, she was still difficult to see. I wasn’t sure what was going on, maybe it was an optical illusion, or maybe the way the sunlight interacted with her form was playing tricks on my eyes, but I almost couldn’t keep track of her movements. 

The pilot turned his head to the pier again, then back at me. “Lady, you’ve gotta talk to me. Who’s trying to kill you?” 

I ran my fingers through my hair and shook it out, then I sighed bringing my hand to my chest to make sure his eyes went where I wanted them to go. I wasn’t a stranger to seduction, although I wasn’t trying to seduce him, only make sure he wasn’t thinking with his big brain, and was instead thinking with his little one.

“My ex-boyfriend,” I said, breathing short, forced breaths, “He thinks I stole money from him, and he showed up at my place this morning with a gun!” 

“Jesus Christ,” he turned around again and scanned the pier. “I don’t see him, what does he look like?” 

“It doesn’t matter. I don’t see him on the pier anymore.” 

“Alright, I guess that means you’re safe for now… where can I take you? Want me to call the cops?” 

I pointed across his shoulder, making him turn around again. “That pier, next one down,” I said, “Think you could do that for me?” 

“Oh… yeah, I mean, for you… I just want you to be safe.” he reached for my leg with his other hand, gave it a squeeze, and that made my next decision much easier.

When he turned around again, I punched him across the face as hard as I could, but that didn’t knock him out. “Hey!” he said, dazed, slowly putting his hand up. I hit him again, and this time he went down. 

Once he was unconscious, I pulled him away from the boat’s engine, sat in the pilot’s seat, and copied his movements to make the boat start pulling across the river again. It only took a moment to get the hang of it, and then I was screaming along the water—well, it was more of a whine than a scream—and toward the barge covered in trash and gulls, hoping the captain wasn’t paying attention to little old me heading right for him.

Out of the corner of my eye I caught a flash of light and movement, and as I turned my head to look, I saw Felice dogfighting with the fiend in under the bridge. It was a tangle of wings, swift hand movements, and kicking legs, an aerial fight between what looked from a distance like an angel and a demon. 

“C’mon, Felice!” I said, “Get moving!” 

It took her a while, but she was able to break free from the fight and start speeding across the river, hugging the water to keep a low profile. At first the fiend didn’t follow—it floated near the bridge, watching Felice as she moved, but I noticed a sparkling trail of purple light following her, a trail that led all the way back to the fiend. I didn’t think he’d take the bait, he was taking too long to decide, but he finally decided to dive toward her, caring a lot less about being subtle than she was. 

I was running out of time, but I’d reached the ship. Keeping one hand on the steering rod and reaching for the iron rung ladder on the side of the barge with the other, while making sure my boat and the ship’s paths and speed were parallel, looked a lot easier in movies than it actually was. I had to stretch as far as I could just to get my fingertips to brush up against the first rung. Bumping against the much larger vessel at this speed wasn’t a good idea, considering the boat I was on was a lot smaller, so I had to be careful, but also quick. 

I got a little closer to the barge, as close as I could, feeling the edge of my boat bump up against the ship. The boat started trembling, but I managed to grab hold of one of the rungs. I let go of the steering rod, turned the ignition off, and then hoisted myself onto the barge, letting the little boat putter out on its own. Though I was already exhausted, I pulled myself up to the deck only to be hit hard in the face with the stink of the trash, and the call of hungry seagulls which scattered as soon as I clambered aboard. 

A large shadow zipped along overhead, dropping tiny purple sparkles on me, then a second shadow whooshed along behind it. Though on the inside I heavily disliked this idea, I climbed onto the heap of trash and started looking for something with which to kill this fiend. People threw away all kinds of stuff in the trash, and all I needed was something sharp and small, like a knife. I mean, preferably I’d have a fully automatic rifle in my hand and I wouldn’t be on a garbage barge in the Hudson river, but we make do.

Then I noticed something, a detail I’d overlooked. The captain. I could see him from where I was. He hadn’t spotted me, but he was pointing at Felice and the fiend flying above us, moving his head to follow their motions. Shit, they were both being too obvious and he’d spotted them. I turned my attention over to the sun sitting comfortably in the eastern sky, and for a second time, found myself actually trying to pull whatever magic I had inside of me out into the world. 

I’d made the sun rise one morning, and I just had a feeling in my gut like the sun was important in some way, or maybe light itself. I concentrated, reaching for the sun with one hand in the hopes that I’d stumble upon a gesture that would unlock something magic inside of me. For two weeks I’d tried to do what other prospects seemed to be able to do at a whim, and so far, I’d come up totally empty handed. To make matters worse, it looked like the captain was trying to get his phone to start recording video. 

I only needed to blind him, only for an instant, long enough that he’d look away and maybe forget about us again, but nothing was happening, and I was getting desperate. “I need this to work!” I yelled, pointing at the captain, “Please, just let me blind this guy!” 

A beam of light suddenly erupted from my fingertip and shot toward the captain’s eyes. I watched his hands go up, his phone flew across the cabin, and then he fell on his back. The light faded after an instant, leaving me not only wide-eyed, but also screaming with pain. The pain was white hot, and all across my upper back. I clenched my jaw against the feeling, but it was so intense I almost passed out—would’ve passed out if not for the stink and the massive, winged beast that fell on top of the pile of trash. 

“Shit!” I yelped, staggering back, my arms pinwheeling. It took everything I had to keep my balance and stop from falling over the edge, but I managed. 

Felice then descended on the ship like an angel with plum colored hair. She had scratches on her face, her jumpsuit was torn in places, and she was bleeding, but she was alive. “Pin his arms down!” she yelled, but we still didn’t have a weapon. That was when I spotted the lead pipe. 

“You pin him down!” I said, fighting the immense pain I was in to scramble across the garbage and wrap my hand around the pipe. I started to pull, but it wouldn’t budge. I had to dig around the pipe with my fingernails, pulling out rotten, rancid food, used diapers, and all manner of waste until I was able to unearth it. I had no idea what this pipe belonged to, but it was heavy, it was shaped like a T, and I had a feeling we could do some real damage with it if we used it right.

I turned my eyes up at Felice. “Found something,” I yelled. 

She reached for me. “Throw it!” she said, but before I could toss it to her, she was struck in the back by a ball of crackling, black lightning that sent her staggering forward. Her eyes rolled up into her skull, then closed, and she fell onto the fiend who wrapped his arms and legs around her.

“That prey is ours!” came a loud, hissing voice from the water. 

It was Abvat and the other two Naga; they were swimming along the Hudson at an incredible speed, but their bodies… their bodies didn’t look human from the waist down. They’d shed their jumpsuits, so from the waist up they were naked, but around their midriff their human skin faded into a scaly pattern that disappeared into the water. Though their entire torsos were above the waterline, I could tell there was much more of each of them underneath; snakelike tails propelling them through the water. 

One of the other Naga prepared a ball of black, crackling energy and fired it off directly at me. I rolled to the side to avoid it, and it smashed into the side of the ship, sending huge chunks of trash in all directions and kicking up an even worse smell. Ignoring the Naga, I turned around and clambered to the top of the pile of garbage, where the fiend—whose skin was starting to burn, sizzle, and split apart—had grabbed of one of Felice’s wings and looked about ready to take a bite out of it with his enlarged canines. 

Something inside of me snapped at the sight. Roaring, I slammed the lead pipe into the side of the fiend’s head, but the fiend hissed at me, seemingly unhurt by my attack. I turned the pipe on its side, aimed one of the protruding sections toward the fiend, and I hit it again, this time managing to wedge the side of the pipe into the fiend’s skull with a wet crack. The fiend’s eyes rolled into the back of his skull, and all of the strength in his grip fell away from him. 

“Felice!” I yelled, falling to my knees beside her. “Felice, you have to get up, we need to get out of here!” 

Felice was out cold, and the Naga were already starting to climb onto the ship, which incidentally was no longer holding a steady course. Whoops. 

“Felice, wake up!” I said, shoving a handful of garbage against her nose. 

Her eyes opened with a start, she turned to her side, spitting and rubbing at her face with her forearm. “What the hell did you do that for?” she said, scowling. 

I pointed at Abvat, who was standing stark naked across from us in all of his slimy, oily, balding, unimpressive glory. “That!” I said.

“Ah, shit. They found us,” she said. 

“Doesn’t matter, I killed the fiend, so we won. Hear that, fuckers? We won, so you can suck—”

Abvat tossed a ball of magic at us, so I grabbed Felice and pulled her down the other side of the garbage mound. Together we rolled, as energy ball after energy ball struck the mountain of garbage, kicking all manner of crap into the air where the seagulls were only happy to snatch it up. 

“Into the water,” I said to Felice. 

“Are you kidding? They’re Naga, they’ll catch us!” 

“Better than staying here.” 

Felice and I fought to get to our feet, then we rushed the last few steps until we were over the edge and splashing into the Hudson. The water felt blessedly cold on my tired, pained, and filthy body, and while I thought I’d never take the stink off my skin, I was glad at least to be away from the dead fiend. The Naga, however, did exactly as Felice had predicted. I watched them throw themselves into the Hudson one after the other, then their bodies lifted up and off the water, looking like swimming cobra-people, and they started speeding toward us, but they never made contact. 

A vortex of sizzling and snapping blue light opened up between us and them, and before I knew it, I was being sucked through along with Felice. We landed on our backs on cold grass; wet, coughing, and probably still filthy. When I turned my head up, I was hoping to see Aaryn smiling down at us, about to congratulate us for a job well done. Instead, it was Crag; Draven’s huge, muscle-bound friend, and he didn’t look impressed.

“You,” he growled, “You’re coming with me.” 

I flicked my wet hair over my head and sighed deeply. “Can I shower first?” I asked.

Crag shook his head. “Boss wants you. Just you. Now.” 

Ah, crap. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

I felt gross, I was sure I stank, and my shoulder blades were still killing me from before, but at Abvat and his goons were gone, and I’d watched Aaryn take Felice with her. We were at the Black Fortress, and we were safe… which felt odd to admit to myself, considering a few weeks ago, this place had looked very much like a prison I was being sent to for the crime of being different.

Crag led me through the dark, quiet hallways to a part of the fortress I’d never been to before. A door stood before us, covered in wavy runes and sigils that pulsed with silver light. Crag opened his mouth, said a few unintelligible words, and the door opened for him, revealing a spiral staircase. I’m being brought to one of the towers, I thought, my heart already pounding. 

Without being told to, I walked ahead of Crag and took to the spiral staircase, following it until I reached a single door also covered in glowing runes. This time, Crag didn’t speak. The door opened from the other side, and there was Draven wearing a simple black shirt and pants. The room beyond him was dark, almost to the point where I wondered if there were any windows, or even lit candles. 

“As you requested, boss,” Crag said.

“Good,” Draven said, “Leave us.” 

Crag nodded, gave me a sidelong glance, and started down the stairs, leaving me alone with Draven and his dark chambers. He opened the door further, and without having to use the words, commanded me to step into the room. There were windows here, but they were all shut, not a sliver of sunlight made it through. A small handful of candles did their best to provide illumination, but seeing anything in here was a real struggle. Already I could feel that familiar panic start to descend upon me like a vulture, I didn’t like being in dark places like this, much less with someone who had already expressed his willingness to kill me at a moment’s notice.

“Do you know why you’re here?” Draven asked, shutting the door behind himself.

I shook my head. “Something to do with the trial?” 

He stared at me from where he stood, his hands in his pockets, his eyes narrow. “Take off your clothes.” 

I took a step back, my heart slamming against my chest. “What?”

“Take off your clothes,” he repeated. “You’re filthy.” 

“Yeah, well, I did mention that to your little henchman, but he wouldn’t let me go for a shower first, so, not my fault. Also, I’m not getting naked in front of you. That’s a creep move.”

He walked over to me and I thought he was going to grab my neck and force me to do what he’d asked, but he crossed right past me, opened a door, and gestured me toward it. The walls inside were glowing with pearlescent light, there were candles spread out around the edges of the room, and set into the floor was a pool of bubbling, steaming water. 

Draven circled around me to get to his bed, and then picked up a fresh set of clothes and a towel. He handed them to me. “Take off your clothes, give them to me, and I will burn them. But before you do, I want to see your shoulders.” 

I arched my eyebrows. Was this a weird kink thing? “Okay, you’re gonna have to help me out here and tell me why you want me to do that.” 

“Because I need to confirm my suspicions about you.” 

“Suspicion?” 

“What you are.”

My heart wasn’t just pounding anymore, it was fluttering like a woodpecker pecking at my ribcage. I swallowed hard, then pulled the front zipper on my jumpsuit down just a little, enough that I’d be able to wriggle my shoulders out without totally taking it off. Shutting my eyes, I turned around and let the jumpsuit fall even further down my back, making sure to keep my breasts covered but feeling completely exposed in front of him all the same. 

He was staring at me. I could feel his eyes against my skin, and then—Gods—his fingertips. My whole body ignited at his touch, gentle ripples of delicate fire moved through me at the point where his skin touched mine, but the contact only lasted for a fleeting instant. As soon as he pulled his fingertips away, I shuffled my shoulders back into the filthy jumpsuit and turned around to look at him. 

He wasn’t looking at me. In fact, he’d turned away and seemed to be plucking the buttons of his shirt off one by one. My lips parted, my breathing became suddenly short and quick, like I was panting. When he’d plucked all the buttons free, he slid his arms out of the shirt and let it fall to the floor at his back. 

His muscles, Gods, they were tight and ropey, powerful. This guy worked out, he had to. His arms were big, his torso was incredibly well defined, and he looked like could support Crag’s entire body weight on his shoulders. In a word, Draven was exquisite.

“What do you see?” he asked.

“Nothing… just your back.” 

He flexed his shoulders, and swirling patterns appeared on his back, lines of silvery light that swirled and interlocked—two groups of them, one on each of his shoulder blades. “And now?” he asked.

“What… are those?” 

“Those are my kithe.” 

I tilted my head to the side. “Why do I recognize that word?” 

He spun around slowly, and now I got a look at the front of him. A breath escaped my lips, though I hadn’t intended it to. I shut my mouth and stared at him, taking in the sight of that impeccable body and the many bits of jewelry on him. Rings, bracelets, and that ruby necklace that almost seemed to glow despite the darkness. “Because it is an Aevian word,” he said, “It means wings.” 

“Aevian? I’m not—”

“You have them also. I have seen the markings on your back, although…”

The pause dragged a little too long. “Although what?” 

“The markings look like tattoos. Permanent. You cannot hide them as I do.”

“I’ve had these markings on my back for as long as I can remember. Are you telling me they’re wings?” 

He took a deep breath. “I watched you fall from the side of that building. You should have died, but you didn’t. Why do you think this is?” 

“Because I’m awesome?” I didn’t know what the answer was, but I thought I’d take a stab anyway. 

Draven’s expression hardened. “At the dawn of their race, the Aevians made a pact with Sorus, God of the Wind. To him they pledged their allegiance, his words they would follow, his spirit they would carry. In return, Sorus granted the Aevian race a gift… the promise that an Aevian would never die from falling. The wind would always carry them safely to the ground.” 

I wasn’t aware of it, but I was shaking my head. “Is that… how do you know that? I mean, how can you possibly know that? We all forget.” 

“Ever since I fell through the rift, I have been fighting hard to regain my memories. Many of them I have, but there are still gaps, entire swathes of my own, personal history that elude me. It is no secret that through memory we gain power, and magic; through memory, our old gifts are restored.”

“So… what are you?” 

His lips pressed together. “I am Aevian, like you. There are many of us here.” 

“But, the light, I remember what it did to you that day, and being here right now in the dark just reminded me that I’ve never seen you out after dawn. You live in the dark. Why’s that?”

“Our race is vast, one Aevian is not like the other. In my memories, my people lived in the dark.” 

“Like, in caves?” Images of the fiend and his cracked, grey skin came flashing into my mind. Was that him when the mask comes off? Was he one of them?

He shook his head. “Not in caves, but in grand, floating cities… my people lived and loved and laughed under the cover of darkness, choosing to sleep while the sun was high in the sky.” 

“Why am I not affected by the light like that?” It wasn’t just that the light didn’t affect me the same way it did him; I didn’t even like the dark. I preferred brightly lit environments, clear summer days, I even slept with a light on when I could. Fate had given me plenty of shit for that over the years, comparing me to a toddler who was scared of monsters, but it really was a comfort thing.

“Once our people were unified under a single Kingdom—a single Principality. We were rulers of the skies, guardians of all we surveyed, but dissent brewed within the underbelly of our political structures, and there came the time of the fracturing, a time of war. Our Principality split into five Houses, each making new pacts with different Gods. I suspect you were born into a different house to mine. Your eyes… it is a trademark of your house, as are mine.” 

“What house are you from?” 

“The house of Night. You, I suspect, are a daughter of Dawn.” 

“And Felice? Aaryn?” 

“Dusk and Dawn respectively.” 

“Dawn… so, Aaryn is like me…”

“Yes, I believe so. You have much you could learn from her, though any Aevian can teach you our magical gifts.”

“I hate to break it to you, but I’m about as magic as a doorknob.”

“You are one of us, which means you not only possess the gift of magic, your magic is powerful and pure.”

I took a deep breath. It was a lot to process. “You said there was a war… were our houses fighting?” 

“Yes. Each house wanted to rule over the other. Though ours was a race of protectors and scientists, we all became soldiers; instruments of war”

“Soldiers…” 

I couldn’t lie, some of this was starting to sound familiar, though it hadn’t triggered any memories yet. “Why are you telling me all this? More importantly, why couldn’t Felice? She’s Aevian, but she had no idea why I hadn’t died when I fell off that roof.” 

“She knew. I suspect she was trying to find out if your memories had been triggered by the fall. Not very many of us know of our race’s pact with Sorus.” 

“Really? Because back then I was sure she thought I’d been lying to her about a bunch of stuff.” I sighed, taking a deep breath. “Look, I know this is probably way out of line, but I don’t know anything about you, and you keep looking at… this.” I pulled the pendant out of my jumpsuit and held it in my hand. “Do you know what this is?” 

Draven swallowed hard. “No,” he said, licking his lips. “I suspect it is a relic from beyond the rift?”

“It is… and, I don’t know, I guess I’m going crazy but I thought maybe you recognized it.”

“I don’t…” 

Draven trailed off, and silence hung between us like a veil. “Well, thanks for the history lesson…,” I said, “For a moment I thought you were going to give me an earful for the mess I made in New York.” 

His expression hardened, and my stomach sank. “You did indeed make a mess, and you let another prospect almost murder you.”

“Yeah, about that. Isn’t he gonna get into shit for it?” 

“Prospects were told at the beginning of the trial that all rules had been suspended.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t tell me he’s off the hook? He tried to kill me, twice.” 

“You would not have been the first to have died today.” 

Those words struck me hard against the chest. “What are you talking about?” 

“Three prospects were killed today. Two by the fiend, one by the Naga, Vishal.” 

Hot anger burned its way into my chest, words coated with bile threatening to spill out of my mouth. “And you’re just gonna let that slide?”

“Our rules are our rules.”

I tossed the clothes and the towel to the floor. “I’ve said this before, but your rules are bullshit. You’re going to just let a bunch of murderers walk around the fortress like that? You realize that you’re not only condoning murder, but you’re also encouraging internal conflict, right? We’re all supposed to be on the same team; how are we expected to fight a war when our own people are allowed to kill each other?” 

He advanced on me, and I felt myself retreat from the size of him. “You listen to me,” he growled, “You are a prospect here, you are not yet a member of the Order, which means you have no voice with which to criticize the way we have done things for years. The trials are in place to weed out the unworthy. I warned you from the beginning, failure could mean death; everyone was warned of the same.”

“Sure, but you didn’t exactly give us an option to leave. You just told us what the rules were and made us train to beat your ridiculous trials. What kind of justice is it to the people who were killed today? They weren’t evil, they didn’t hurt anyone, but you’re going to ignore the people who did hurt others today and let them roam free?”

“You know nothing of the state of this world, or ours, but I’m going to give you another bit of information to chew on. You are right, we are at war. We were at war on the other side, and we are at war still. We need soldiers, people who will do what they must to get the jobs done, not weaklings who will fold at the first sign of an ethical dilemma. If you are not willing to do what it takes in order to survive and to complete your missions, you deserve to end up like the other dead prospects.” 

I shook my head. “You’re heartless,” I snarled. “And I swear to all the Gods there are, if you let any harm come to Fate before I finish these fucking trials, I’m going to kill you myself. Do you hear me? I will come for you, and I will kill you.” 

Draven stared at me and looked, for an instant, like he was considering making sure that prophecy never came to pass by snapping my neck right then and there, but he resisted the urge. Before he could command me to leave, I made a move toward the door and then kept going when he didn’t stop me. 

I made my way quickly down the spiral staircase only to realize I had no idea where I was. It took thirty minutes before I found my way back to my room, feeling my way through dark hallways that all looked the same. The castle was impressive, but it was also a labyrinth once you got inside, especially if you happened to find yourself in an unfamiliar part of it. 

Felice wasn’t in our room when I arrived, though on my dresser I spotted a jar with the same healing salve I’d been using since I got here, as well as a fresh set of clothes to wear. I scooped everything up and walked over to the communal shower to unwind. The Gods knew my body needed a little TLC right now. 

The communal shower was easily large enough to fit twenty people at once. There were stalls for the prospects to shower in, each with stone walls on either side and a curtain you could pull back for privacy, as well as shelves on which they could place their stuff. The shower itself looked modern—hot and cold water, shampoo, conditioner—but the walls were all black stone, the floors too, emphasizing the contrast between the medieval and the modern.

There were two others taking showers when I arrived. I moved into one of the stalls on the opposite side of the room to them and, using the salve on some of the bruises and minor cuts I’d picked up during the trial, allowed myself to relax under a rush of warm water. I could only hope I hadn’t contracted anything as I’d been rummaging through the trash, though considering I was working with a magic salve, maybe that would take care of any potential infections or diseases that may be running around in my bloodstream.

As the warm water fell on my naked body, I thought of Draven and the things he’d said to me. Strange to think of him while I was naked, but we can’t control what we think, can we? He’d known about my tattoos before I’d even shown them to him. There was no way he could’ve seen them. He’d also told me I was an Aevian, and that there were different houses, and that we were at war. It was a lot to chew on. A lot. But the words that kept coming into my mind the most, the voice that spoke the loudest, had been Abvat’s.

Maybe I’ll ask little Fate.

Did he know? I shook my head. There was no way he knew. He couldn’t know that she had the stone, unless… unless someone had told him? But no one would know that Fate had it unless Fate had told them. Fuck. What was happening to her? Where was she being kept? It had been two weeks since I’d heard from her, and while I’d managed to keep busy enough to deal with her absence, this encounter with Abvat had brought a sense of urgency to her disappearance once again. 

Lias, that was his name. He was the guy who’d come and picked her up that morning, and I’d seen him that same day during lunch, but I hadn’t seen him since. Maybe his group had started having lunch somewhere else, or maybe we had it at different times, but I’d never run into him in the hallways again, which was already weird. I’d tried to ask Siren, but all she could do was put me in touch with superiors, not other prospects.

I let my head rest against the stone wall. “I hope you’re okay, Fate,” I whispered. I hated that I wasn’t there to keep her safe, I’d never known a life without her. Adjusting hadn’t been easy, but it didn’t look like I had a choice. I shut the shower off and went to step out of the stall, when I caught sight of someone standing on the other side of my curtain. 

“Who’s there?” I asked.

“Felice,” came the reply. “I heard you talking to yourself.” 

“Oh… I didn’t realize I’d said anything.” 

“Yeah… anyway, good job on not dying today.” 

I reached for my towel and started drying off, but I didn’t exit the stall. “Wish I could say the same for those other prospects.” 

“It’s tough,” she said, “I won’t lie. I’ve seen it before.” 

“You’ve seen it?” 

“Well, I heard about it. I was here a week before you showed up. I wasn’t privy to any information, but you hear rumors. One group of prospects I heard about thinned to less than half after their first trial. Six of them didn’t make it back.”

“Six? Wow.” 

“It’s just how it is. Sooner or later, some asshole or another would’ve gotten lucky with us and finished us off out there, in the real world. At least here we have a chance to train, to protect ourselves.” 

“Yeah, but weeding out the weak? It’s barbaric.”

“At least they’re trying. I’ve run into other Factions before. Some of them are monsters, and that’s not to say anything about the real monsters out there, like the fiends. It took me a while to come around to them, but the Obsidian Order is fighting to make Earth more livable for us. I can roll with that.”

“Yeah, I know that, but I just thought… I don’t know. I still think I’m better off on my own.”

“For a while I thought I was better off going home. Y’know, home, home. But the rifts only go one way. We’ve been falling through those holes for a very long time, and no one’s gotten close to even finding out why. I’d say the odds of someone charting a course back home for us are probably pretty shit. It’s better not to get your hopes up. About anything. Fewer disappointments that way. Just make your bed the best you can and hope nobody stabs you in the night.”

“I want to beat the crap out of these trials and make it to the top. I’m tired of being stepped on here, and I’m not letting some Naga murderers put me off winning.”

“I heard about that, too. Shame, really.” 

Just thinking about that poor, dead prospect, murdered by people on his own team because Vishal didn’t want him winning made my blood boil. “I’m not letting him get away with it.” 

“He’s not getting away with it. He can’t kill anyone while he’s here, all we have to do is make sure to stick them during the next trial.”

“You wanna kill them?” 

“Better them than me. And you know Abvat is going to try and fuck you over, maybe even kill you.” 

She was right. He’d tried to kill me today, and he hadn’t even been subtle about it. I couldn’t believe he’d just shoved me off the building like that, and then when I survived, I couldn’t believe I’d let him. Though I was on that rooftop as part of a trial, I had somehow let my guard down around Abvat, and if not for sheer luck, I’d have decorated that cab with my insides. Sighing, I grabbed my t-shirt and slid it over my head, then slipped into my underwear.

“Hey, I have a question,” I said.

“Shoot.”

“Why didn’t anyone see us?” 

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, nobody freaked out when I fell off the building. Only reason why the cabbie said anything was because I was on the roof of his car. And then later, when you were doing your Supergirl routine, there was a dock full of tourists right next to us. I don’t remember hearing any of them talk about a flying woman.”

“I have my own ways of going unnoticed,” she said, “But we’ve all got the glamor.”

“That’s the thing that makes us look human, right?”

“It does more than that. It makes human eyes just… slide past us, as long as we aren’t doing anything too crazy.” 

“What, so, they won’t notice an Aevian flying over the Hudson?”

“Not unless I happen to be shooting off at the mouth or making magic explosions.” 

“Huh… that explains… a lot, actually. Wanna know something funny?” 

“Hit me with it, and hurry up in there, I’m hungry.”

“Looks like I’m an Aevian, too.” 

Felice pulled my curtain aside and I immediately threw my hands over my more sensitive places. “What are you doing?” 

Her hair was wet, and she was wearing a black t-shirt and black sweat-pants—comfortable sleeping clothes, similar to the ones I had—but there wasn’t a cut or a mark on her. Fully healed. “There’s no one in here, will you chill?” 

“That’s still no reason to do that,” I hissed, shaking my head, “What do you want?” 

“I want to see your kithe. You haven’t spread your wings yet, right?” 

I shook my head. “No. I don’t even know how.”

“Just think it.” 

“Think it?” 

“Yeah, just tell your kithe to come out, and they will.” 

I took a deep breath, shut my eyes, and concentrated. I had no idea what color my wings were, how bright they were or what they even looked like, but when I visualized them, they looked like Aaryn’s; powerful, majestic, and as white as snow. I felt like an idiot standing there, wearing only a t-shirt and underwear and forcing my eyes shut, trying to summon a set of wings I apparently had. The more seconds passed, the stupider I felt.

“It’s not working,” I said. 

Felice stepped toward me, placed her hand on my shoulder, and shut her eyes. She then started speaking in that language lost to my memories; speaking Aevian. I recognized it now, clear as day. This was the language I spoke to Fate when her sickness would be at its worst, when she’d be at her lowest. For ten years I’d been speaking to her in the language of my people, and I didn’t know it. 

After a moment or so, Felice stopped and sighed. “Yeah, it’s not working,” she said, removing her hand from my shoulder. “Get changed, let’s eat, and then we’ll get some sleep. Tomorrow I’ll try and teach you a little magic. Maybe that’ll help jolt your memories.”

“Magic?” 

“Don’t act like you don’t know what I’m talking about. I’m guessing someone told you the reason why you didn’t die when you fell off the building, which means you know you can do magic too.”

“Yeah, thanks for telling me on the field, by the way.” 

 “Where’s the theatrics in just telling you?” 

She stepped away from the stall, allowing me to slide into my own sweat pants and step out of the shower stall. Getting some food and some sleep sounded like a great idea, so I joined Felice in doing just that. If nothing else, it’d take my mind away from everything that had happened today, and boy if my mind needed a rest it was right now.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

That night I dreamt I was falling, bleeding, and dying. I was tumbling over myself, my arms and legs flailing limply, my body unresponsive, my hold on my own consciousness tenuous at best. I could see the little droplets of blood in the air, my own blood spilling out of me and falling alongside me like rain. There were clouds all around me, stars twinkling through the gaps in those clouds, and while I knew I would be dead soon, I wasn’t screaming—I was crying, sobbing quietly as I plummeted to the world below like a rock. 

In the distance I could hear car horns blaring and engines puttering, but I knew they were an alien influence; they didn’t belong in this dreamworld, they weren’t real like this was, because this wasn’t a dream. It was a memory, but this time, it was different. When I woke up, my eyes shooting open, my neck and chest covered in cold sweat, the dream was still with me, the pain in my bones, my shoulders, my muscles, it was all still there, and there were tears in my eyes. 

I rubbed them with the backs of my hands and blinked hard, waiting for my hair to start glowing and lend me a little light with which to see. It was still the middle of the night, and Felice was asleep on the bed next to me. I sat upright, but my body felt heavy, and my movements were sluggish. Sighing, I let my head rest against the cold, stone wall behind me and waited for the pain to pass, when something moved around my legs. 

My heart leapt into my throat and started pounding there, cutting my air supply to my lungs. I stiffened, then scrambled closer to the wall, pulling the sheet up to my chest. “What the hell?” I hissed.

A pair of reflective, silver eyes slowly opened and looked up at me dreamily. “Do you mind?” the silver tabby said, “I need sleep, too.” 

“It’s you again,” I whispered, keeping my voice low, but my tone harsh. “How did you… when did you?” 

The cat—Rey—settled, shutting its eyes and licking its lips. I shoved it with the tip of my toes, then it opened its eyes again and stared at me. “Look,” Rey said, “I think you’re alright, but if you keep me from sleeping any longer, we’re gonna have a problem.” 

“Sleep? Get out of my room, how about that?” 

“I think you’ll find I have dominion over this place and can sleep, eat, and pee wherever I want. Remember what my name stands for?” 

“You’re just a cat, you can’t expect me to believe you’re actually king of this castle.” 

“I’m not just a cat. Number one, I can talk. Number two, I’m way more intelligent than you or anyone else in this place, and number three… I’ve already lost interest in this entire conversation, so if you don’t mind…” 

Rey tried to settle again, but I shoved it once more. “I don’t know what your game is, but I’m trying to sleep, and if you keep me up much longer, I’m going to grab you and kick you out of this room myself.” 

Felice shuffled around in her bed and sighed. For an instant I thought she was going to wake up, but she started breathing loudly again, her breaths settling back into the rhythm of sleep. “I’ll make you a deal,” Rey said, “You let me sleep here, and I’ll help you remember your dreams better.” 

“Remember my… what are you talking about?” 

“I’m a feline who can wear many hats, one is that of onieromancer.” 

“Something to do with onions?” 

Rey sighed deeply. “Fine, put into words you can understand, I’m a dream wizard. I’ve helped many of you recover your memories through dreams.” 

“Is that why I remember the one I just had?” 

“I don’t know. How about we just go back to sleep and find out?” 

I shook my head. “Why here, though? I’m sure you can find other places to sleep.” 

“Even if I had a reason, I wouldn’t share it with you. You’re a prospect, I’m the King. You’d better get used to how things work around here and understand that there are benefits to having me as a… sleeping proximity acquaintance.” 

“Fine,” I hissed, slipping back into a comfortable sleeping position, but curling my feet to make sure I didn’t touch it—him, whatever. “Hey… could you tell me what the deal with Draven is?”

“What about the big, bad wolf?”

“I don’t know. What’s his deal. I literally don’t know much about him.”

“And you want to?”

“I guess…” 

Rey licked its front paw, then looked at me. “I could sit here and tell you what I know, but they’d only be rumors. For example, I could tell you he was part of a company of soldiers who were together when a rift opened directly beneath them and swallowed them whole. I could tell you how they all apparently died, ripped to shreds by the rift’s power; all but him. I could tell you he blames himself for their deaths, somehow, and he carries that weight on his shoulders. But it doesn’t matter what I tell you, because it could all be bullshit, so why don’t you ask him yourself?” 

“Are you kidding? Who can even get close to that guy?” 

“Goodnight, Seline.” 

Frowning, I allowed myself to relax, shutting my eyes and trying to slip into sleep again. I was lucky it came quickly, though I didn’t slide back into the dream where I was falling; my dreams this time were of a room filled with beautiful, golden, morning light. I stood on the inside of the room looking out across a marble balcony, to a sea of clouds and a sunrise like nothing I’d ever seen before. The smell of honey and cinnamon played against my nose, followed quickly by the delicious aroma of freshly baked bread. My mouth watered. Taste-buds tingling, I spun around to see what was cooking, but then I woke up, and it was morning.  

Birds were chirping outside, streaks of dawn breaking through the high window. I yawned, stretched, trying to hold onto the dream I’d just had as tightly as I could for fear it would slip out of my hands like a wet fish, then my clothes were tossed to me. “C’mon, get changed,” Felice said. 

I sat up and stared at her. She was already dressed and was pulling her hair into a ponytail, her body wrapped in that tight, black jumpsuit; our uniforms. “How are you already up?” I asked.

“How are you not? It’s time to learn magic.” 

Oh, yeah. In all the excitement of remembering some of my dreams, I’d forgotten about that little conversation we’d had in the shower room. “How is that even gonna work?” I asked, grumbling my displeasure. 

“Just get dressed before I change my mind.” 

Though what I wanted to do was go back to bed, I got out of bed and got dressed, noting that Rey was no longer in my room. How’d he gotten in and out? The only available window was closed, as was the large, wooden front door. I was starting to really wonder about that cat, if it even was a cat. It had called itself a dream wizard, more importantly, it had the capacity to call itself anything at all which should’ve sent alarm bells ringing in my mind. That thing was no cat, and I’d let it sleep in my bed. 

Felice and I stepped out of the room after I’d gotten changed, but instead of taking me to the gymnasium, she led me to the courtyard where we would be in full view of anyone who wanted to watch. 

“This is where we’re gonna do it?” I asked.

“As good a place as any,” she said, rolling her shoulders, “Besides, Aevian magic always works better outdoors.”

“Why’s that?”

“Out here we’re in full view of the sun and the moon, the wind and the rain can touch us… our powers are just stronger outside.” 

Scanning the area, I noticed at least three other prospects watching us from the fountain, none which I recognized. “We have an audience.”

“You scared of being watched?” 

“I could care less what people think.” 

“Really?” she arched her head across her shoulder, then she looked at me again, grinning. “Then why’d you even mention them?” 

I rolled my eyes. “Just get on with the lesson.” 

“Alright, look. Some of us are better at using magic than others, so, just remember that before you go into this. You’re probably gonna suck, but that’s okay. Just watch for a second.” 

I arched an eyebrow and placed a hand on my hip. Meanwhile, Felice turned her right palm up toward the sky, whispered a word in her—our—native tongue, and a small ball of violet light burst to life, hovering about an inch above her hand. It was mesmerizing to look at. The magic swirled and moved and shifted, though it always returned to its circular shape. The light inside of it strobed softly, like a slowly beating heart in her hand. 

“That’s impressive,” I said. “What was that word?” 

“Lune,” she said, “It’s our word for light. Why don’t you try it?” 

“Try what? Speaking to my hand?” 

“How did you blind that captain of that ship?” 

“I thought about what I wanted to happen, and it happened… kinda. I don’t know if the guy is permanently blind, now. I hope not.” 

“Okay, so, just do that again, but try to make a ball of light like mine.” 

I felt stupid doing it, but I followed Felice’s instructions, turned my palm up at the sky, and made my fingers into a cup. I concentrated on the space between my fingers and visualized a ball of light just like hers bursting into existence, only in my mind, my light was gold. That just seemed right to me. 

“Lune,” I whispered, holding the thought in my mind as strongly as I could, but nothing happened.

“Huh…” Felice trailed off. The magic ball in her hand snuffed out and dissipated to nothing. 

“Huh? What does that mean.”

“It’s supposed to work just like that. Try it again.” 

“You want me to do the exact same thing again? You realize that’s the exact definition of insanity, right?” 

“You’ve gotta be a little crazy to use magic. Try it again.” 

Dammit. I wasn’t sure if I was doing it right, and even though I didn’t care about the people watching, I kinda cared. I didn’t like messing up. There were very few things I’d attempted in my life, or at least from the point when I arrived on Earth, that I wasn’t good at, but I wasn’t good at this. Still, I concentrated again, really focusing my attention on the palm of my hand this time, birthing that little ball into existence with only the power of my mind and a spoken word. 

“Lune,” I whispered, and slowly, not all at once, and not in a burst like Felice’s, a candle-light’s worth of magic pushed its way into the world like a seedling sprouting out of the ground. Dumbfounded, I watched the light grow and grow, a white center surrounded by rings of golden light. 

Then it happened.

The pain struck swiftly and viciously. It was like I’d been hit in the back with a sledgehammer. I couldn’t keep standing, I had no choice but to fall to my knees, gritting my teeth against the agony ripping its way through my body. Felice spoke, but I couldn’t hear her. My mind was muting the sounds around me and blurring my vision, forcing me to concentrate only on my thundering heart and the throbbing pain pushing through me. 

Felice grabbed my arm and pulled me up and off the floor. I tried to stand on my own power, but my knees were weak. She said something about the infirmary, that much I caught as my own consciousness throbbed with the pain, my vision darkening and brightening. Someone else moved into the picture now—a tall, dark shape that sped toward me, scooped me up, and started carrying me across the courtyard and through the halls. I must have been slipping in and out, my mind playing tricks on me as a result, because it wasn’t Felice I saw was carrying me, but Draven.

By the time the pain had started to subside, I was being set flat on my back on a bed in a room I didn’t recognize. There were many beds here, not just my own, and candles arranged around the room to provide illumination—though not too much. I blinked hard and fast, shaking my head to wash the daze away, but my brain was still swimming and I couldn’t yet hear anything properly. 

Someone rushed to my side, while two other people spoke at the foot of the bed. I heard the person standing next to me say a couple of words I couldn’t understand. It sounded like a question, so I nodded. A second later, he placed a hand on my stomach and a warm, tingling sensation moved through me, numbing the pain and returning my senses to me. 

“Lias?” I said, angling my head to the side. 

“How does that feel?” Lias asked. His hand was glowing with warm, soft, green light. He was the one healing me? 

“Like I just had sex with the entire band in the back of a van,” I said, “Not that I would know what that’s like.” 

Lias blushed, his cheeks turning rosy red. “Is the pain still there?” 

“It’s going. You’re a—” I was going to ask him about his qualifications as a healer, I thought he was a prospect, but then I noticed Draven at the foot of the bed. He was talking to Aaryn, and both seemed engrossed in their discussion. I decided on a change of topic, seizing the chance by the throat. “Could you tell me where Fate is?” I asked.

“What?”

“Fate. My friend. You’re the last person I saw her with. Where is she?” 

“I don’t…” he started to say, but his eyes betrayed the secret he was trying to protect. 

I noticed the way he’d glanced at a bed on the other side of the room. There was a sheet around it, and through the flickering candle light I could see the shape of a person lying on it. “Is that her?” I asked. Lias didn’t immediately answer. I grabbed his collar. “Is that her?” 

“I’ve been told not to talk,” he was trying to keep his composure, but I could tell he was intimidated by me. Good. 

“What are you talking about? I want to know where my friend is and if she’s okay.” 

“Fate is fine… she’s just sleeping.” 

“Sleeping?” 

Lias glanced at Draven, then back at me. “One night she started coughing, the doctor didn’t know what was wrong with her and his healing magic didn’t work, so she was put under a sleeping spell to make her comfortable.” 

Coughing… oh, Fate. I thought she was getting better, or that this place was keeping her stable. We both did. “You’re telling me she’s been put into some kind of coma?”

“They had to. She wouldn’t stop. But she’s safe, okay? Nothing’s gonna happen to her.” 

I didn’t believe that, not for a second. She was in some kind of magically induced coma, and Abvat had decided to finally change his tactics and come for her. How long before he managed to snake his way into the infirmary? How long, then, before he figured out where the stone was, and how to retrieve it?

Lias could say what he wanted, but Fate was not safe here.

Draven turned to look at me, and I let go of Lias’ collar. “It’s not polite to try and throttle your caregivers,” he said.

“We were just talking,” I said, trying to keep my eyes off Fate. “Is this the part where you tell me what just happened to me? Because that would be great.”

“Could you tell us what happened?” Aaryn asked. 

“I used magic and it hurt. It’s not the first time it’s happened, either.” 

“And where is the pain?”

“My back. My shoulders, in fact. It’s always there. What’s going on with me?” 

“I think it has something to do with your kithe… I don’t know what, exactly, but an Aevian’s magic is empowered by the presence of their kithe. Maybe since you’ve never used yours… how long did you say you had been on Earth?”

“It’s been ten years.” 

“Ten years… that’s longer than the Order’s lifespan. And you’ve never used your kithe?”

I shook my head. “Not once. Is that bad?”

“It isn’t good. I’d like to keep you here and have the healers run some tests on you.” 

“Keep me here? No way, I’ve got trials to finish.” 

“Finishing the trials will be impossible if you have no magic,” Draven said.

“That didn’t stop you from putting me through the first trial, or throwing me to the Caretaker. Why the concern?”

Aaryn and Draven exchanged a look. “The training and trials should’ve started to unlock your potential by now,” Aaryn said, “The fact that you’re still… repressed… and now this, it’s a mystery I’d like to explore.”

“You would be no better than a human,” Draven put in, “And humans are useless to the Order.”

“Charming,” I said, “So, does that mean you’re gonna murder me and Fate too, for the crime of being useless?” 

Draven turned to Aaryn. “I would like a moment alone with our patient,” he said. 

Aaryn didn’t argue. She called to Lias, and the two of them quietly stepped out of the infirmary and into the hallway. Being near him was difficult, especially without someone else present. Proximity to him made my heart hammer against my chest, it made me feel nervous, and vulnerable. He had this way of looking at me, this stare, that made me feel like I was under intense scrutiny. Although, seeing as how his eyes were entirely black and I had no sense of where his pupils were, there was no way of telling exactly what part of me he was looking at.

Except now. He was looking into my eyes, directly into them. That much I could tell.

“I am sorry,” he said.

My words caught in my throat. Of all the things he could’ve said, that was furthest away from what I’d ever expected to hear. “What?” I asked.

“I do not know the extent of what you are going through, but I know what it’s like to experience a great deal of physical pain.” 

“This… has to be a trap, right?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Why are you being nice to me, all of a sudden? The last time we spoke, you couldn’t wait for me to leave your room.” 

“Our differences aside, you are a prospect undergoing her trials. Your wellbeing is my responsibility as long as you are within these walls.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “So, what happens now?” 

“Now?”

“You said yourself I can’t finish my trials if I can’t use magic. What does that mean?”

He inhaled deeply through his nose, considering my words. “I will need time to think. Until then, stay here where the healers can watch you. I will be back for you soon.” 

“That’s it? Wait here until you can decide what to do with us?”

“You are here to finish your trials. You will finish them. Until then, you and Fate will not be harmed.” 

Draven’s stare lingered, then he turned to his side and left. My head relaxed into my pillow, I sighed deeply, and slowly, my heart started to relax. Casting my eyes to the side, I saw the silhouette of Fates bed through the white sheet. All I had to do was stand up, walk over to her, and I’d be able to see her. I waited, maybe for five minutes, then I set one foot on the ground and slowly stood, but the door opened just as I was about to slide out of bed and go over to where Fate was. 

I let myself fall back onto the bed, hoping my movements weren’t spotted. They weren’t. But it wasn’t Aaryn and Lias returning to the infirmary—it was Abvat and the other two Naga. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Shit, Seline, think! The three Naga slunk into the infirmary, Abvat leading the infiltration, Vishal watching the door, and the unknown female moving between them. I knew it wouldn’t be long before they spotted me because I was one of two other people in the infirmary, including Fate, and the Naga had a reputation for having sharp senses—except one. 

I chanced it and rolled off the bed and onto the floor, planting my chest against the cold stone and keeping as still as I possibly could. The Naga, like the snakes of this world, had poor eyesight and while they’d have been easily able to smell me if they’d gotten close enough to where I’d been laying, they may not have noticed me move, assuming I’d been fast enough. 

A second passed, then another. My hands starting to sweat as I waited.

“Is the coast clear?” Abvat hissed. 

“For now,” Vishal said. “But hurry, someone will be here soon.”

“Understood.” 

I let the breath out of my lungs and started breathing normally, allowing clarity to return to my panicked mind. From my angle on the floor I could see three sets of bare feet sticking out of black jumpsuit bottoms, the Naga clearly preferring to walk on their own feet rather than use the boots all prospects had been issued with. I knew why they were here and what they wanted, there was no question; they were here for Fate, and as they moved closer to her bed, my fears were confirmed. 

Slowly, I moved under the bed next to mine and started crawling across. I was careful with my movements, sticking as closely as I could to the ground, making sure I didn’t accidentally knock the underside of the bed with the back of my head. I wanted to call for Draven, or Aaryn, or even Rey, but I had a feeling that wouldn’t work. I’d been told a few times, by different people, that I was being watched, and yet this seemed to be happening in some kind of blind spot. Was this Naga magic at work? It had to be, because otherwise these three Naga were the smartest people in this entire fortress, and that couldn’t possibly be true.

As I got closer and closer to Fate’s bed, I knew, I was the only person standing between her and Abvat. I had to get to her, and I had precious few seconds to do it in.

“How do you know she has it?” the female Naga asked, her voice harsh, husky, and serpentine. 

“You did not see her face, Sila,” Abvat said, “The moment I mentioned her friend, her eyes… they revealed to me everything I needed to know. This crippled little thing has the stone, and we’re going to take it from her.” 

“But how?” Sila insisted. “You don’t know what kind of magic protects it.”

“Those two do not have enough magic between them to light a candle. Whatever they did to the stone, I’ll be able to draw it out.” 

“Then do it fast,” Vishal hissed, “Our magic won’t last long.” 

They know Fate has the stone. How had I given it away? Crap. How was I supposed to take on three Naga on my own? They’d already killed one prospect, and I was sure that prospect had at least a little magic to their name. I didn’t. I didn’t even have a weapon I could use. I was entirely outclassed, and every second that passed was another second that Abvat got closer to the stone. If he tried to remove it the wrong way, he could kill her. I had to do something.

I reached the last of the beds on this side of the room. Vishal was still keeping guard at the front door to the infirmary, while Abvat and Sila stood beside Fate’s bed. Already I could feel the faint hum of that dark, Naga magic I’d seen these people use many times before. It pulled at the pit of my stomach, turning it inside out but very slowly, the sensation itself intensifying over time. I was glad, at least, that Fate was asleep and wouldn’t feel what I was feeling. 

When the pull of magic became too intense for me to stop from groaning, I slid out from under the bed and quickly came up to my feet. Sila was the one who spotted me first, the female Naga’s almond, reflective eyes narrowing on me. “It’s her!” she hissed. 

Abvat turned his eyes up and scowled. “What the hell are you doing here?” he snarled. “Kill her!” 

“Wait!” I yelled, putting my hands up. “I know what you want, and I can give it to you, but you have to leave her alone.” 

Abvat’s hands were already wreathed in dark magic, tendrils of it stretching from the tips of his fingers and disappearing into Fate’s chest. He was searching for the stone inside of her. Smart. He was cleverer than I gave him credit for, and that had always been my problem with him. “I don’t need you to do what I have to do,” he said. 

“What you’re doing won’t work. If anyone but me tries to take it out of her, the stone will break. It’ll be useless to you.” 

His expression hardened. He flicked his long, forked tongue as he stared at me, and my skin crawled. “You’re lying,” he growled. “Kill her!” 

Sila hissed and lunged at me. I took a step away from her, scanned my surroundings, and grabbed the first thing that was in reach—a tablet computer I’d seen some of the member of the Order carry with them. This Naga was fast, but my hands were faster than her eyes. By the time she reached me, I was already mid-swing. 

The tablet collided with her face, the glass screen smashing as it hit her. Sila staggered to the side and toppled over and across the bed I’d slipped out from underneath, falling into the gap between beds. Abvat hissed, his canines extending to four times their normal size, but his magic connection to Fate never broke. 

It was Vishal who came at me next, abandoning his post at the door to try and take me out. 

“Siren!” I called out, “I need you!” 

Just as Vishal moved into attack range, Siren’s green, ephemeral form manifested, leaving him swiping at the air like he’d just moved into a cloud of billowing steam. I turned the smashed tablet up to hit him with it, but instead of getting close to him to attack him, I threw it at him from where I stood. The tablet hit him in the chest, knocking the wind out of his lungs and pushing him back a few steps. 

Man, the Naga really couldn’t take a hit, but Sila was already getting up, and I hadn’t managed to fell Vishal with one strike. I was still outnumbered, and every instinct in my body told me I was going to lose this fight. 

“Abvat, listen to me!” I yelled, “If you want the stone, you’re going to have to let me get it for you, otherwise you’re going to destroy it, and then what?”  

The balding Naga stared at me, his mouth hanging open, his enlarged canines dripping with poison that dribbled down his chin and neck, disappearing into the collar of his jumpsuit. His teeth shrank, his mouth slowly shut, and he licked his lips. “If you’re lying,” he snarled, “I’m going to make good on my promise, and I’m going to rip that tongue out of your mouth.” 

What are you doing, Seline? I had no idea what I was doing. I only knew I had to keep Fate safe by any means necessary. Whatever that magic Abvat was using, it wasn’t going to be good for her. Who knew what kind of damage Abvat had already done to her. Siren, who I’d almost forgotten about in all the excitement, stared at me, smiling blankly. She obviously couldn’t see what was happening around her.

“Hello, Seline,” she said, “What may I assist you with?” 

I glanced over at Abvat. His fingertips weren’t sending tendrils of dark light into Fate’s chest anymore, but they were still hanging over her chest, ready to strike at a moment’s notice. The other two Naga, I saw, were also preparing to attack—Sila, her face dripping with red blood, looked like she wanted to tear my eyes out. “False alarm,” I said to Siren, “You can go, now.” 

Siren nodded, then disappeared, her ghostly form dissipating into the air around us. “Good,” Abvat said, “Now… the stone.” 

Taking a deep breath to steel myself against what was about to happen, I walked over to Fate’s bed. She was laying there, looking pale, still, and very much dead. I’d seen her like this before, and even though she’d woken up every time, it chilled me to the core to see her like this. My heart was pounding, my skin was crawling, and my stomach had twisted all the way. What was worse, I could now hear Rey’s smug voice in my mind. 

Don’t give Abvat what he wants. 

How had that cat known something like this would happen? When the time comes, you’ll be glad we had this little chat. Well, no, actually, I’m not happy we had this little chat, you smug little son-of-a— “Well?” Abvat asked. “I don’t have all day.” 

“Should’ve made an appointment, this could take a second.”

His fingertips crackled with dark magic again. “It better take only a second.” 

I was out of options, here. Maybe if I drew this out for as long as I could, someone would come into the infirmary and break this little party up. I had a feeling Abvat’s limited patience would run out way before then, though, which meant I needed to at least look like I was doing something. Abvat knew the stone was inside Fate somehow, and I didn’t think he was beyond simply cutting her open and taking it. 

I pressed my left hand against Fate’s chest, and reached for my pendant with my right. Already I could feel it beating with magic, like a second heart, cool beneath my fingers. Abvat’s eyes flashed, catching the light filtering in through the windows. His tongue flickered again. It amazed me how the Naga bore such a striking resemblance to the snakes of this world. I wondered if we had snakes in our world, if we’d find the same non-sentient animals on both sides of the rifts, and why in our world some of the snakes had become murderous douchebags. 

Speaking as quietly as I could, I said the magic words I’d been told to say when the time came for me to retrieve the stone. It wasn’t a spell of my own devising, or even Fate’s. After I’d found the stone, and learned what it could do, I’d gone to the only person I knew who could help me hide it. A native witch.

She called herself Bastet, her prime source of companionship were cats, and I was sure she was clinically insane, but she was the only native I had ever met who didn’t want to kill me, and as a witch, she also knew magic beyond my wildest imagination. For a price she told me she could hide the stone inside of me, so no one could get their hands on it unless I wanted them to. Fate had insisted the stone be placed inside of her instead, and even though Bastet warned her that the magic would weaken her physical state further, Fate wasn’t swayed.

I had already taken a vow to protect her, had promised nothing bad would ever happen to her so long as we were together. She had saved my life. Neither of us knew how, or why, or what the circumstances leading to the moment where she saved me were, but we agreed if it weren’t for her, I wouldn’t be here right now. Now it was my turn to save hers. 

“Anunak sehe mak,” I whispered, “Ma ne soto, ra, sama-bek.” 

I’d memorized those words, internalized them, because they were the only way to break the enchantment surrounding the stone to draw it out of Fate safely, and I was the only one who could speak them. Fate herself had no power over it, no dominion over the stone. A faint, golden-yellow glow shimmered into existence around my hand, and my shoulders didn’t cry out in pain because this wasn’t my magic, this was someone else’s. From the point where my palm touched her chest, streaks of golden light began to spread like veins, pulsing and dimming, pulsing and dimming. 

She took a gasping breath, and bright white light erupted from her eyes and mouth. Abvat had to shield his eyes against the shine, the other Naga too, but the light didn’t hurt my eyes—I felt comforted by it, safe. By the time the light receded, the stone was in my hand and fate was awake, rubbing her eyes and breathing deep breaths. 

“Schh,” I said to her, “It’s alright.” 

“Seline?” she asked, angling her head. “What happened?” 

“The stone!” Abvat hissed, stretching his hand toward me. “Give it to me now.”

Abvat wrapped his hand around Fate’s mouth, and black mold started spreading across her cheeks, over her chin, into her nose. Fate’s eyes rolled into her skull, her arms and legs flailed. She was convulsing, in shock—he was going to kill her. I handed the stone over, depositing it into his other waiting hand, which had started burning with dark light. The stone itself was a small, uneven crystal, barely larger than a golf-ball. From inside, gold light radiated outward, catching on the edges of its own surface to create a dazzling effect. 

Touching it reminded me of something, maybe… I wasn’t sure.

“You have the stone,” I snarled, “Now let her go.” 

Abvat stared at the stone, then turned his reflective, amber eyes at me, but he didn’t pull his hand away from Fate’s mouth, not until my own expression hardened. I could kill him before the other two Naga reached me. I knew I could. I’d leap across Fate’s body, smash his head into the wall, and keep smashing it until his tiny little brain coated its surface. He must’ve known it too, because he pulled his hand away from Fate’s mouth. Slowly, her skin returned to normal and she stopped convulsing.

“Let’s go,” Abvat said, and he and the other Naga snuck out of the infirmary, each of them watching me until they were through the door and out of my sight. 

I exhaled deeply, swallowing. What have I done?

“Seline…” Fate croaked. 

I turned my attention to her and took her hand. “You’re alive,” I said, smiling. “Are you hurt?” 

“My mouth feels like I’ve tried eating a cactus covered.”

“That should go away… I think.”

She tried to sit up, but I wouldn’t let her. “No, rest. You shouldn’t move right now.”

“But the stone… we can’t just let him go.”

Fate was right. I shouldn’t just let him go. But if Abvat had managed to sneak into the infirmary and buy himself this much time alone with me and Fate, I didn’t think he’d have too much trouble sneaking out of the Black Fortress. This was all my fault. I should never have underestimated him. Now he was gone, and he’d taken the stone. I didn’t know what it was or what it did, I only knew I shouldn’t have given it to him. But it was either that, or watch him kill Fate in front of me. I didn’t have a choice. 

“I’m sorry… I couldn’t let him kill you,” I said. 

“Why would you be sorry about that?” she asked, “I don’t wanna die, but we can’t let him get away with the stone.”

“It’s too late. We’ll never catch him, and even if we did, he’d kill us both. We need a plan but you need to rest.” I let go of her hand and moved toward the door. 

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“Just wait here, okay? Don’t move.”

I’d barely gotten out of the infirmary when I saw them. Aaryn and Lias, both of them lay on the ground, stiff as boards, their hands scrunched up like they were trying to desperately hold onto something. My heart lurched, and I ran towards them, sliding to my knees beside Aaryn. Her eyes were open and she was gritting her teeth, and while her eyes weren’t moving, I got the feeling she could see me. 

“Shit!” I yelled, reaching for Aaryn’s neck with my fingertips. There was a pulse, but it was faint—and there was something else, too. Blood. My fingers came away sticky with it. She had a puncture wound in her neck, two of them in fact—tiny dots out of which a little blood, and another deep green liquid, had started to trickle. “Fucking Naga,” I snarled. One of them had bitten her. Another inch or two to the left, and they’d gotten her jugular and killed her outright.

“Wake up,” I said, tapping her face, but it didn’t work. “Siren, I need you.” 

There was a burst of green light, ephemeral streaks crisscrossing to create a human shape, and then Siren was there, her ghostly smile upon me. “Yes, Seline?” she asked, still oblivious to anything and anyone besides me. 

“I need you to summon the healers, summon Draven; someone everyone!”

“Could you please state why?”

“What the fuck does it look like, lady? Someone’s tried to kill Aaryn and Lias!” 

Understanding dawned on Siren’s face. “Oh… yes, I see that now.”

“Go and tell someone, and tell them three Naga are trying to escape the Fortress.” 

“Yes, very well.” Siren turned her eyes up and disappeared, the mist and streaks of light that had made up ephemeral form shooting off into the black ceiling above me. 

I checked Lias’ pulse. He was alive too, but his heartbeat was also faint and weak. I could only hope help would arrive on time, otherwise those Naga would have three confirmed kills under their belts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

I wasn’t allowed into the room where Draven had assembled the instructors, healers, and enforcers of the Order—the top brass—, but I could hear him from outside. His voice was like thunder, deep and booming, echoing down the hallway I was in and probably reaching the tips of the castle’s towers. He was giving them an earful, I mean really letting them have it. It was the most terrifying thing I’d ever heard. I could only imagine what he was saving for me.

Fate was swinging her feet off the bench on which we were sitting, while I picked at chip in the bench with my nail. 

“So… what did I miss?” Fate asked.

I turned my chin up and thought about it. “Let me see… I got pushed off 432 Park Avenue and survived, I fought a demon thing on a garbage barge in the Hudson, I’m an Aevian but my wings don’t work, Abvat it turns out is capable of murder, and the boss is an asshole. My new roommate is pretty cool, though.” 

Fate nodded slowly. “Wow… that’s a lot to happen in only a week. Pretty sure that’s how long I’ve been down for…” her voice trailed off. 

I looked over at her. “I’m sorry they put you into a coma. I had no idea that was going to happen to you. How do you feel?” 

“Better… y’know? It’s weird. I feel a lot better. Probably because I don’t have that thing inside of me anymore.” 

“I should’ve been the one to carry it.”

“Don’t be stupid. I was already sick, and the crazy cat lady promised it wouldn’t kill me to carry it. One of us needed to be able to look after the other, right?” 

I nodded. “So, tell me what happened after we last saw each other?” 

She turned her eyes up and thought about it. “So, Lias had picked me up to bring me to a private room where I’d be spending my time until you were done with your trials. I got to know some of the Order’s staff—Lias is a nurse, then there’s Jovien the tech guy, and Maddie, one of the cooks… but I got sick pretty fast. I thought the coughing and the pain would never end.”

“Whose idea was it to put you under a spell?” 

“Doctor Vincent. Do you know him?” 

I shook my head. “No… I’ll be honest, I haven’t set foot in the infirmary until tonight.” 

“Lucky you. Anyway, he didn’t know what to do, so he told me what he thought would help and he gave me a choice—go to sleep, or tough it out and ride the wave until it was over. I decided to go to sleep.”

“So, it was your choice?”

“It was. I know Crag and Draven used questionable means to bring us here, but the few people I’ve met around the Black Fortress are nice, and helpful… they just want to get through all of this. They hate the war.” 

“You know about the war?” 

“I heard some things, dreamt a few others.” 

“You dreamt?” 

Fate smiled. “It’s this place. I don’t know if it’s all the magic, or how close we are to other people like us, but I’m starting to remember things. They come in flashes, sometimes I can’t tell a real memory from the work of my usual, overactive imagination, but I have a strong gut feeling they’re real.”

“And? What have you learned?” 

“Don’t get too excited, I feel like I’m only scratching the surface. But I think… I used to live on a mountain.” 

“On a mountain? Like a goat?”

“No, not like a goat.”

“Oh my God, are you a goat person? That would make so much sense!” 

She nudged my arm. “Shut up!”

The chamber door opened suddenly, and several people—many who I’d never met—filed out into the hallway, walking right past us without saying a word. Aaryn was among them. She nodded, touched her forehead with her two fingers, and gestured toward me. I had a feeling that was some kind of thanks, so I nodded in return as she went. Draven was the last of them to emerge from the room with Crag, the mountain, by his side. 

Here it comes. 

“Take this one back to her quarters,” Draven said to his henchman. He was talking about Fate. 

“Yes, boss,” Crag said, extending his hand to Fate. She turned her big, worried eyes at me, I nodded, and she left with Crag. At least this time she wouldn’t be going back to the infirmary to be placed into a magical coma, and at least now there was no Abvat to worry about.

I stood up and looked at him head on, and while the relative darkness of the hallway clung to him like a mantle, I could still pick out his features; I could still see the man beneath the cowl.

“You saved their lives,” he said, “Another few minutes, and Aaryn and Lias would be dead.”

I hadn’t been expecting that. “Yeah, well, lucky for them I don’t do what I’m told, huh?” 

“Don’t push it.” 

“I’m just saying. I was told to stay in that bed, and if I had, three people would’ve died within the castle walls, on your watch.” I didn’t mean to lay into him, the tables had really turned, but now that I had a chance to point out just what a massive screw up this all was, I was going to take it. The fact was, I probably wasn’t going to get another shot at being right like this. 

“And if you hadn’t given the stone away, we wouldn’t have a crisis on our hands.” 

“Hmm. Death of a friend, or crisis to deal with?” I asked, turning my hands into scales. “I’ll take the crisis, thanks.” 

He shook his head and frowned at me like I was the troublemaker in the class. “Do you have any idea what you’ve given away?” 

I folded my arms in front of my chest. “I know it’s important, I’m not stupid… but no, I don’t know what it is.”

“How did you even come to possess the stone?” 

“Abvat hired me to retrieve it.” 

“I need you to explain to me exactly where it was when you found it, and exactly how you were able to even touch it.” 

“How about you tell me what it is, first, and then I tell you how I got it?”  

Draven took a deep breath and exhaled, like he was trying to calm himself. “We believe that was a singing stone. None of us could sense the stone while it was hidden inside your friend, but when you extracted it, we all heard the song.” 

I arched an eyebrow. “A singing stone?” 

“You could not hear it?” 

I shook my head. “No. Not when I first took it, or when I pulled it out of Fate, but that doesn’t surprise me considering I barely have any magic to call my own.”

“That may be the case, but if the stone truly is what we think it is… there is a myth that speaks of stones that sing with the magical harmonies of the rifts. Over the years there have been stories, rumors that the stones hold within them a tiny sliver of power stolen from the rifts themselves, and that with them a strong enough sorcerer would be able to harness the magic of the rift the stone came from.” 

“And do what with it?” 

“At best, go home. At worst…” 

“What?”

“Destruction on an unimaginable scale.” 

I shook my head. Draven started walking down the hall, and I followed. “Abvat isn’t that sorcerer. He’s got magic, but I doubt if he’s powerful enough to do what you’re talking about. Then again, maybe I should stop underestimating him…” 

“No, your suspicion is correct. The Naga is not strong enough. If he were, we would have sensed it and we would have killed him instead of bringing him to join the Order, but he was adamant we bring him with us.” 

I stopped walking. “Wait, hold up. What?” 

“When we found him. He pleaded with us to let him join the Order.” 

“He told me he was unconscious when you found him.” 

“He lied. He was conscious, and he told us where we could find you.”

“That son-of-a-bitch set this all up? I knew it.”

“Why would he do that?”

“We’ve had this game of cat and mouse going on for weeks, but he’s never been able to catch me. He must’ve known that you’d bring us both here, and then he and I would be locked together under the same roof. That little bastard!” 

“None of that matters. He did not have to tell me where you were, Seline. I knew where you were.”

I remembered now, the trick of shadow on the rooftop opposite the apartment building I was in. I thought I’d seen a person standing there, and I had. “It was you… you were there.” 

Draven nodded. “I followed you home.”

“Oh, well aren’t we the creepy stalker?”

“Believe what you will. Sooner or later, someone would have found you—possibly someone from another Order. You will be happy you are with us instead of with them.” 

“You’re telling me other Orders aren’t as nice as yours is?” 

“The Brotherhood of the Crimson Hunters hunt anyone who isn’t a member of their Order as a ritualistic sport. The Order of the Iron Tower view humans and the supernatural natives of this world as little more than animals to be subjugated and enslaved. The Cult of the Sacred Flame are fanatic purifiers who would kill everyone that doesn’t bend to their insane and racist religious ideals. Those were only three other Factions. There are many more, and we are at war with all of them as much as we are with the Fiends. You may think our methods harsh, but had you been found by another group, your fate would’ve been different.”

“I don’t know, being a hunter sounds pretty cool…” 

Draven scowled. 

“Relax!” I said, putting my hands up, “I get it, you’re the nice ones. You’re still assholes, though. You kidnapped me and threatened me with death, I’m not going to forget that.” 

“I don’t expect you to. But for now, I need you to tell me more about the stone.” 

We continued walking down the hall. “Abvat and I have a history…” I said, “I was the one who found him when he fell through the rifts. I took care of him, but he screwed me over, and then I didn’t see him again for years. Until recently. He told me he had a job for me, told me he could pay, so I took it. All I had to do was break into an antique’s store and steal that stone from one of the display cabinets and he’d pay me ten thousand dollars. I know, I’m an asshole for stealing, but Fate and I really needed the money. We were used to always being tired, and broke, and she was sick all the time… I wanted comfort for us.” 

“Why did he ask you to do it?”

“I’m having a hard time figuring that out myself. Taking it was so easy, I thought there had to be a catch, but I didn’t know what it was. That made me nervous, so I didn’t give it to him straight away. That night I didn’t sleep well. I know I dreamt of something that really terrified me. I woke up sweating, shaking, but I couldn’t remember the dream. I just had a gut feeling I shouldn’t give it to him. That’s when I decided to find a way to hide it. The rest, I’ve told you.” 

“Perhaps he couldn’t handle the stone, maybe he worried touching it could kill him.” 

“Kill him? How?”

“Naga magic is dark, and much of the power their species has they stole from other species long ago. An Aevian is pure, our kind has made bountiful pacts with the Gods. I have heard rumors that only a pure spirit can handle a singing stone.” 

“Okay, that may be the case, but he was able to handle it tonight… although—” 

“Although?”

“His hand was… fiery… when he asked me to give it to him, like he’d used some kind of magic before I handed it to him.”

“Defensive magic... that means he may know how to use it. Quickly, what do you know of him? Where might he go?”

“Where? To the city. Why?” 

Draven stopped and took my shoulders in his hands. “Where in the city?” he asked, more forcefully. 

“Brooklyn. There’s a place where he likes to hang out, one I know to avoid.” 

“Tell me where this place is. I have to retrieve the stone.” 

“Look, no offence to you—I mean, you’re scary and everything—, but you’re going to get yourself totally murdered if you go near Abvat. He hangs out with some of the shiftiest people I’ve ever had the misfortune of meeting.” 

“That doesn’t me, but we’re running out of time. I need to know where he is.”

“You aren’t listening…” a thought struck me, then, and I cut myself off. “Wait… I’ll do you one better, I’ll take you to him.” 

“Under no circumstances will I allow a prospect to accompany me on this mission. I cannot.”

“Well, then I hate to break it to you, but the stone’s as good as his.”

He moved in further, his face so close to mine I could feel his warm breath on the tip of my nose. “Tell me where he is!” 

“Let me go with you. If you go on your own, or you take one of your Order buddies, you’re going to get killed—and even if you don’t, Abvat will scatter the moment he sees you and you’ll lose the stone.” 

“Do you mean to tell me he won’t recognize you? You aren’t exactly forgetful.”

Was that a compliment? “I know someone who can make me look a little different. More importantly, I know how to talk to the people he surrounds himself with. You… don’t. Let me go with you, I’ll find Abvat, get him talking, and then you can come in when I give you the signal.” 

Draven stared at me, his black eyes glinting against the slight glow from my hair and the candles around us. Now that there was a pause in our conversation, I could hear my own heart beating rapidly inside of my chest. I hadn’t been aware of it until now, the fluttering, the light headedness. I licked my lips, an unconscious reaction to my proximity to him. 

“Fine,” he grunted, “But only if you can make yourself look different.”

A pause. “I have a condition.” 

“Condition?” 

“After this is done, you let Fate and I go.” 

“Go? Go where?” 

“I don’t know. Away. Home. We had a life in New York before you showed up, one we were happy with. Your team of medics clearly aren’t equipped to deal with whatever illness she has. If you and your Order won’t let me look after her, if you insist on separating us and threatening to kill us… I can’t live like that, and neither can she. If I help you find Abvat and the stone, you will let us go back to our lives, and you won’t ever kidnap us again.” 

Draven shook his head slowly. “What you’re asking for breaks many of our rules.” 

“I’ve already told you, your rules are stupid. So, what’s it gonna be?” 

His eyebrows met in the middle, and his jaw clenched. “I could kill you if you refuse to tell me what I need to know.”

“But you won’t, because then you’ll never find Abvat before he does whatever he wants to do with that stone.” 

“Do you know what your problem is? You fail to see the bigger picture. If you go back out there, you will be on your own when the others come to find you.” 

“And your problem is you think everyone’s going to do what you want them to do because you’re big and scary and you think you know what’s best.” 

“I do know what’s best. If I didn’t, this Order wouldn’t exist—none of us would be alive right now. What you’re suggesting is insane.” 

“I think it’s pretty sane, actually. Right now, it’s between staying here and Fate definitely dies if I don’t make it through your trials alive, or go back out there and maybe we’ll both die if we run into some asshole with an agenda. I’ll take the second option, and I know Fate would, too.” 

I hadn’t noticed until I caught the slow flicker of blue light in his eyes, but my pendant was glowing again. My hand went up to my chest to hide the glow. Draven shut his eyes. “Deal,” he said, defeated. 

I shrugged out of his hold and extended my hand. Draven took it and shook, he then turned around and started walking. “Where are you going?” I called out.

“To assemble my team. Come with me if you want to be on it.” 

I followed him like a shadow, sticking closely to him and remaining quiet while he summoned Aaryn, Aisling, and Crag and explained what was going to happen. They then asked me where they’d find Abvat, and knowing Draven was a man of his word and wouldn’t suddenly hang me out to dry after I told him where Abvat would be, I decided to come clean.

“There’s a neighborhood in Brooklyn where a lot of the local strange goes,” I said.

“Strange?” Aisling asked. 

“It’s slang on the streets. It means anyone who isn’t human. All kinds of stuff goes down there; fights, gambling, hooking, partying, but mostly it’s a place for business. It’s where money changes hands. Abvat has a hidey hole there somewhere, though I don’t exactly know where it is.” 

“I thought you knew where he was,” Draven said.

“I’m getting to that. Abvat is a gambler, so the best place to start is gonna be at Niko’s—it’s an underground casino where strange from both sides of the rift hang out.” 

“How do you know so much of this place?” Aaryn asked.

I shrugged. “I’ve lived rough for ten years. You get know the neighborhoods you live near like the back of your hand, especially if there’s a place in your backyard where the shiftiest people around come to move money and make deals.” 

“Very well,” Draven said, “You will go in and look for Abvat. When you find him, you will give us the signal and Aaryn and I will go in and get him. If there is a side street, or a backdoor, Crag will cover it. Aisling will stay in the skies, watching from above for signs of trouble or to keep track of him if he flees.” 

“How am I supposed to give you a signal?” I asked, “You took my phone.” 

“Allow me,” he said, approaching. 

Aaryn put something in his hand as he walked up to me, then slowly, carefully, he fixed what looked like a small pin the shape of a single wing to the collar of my jumpsuit. His hand lingered against my collarbone as he smoothed the pin with his thumb until my ears popped and started ringing. The sound remained for a couple of seconds, then it faded away to nothing. Draven, staring at me, drew his hand away from my collar and stepped back.

“Can you hear me?” Aaryn asked. I turned my attention to her, but she wasn’t there anymore; she was at the other end of the hallway. She waved.

“I can,” I said.

“Good. Then it’s working.” 

“What’s working?” 

“A way for all of us to communicate.”

“We all have one,” Aisling said, pointing at the collar of her shirt. “Now we can keep in touch while we’re outside.” 

“We should get moving as quickly as possible,” Draven said, “Aaryn, do you have the orb?” 

As she returned to where we were all gathered, Aaryn flicked her wrist and produced a blue portal orb that shone and crackled with magic. “Where are we going?” she asked, directing the question at me.

“Well,” I said, “Before I can get into Niko’s, I need to make a pit stop.”

“Pit stop?” Aaryn asked.

“Relax. We’ll be in the neighborhood. Just… don’t freak out about her, okay?”

“What do you mean?” 

“She’s a native…”  

“I can’t make any promises,” Draven said. “Give her the address.” 

I did as Draven asked, giving Aaryn the directions to a street-corner close enough to where we would find the person whose help I needed. Aaryn shut her eyes, turned her chin up, and then let the orb float into the space between us. A moment later, the orb expanded to engulf us all, and then we were through it, on our way to find Bastet.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Travel through Aaryn’s portal was a lot more comfortable this time than it had been the first two times. My stomach lurched again as the magic sucked me through, but I only had to blink and then I was in the city, breathing that rough city air and listening to the sounds of cars honking, tires hissing along the street. A thick mantle of clouds hung in the air and the floor I was standing on was wet, which told me it had rained not long ago and probably would again. 

Aaryn had deposited us on the rooftop of an apartment building overlooking the exact street corner I’d asked her to bring us to. I walked over to the edge and looked down on the blinking traffic lights, umbrellas, the display window lights. It was strange how being here, in this environment, felt more like home than the Black Fortress did, even if there was a much stronger connection to my world there than there was here. 

“Are we at the right place?” Aaryn asked, joining me on the building’s edge. 

“Yes,” I said, “But I’m going to need all of you guys to wait up here.” 

“Up here? Why?” 

“The person I’m going to talk to is probably gonna get a little skittish if she sees me roll up with an entourage.” 

“Where is she?” Draven asked. Even though the sky was cloudy, the sun’s brilliance had been reduced to little more than a suggestion of light on the other side of that grey mantle, I could tell both he and Aisling were uncomfortable out here. Aisling had opened the door into the building and was waiting just inside, watching us. Draven, meanwhile, had his hand held parallel to his eyebrows to keep the sun away from his eyes.

“She’s usually down there,” I said, pointing at a tight alley between the two buildings across the street. “See that cat? It’s a sentry.” 

“Sentry… like a lookout?” Crag asked.

“Those cats look after her as much as she looks after the cats. I have to go in alone.”

“Very well,” Draven said, “But do it quickly. We’ll be watching from up here.” 

I nodded and hurried to the gantry on the side of the building which I rushed down as fast as I could, taking the stairs two at a time until I reached the bottom. Already one of Bastet’s cats had spotted me, I could see it watching me from a dumpster a few feet away from where I’d landed. That meant she knew I was here. 

Ignoring the cat, I stepped out of the alley and into the street. Nobody looked at me, nobody even noticed me as I hurried past cars and weaved around people. I was invisible to them as long as I didn’t draw attention to myself, and that was something which would come in handy in the future, I could tell. 

I reached the edge of the alley where I’d find Bastet, and now there wasn’t only one cat sitting just inside, but eight. They all looked up at me, not moving, not even blinking, their tails gently swishing. Something was wrong. They were stopping me from going through. This hadn’t happened the last time I was here. I took a step toward the alley, but one of the cats—a black one sitting on a trash can—hissed and swiped at me. 

I took that as firm confirmation of my suspicions.

“I need to see her,” I said, “I’m not here to cause any trouble.” 

The cats didn’t respond. Did they know I’d brought the Order with me? Of course they did. The cats knew everything that happened in this neighborhood. They were everywhere, they lived everywhere, and they saw everything, which meant they’d seen us arrive through the portal even if the humans on the street hadn’t. Crap.

“Please,” I said, “It’s urgent, and it’s just me right now.” 

Still nothing from the cats. 

“I’ll handle this,” came a confident, if little full of itself, voice, one I’d come to recognize intimately. 

There he was, Rey, sauntering with his tail up toward the cats guarding the mouth of the alley. “How the hell did you get here?” I asked.

“Same way you did. I snuck into your portal.” 

“You what?” 

“Quiet, the master is at work.” 

I watched Rey move closer to the cats, then sit down in front of them. No words were exchanged—duh, cats couldn’t talk—but Rey started grooming one of his back legs, and then one of the other cats joined him, followed by another, and another. Soon, all the cats were grooming themselves in some way; one licked its own chest, while another nibbled at its front nails. One of them, though, the black one that had hissed and taken a swipe at me, had its ears pulled back and was growling at Rey from atop the trash can. 

I had no idea what was going on or how valuable my input was. Knowing I was being watched, I turned my head over my shoulder and scanned the rooftops for Aaryn, who was staring at me. “What’s happening?” she asked, her voice also broadcasting directly into my brain. 

I shrugged at her. “I don’t know,” I said, but when I looked back at the cats, they were all scattering, slowly slinking back into dark corners under dumpsters, behind trash cans, and up the sides of gantries. 

“All done,” Rey said. 

“What did you do?” 

Rey waltzed into the alley, flashing his butthole at me. “I just reiterated your intent. You don’t want to hurt her, you only want to talk. She’s agreed to it.” 

“Why would Bastet trust your word over mine?” I asked, following him into the alley.

“Simple. I’m a cat.” 

“No, you’re not.” 

“I’m more of a cat than you are.” 

The cat had a point, so I decided to shut up. There were easily a hundred more of them assembled around Bastet’s apartment. They were sitting on walls, perched on ledges, on the gantry, staring at me from the edge of the roof high above. I couldn’t help but feel a little unnerved as I climbed the ladder, and then the stairs, to the first-floor window which led to Bastet’s front room. I mean, cats had sharp claws and they could do serious work on a person if they got close enough—and that was just one cat. This was an army.

“Hello?” I called out as I reached the window. 

“Seline!” came Bastet’s voice shooting out from inside, a high-pitched squeal like I was someone she hadn’t heard from in years. “Come in, silly goose, you’ll catch your death out there.”

I clambered through the front room window, avoiding the cats that didn’t move out of the way for me, and then righted myself once I’d gotten inside. Bastet was in the kitchen, dutifully opening several cans of tuna all lined up along the counter. When she’d opened the last one, she dropped the can opener in the sink and turned to look at me, but she wasn’t smiling, she was pouting.

“I’m so sorry about what happened just now,” she said, “But my babies tell me you brought the fuzz with you, and naturally I thought you were here to try and ruffle my fur. It’s not true, is it?” 

Bastet was a stunning woman with delicate, yet razor-sharp facial features, a skin-tone that put her birthplace somewhere in the middle-east, and a wardrobe selection that’d make her fit in perfectly with the Nirvana groupies of the nineties. Her hair was a wavy black mess, her eyes were smoky and dark, and she was wearing a black fishnet top over a red bra and the tiniest jean shorts you could find. 

“That’s not the reason I’m here,” I said, “I promise.”

“Really? Well that’s delicious news, kitty-cat.” She hopped over to me and gave me a big hug. “Because you know what I’d do to you if you messed with my zen, right?” she whispered into my ear.

“You can trust me.” 

She pulled away, smiling at me, then her eyes turned to my outfit. “That… is a seriously sexy get-up, but it needs a few tears, a little character. Don’t you think?” 

“Do you even own an item of clothes that isn’t ripped up?”

“Nope!” she yelled, smiling, “And I love it. I just love ripping up clothes, it makes them a million times better.” Bastet bounded over to her couch and sprang onto it, sitting on the back of it and planting her feet on the cushions. “So, what brings you to this little giggle I call home?”

“I have a favor to ask of you.” 

“A favor? That’s interesting, because I don’t remember you cashing in the last favor I did.”

“Yeah, I know. I guess I’m asking for a little credit.” 

“Sweetie, you know that’s not how this works.” She put on her best formal voice. “Only once a favor has been repaid, may a new one be sought.”   

“I know, trust me. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t urgent. It’s about the stone.” 

Bastet scrambled off the couch and scurried to the corner of the room. “Don’t talk to me about the stone,” she said, a low rumble in her throat. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…” 

“I still hear it, you know. Its infernal song, over, and over, and over, sending my mind to places it doesn’t want to go.” She slapped the side of her head. “I don’t want to hear its song ever again. My people were never meant to hear the music of the aranke.” 

“The what?” 

“The rifts! The rifts that sing, always singing, always spitting your kind out to this place.” Bastet took a breath and seemed to compose herself. “Sweetie, I want to help you, but I don’t know what we can do here. Are you supposed to owe me two favors?” 

“Yeah? I mean, why not?”

“Because. Because. That upsets the balance of things, doesn’t it? There must be balance, otherwise there is no harmony, and if there is no harmony, there can be no love, and without love life itself dies.”

“But that’s why I’m here,” I said, taking a step toward her. “Abvat has the stone now, and… look, I’m not sure about this, but I’m told it has the power to really fuck everything up. I’m talking cataclysmically. All I’m asking is that you scratch my back one more time, and I’ll scratch yours twice. Wouldn’t that be nice?” 

Bastet’s already sharp eyes narrowed further. “That would be nice,” she agreed. “I’d like getting scratched, especially from a pretty little kitty like you.” She pretended to bite me from where she stood. Then her eyes shot over to the kitchen counter, and she pointed. “You… I don’t know you.” 

Rey, who had been chowing down on a can of tuna, turned his head up and licked his lips. “Me?” I heard it ask. 

“You can talk?” Bastet squealed.

“Don’t be stupid. Cats can’t talk,” Rey said… totally talking.

Bastet rushed over to him, shrieking with excitement. “You can talk! How can you talk? Where do you come from? You must have so many stories. Tell me some!” 

“That’s… a lot to process, even for me,” Rey said.

I walked over to the kitchen. “You know what, I think this could work,” I said. “How would you like it if Rey kept you company for a little while?”

“Would I?” Bastet agreed, “It’ll be great! I’ll rub your belly, scratch your chin, feed you, all you have to do is use that cute little mouth of yours and give me all your stories. Anyone told you, you kinda sound like Humphrey Bogart?” 

“Listen here,” Rey said, “I’m not someone’s property to be bartered off—I’m the king.” 

“That’s the spirit, Rey,” I said, scratching him behind the ear, “Take one for the team.” 

Rey grumbled, and Bastet squealed again. He didn’t like the idea at first, but once she started scratching him under the chin with those nails of hers, he was purring like a kitten. 

“So?” I asked, “Will you help me now?” 

“Consider your first favor repaid, only…” Bastet turned to me and sniffed the air. Then she got a little closer, way closer, and sniffed my neck. “Who is he?” she asked.

“He? He who?” 

“Don’t play coy with me, sweetie. I want to meet him.” 

“There is no him, Bastet. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“Oh… well, then there’s no magic, either.” 

“What? I thought we had a deal.”

“Bring him over and we do. He’s up there, isn’t he? On the rooftop?” 

She was talking about Draven, because she couldn’t possibly be talking about Crag. The man looked like a boulder with legs, which wasn’t to say he wasn’t without his charm, but he wasn’t exactly my type. To be honest, neither was Draven. He had black hair, he preferred the dark—preferred—and he was terrifying. He was also, however, incredibly beautiful; that I couldn’t escape.

I shut my eyes and nodded. “Alright,” I sighed, “I’ll call him down here, but let’s get started now.” 

“Yes. Let’s pick out some new clothes, because you’re going to attract the wrong kind of attention wearing that tight little number. Meow.”  

By the time Draven arrived, making his entrance via the same window I’d used, Bastet was already in the magic part of my transformation. I was wearing a ripped-up Sex Pistols t-shirt, a pair of black denim hot pants worn over ripped fishnet tights, and big, studded, black boots that Fate would’ve approved of. I was lucky Bastet and I shared a similar figure, otherwise I’d have had to go and find clothes, and I just didn’t know we had the time for that.

The whole room was filled with whooshing wind, Bastet had her fingers in my hair, her eyes were glowing with mesmerizing green light, and she was whispering in the language of her kind—a language I only knew because of her magic. Already I could feel it working through me; a prickling sensation like when your leg falls asleep, only all over. Bastet shook my head as she whispered, and then she grabbed the sides of my face and shoved me with so much force I staggered and started to fall, but Draven caught me in his arms before I could hit the floor.

I looked up at him, my body limp in his arms. “Oh, hey,” I said, “Fancy meeting you here.” 

“Are you alright?” he asked. 

“My, uh, legs don’t work, or my arms… what did you do to me?” 

“You’re just a little numb,” Bastet said, smiling widely. “Who’s your friend?” she purred.

“You know who he is. You asked me to bring him.” 

Draven took a whiff of my hair, and I froze. My heart kicked into overdrive, fluttering wildly inside of me. He took another deep breath of my neck, burying his nose against my skin to do so. I felt my hand clamp around his shoulder, the feeling returning to my fingers, to my toes, the adrenaline surge giving me back control over my body.

“Uh… Draven?” I asked. 

Draven pulled his nose away from my neck, though I could still feel his hot breath on my skin as he spoke. “I… I’m sorry, I don’t know what…” He helped me stand, then stepped away entirely. “I’m not sure what happened.”

“I should’ve warned you two that my magic is a natural aphrodisiac,” Bastet said, “So, if you guys wanna bang one out before you do what you’ve gotta do tonight, feel free to use my room; and don’t worry about cleaning it up after.” She finished with a wink.

“Bang one out? What are you talking about?” I asked. “And what did you do to me, anyway? I don’t feel any different.” 

“See for yourself,” she said, opening her bathroom door and gesturing inside. 

I walked past her and stared at myself in the mirror. My white hair was gone, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. Instead of white, my hair was now deep red—blood red—although under the awful lighting of the buzzing light bulb overhead, it looked more orange than red. My lips were fuller, and red. I had a little tattoo of a cartoon cat on the side of my neck, and my eyes weren’t as blue as they usually were; they’d turned almost grey. I also had a mole just above the left corner of my mouth.

“I look like… someone else,” I said. 

“Isn’t that what you wanted?” Bastet asked. She tossed a black beanie hat for me to wear. “Put that on too.”

“Well, yeah, I wanted to look different, but now I’m trying not to freak out about it. The mole is a nice touch… how long will the magic last?”

“Until the stroke of midnight, my dear Seline.” 

“Midnight? What are we, fairy tale characters?” 

“What can I say? I like faeries.” 

I was going to point out to her that faeries and fairy tales weren’t the same things, but arguing with Bastet was an exercise in futility. It was difficult to debate with someone who talked to cats. “Well, thanks. I owe you another one.” 

“You sure do. Now, if you don’t mind, I have to get acquainted with my new friend. Please make sure not to die tonight? I wouldn’t want to have to eat your ghost… although, if you did die that would mean I get to keep Rey, right?” 

I walked toward her, then past her. “As long as you don’t actually stage my demise? Sure.” 

“I will! We’re gonna have so much fun, aren’t we? Aren’t we?” 

Draven left the apartment before I did, but he waited on the gantry for me to emerge with a hand stretched and ready to help me out. For a moment, I could’ve sworn I heard him sharply inhale immediately as I stepped into New York’s natural light, even if it was a little grey out today. If I’m honest, and if he was paying attention, he would’ve seen me take a beat too, simply because this was the first time I’d really seen him in the daylight.

We’d crossed paths a few times already, sure, but most of the time we’d been indoors or in poor light at best. Earlier, while were on the rooftop across the street, I’d been too busy thinking about the plan to really consider him. I had also just been blasted with magic that apparently had the power to turn people on, so there was that, too.

Gods, he really was something to look at. It wasn’t just the shape of his jaw, or his strong lips, or his hair, just long enough that the wind could move it around but short enough that it wouldn’t go everywhere. It wasn’t his strong, broad shoulders, or the muscular physique I now knew he had under that shirt. It also wasn’t his eyes, which I could see weren’t totally black—not really—but more like deep, deep indigo pools with what looked like the tiniest white flecks scattered through them like stars. 

It was everything. He was everything. Exquisite.

“You look…” he started to say.

“Different… yeah… heh.” 

“Yes, different…” 

“Thank you. I hope it fools Abvat and… everyone else.” 

“It will.” He swallowed hard. “But, I look forward to midnight.” 

“Midnight?” 

Frustratingly, Draven turned around and started heading down the gantry without answering. “We should hurry before Abvat has his way with the stone.” 

“Oh, right, the mission…” I breathed deep and followed him down. It was time to find Abvat and the stone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

I warned Aaryn against the use of another portal to deliver us closer to Niko’s place, and luckily, she agreed. If Bastet had sentries watching for signs of magical intrusion into her domain, then Niko would too. Walking would let us slip under whatever magic radars were in place as we got closer to the hood we needed to be in, but it would also make us a lot slower since we needed to take backstreets and alleys if we didn’t want to attract attention, and every second that passed was another second Abvat had the stone.

Another piece of good luck was that the area where all the local strange liked to hang out in Brooklyn happened to be right in the heart of it—Downtown. The alleys and backstreets were plenty here, and as long as we were careful, there was nowhere we couldn’t go without being spotted. Except maybe by the homeless and the disenfranchised, although mostly they kept to themselves. 

Draven was carrying a large sword strapped to a sheath on his back. Aaryn had her own sword attached to her waist. Aisling had a small dagger strapped to her ankle, while Crag… this was a man who didn’t need to carry weapons because he was a weapon, if no one went for his neck. He looked more excited to fight than the rest of us, the smile on his face not fading once during our quiet move through the city. I was also carrying my own weapon—a dagger Aaryn had given me. It was all I’d ever used during our physical training sessions, I’d always found a sword to be too large and clumsy for me, but a dagger fit nicely in my hand. 

Too nicely… I was too good with it.

“This would’ve been much easier under cover of darkness,” Aisling said, “I really hope the clouds don’t clear.”

“They won’t,” Aaryn said. 

We reached the edge of the small street we had taken. The road beyond it was busy, plenty of foot and car traffic, but Niko’s was on the other side, nestled inside of the alley directly across from us. I took a deep breath and steeled myself. “This is where I have to leave you,” I said. “It’s best if you all go and take your positions.” 

“Where is Niko’s exactly?” Draven asked.

“There’s a metal door in the alley. It’s unmarked, but there’s probably going to be someone standing guard. I don’t suppose you’ll want the secret code to get in?” 

Draven shook his head. “If we’re going in, we’re going in fast and hard.”

“I should warn you, you probably won’t just find our kind in there—there will be witches, warlocks, and… other… things. Maybe not vampires.”

“We have experience fighting the natives,” Aaryn said. “Just go in there, and when you find Abvat, give us the signal. Aisling, take to the skies; fly like the night and as silent as the owl.” 

Aisling nodded, turned around, and took four running steps before leaping into the sky. Two large black wings then unfurled from her back and started beating, carrying her higher and higher at an incredible speed. I watched her sail into the clouds, until finally they swallowed her up and she was gone. 

“That’s… just so fucking cool,” I said.

“You can do it too,” Aaryn said, “If you’d only try.” 

I scowled at her, but otherwise ignored the dig. “I’m going in,” I said, “Stay here and… don’t cause any trouble that may attract the cops… okay?” 

“Trouble? Us?” Crag asked, “I think you have us confused with other people.” 

“Go,” Draven said, his patience clearly having run out. 

I nodded, took a deep breath, and stepped into the street. I had my dagger tucked into the seat of my pants, so assuming no one was looking at my ass, it shouldn’t cause any alarm bells to start ringing. When I reached the mouth of the alley, I ran my fingers through my hair, shook it out, and turned on my sexiest walk. It took less than three seconds for the tree-trunk of a man standing by the door to spot me, and less than one more second for him to start undressing me with his eyes. 

Good. Drop your focus. 

“Hey stranger,” I said, drawing the words out so they’d almost sigh from my lips. I’d done this before, if no one could tell. 

“What do you want?” he asked, which was more than he would’ve said to any other supernatural who decided to stroll through this particular alley in the middle of the day. Niko’s was mostly active at night, vampires loved doing business here, but the doors were still open during the day. 

“I thought you’d wanna hear the good news about our lord and savior.”

“Get lost.” 

“I’m here to get inside. I have a little business to take care of.”

“Oh yeah? With who?”

“A little snake.”

“No snakes in here.”

I could see his eyes roaming down my midriff and going lower still. “People are strange when you’re a stranger, aren’t they?” I asked, quoting the lyrics from an 80’s song which Niko’s used as a passcode. 

The doorman narrowed his eyes. His formidable neck muscles pulsed as his jaw clenched. When he folded his arms across his chest, every single one of his tattoos moved and rippled as if they were alive. He wasn’t going to let me in. Already our plan had failed, which meant I’d need to put him out of action fast and get inside before anyone knew what was going on, but just how I was supposed to take him out with only my dagger was yet to be seen. Would my dagger even do anything to his skin? He looked like a slightly darker skinned version of Crag. 

His throat! 

I took a breath and prepared to strike at the soft part just underneath his jaw, hoping it would have the same effect on him as it did on Crag, but the doorman relaxed and went for the handle, turning it and opening the large metal door set into the brick wall. “Alright,” he said, “Come on in.” 

I smiled brightly, my anxiety levels returning to normal, then walked past him without saying another word. 

Immediately beyond the door was a poorly lit stub of a hallway with a set of stairs that led sharply down. The door behind me shut, killing the ambient light and making it even harder for me to see. Already my heart was pounding like a jackhammer, my breathing short. Acting on instinct, my fingers reached for a strand of my hair, which had once lit up on command, only this time my hair had no light to lend me. Bastet’s magic had killed that, though hopefully not for good.

Crap.

Taking a series of deep breaths to help calm myself, I proceeded down the stairs and into Niko’s place, from which music was playing at a low volume. The smell of cigar smoke was light right now, but that was only because the place was relatively empty. The main floor of Niko’s was a huge basement filled with brown tables, chairs, and dotted with columns stone columns that served as the building’s foundations. 

Many of the tables were covered in green felt, some were craps tables, others blackjack, though the main game here was poker, and in the center of the room was where that game was played. Two poker tables were set side by side, cordoned off by velvet ropes. One of those tables was active now, with four players, all wearing shades, taking in turns to call or raise. Along the edges of the room there were many dark, quiet booths, some which were occupied, but most of which were free. 

I made a pass of the room, walking slowly, quietly, around the poker tables and toward the bar, keeping an eye out for Abvat or any of his Naga friends. No luck. They weren’t here, or at least they weren’t in the main room. Niko’s had several private rooms accessible through a door on the far side where patrons could go to handle truly sensitive business matters. 

I’d heard once a couple of vampires had decided to go to town on each other after settling a feeding ground agreement; I guessed striking successful business deals made vampires horny. Niko caught them, cut off their hands, and staked them. He then tossed them in a dark room and kept them there for a week. By the time he pulled them out to let them go, they’d gone insane. No one ever saw or heard from them again.

Niko was scary, but he had to be. He was the glue that kept this place together; he probably kept all of Brooklyn together. Those who fell through the rifts were always met with hostility by the natives, there was something about us that triggered them to want to fight, but it didn’t go just one way; we wanted to fight them, too. This was the only place in the whole city I knew of where both kinds of supernaturals met, broke bread, and did business. It was kind of impressive.

I didn’t know what Niko was, only that he came from the other side. One other thing I knew about him, though, was that he seemed to never sleep, and he was always behind the bar.

Having made my round of the casino, I walked over to Niko, doing my best to still the runaway train that was my heart. When Niko saw me, he gave me all of his attention, and once again I felt like I was being analyzed, examined, picked apart. He was a tall guy, but he was thin, wiry, and his mouth and ears were too big for his head. With his slicked back hair, his thick gold chain, and his red tracksuit, Niko looked every bit like he belonged in the Italian mob, something I didn’t think was an accident.

“What’s your poison?” he growled, his voice harsh and raspy.

“Whiskey, neat,” I said. 

Niko turned around, grabbed a bottle of whiskey, and poured me a glass. “I don’t know you,” he said, as he handed it over.

“I keep to myself, but I know you.” 

“Do you?”

“Everybody knows Niko.” 

He smiled at that. “Yeah, I guess everybody does, don’t they?” His eyes. They were scanning me with supernatural precision. I’d been here before, I’d been to this bar before. Was his memory good enough that he’d figure out who I was even with this disguise on? And if he did, would he even care? The disguise was meant to throw Abvat off, not to trick Niko. I had no beef with him. “Tell me, what’s a pretty girl like you doing in my neck of the woods in the middle of the day?” 

I took a sip of whiskey and watched him from across the rim of the glass. “Business,” I said, my voice sharp. 

“Business… and who is the lucky person who has the privilege of your attention today?” 

Smiling, I set the glass down and decided to go all in. “I’m looking for Abvat. Have you seen him?” 

Niko leaned over the bar, setting his elbows down to support his weight, and turned his nose up. “You know, come to think of it, I have not seen that slimy little snake in, oh, maybe a month.”

“That’s why I’m looking for him.”

“Settling a debt?”

“You could say that.” A chill worked its way up my spine. There were eyes on me, and they weren’t Niko’s. I shuffled around in my seat trying not to be too obvious about it, all the while fighting, praying my hand wouldn’t start trembling. I’d trained for this, I’d trained for weeks, but there were too many people here—there was no way I could take them all, and no way Draven and the others would get here in time to save my ass if things went south.

“You and me both,” Niko said. “If you find him, tell him Niko is looking for him. He’ll know what it’s about.” 

“When I find him, if there’s anything left of him after I’m done, I’ll be sure to pass the message.” 

Niko grinned, the corners of his mouth stretching so far, they touched the outermost extremities of his face. I felt queasy looking at it. “I like your style, girl. If ever you want to do a little job for Niko, you let me know. I may have something that requires someone of your… physical attributes.” 

That means sex. There’s no way that could’ve meant anything else. I felt sick, so I downed what was left of my whiskey, then I realized I had no money with which to pay. Fuck. 

“How much do I owe you?” I asked.

“First time’s on the house, miss…?” 

“Seline,” I said, deciding against using a fake name.

Impossibly, his grin seemed to spread even wider, almost like… like he recognized me. If he cared, he didn’t say anything on the matter. “Tell you what you could do for me, Seline,” he said, “If you’re so inclined.”

“What’s that?” 

“I’ve heard our mutual friend has a place in East New York he holes up in. Somewhere around Flatlands avenue, near the creek. You know how the Naga like to live near water.”

“Right… what’s the job?”

“Seeing as how you’re looking for him anyway, when you find him, give him this.” 

Niko reached under the desk and handed a black scarab over to me. From the moment it fell into my hand, I could feel its dark magic radiating from it. I almost let it drop onto the counter, but I didn’t. “What’s this?”

“Just a way I’ll be able to find him after you’re done, whether there’s anything left of him or not. Ideally, you’d do old Niko a favor and make sure he stays alive so he can repay his debts, but if he so happens to meet a tragic end, so be it.”

“If you know where he lives why don’t you go down there yourself?”

“Niko’s not exactly a low profile strange, and there are very few who want to set foot that deep into Naga territory, capisce? But if you’re willing to go and do this for me, I’ll owe you one.”

Favors among the supernatural community were treated as currency, and in some cases having a favor owed was better than receiving a lump of cash. Money was a finite, quantifiable resource; a favor, though? That was a little more abstract, as my encounter with Bastet proved. Having Niko owe me one was no small thing, and it may prove useful in the future, especially considering Fate and I were going to be leaving the Order after we were done with Abvat and the stone. 

“Alright,” I said, pocketing the scarab. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

Niko extended his hand, and I shook it without hesitating. He then took my glass and went across to the sink to wash it, without wasting a second. Credit given to him, even though Niko’s was an underground casino-bar where some of the shadiest characters came to meet, drink, smoke, gamble, and sometimes fight, it was probably one of the cleanest underground establishments in all of Brooklyn, and that was saying something.

I moved away from the bar and started walking toward the exit, my fingers rising to tap the wing pin attached to my collar—I needed to give this information to the others as fast as I could—when I heard footsteps padding down the stairs ahead of me. I let my hand fall to my side again, without touching the pin. If anyone saw me talking to myself, even under my own breath… let’s just say that would raise questions. 

Instead of making it look like I was going to leave, putting me right into the path of whoever was coming down, I quickly slipped into one of the nearby booths, doing my best to keep out of sight. Call it paranoia, call it instinct; whatever it was, it was justified. The two Naga, Vishal and Sila, Abvat’s friends, both made their entrance into Niko’s bar. They were wearing casual clothes—jeans, t-shirts, and jackets—, which meant they’d ditched their Order uniforms somewhere. I turned my head to the side to avoid their eyes and they walked past me, heading for the bar. 

My heart was wedged inside my throat and pounding like a drum. I tapped my wing charm and whispered. “Can anyone hear me?” 

No response. 

“Aaryn, Aisling… anyone?”

Still nothing. That wasn’t good. Something had happened, I just knew it, none of this was right. These two weren’t meant to be here, and the others were supposed to be answering me. 

The exit was near, all I had to do was get up and make my move, and I’d be out before the Naga could reach me. Seeing my chance, I took it, though I made sure I was subtle about it. The last thing I wanted was to alert their attention to the fact that I was even there, let alone that I was heading out of the bar. 

I watched them through my periphery as I moved briskly toward the exit. Neither of them turned their attention toward me. They were too busy talking to Niko who… shook their hands and smiled at them as they spoke to him. My stomach flipped again. This was wrong—really wrong. When I thought I was near enough to the stairs I made a dash for them and climbed them two at a time, hitting the exit door in my stride and shoving it open with all my might, but the door only budged an inch before shutting on me. 

I tried the door again, only this time it didn’t move at all. “Sorry,” came a voice from the other side, “Boss’ orders, nobody leaves.” 

“What the hell?” I yelled, “Let me out!” 

“What part of nobody leaves didn’t you get?” 

“Maybe if you took the dicks out of your mouth I’d understand you, asshole!” 

“Hey, fuck you, lady.” 

“Fuck you too! Let me out, or I’m—”

“You’ll what?” came a voice from behind me. 

I spun around on the spot, my heart racing, and there I saw four sets of reflective eyes shining in the relative darkness. Sila and Vishal. This was a trap. Gods, I’d fallen into a trap! Sila’s feminine form came into view first, her long tongue flicking the air, Vishal behind her. I was cornered, with my back against the only door out of this place; a door that wouldn’t open thanks to the giant on the other side of it.

“So, what’s this?” I asked, “Abvat’s sent you to do his dirty work? I have to say I’m not impressed.”

“Abvat is a little too busy to deal with you right now,” Sila said, “But he’s glad you decided to come after him. The stone is much more powerful if you give it a little more energy before you use it.”

“What are you talking about?” 

Sila pulled a dagger out from behind her back. It gleamed deadly against the dim light. “I’m gonna enjoy killing you.” 

Hissing, she lunged at me, her knife glinting in the dark and promising a cruel, slow death. From behind, Vishal’s hand began to burn with crimson light, the nauseating effect of his dark magic filling the small space we were in and already making my head swim. But I focused, shaking the nausea off as Sila came charging at me, and with one swift move I pulled my own dagger out of its sheath and intercepted her swipe, both blades singing as they clashed. 

There was little room to move around in this tight corridor, but I still found enough space to deliver a swift kick to her abdomen that sent her staggering back. Vishal, meanwhile, wound back his arm and hurled a ball of black lightning at me, which I was only just able to duck underneath. The ball of magic smashed against the door with so much force, even the giant couldn’t keep it shut. It swung open, flooding the corridor with light and offering me a chance to escape. 

I took it, but I hadn’t noticed how fast Sila had recovered. She grabbed the back of my hair with one hand and ran her blade across my shoulder with the other, the knife’s sharp edge biting into my skin. The sensation was burning hot at first, then cold rushed in. I sucked in a breath of air, spun around, and stabbed her with my own dagger through the collarbone. 

Sila yelled from the pain, let go of my hair, and pulled away from me, hissing sharply as I slowly stepped back. Behind me I could hear the doorman recovering and quickly heading for the door, so I turned around and broke through milliseconds before he managed to close it again. He went to grab me, but I ducked under his reach and delivered a swift blow to his throat with the tips of my fingers powerful enough to make him hack and cough, grabbing his neck. 

Grunting, I kicked him in the leg to bring him down to his knees, then I pushed him against the door, his head denting the metal where it hit. He wasn’t knocked out, but his head was spinning and his throat was clearly badly hurt. I could hear Sila screaming from the other side, her fists pounding against the metal door. In a second, Vishal would strike it again with another ball of magic, and the giant’s weight wouldn’t be enough to keep them in. 

I turned around and fled the alley, hopping across the hood of an incoming car and sliding off the other side, pushing right into the backstreet where I’d left Draven and the others, but they weren’t there—the backstreet was empty. Frantic, I tried the wing charm again, calling out to each of them in turn. Aisling, Crag, Aaryn, Draven, but none of them replied. Where the hell are they? Nothing about this was right, they were supposed to be here, they weren’t supposed to leave me on my own, but here I was, alone in an alley with a gash in my arm that was badly bleeding. 

I felt Vishal’s dark magic power up even from where I was standing, and when I turned around, I saw the door blow open and the giant fly into the wall opposite like he was a rag doll. I started running, though I had no idea where to go.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

I ran as fast as I could, aimlessly flying through Downtown at the speed of a heartbeat until I figured out where I should go. Home. I hadn’t been there in almost three weeks, not since we were picked up by the Order. I’d half expected to find the place locked up and all the windows nailed shut, but as I jimmied the window open with my dagger and climbed inside, I found it was exactly as I’d left it—well, except for the smell. The apartment reeked of rotten, old Chinese food, the last meal Fate and I had shared here. The front door, though, was miraculously in place, and it wasn’t a new door installed by the landlord, either; this one had the exact same scratch marks on the lower corners ours had. 

A sharp pain throbbed through my arm, reminding me that I was bleeding. “Right, that,” I said, moving quickly into the bathroom.

I’d always been used to getting cuts and scrapes, so my bathroom was stocked with just the right kind of supplies for me to deal with my arm, even if I’d have a little trouble stitching the wound together with just my left hand. I grabbed the first aid kit we kept next to the toilet and set it on the sink. Inside, there were some bandages, some rubbing alcohol, and a needle and thread. There were also painkillers in the cabinet above the sink, which could come in handy right about now.

My heart was still racing I was alone, the others weren’t replying to me, and it wasn’t like I could just pick up a phone and call the Black Fortress for backup. I wasn’t even sure they had a phone they could answer there, and even if they did, I doubted if I’d find the number in the yellow pages. This was up to me, now.

I grabbed my one towel, rolled one of the corners up, and shoved it into my mouth, biting down hard and getting to work on the wound on my arm. Aaryn had trained us on how to deal with flesh wounds the mundane way in the event magic wasn’t available, but I’d lived rough for ten years and already had the experience to deal with stuff like this.

That didn’t mean what I had to do didn’t hurt like all hell.

The rubbing alcohol felt like fire falling on my skin, and I could feel each crunch of the needle in the back of my teeth as I sewed my skin back together. I had to bite hard on the towel to stop from screaming, but after a few minutes, I was done, and while my arm was throbbing with hot pain, the bleeding had at least stopped. I sprayed the wound with disinfectant, then bandaged it up as best I could, spitting the towel out of my mouth when I was done and letting my head rest on the wall. 

“Okay,” I said, between breaths, “Think, Seline. Think. You’re alone in your apartment, the Order has failed, Draven and the others are probably dead, and Abvat set a wonderful little ambush for you at the bar. You’re in over your head here, and nobody’s going to save you. Think. What do we do?” 

My eyes shot open. Supplies. 

I stood from the toilet seat, dizzy from the blood loss and the pain, then I crossed into the bedroom Fate and I slept in, pulled the closet open, and grabbed my emergency backpack. Inside, there was money, several spare sets of clothes for me and for Fate, a spare phone and charger, and a map of the US.

Quickly, my body fueled by adrenaline and panic, I went through the room gathering whatever else I thought I needed, checking items off a mental list as I collected them. A charger for my current phone, still at the fortress. Fate’s charger. Medicine. First aid kit. Knife from the kitchen. As many packs of Ramen as I can fit. I flung the backpack over my shoulder, grabbed my dagger, and moved into the living room where I gave the place a final cursory glance, wondering if there was anything else I needed. 

That’s when I heard a faint voice in the back of my mind. 

“Seline!” 

I tapped the wing pin on my collar, and this time I felt a tiny trickle of magic pump through it. “Aisling?” I asked. 

“Thank the Gods,” she said, her voice coming through distantly, like she was down a well. “What happened to you?” 

“I could ask you the same question. Where are the others?” 

“It was an ambush. They were taken.” 

“Taken? Where? By who?”

“Abvat had a mini army of Naga with him, they knew where we were hiding. We didn’t stand a chance. I’m so glad you made it out.”

My stomach went cold. Abvat had planned this, he knew we’d come and he knew where we’d go because he knew I would tell them. That slimy son-of-a-bitch had been three steps ahead of us the whole time, and we’d fallen right into his trap. To make things worse, I had been the one to lead them into that trap. Draven and the others had been taken because of me.

“Shit… shit, Aisling, what are we supposed to do?” 

“We have to get backup. Tell me where you are, and I’ll come get you.” 

“I’m at my apartment in Downtown Brooklyn, where are you?” 

“Heading into Downtown. I followed the Naga, I know where they took the others.”

“East New York…” 

“Right, how did you know?”

“Niko told me… fuck! The scarab!” 

“What scarab?” 

I dug in my pocket for the small, black scarab Niko had given me, tossed it to the floor, and smashed it under my boot, but it was too late. The Naga were here. I could feel their dark magic creeping up on me like fog. They’d been following me through the scarab. I dashed to my front door and peered out of the peephole. There, coming up the steps, were Sila and Vishal. My throat began to close. 

“Aisling,” I said, moving toward the window, “They’re here… the Naga, they’ve found me.” 

“Get out of there!” 

“You don’t have to tell me twice.”

I climbed out of the window just as Sila and Vishal burst the front door to my apartment open with magic. That was the second time I’d seen that happen, and it was no less horrifying this time than it had been the first, only this time the door shattered into pieces; it wouldn’t ever be closing again. The Naga saw me, hissed, and started sprinting through the living room toward the window, but I was already out and climbing the gantry all the way to the roof. 

“Aisling, I can’t see you. Where are you?” I asked.

“Look to the east, eyes up.” 

There she was; a blurry, dark dot moving quickly through the clouds. I could hear the Naga reaching the top of the gantry, so I turned around and started sprinting across the roof, not stopping even when I reached the edge. I hurled myself across the gap between buildings, landing gracefully on my feet like I’d done many times before. 

My physical training had started on the streets, not at the Black Fortress, and I knew these streets and buildings well.

I turned around after landing and scanned the rooftop I’d come from. Vishal had arrived at the edge first, but he seemed unsure and hesitated. Sila, however, daringly leapt across the gap, tucking herself into a roll as she landed and then turning her serpentine eyes up at me. She hissed, her fangs exposed and dripping with green venom. 

“This time you’re not getting away,” she snarled. 

“We’ll see about that,” I said, turning tail and running across the rooftop. 

Sila came after me like a pit viper chasing down prey. Clearly, she was less proficient with magic than Vishal was, otherwise I’d have gotten a dark magic blast or two full in the back. Lucky me. I reached the ledge on the other side of the building, and even though the next apartment block was taller than this one, I threw myself toward it anyway, managing to grab the ledge with my hands, but only just. 

I hoisted myself up and over just as Sila prepared to do make the leap, only she didn’t just jump—she crouched, and then bounded toward the roof with all the dexterity and agility of a snake coiling and striking out. She came at me with her fangs bared, and her fingers splayed, ready to grab me as soon as she was close enough to. I hit the deck and made her overshoot me, but she quickly recovered, and now she had me standing on the edge of the building, with Vishal making his way across the rooftop I’d just jumped from.

I was pinned between them, and there were only two ways out of this that I could see.

“You sure you wanna do this?” I asked. “Because I’ve kicked your ass twice before, and that looks like it hurts.”

She was bleeding too, only her blood ran such a deep red, it was almost black. “There’s nowhere else to run,” Sila said, her syllables drawing out much farther thanks to her enlarged canines and that forked tongue of hers.

“Really? Because I can think of a few places I could run to, but before that I’m going to kill you. You wanna die for Abvat?”

“Abvat is going to take us all home when I’m done with you. That was his promise.”

“Oh, so he’s some kind of prophet, now?”

“He’s the strongest of us. He will use the stone’s power to pull the rift open and take us all home, it is happening right as we speak.”

“You know what else is happening?” 

She angled her head to the side. “What’s that, little bird?”

“You’re gonna have to fight two of us, now.”

Aisling’s wings were soundless, her approach completely inaudible. I watched her land gracefully behind Sila, who spun around only when she spotted Aisling’s formidable shadow on the floor in front of her. I readied my dagger, positioning myself just far enough away from the edge of the building that Vishal wouldn’t be able to hit me with one of his magic blasts, and waited for Aisling to strike. 

But she didn’t.

Sila turned around to look at me, and when she did, she was grinning. Aisling moved up alongside the Naga, her black eyes fixed on me, her expression hard, and almost cold. 

“Aisling?” I asked, “What are you doing?” 

“I’m sorry,” she said, “I’m really sorry.”

“Sorry for what?”

But I knew, in my gut I knew, she’d been the one. She had been the lookout, she was in the skies, watching the group from below, making sure they wouldn’t be ambushed while they waited for me. Aisling was also privy to all of Draven’s conversations with the rest of the Order, she knew where we’d landed, she knew where we’d go, where we would be waiting. She had passed that information to Abvat and his people, and when the Naga came for Draven and the others, she had remained quiet and had watched them all get captured. 

“You treacherous bitch,” I hissed. 

“You don’t understand,” Aisling said, “He has a way home, Seline. I tried to convince Draven to just go and talk to him, to maybe come to some sort of agreement, but Draven outright refused. The Naga are not to be trusted. The Naga are vicious, they’re liars, they’re selfish manipulators. The irony is that so is he, and so am I. We have more in common with the Naga than he wanted to admit, and that animosity clouded his judgment.”

“So, what, Abvat promised he’d take you home so long as you betray your own people?”

“Yes. That’s exactly what he did. And I don’t know about you, but I want to go home. I don’t want to fight in this war, I don’t want to be stuck on this planet. I want to go home, and I’m going to go home… but you don’t have to die. You can come with us.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Why does that sound like a load of bullshit?” 

“Because you want it to sound like that, but you’re not like Draven and the others. Draven is obsessed with these wars we’re all fighting, all he wants to do is train soldiers so that he can be the biggest and the strongest, to right some great wrong in his past. Why do you think the trials are so unfair? He only wants the best.”

“And that gives you the right to sell him out to the Naga? What do you think they’re going to do to him? To Aaryn? Or Crag?”

“I don’t care what they’re gonna do to them. They’re everything that’s wrong with this whole situation. Seline, don’t you want to go home? Remember who you were?”

A sharp pain struck the side of my head like I’d been hit with an ice pick. I winced from it and shut my eyes, wondering if Vishal had snuck a lucky hit on me, but when I opened my eyes, I wasn’t standing in front of Sila and Aisling anymore. The space around me was flooded with light, and blessedly warm. I could feel wet dirt under my bare toes. Birds were chirping, and the air was thick with the scent of a hundred different types of flowers; flowers I had never smelled before and yet I felt like I’d been around them my entire life.

I was in a greenhouse. A huge, glass dome arched overhead, birds fluttering around near the highest point, the bright sun filtering through. I could feel its heat on my skin, the sweat on my forehead. My fingers, I saw, were caked with dirt and… as I took a whiff, I realized I could smell it, that earthy aroma you just didn’t get much of in New York. 

Someone spoke nearby, and I spun around sharply. Ahead of me there were aisles of tall green stalks brimming with what looked like some kind of beautiful, unbelievable orange fruit and there, not far from where I was standing, I saw someone—although I didn’t see a body at first, only a huge set of gorgeous, white wings. 

My heart was pounding, my head felt way too light, and my mouth had gone dry all of a sudden. Tears were brimming from my eyes, making my vision wobble. There was a woman in front of me, kneeling in the dirt, her hands deep inside of it. She had hair like mine, pure white and almost glowing, and she had it held up in a loose bun, strands of it falling down the side of a slender, stunning, but tired face. 

I was about to speak, when the woman started to turn her head toward me, smiling, then the memory shattered, and I was back in New York. The flood of sounds and smells was instantaneous and overpowering. I’d fallen to my knees, my hands were flat on the floor, my dagger a foot or so away from me. My chest tightened. My heart, shit. I thought I was having a heart attack, or a panic attack at least. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think; everything had turned to crap in my mind. 

Get up, Seline, I thought, but my body wasn’t responding. My arms were shaking from supporting my weight, and to make things worse, one of the shadows ahead of me was starting to approach. Aisling? I wasn’t sure. Neither shadow had wings. Get up, Seline; get up or they’re gonna kill you! I swallowed hard, trying to hold onto the memory of the woman I’d seen in that greenhouse, trying to zero in on her face, but I hadn’t seen her face, the memory had broken before then.

I was left only with the smell of the dirt, the warmth of the sun, and the feeling of… mother.

My fingers twitched, my heart gave a hard thump, and clarity returned to my mind with the rush of blood. The shadow ahead of me had turned to a set of boots. Adrenaline rushed through me like someone had opened a faucet and sent it flooding through my veins. Clenching my jaw, I grunted as with a quickness I didn’t know I was capable of, I scrambled for the dagger, got to my knees, and plunged it into the midsection of the person advancing, realizing only as I buried the dagger in all the way to my hand that it was Aisling. 

She stared at me, her eyes wide, blood spilling out of the corners of her mouth. “Wh—” she tried to say, but the words got stuck in her throat. 

Sila roared and came at me, hatred in her eyes and venom—literally venom—dribbling down her chin. I pulled the dagger out of Aisling’s abdomen and she staggered back clutching the wound. Sila moved around her and engaged me, her own knife swiping, her hand searching for anything she could grab. I should’ve tied my hair up when I had the chance, but I hadn’t, and now it was a liability. 

“Sila, what’s happening?!” I heard Vishal call out, his voice echoing in the gulf between buildings. 

“We’re having a sleep-over, dickwad!” I yelled as I parried Sila’s movements, ducking, and weaving, and striking out when I thought I saw an opening. She was good, very fast and agile, able to twist her body in ways I couldn’t dream of. One day, Sila was going to make some guy—or girl—very happy with all that flexibility. Unless, of course, I killed her here, on this rooftop. But I knew there wasn’t time for that. I needed to get to Draven and the others before Abvat did whatever the hell with the stone, and I needed to get there quick. 

Something was happening, something in the air felt different; like a static charge, a current you walk through that makes your hair stand on its ends. I was running out of time. Everyone was. Sila lunged at me with her dagger, and it came way too close to my thigh; it took all I had just to dodge out of its path, but I’d managed to trip myself up and now I was lying flat on my back. She came at me again with her knife. I rolled to the side, and it struck the concrete floor, taking a chip out of it. Sila attacked again and again, not giving me a chance to get up, until finally she decided to stop trying to stab me, and she pounced on me, pinning me to the floor. 

“You’re gonna pay for what you did to me,” she snarled, then she opened her mouth and her fangs grew even larger, and more menacing. She arched her neck, but before she could strike, a small, ginger cat came flying from out of nowhere and attached itself to her face. Before I knew it, another cat leapt on her and started slashing at her back with its claws. A third cat jumped into the fray, and a fourth, and a fifth. Sila was grunting, screaming, trying to bat them away, but there were so many cats. 

Her weight shifted, and I was able to not only lift her and send her crashing to her back, but also sit on her stomach. The cats scattered as she fell, and Sila snarled at me, her face covered in scratches and cuts which were deep enough to start bleeding. There was no time to hesitate. I slipped the tip of my dagger into her throat, and it pierced her skin so easily I almost couldn’t believe how effortless it was. The Naga shook and convulsed. I pulled the dagger out and watched her blood spill and pool and drip along the sides of her neck to the floor. I stayed on top of her until the light faded from her eyes, which slowly started turning white like they were filling with fluid.

Vishal screamed from the other rooftop, clearly sensing the death of his sister in arms. 

“Are you going to get moving, or are you going to watch her a little more?” asked a voice I wasn’t expecting to hear. 

Rey. When I looked up, there was the silver tabby, sitting on the rooftop surrounded by cats, with blood on its paws. “What are you doing here?” I asked.

“No time for questions. You need to go, now. Get to the others.” 

“What about the Naga? And Aisling?”

“Let us deal with them.” 

I pushed myself off the floor just in time to catch sight of a ball of black, sizzling magic streaking toward me. I ducked and it whooshed past my head, sailing aimlessly into the sky where it dissipated against the clouds. Vishal had fired it blind. He really couldn’t get over here, and even though the moment totally didn’t call for it, I found this small fact hilarious. That particular Naga couldn’t jump like her sister could. 

Out of the corner of my eye I could see Aisling crawling away, her wings—recently unfurled—drooping, her stomach bleeding. Already there were cats surrounding her, twenty, or maybe even thirty of them. 

“How did you know I was here?” I asked. 

“What did I say about questions?” Rey yelled. “The Naga tried to come for Bastet, so I figured you’d gotten yourself into trouble.” 

“Where is she now?” 

“Safe, but you need to leave.” 

“Wait!” Aisling screamed, holding her bloody hand toward me. “You can’t just leave me here.” She was crying, her face wet with tears. “I just want to go home!”

“You’re not going home,” I said, “But you’re probably also not gonna die right now. You’d better hope Draven doesn’t make it back alive from this, otherwise you’re going to have to answer to him.” 

Rey jumped on top of a steam vent near the spot where Aisling was crawling. Her eyes furrowed, and her hand suddenly erupted with deep blue light, but before she could summon whatever magic she wanted to summon, two of the cats nearest to her dashed over to her head and scratched her face. Aisling screamed as she tried to fight them away, but the cats wouldn’t relent, nipping and scratching at her skin until she curled her wings around her body to protect her from the cats.

“She’s not going anywhere,” Rey said, “But you need to go. I find it ridiculous I’ve had to say this three times.”

“Right.” I headed for the other side of the building, moving away from Vishal. “If I don’t make it back, tell Fate—”

“Tell her yourself, I’m not your errand boy.” 

I nodded, then I turned around and faced the edge of the alley. First, I glanced at the gantry, then at ground level, some ten stories down. Taking a deep breath, I stepped off the ledge and plummeted to the ground, but I didn’t smash into it. My speed simply slowed enough that I was able to land on my feet. I looked around, breathing quickly from the rush. 

Next time, I’d land on one knee like a real badass.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

The more minutes ticked by, the more I wished I could use my kithe to get to where I needed to go. Lucky I happened to have stashed spare cash into my emergency backpack, otherwise I couldn’t have taken the subway and I’d have had to walk all the way to the other side of Brooklyn, but the trip still took way too long. I couldn’t sit still, I couldn’t stand still, and I’d all but ground my fingernails to bone before I’d even made it to the halfway point. 

Worse, that feeling I’d had on the rooftop, that dread I’d felt, it was like there was a hole inside of me yawning open, almost like hunger but coming from the outside. Rain was starting to fall by the time I exited the subway to catch the next L-Train. The skies had darkened. Distantly, I could hear thunder rolling. None of this was particularly strange in New York, and yet it all felt different, wrong somehow. 

I waited impatiently at the carriage door as the train pulled to a stop, then I bolted through it as soon as it opened, taking the stairs off the platform four at a time and running in the direction of the creek. I was well aware that this whole part of town was Naga territory. The Naga, more than any other supernatural that fell through the rifts, were a communal species always looking for others of their kind to live with. That put me at a decided disadvantage here, because it meant I could be spotted by one of Abvat’s spies at any second, but time was running out, so there was little room for stealth.

The sky above me grumbled and cracked, and as I looked up, I saw the clouds… they were very slowly starting to churn. It was happening, whatever it was, and it was happening right now. Niko had told me Abvat had a place near the creek, though considering he may have been in on the little ambush the Naga had prepared for me back at his club, I was starting to wonder about the validity of this intel, but the roiling clouds overhead told me I was at least in the right area.

People walked past me, ignoring me for the most part. I’d thought about asking someone if they’d spotted any balding, oily skinned, weird looking dudes around here, but that was probably going to be totally wasted time. I ran for the creek, keeping my eyes sharp for signs of shifty looking Naga, who were easy to spot thanks to those reflective eyes of theirs, or for any big signs with the words “ABVAT’S HIDEOUT IS HERE!” written on them. 

There were none of those, I checked, but in the end there may as well have been. I was a block away from the source the first time I felt the pull of magic, and every step I took only helped that sensation grow, and wrap itself around me like a boa constrictor, tightening, squeezing. Even at the Black Fortress, there wasn’t a single moment where I felt as completely overpowered by magic as I did now.

I felt small, infinitely small, like an ant that had just discovered its place in the universe and had to decide whether its own fleeting existence was worth a damn in the grand scheme of things. The sensation took hold of my chest, my stomach, my heart; I almost couldn’t walk, it was so powerful. I wanted to turn around and flee, because whatever was happening here wasn’t going to be good for anyone, but where would I even flee to? 

If this thing, if whatever was going to happen turned out badly, there wouldn’t be anywhere to run to. Everything would be gone. Draven had mentioned that the power of the stones was immense and could lead to incredible devastation, but I had never felt that kind of power before. Moving towards it instead of away from it was a huge part of the battle already, but I had to win—I had to push. In that moment, there was no me; there was only an instrument that could prevent a lot of people from getting hurt or killed.

The building at the source of all that magic looked like a shutdown old supermarket. The windows were boarded up and graffitied all over with gang tags and pictures of… really inappropriate stuff. As I stared at it, this battered up, mustard colored building with the word Superkey written across the top in white lettering, I noticed light shimmering through some of the gaps in the boards covering the windows. 

I moved quickly toward the front door, but it was locked with a chain from the outside. That meant there had to be another way in—unless someone had locked the door from the outside after Abvat and his people had gone in? I scanned the tiny parking lot, but it was empty. I decided then to move around the building, checking for any possible back doors or other methods of entry.

The Superkey had a service door around the back, next to a large metal warehouse door where trucks could slide in and unload their cargo. The large metal door was shut and padlocked, but the staff door beside it looked warped and bent. I walked up to it, stuck my fingers into the gap between the door and the wall, and pulled. The door opened without a fuss, it wasn’t even locked. Someone had busted the door to get in and hadn’t been able to lock it after.

Fighting the ever-growing sick feeling in my stomach, I opened the door and slowly slid inside, watching for any signs of movement. The room immediately ahead of me was a small store room with empty metal shelves that were now rusting and ruined. At the end of the room there was another door; that one was locked.

Quietly, I pulled a multi-tool from my backpack and started picking the lock, carefully listening for that click that’d tell me the door was unlocked. What I heard from the other side instead were voices. Someone was talking, several people actually; and one of them was Abvat. I could recognize that skeevy little snake’s voice anywhere. 

There wasn’t much time now. I hurried with the lock, getting a little clumsy with it and reminding myself not to break it, because then I’d be screwed. A frantic minute passed, sweat popping on my forehead, but the lock gave with a click. I put the multi-tool away, prepared myself for what was on the other side, and stepped through, keeping low to the ground as I went. 

The supermarket had been completely transformed into what looked like some kind of refugee center. Instead of aisles and stacks, there were beds on the floor—rows of them—and instead of two or three followers, Abvat had thirty, maybe forty. If that wasn’t enough of a shocker, there were kids here, and women, all watching from the sidelines as Abvat and a small handful of others stood around a stone that was floating between them and surrounded by a halo of bright, golden light. 

My mouth fell open, my breathing quickened. These people, these families… they all just wanted to go home, to go back through the rift. But that was… impossible, wasn’t it? All this time people like me had been falling the rifts and winding up here, without memories, without identities, and none of them had ever been able to figure out a way through the rifts from this side. 

What made Abvat think he’d found a way? 

I spotted Crag, the mountain of a man that he was, laying on the floor off to the side of the room. Lording over him was a man in a leather jacket holding a baseball bat, but beside Crag were two other unconscious bodies that had to be Draven and Aaryn. Careful not to get spotted, I crouched and crept behind what looked like a deli counter, moving closer to the others as events around me unfolded.

Abvat’s voice began to rise, and then the halo surrounding the stone became a beam that shot into the ceiling, creating a misty ring of shifting light that pulsed and throbbed and strobed. My ears popped, my chest tightened, and I keeled over, putting my hands out to stop me from hitting the floor with my face. Something was happening to me. I felt like I was… falling away, one piece at a time; my very essence dripping off me and draining into a giant storm drain.

I needed to get to Draven, and I’d do it on my hands and knees if I had to. Around me I could hear the sounds of children crying and the panicked mutterings of people who didn’t know what was going on. Whatever I was feeling, they were feeling too, and they were reacting. Reaching the end of the counter, I saw I was about a ten-yard dash from the sentry with the baseball bat. He wasn’t Naga, though—his face was too wide, his build too stocky, and his eyebrows too pronounced. 

 Aaryn was the closest of the three to me. She lay on her side, her eyes were shut, and there was blood on her cheek. Her own blood? I wasn’t sure, but I knew I had to wake them up somehow. I couldn’t do this on my own. Careful not to attract any attention, I shrugged my shoulders out of my backpack and set it down. I then scanned around for anything I could throw, something large enough that’d make at least a little noise. 

After a little looking around, I spotted an old door handle and lock. It was small enough to throw, but large enough that it’d cause a thud wherever it landed. I aimed it across the big guy’s feet and tossed it as hard as I could. The handle hit the floor and clattered along, stealing the sentry’s attention. Taking the chance now that he was distracted, I crept out of the darkness, got as close to him as I could, and I wedged my dagger into the back of his knee. 

I didn’t know who this guy was, I didn’t hate him or anything, but he looked like if given half a chance, he’d rearrange my teeth with that baseball bat, so I didn’t feel bad crippling his ability to walk. He went down like a sack of bricks; hard and fast, and squealing as he went. But the buzz in the room was so loud, nobody had heard him fall. 

By the time he turned his head to look at me, I had picked up his baseball bat and was ready to deliver the clean shot to the head that knocked his lights out. Not wanting to lose it, I pulled my dagger out of the back of his leg, wiped the blood on his shirt, and slid it into its sheath before dropping to my knees next to Draven. 

I checked his pulse, and it was still there. I checked his mouth, and he was still breathing. But when I tapped his face, he wouldn’t wake up. His skin was pale, his lips were blue, and while he was clearly unconscious, he seemed to be writhing in pain, shuffling, like a dreamer having a nightmare. Aaryn, I noticed, was doing exactly the same, as was Crag. 

They weren’t going to wake up. 

I stood, grabbed the baseball bat, and holding it firmly in my hands, I pushed through the group of people assembled around Abvat and the stone. When I reached the front, I called him out. 

“Abvat!” I screamed, throwing my voice up and over the rising tide of panic washing through the crowd. These people knew something was wrong, but they hadn’t yet put together what I had. If they had, they’d have started running by now.

Abvat turned his eyes on me, his solemn, reverent expression transforming right before my very eyes like a caricature. “What the fuck are you doing here!” he yelled.

I swung the baseball bat over one shoulder. “I thought we could toss the ball around a bit. What do you say?” 

“How did you get—you know what, never mind. Somebody kill this little bitch already before she ruins everything.” 

Some of the men assembled around me started to approach. I took a swing with the baseball bat at one of them, the bat cutting through the air just in front of him. That was enough to make him and the rest back off. These people weren’t fighters, they were scared of me—scared of him. “I think before you kill me, you should probably tell these people what you’re doing to them, don’t you?” 

“Will somebody please kill her already?” I could tell I was pissing him off, but he wasn’t going to move away from the stone. Maybe he couldn’t.

“You can all feel that, right?” I asked, directing myself at the crowd, “That drain? It’s him. He’s leeching your power so he can make the stone work because his magic isn’t strong enough.” 

“You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.” 

“I figured it out until I saw these people here. You’re not going to send them home because you can’t—you’re going to use their energy to get yourself home, and if you have to treat these people like living batteries to make that happen then so be it, because that’s the kind of guy you are, Abvat. Aren’t you?” 

“You shut up!” 

“That’s the best you’ve got? Shut up? You’re gonna have to try harder than that.” 

“I’m going to take you all home, I promise!” he yelled. “We’re all going to get to be with our families again, our sons and daughters, that’s all I want. You have to believe me, just hang in there a little longer.”

I walked over to him, first testing the waters to make sure no one would make a move on me, then quickening my pace when the men who’d come forward to attack me stayed still. I could see them now as I moved closer to Abvat, their faces bathed with the light from the stone. They weren’t all Naga, maybe only half of them were. These were all people who had fallen through the rifts, but they were all members of different species that had decided to take refuge together in this place. They were desperate, clinging to Abvat’s promise that he could help them get back home… but he was lying to them.

That realization had hit me as soon as I felt the magic drain on my very soul, a revelation pieced together from things I’d been told. The Naga had stolen their magic from others, which meant theirs wasn’t pure, which also meant Abvat couldn’t directly handle the magic in the stone… unless he was able to steal the energy from others whose magic was pure. Back at the infirmary, he’d been present when I used Bastet’s magic to draw the stone out of Fate’s body, and only then had he been able to touch it. He must’ve leeched some of Bastet’s magic to do that, and I’d been so distracted I hadn’t noticed, not that I even would’ve noticed considering I barely had any magic to call my own.

There was also the thing Draven had told me about the potential devastation that little stone could cause if it was interfered with by a weak sorcerer—which Abvat definitely was, even if he probably thought he was some kind of little serpent God. Maybe there was part of him that thought he really could help all these people, but he was more likely to kill them before that happened, and maybe even kill many, many more if this thing exploded.

“You’ve lied to all these people,” I said, “I thought you maybe cared about them when I saw them all here, but you’ve been collecting them for just this moment, haven’t you?” 

“It’s not like that!” he yelled.

“Then what’s it like, Abvat? What are you doing here?”

The stone was starting to rotate now, spinning rapidly on the spot, occasionally jerking to change angles. How long before the magic went off? Minutes, maybe. “I just want to see my family again,” he said, “I just want to go back home like everyone else. Don’t you?” 

“I’d like nothing more than to go back home, but instead I’m here, trying to talk you down before you get all these people killed! Just stop what you’re doing, and we can talk about this. We can figure something out! The Order—”

“The Order!” he laughed where he stood. Not once did he drop his hands or make it look like he was going to attack me, though I was close enough to attack him if I really needed to. “The Order doesn’t care about me, or them, or even you and you know it. They only care about their war, their power; power on both sides of the rifts. I would know, I was there too.” 

“Abvat, we can help you. We can help everyone. Just stop, Abvat. Now!” 

“Look at you saying we can this, we can that. They’ve turned you into one of their little pets, haven’t they?” 

“After this is done, I’m getting out of here, Abvat. I’m going home and you’ll never have to see me again. Wouldn’t that be nice for the both of us?”

The stone sent a flash of light up along the beam and shooting into the ceiling. Only the Gods knew what was happening outside, but whatever it was, it probably wasn’t subtle. Abvat didn’t reply. His gaze was fixed on the stone, which was spinning wildly and then jerking uncontrollably, spinning, and shifting position, like it was getting ready for its final act.

The drain on my energy was becoming too much to bear, now. It wasn’t a physical sensation, but a spiritual one. I felt like I was wasting away, like bit by bit everything that was special about me was being sucked into the stone to be used as fuel for whatever was going to happen next. In my periphery I could see the big guy I’d dropped starting to get up again, shaking his head and clutching his leg, but just as he went to stand, Crag, who seemed to have regained consciousness, shot up, wrapped one formidable hand around his head, and bashed him against a wall. 

I turned my attention to Abvat again and saw his hands had light up with crackling black and red energy. His eyes were as wide as his smile, and gleaming with the radiance from the stone, but something was wrong. The beam of light was faltering, flickering like a lightbulb about to go out, only the stone wasn’t slowing down—it was moving even faster.

“Abvat, stop!” I yelled. 

“No! It’s almost there, almost there!” 

Children were crying, people were panicking now, many of them had already dropped to the floor, overcome by the draining sensation that had gripped me, too. I’d given him a chance, I didn’t have another option. I gripped the baseball bat as tightly as I could, aimed, and swung it at the side of Abvat’s head. The baseball bat struck true, and the Naga went flying. 

Home—fucking—run, you little snake.

The stone gave off a shockwave that picked me up and sent me sprawling toward a wall. I hit it hard, the baseball bat slipping out of my grip and falling to the floor. Dazed, I tried to get up, but my vision was swimming. I could see the stone in the middle of the room, still hovering above the ground, still spinning and jerking, still glowing, only now the beam of light shooting into the ceiling had puttered out completely. 

I shook my head to clear the dizziness, but before I could do that, someone grabbed me by my hair and dragged me across the floor. He kicked me in the gut and I fell onto my side, clutching my abdomen. It was one of the men who had been channeling the stone with Abvat. I didn’t know him, I could barely even see his face for the brightness coming from the stone behind him, but I didn’t need to see it to know he probably wasn’t smiling.

He went for another kick, only this time I managed to grab his foot and twist his ankle, sending him crashing to the floor. I spun around on my back, flipping myself upright and drawing my dagger out of its sheath. The guy on the floor was clutching the back of his head and writhing, but another was coming toward me. 

I weaved out of his path, spinning around him and starting on my run toward the stone when the third guy came at me, his face twisted with anger, his eyes wide, his hands glowing with magic. I froze in the face of the coruscating light flowing between his hands, dreading to know what it would feel like if he caught my head between it, but then Crag shoulder-charged him, changing his direction entirely. He went flying into the wall across from us so hard it cracked, pieces of it falling to the floor on top of him. 

I stared at Crag, dumbfounded. “You saved my life,” I said.

“That doesn’t mean we’re friends,” he growled. 

“Oh, but I think it does.”  

“Crag, get Aaryn and these people out of here.” Hearing Draven’s voice made my heart leap and relief wash through me. He was holding onto the side of his head as he approached, but he was alive, and he looked like he was ready to rip someone in half. “Now!” he yelled, pressing the issue. 

Crag, nodding, immediately set to work on his task, rounding the scared refugees up and herding them out of the store like they were sheep, but Abvat’s men weren’t done with us. Two of them were heading toward me. Draven readied his sword, which he must have retrieved from wherever they’d taken it after he was disarmed, and got to work fighting them off. He moved like water, swift and graceful, the shadows clinging to him and making him difficult to see. I didn’t think those guys stood a chance, but I couldn’t ponder this for long. 

Abvat had gotten up, and he was screaming. “No, no, no!” 

I turned toward him. “It’s over!” I yelled. “Give up, undo whatever you’ve done here before that thing explodes.”

“Don’t you get it?” he snarled, “I can’t undo it. There’s nothing to be undone.” 

My entire body went cold. “What?”

“This was always going to end like this, but if you hadn’t interfered, I may have gotten through—I could be with my family right now! You’ve ruined everything!” 

His hands came up, both of them pulsing with dark, Naga magic. He threw a ball of energy at me, and I moved aside just in time to stop it from striking me square in the chest. Using the momentum from my twirl, I ran toward Abvat making sure to give the stone a wide berth. He kept throwing balls of magic at me, each of them missing me by barely more than a hair. As I reached him, he drew a dagger from behind his back and he attacked, swinging furiously, his face streaming with tears, his mouth filled with spit and venom, his fangs enlarged and ready to puncture my human flesh. 

I didn’t have a choice. Abvat was never a strong competitor with a blade—I’d watched him train, I knew his movements, knew what he was capable of. I also knew he had a blind-spot on his right. He came at me with his dagger, and I swayed to the right, slipping out of his view and making him hesitate before making his next move. It was him or me. I pushed my dagger into the side of his neck and watched his eyes widen. He coughed, and blood spilled from his lips. His body stiffened, his knees gave, and as he fell, the dagger slipped out of his neck, causing even more blood to spill out. 

He was dead in seconds.

My hand was shaking, my heart was pounding, and while Abvat was dead, the stone was still going, still charging up, still jerking and spinning, jerking and spinning. Crag had managed to get most of the people out of the room, but he was making his way toward Aaryn, who still lay unconscious, and that was to say nothing about the other still unconscious people scattered around the Superkey. We needed more time if we wanted to get everyone to safety before this thing detonated, because it was absolutely going to explode. I’d never been surer about something before in my life.

“Sorry, Fate,” I said, and I hurled myself at the stone, grabbing it with both hands and pulling it toward my chest. The stone was cold to the touch, so cold it burned my skin, but I didn’t scream. Even as the searing pain ripped through me, even as the stone’s magic filled me, overloading my senses, I didn’t scream. 

There was a moment, at the apex of it all, an instant before the stone exploded, where time seemed to come to a standstill. The pain was gone, though my senses were clear and sharp—sharper than they’d ever been. I opened my eyes, and for a moment I didn’t see the store, I saw clouds, the tip of a mountain, a floating city in the sky with tall walls and even taller towers, and a golden sunrise like none that had ever graced this planet before. 

Madly, I thought I could just take a step and I’d be there, but the vision shattered and I was back in the store, in the dark, with the stone clutched in my hands. I curled myself into a ball, pulling the stone even closer to my chest. Draven’s voice swam to the edge of my senses. He was yelling for me, racing toward me, his face lit up by the light from the stone, but then he stopped running and stared at me. 

Something was happening. 

I felt the warmth first, a feeling that reminded me of home, then I saw them, unfurling and curling around me. Wings, huge, beautiful wings. But they weren’t real. They were translucent, ghostly, wings of light—wonderful, warm, golden light, sparkling around me. My breath caught in my throat, tears welled up in my eyes, then there was a bright flash, an instant of extreme cold, and then nothing.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

A full day had passed since the explosion, and strangely, my memory of the events that took place weren’t fuzzy or lost—they were crystal clear. Ironic, really, that there were at least some memories I wished I didn’t have. Seeing Abvat’s eyes pop open when I stabbed him in the throat, the moment of Aisling’s betrayal, the look on those children’s’ faces as the magic of the singing stone sapped their essence and slowly killed them. 

Those wings…

It had been a tough twenty-four hours or so, and while I’d spent the vast majority of it sleeping in the infirmary, that hadn’t helped one bit. Behind closed eyes, what were only the ghosts of sounds and sights became real, and worse than real; they became monstrous. Instead of children staring, it was a sea of large, helpless eyes, blinking helplessly against death itself as it stormed toward them. The Naga didn’t look human, but like real serpents as tall as bears, with fanning necks and incredibly large teeth. What sleep I’d had was restless and troubled, but it was better than being dead, which I definitely wasn’t.

The first thing I’d done after waking was call for Siren, who had for some reason been able to tell me where Fate was. I guessed whatever restriction had been placed on me had been lifted. I grabbed my backpack which had been set next to my bed, then I swung it over my shoulder and stepped out of the infirmary in search of Fate. 

I’d done what I had to do, had upheld my end of the bargain. It was time to leave the Black Fortress and put the Obsidian Order behind us.

It was night outside, the full moon was high in the sky, and the courtyard fountain sparkled with light. I watched it as I walked through it to get to where Fate was, and I could see now that the stone of the Aevian statue itself glittered under the moonlight, as if there were precious gems buried inside of it. 

“Mind if I join you?” Draven’s voice brought me to a standstill, clutching the strap of my backpack tightly.

I swallowed and turned around to look at him. He was resplendent in the moonlight, his most extreme features illuminated and glowing, but his eyes were still as black as coals and in them I could see myself, I could see my hair—white again—and my almost awkward expression. It wasn’t like me to feel like this around another person, but I remembered the way he had looked at me in the moment before the stone detonated, I’d seen the fear in his eyes. Fear that the stone was going to explode and kill everyone for miles, maybe, but maybe also fear that I would die. 

“It’s your castle,” I said.

Draven stepped into line next to me and then started walking along the courtyard. He knew where I was going, I didn’t need to tell him or give him directions. “How are you feeling?” he asked.

“I’ve been better. At least I’m not dead, though.” 

“I’m glad you survived.” 

“Me too. I didn’t think I was gonna make it, there, for a second.”

“Do you…” he stopped.

“Do I what?”

“Do you have any idea… why… the stone didn’t explode?”

I shook my head. “None, though I’m starting to come to terms with the idea that I actually don’t know anything at all about this world, which is probably why I’m better off outside of it.” 

Draven didn’t reply. Instead he made a soft Hmm sound. 

“Is Aaryn okay?” I asked.

“She is. Crag is also doing well, as are the people we rescued.”

“The people? What happened to them?” 

“We brought them here. There is plenty of room in the Black Fortress. Some of them will become prospects, others… we will find something for them.”

“Wait, wait.” I stopped and stared at him. “You’re telling me not only did you bring all those women and children here, but you’re also not going to weed out the weak and turn them all into soldiers?”

“No.” 

“What about your trials? What about the Caretaker? Won’t she go hungry?” 

“Why do you care? You’re leaving us.”

“I… I don’t, I was just…” 

“Exactly,” Draven said, cutting me off. He continued walking. “I thought I should thank you before you left, that’s why I’m here.”

“Thank me?” 

“Thanks to you, the Obsidian Order now has a singing stone in its possession.” 

“You aren’t going to use it, are you?” 

“None of us are proficient enough to dare, but we are going to study it and learn its mysteries. Singing stones are rare, incredibly rare. That you happened to find one in an antiques store in the city is going to baffle me for a long time, but more important question relates to the stones themselves.”

“And what’s that.”

“Can they take us home?” 

I wasn’t sure of that myself. There was a moment, briefly, where I was holding the stone and I thought I could see the world on the other side of the rift. I could’ve been dreaming, it could’ve been a memory, one of those flashes people get when they’re about to die. But it felt real, too real. My instinct was that I had glimpsed the other side, even if only for a moment, and if I could do that then maybe the stones had the power to send us all home. 

Maybe.

Or maybe all the stones had the power to do was turn people who would otherwise have decent, or at least understandable motivations, into totally selfish assholes with the capacity to kill to get what they wanted. Abvat wanted to get home to his family that were waiting for him on the other side. It was hard not to empathize with that, but I’d given him a chance, a few chances, and he’d made his choice. Now he was dead.

“What happened to Aisling?” I asked. 

“She was dead by the time we reached her, she had died of blood loss, but Rey told us what happened.”

“Rey talked to you?” 

“Not to me, but to Aaryn. It was brave of you to come after us like that. You were outnumbered, outclassed, outmatched in every way, and yet you alone are the reason why we are all still having this conversation. The Order owes you a debt.” 

“No offense, but I think Fate and I want to get as far away from the Order as possible.” 

“Do you think so?” 

“We’ve never been the kind to want adventure. We’re survivors, we’ve always just been survivors, living under the radar, keeping out of the public eye. The stuff you do… this life… I don’t know if I could do this forever.” 

“There are some people who would consider membership in the Obsidian Order a privilege.”

“You’re probably right, but I’m not that kind of person, and neither is Fate. We very nearly died here more times in the last few weeks than we have in the 10 years we’ve lived on this world.” Fate’s door was coming up. I grabbed the handle but gave Draven a sidelong glance and a grin. “We’re gonna be pretty happy to go back to a normal life.” 

I was about to knock the door when the door opened on its own. Not much, just enough that I could see Fate’s head—and only her head—through the crack. She was red-faced, her hair was a mess, and as soon as her eyes found Draven, her mouth fell open. “Oh… hey,” she said, smiling sweetly. 

I arched both eyebrows. “Bad time?” I asked. 

“Sorry, I was—uh—getting changed.”

“Getting changed, huh? Who’ve you got in there?” 

“In here? No one!” She brushed loose strands of her grey hair out of her face. “What, uh, what are you guys doing here?”

“I came to get you… we’re leaving tonight.” 

“Leaving? Where?” 

“Leaving home… they’re letting us go.” 

Fate seemed confused by this. Her eyes fluttered to me, then to Draven, then back to me again. “I don’t get it. What’s happening?”

“We can go home, Fate. I helped them out with the stone, and Draven’s agreed to let us both go back to our lives. We can go back to watching TV, eating Chinese food, and keeping to ourselves—no more trials, no more magic, no more drama.”

“But… wait, don’t you, I mean, I don’t understand. I thought you liked it here?”

“Liked it here? What gave you that impression?” 

“The fact that you sallied forth and risked your life to make sure Abvat didn’t use the stone? you’re not the same Seline from before we came in here. Also, I spent some of my time in a coma, but the few parts about this place I did get to see, I kinda like. I like the magic, I like the people, and I kind of like the drama. Why would I want to leave?”

I wasn’t looking at him directly, but I could tell Draven had turned his eyes on me. “I just… we aren’t safe, Fate. If something happened to you, I’d never forgive myself, and in here I can’t be around you as much as you need me to be.” 

“Dude, I don’t need you to be around me all the time. I keep trying to tell you I’m not this little cripple girl that needs your help all the time.” 

“I know, and I’m sorry if I’ve ever made you feel like that. But you saved my life, and I owe you mine.” 

“You saved my life when you stopped the Naga from killing me in the infirmary. You’ve probably also saved my life a hundred times before that. We’re square.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You sure you really wanna stay?” I asked.

“Yeah, I am… it could be fun.”

“And it has nothing to do with the fact that you have a guy in there with you right now that you’d very much like to get back to?”

Fate’s cheeks flushed bright red. “A little bit, yes.” 

I looked over at Draven, whose eyes would never give up what he was really thinking. “Do you have room for us?” I asked.

Draven nodded, but he didn’t say anything. 

“Alright,” I said to Fate, looks like we’re st—”

“—awesome,” Fate said, and she slammed the door shut.

Nodding, I smiled at Draven. “She grows on you,” I said, “Promise.” 

“So, you’ll stay,” Draven said, gesturing for me to walk with him. 

“Looks that way.”

“You understand your actions yesterday, brave though they were… they don’t automatically graduate you from the level of prospect.” 

“Does that mean I still need to pass my trials?” 

“Yes.”

Like I couldn’t see that coming. “Fine, but I have a condition.” 

“You already placed conditions on our first deal.”

“I know, but I think you’ll be okay with this.” 

“State your terms.”

“You won’t kill Fate if I don’t pass my trials. I want her to carve her own path… I think it’s time she got the chance to do that.” I paused. “in fact, stop killing failed prospects in general. Just because they’re not physically gifted doesn’t mean that they’re not useful. They’re all worthy of living, plus they’ll all have memories of our world, some may even be able to help piece together more of our history.” 

Draven sighed, then he spent a moment considering my words. “Fate will become a prospect… but she will be given trials that are better suited for her.” 

“That’s all I can ask for.”

“I am sure given the circumstances you could ask for more. You saved many lives yesterday, including mine. You have earned at least some manner of luxury.” 

“I want my phone back, and I want to eat fried chicken… and I want to be able to watch TV in my room.” 

“You may have your phone back and I will make arrangements for your choice of food, but instead of TV, you can read a book. The library has thousands.” 

I extended my hand. “Deal.” 

Draven took my hand and firmly shook it. “Good. Report for training tomorrow at 6 AM… you’ll be with me this time.” 
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As my first release of 2019, Wings of Light represents a brand new chapter in my career, and I’m so glad you’ve chosen to hop on for the ride. I really hope you liked that, and hope you’re excited to read the next book in the series which isn’t out yet (at the time of writing this) but will be very soon. This book was an absolute pleasure to write, and I feel like it was one of the books I was meant to write. The words flew off my fingers, the characters, the settings, they were all so incredibly vivid in my mind, I can’t remember the last time I had so much FUN writing a book! I hope that came through on the pages :) 

I’m sure by now you’ve got your own questions about Seline, about Draven, possibly even about Fate and Bastet; these were all characters I really enjoyed writing about. If you’ve read any of my older books, you’ll know this is a bit of a departure from what I’m used to writing, but I thought I’d try something new and these characters really helped me enjoy the process. If you liked reading this book as much as I liked writing it, please, I invite you to take a second to write a review. This will help me know how I did, and it’ll help other readers like you make a more informed decision before pressing the buy button. 

It’ll also bring a faerie back to life. This is true. Ask other authors!

Anyway, that’s it from me for now. Please go ahead and join my newsletter (just flip the page), and my Facebook group if you want to keep in touch. Until next time!
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