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Find my brother. Learn the truth. Remember my home.

 

The Obsidian Order is tough, they have to be if they want to turn prospects into elite agents. I want to be one of those agents, and right now I'm closer than ever to achieving that goal. 

 

Hunting Valoel down is my primary goal. The word on the street is he's recruiting mages to fight for his cause. I'm not sure what his cause is, but I know it's not good. Draven would have us just kill him outright and be done with it, but Valoel said he was my brother. Maybe he can tell me about my past? My parents? My old life I have no memory of. 

 

I need to find Valoel, and I need to find him quickly, but that means navigating a dangerous web of mages, none of whom are naturally friendly toward my kind. To make matters worse, I run into someone who turns my entire worldview on its head. Now, more than ever, I need to learn who I truly am. It's the only way I'm going to survive what's to come.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

The fiend had gotten the drop on me, and now his hand was around my throat. 

It was dark where we were, the moon hidden behind a thick mantle of clouds in all the shades of an aged bruise. New York loomed in the distance, tall buildings sparkling against the night. Police sirens echoed through the cluster of old buildings I found myself in. A sickly, skinny dog barked from behind a fence. 

We’d been tipped-off that Valoel had been spotted in the neighborhood, and I’d come to investigate the sighting. I was a gold prospect now, on my way to becoming one of the Obsidian Order’s enforcers. This was kind of my job. Still, I hadn’t expected to find fiends here—none of us had.

I struggled with the fiend, but he was a lot stronger than I was. Effortlessly, he picked me up and got me off my feet. The light from my hair touched his face, and I saw the anger in his eyes, his sharpened teeth, the swirling red marks on his ashen skin. 

He didn’t know who I was, but he was about to kill me anyway.

Seline, Seline can you hear me?! Felice’s urgent voice beamed into my mind through the wing charm pinned to my collar. What’s going on? 

“I’m having a tea party with the president,” I croaked, “What do you think?”  

“Who are you talking to?” the fiend barked. 

“Your dad. He wants to know if I’m DTF.” 

He wrapped another hand around my neck and started squeezing my windpipe. I couldn’t speak now, so I also couldn’t do magic. But I didn’t need magic. I tensed my core, pulled my legs up around his torso, and drew my knife from its sheath in my boot. 

With a quick motion, I jabbed the knife into his side and pulled it out again. The fiend groaned and let me go, but with my legs wrapped around him, I didn’t fall. Instead, I threw my other fist into his face, making the fiend stagger a few paces, and then I let myself fall. 

I hit the ground on my back, hacking and coughing and clearing my throat. The fiend inspected the wound in his side. His hand came away bloody. 

“I’m sorry, did that hurt?” I asked. 

“You whore! How dare you?” 

“See? Saying stuff like that makes me wanna stab you again.” 

The fiend roared, his wings stretched to full extension, and he charged at me. I flipped up to my feet again and prepared myself. He was a big target, those wings of his were huge and black, and his body was all thick chords of tight muscle. A hit or two and I’d go down. I knew that. But I was faster than him. 

Or, at least, I hoped I was.

When he stepped into range, he kicked out with his foot, the tip of his boot searching for my stomach. I jumped to the side, easily dodging his attack, then I swung my knife at him in a wide arc. The knife bit into his arm, drawing a trail of blood that splattered to the floor, but he didn’t seem too upset by it. 

He spun around on the spot, his fist cocked and ready to launch into my face. I ducked, and his fist instead went through my brilliant white hair. That was a close one, or at least it had been until he grabbed a fistful of my hair and yanked me toward him. 

“Is that all you’ve got?” I said, snarling at the fiend. 

The fiend growled, flashing his sharpened teeth at me. He wound back his arm and splayed his fingers, showing me his razor-sharp claws. I clutched my dagger more tightly and aimed the tip into his ribs. I had a clear shot to his heart if I went underneath his ribcage. 

That was what I was about to do, when the fiend stiffened. He sucked in a deep breath of air. Blood trickled from the sides of his mouth, and slowly, the life went out of his eyes. The business end of a longsword stuck out of the fiend’s chest. It was coated in blood that glistened against what little light there was. 

The sword pulled back, the fiend fell to his knees. I managed to work his fingers out of my hair just before he toppled to the floor, limp and dead. Behind him stood Draven, his sword at his side, his long coat flapping against the wind. I could feel his powerful aura now, his magic. It pulsed out of him like the heat from a sun, only it hadn’t been there an instant ago.

I frowned at him. “I had that under control, you know,” I said.

“Did you?” he asked, angling his head to the side and cocking an eyebrow.

“Yes, I did. I also didn’t want to kill him, just in case he knew something.” 

Draven looked at the fiend, his black eyes narrowing. “I didn’t think he’d die that quickly.” 

I shook my head. “What are you doing here, anyway? I thought you were out of town.” 

“I was, but then Aaryn told me about the tip-off. I came as fast as I could.” 

“Why?” 

“Because you’re not to engage Valoel on your own under any circumstances. You’ve proven yourself to be formidable, but we don’t know what kind of power he has.” 

By the way, Draven’s there. Felice’s voice in my head was like having two brains, one lazier than the other. 

“Thanks,” I said, “I hadn’t noticed.” 

“Felice?” Draven asked. 

“She says hi.” 

No, I don’t. 

“Anyway, as you can see, I’m not on my own. Felice is nearby providing recon. She’s not very good at it though.” 

Hey, that fiend surprised us both. 

“So did Draven, apparently.”

Draven sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. If I had to guess, he was probably tired of hearing me talk to myself. “Have you found anything?” he asked.

I nodded at the dead fiend. “That guy,” I said, then I looked around. This place was a slum; a poor, forgotten neighborhood on the outskirts of New York City. Why Valoel would’ve been sighted here, I didn’t know. I was starting to think this was all some kind of trap, like maybe the tip-off hadn’t been accurate. “I don’t know what else I’m looking for.”

“Maybe you’re not looking closely enough,” Draven said, gesturing across my shoulder with a nod.

Movement, six o’clock, Felice said.

I spun around on the spot. Someone had come running into view around a corner, only it wasn’t a fiend—it was a kid. She couldn’t have been more than a teenager. She had straight, black hair, pale skin, and a dirty face. Her clothes, if you could call them clothes, also looked tattered and ratty. She wasn’t wearing shoes, she had black sweat pants on tied at the waist with an extension cord, and a black t-shirt ripped up in places. 

A set of manacles hung between her wrists. Was she someone’s prisoner?

She stared at me, wide-eyed and stunned. The girl had stopped next to an artificial creek, the greywater from a busted pipe flowing through cracks in the asphalt and concrete ground. A rat scurried about searching for things to eat. I probably wouldn’t have paid this girl too much attention, were it not for the fact that her magic aura slapped me across the face. 

I stepped away from her, instinct repelling me, and stretched my hand out. “Hey,” I said, “What’s your name?” 

The girl’s eyes flitted from me, to Draven, then back to me. A second later, she turned around and started running. 

We’ve got a runner! Felice said.

I broke into a sprint to chase the girl. I didn’t know who she was, but she was brimming with magic. Someone with that kind of power shouldn’t be left to roam around the streets of New York alone. There was no telling what they could do.

Draven grabbed my shoulder as I started to move. “What are you doing?” 

“Going after her!” I said, “Isn’t that what you would’ve done back in the day?” 

“This feels like a trap, Seline,” he said, “I won’t allow us to fall into it.” 

“And if it’s not a trap? What if that girl needs our help?” 

“If she needed our help, she would’ve asked for it.” 

She’s getting away, Felice said, I’m gonna try and stay with her.

I clenched my jaw. “Did you sense her power?” I asked.

“I did,” he said.

“Then prove to me one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Prove to me that the Obsidian Order is truly willing to help all supernaturals, and not just those it can control.” 

Draven’s expression hardened. We’d been partnered ever since the incident with Valoel, he as master, and me as his apprentice. One of the first things I’d done when the pairings were official was bring up the one burning issue I had with the Order; an issue Valoel had also highlighted. 

He seemed to believe the Obsidian Order wasn’t interested in bringing in people who were more powerful than their top brass. He suggested they were deliberately withholding information to keep the people under them in line. Docile was the word he’d used, and the glove definitely fit from what I’d seen so far. 

Draven had been quick to deny it then. Now was his chance to prove it.

He took a deep breath and nodded. “Fine,” he said, “Let’s go.” 

I didn’t have to be told twice. I turned around and ran, skirting around the creek and staying away from the skinny dog barking its lungs out. I wasn’t convinced it wouldn’t go for us if it managed to break out of the chain-link fence only just keeping it contained. 

“Felice, where is she?” I asked.

She’s ahead. This girl moves fast. Make a left at the banged-up beater and keep running.

I followed Felice’s instructions, taking the corner just past the broken-down husk of a car. Its windows had been pulled off, its engine had been stripped; its wheels, too. Spray-painted on the side of the car were words, “The fires will rise here also. This world is ours.” 

The message was chilling, but there wasn’t any time to stick around and examine it. Instead, I kept running. Now that I was a gold prospect, and an enforcer at that, my uniform had been given an upgrade. I no longer wore the black jumpsuits I’d been wearing since I arrived in the Order. Instead, I’d been issued with military-grade combat boots, black fatigues, and a long, black coat just like Draven’s. 

They’d offered me a pair of sunglasses, and I hadn’t declined them. Once upon a time, joining the douche squad as I’d called them would’ve been a laughable offer. Now, though, I’d decided to don my shades in honor of our fallen friend, Crag. He’d given his life so a whole bunch of children could live on, and that meant being in the douche squad was a good thing.

She’s heading into a busted old low-rise, Felice said, I’m losing her. 

“What building?” I asked.

A spot of light showed me the way. Felice had landed on top of a building where every available window had been boarded up, and had summoned a glowing ball of magic. Some of the building was crumbling, other parts of it were covered in graffiti tags. None of them made sense to me.

“Can you get inside?” I asked. 

Door’s jammed. This thing probably hasn’t been opened in years.

“We’ll go in from the bottom. You fall back and make sure no one spots our dead fiend.” 

“Are you giving me orders, now?” Draven asked. 

“Maybe. I feel like you could do with a little guidance sometimes.”

“Guidance?” 

He sounded a bit unbelieving, but he took my meaning pretty well. To say Draven and I had gotten close over the last few weeks would probably have been exaggerating a little. We had, however, spent a lot of time together. Even though most of that time had been spent training, I felt like I’d gotten to know him a little better, and him me. 

The building the girl had ducked into was up ahead. Two guys stood nearby with their hoods up, one of them buying drugs, the other selling. The moment they spotted us, they scattered to the winds, leaving no trace they’d been there a second ago. At least they weren’t fiends. 

I stopped at the door to the slum. It was boarded up; a giant “CONDEMNED” sign had been pinned to it. The lower half of the door, though, looked like it was frequently pulled open, bits of it were splintered and cracked. I tried it with my foot, and the wooden panels gave just way just enough for either of us to slide through. I scanned Draven’s face and saw the concern in his black eyes. 

“Should we call for backup?” I asked.

His jaw clenched. Draven then drew his sword up and held it tightly in his hand. “No,” he said, moving toward the door. He crouched, and I pulled the panel back to allow him to slide inside. I followed him, slipping through the crack a lot more easily than he had. I was up and ready to strike with my dagger in a manner of seconds.

The entire place was pitch black. My skin crawled, and my heart started hammering inside of my throat. My hair did what it could to bring light into the world, slowly illuminating Draven’s back, but it wasn’t enough. I made a cup shape with my hand and whispered “Lune,” and a moment later, a soft bubble of silvery light was born. 

The light expanded just enough for me to be able to see how much of a dump this place was. Columns supporting the structure had started falling to pieces, and the ceiling was coming down in places. Opened cans of food lay scattered around, along with bottles of water, candy bar wrappers. All of the other signs of inhabitation, human and otherwise, were present, too. I held my hand over my nose. 

Draven turned around and winced at the brightness of the magic ball in my hand. He shielded his eyes. “Someone’s living here,” he said.

“Not someone, a bunch of people.” 

“Can you sense her?” 

I shut my eyes and concentrated. Sensing other supernaturals—at least for me, anyway—had never worked like that before. I’d always been able to feel Draven’s power when he moved close to me, but that probably said more about his magical strength than it did about my ability to detect it. How powerful was she that I’d been able to sense her magic from at least a hundred yards?

But I couldn’t feel her at all. She was gone. I shook my head. “Maybe she went up those stairs.” 

Looking around, the path from the door to the stairs was the clearest. There was only a little rubble in the way, and very few wrappers, cans, and pieces of broken glass to walk over. I headed in that direction with Draven by my side, my dagger ready in my hand, and my light shining to keep the dark at bay. That was when I heard a hard, loud sound coming from somewhere upstairs. 

Either there was someone up there, or this building was about to come apart around us.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

“Was that a door shutting?” I asked.

Draven started moving a little more quickly, his steps more confident than mine. I could see in this light, almost, but his night vision was incredibly advanced. It was also very sensitive to light. This was one of the reasons he wouldn’t go out during the day. 

Luckily the stairs were firm under my feet, and as I made it to the second floor, I could safely say the ground wasn’t going to give way as I walked over it. Still, I kept my pace as silent and as soft as I could. 

The hallway we were in was dark and silent, and there was no sign of the girl. There was only one door on the entire floor that was intact, though, so I headed over in that direction and waited. Draven stepped up to the door and cocked an eyebrow at me. I could hear movement in the room. Someone was ruffling around in there.

I counted to three with my fingers, and on three, Draven shoved his boot into the door and busted the lock. The door splintered, opening to reveal a dark room that was mostly empty, cold, and dull. A single mattress lay on the floor, with a flimsy sheet thrown over it. Next to it, a collection of tattered books. 

I felt her power before I saw her. She was hiding behind a broken old crib where once a baby may have slept. Her eyes were sharp under her hair, brimming with intelligence and amber light, but also with fear and distrust. She must have started hiding her power after she saw us because I hadn’t been able to sense it again until now. 

“Hey,” I said, “Look, I’m not gonna hurt you. I just wanna talk.” 

She backed up, slipping further into the darkness. We hadn’t won any brownie points by busting her door open like that.

Eyes up, Felice said into my brain, you’re gonna have company in a few seconds. 

I turned my head away and whispered. “Is it a single guest or a party?” 

Just one, but he’s moving fast. And he’s big. Not Valoel.

I gave Draven my attention. “Another one is coming…” 

“We need to leave,” Draven said.

“We can’t just leave her here.”

I looked at the girl again. “What’s your name?” I asked.

Still, no reply.

“Seline, we didn’t come here to save people,” Draven said, “We came here to find Valoel.” 

“Then go and find him—I’m not leaving her alone. It looks like someone tried to chain her up!” I turned to look at her again. “Were you someone’s prisoner?” I asked.

She scurried deeper into the darkness, suddenly turning and heading for the boarded window. I intercepted her, beating her to the window. Draven made sure to stand between her and the only door leading out of the room. She wasn’t going to escape; at least, she wouldn’t escape unless she decided to turn that powerful magic on us.

“We’re not enemies,” I said, “We’re here to help. My name is Seline, this is Draven. What’s your name?”

“They call me Six,” the girl ventured, her voice soft and low. 

I swallowed hard. 

“Could you tell me where you’ve come from? Who tied you up?” 

“I escaped…” 

“Escaped? From where?”

“From the temple… I’m not worthy of freedom, so they locked me up.”

“Who’s they?” Draven asked.

“The others…” 

I couldn’t tell if she was being deliberately vague, or if she’d just fallen through a rift. Maybe her mind was still struggling with the amnesia that hits us all when we fall to Earth, maybe she couldn’t make sense of what was going on. Of course, that only worked on the assumption she was from the other side. I could only tell she had powerful magic within her, not what kind of magic she had.

I don’t know what you’re doing, Felice said, but you need to get out of there, right now.

I ignored Felice’s voice in my head. “This place isn’t safe,” I said, “If the others are fiends, then there’s one coming right now, and we need to get you out of here and as far away from this place as possible.”

“I can’t,” Six said, “They won’t let me.” 

“Seline, we’re running out of time,” Draven snapped. 

“Just take my hand,” I said to Six, “We won’t hurt you. No one will. I promise.” 

Six stared at me, then at my hand. I waited, even as I knew someone was coming; someone big, and dangerous. This girl looked downright feral, the human version of an alley dog that had seen a great deal of pain and stress. I didn’t think she’d ever trust me, but slowly, she reached for my hand.

I took it, and for an instant I felt her power, felt it moving through me like an electric current. I shuddered, but that was all. Draven, nodding, turned around and headed for the door, but the building suddenly trembled like it had just been hit with a wrecking ball. Bits of masonry fell from the ceiling, the wallpaper flaked away and turned to dust in the air, and downstairs, some huge animal roared.

“It’s him!” Six yelled, “The one who kept me prisoner!” 

“Wait here,” Draven said, raising his sword, “I’ll deal with this.”

“Like hell you will,” I said. “We’re a team, remember?” 

“I don’t have time to argue with you, Seline.” 

“Then don’t argue. Maybe the door upstairs isn’t as jammed as Felice thought.” 

It’s pretty jammed, Felice said into my brain. I’d almost forgotten she could hear all of this, and the sound of her voice made me jump. But you could try it.

“Or we could go through it,” Draven suggested. 

I looked at Six. “Do you know who that is?” 

She nodded. “His name is Scythe, he’s the speaker, the one who talks for all of us.”

“Is Scythe like an ironic pet name? Like maybe he’s not all that bad?” 

Six stared at me, blankly.

“No? Okay. Worth a shot.” 

Downstairs, Scythe sounded like he was charging through the lobby. His footfalls were huge, like his feet were made of concrete. Every step he took made the walls shake. I hurried Six down the hall and made it to the stairs. In a second, Scythe would be charging up them. 

“Felice, where are you?” I asked.

Upstairs, trying to get this damn thing open. 

“Don’t suppose you have a teleportation orb on you, Draven?” 

“I do, but I need more space to use it. This whole structure could come down at any second, the orb will only speed that process up.” 

“Alright, let’s go.” 

I pulled Six up the stairs just as Scythe came into view at the next landing beneath us. He was massive, his shoulders and arms like hams, his skin glowing red with marks that looked like they’d been carved into his body with a knife. 

He roared at us, spittle flying from his lips, and then shouldered his way up the stairs. Draven readied himself to buy us some time. With one hand he prepared his longsword to strike. The other he held in front of himself as if to guard his face. 

“Duras,” he said, and just as Scythe came charging at him, a magic shield of shimmering purple light erupted in front of Draven. 

Scythe impacted the shield with enough force to send Draven a few steps back, but the shield had a much more powerful effect on Scythe. He staggered, lost his footing, and went crashing down the flight of stairs he’d just come from. 

“Go!” Draven yelled. 

I didn’t need to be told twice. With Six’s hand firmly in mine, I ran up the stairs, my magic orb of light leading the way. The stairs were treacherous and uneven, some of them were gone entirely, only a hole in their place. Downstairs I could hear Scythe charging again, his massive body lumbering up the stairs. 

Draven hadn’t waited for him. Instead he’d moved up to the next landing, so he was right behind us. Six then jumped ahead of me and pulled me aside just as my foot was about to go through a hole. My heart lurched into my throat, then, as I saw the fiend directly below me. He was looking right at me, and by the way he was crouching, readying himself to pounce, I had an idea he was done using the stairs. 

“Draven, don’t!” I yelled, but he’d already started moving. 

The fiend’s upper body burst through the ground, sending pieces of concrete and wood flying. He had his hand out, his fingers splayed and searching. I had to shield my face to stop from getting debris in my eyes, but I also had to move away. The floor beneath my feet had started to crack, and in a couple of seconds, it would come down with me on it.

“Up the stairs,” Six said. 

But I was watching for Draven. Between the darkness and the dust, I couldn’t see him. Had he been hurt? Was he laying unconscious somewhere? “Draven!” I yelled, coughing from the dust fighting its way into my lungs. He didn’t reply, and I didn’t wait.

I moved with her up the crumbling stairs, going as fast as I could, taking the risers two at a time. The walls were crumbling now, the stairwell itself about to give way and collapse, but I’d reached the top and the closed door. 

As I ran up the final flight of stairs, I saw the reason why it wouldn’t open. The door had been wedged shut with a crowbar. I aimed my knife at the crowbar, and as I reached the last step, I yelled “Devio!” 

A blast of magic hit the metal rod and sent it spinning into the air. Felice then kicked the door open, allowing Six and me to get through to the roof. The cool air felt wonderful against my skin, it smelled like freedom, but we weren’t out of the woods yet. 

“Draven’s still down there,” I said to Felice, who stood on the roof with her wings stretched and the wind sweeping her plum hair. 

“I’m going in,” she said, drawing a pistol. 

“I’m not sure that’s gonna stop the thing down there.” 

“And your toothpick is?” 

“My dagger is not a toothpick.” 

“If you ladies could argue less, we would be out of here a lot faster.” Draven’s voice cut through the night, surprising us both. He was in the air, his black wings holding him aloft, his sword drinking in the moonlight and sending it shining off its metallic surface. 

“Draven! I thought you’d been crushed.”

“Out of the way.” He reached into his pocket and produced a blue orb that pulsed with light and power.

I moved away from the door, keeping Six as near to me as I could. Draven then wound back his arm and tossed the orb at the roof of the building. It stopped about two feet before it hit the floor, then exploded to become a crackling vortex of arching blue lightning. The explosion, though, had damaged the floor beneath our feet. Already cracks were spreading across the concrete. 

“Six, go with Felice,” I said, but Six was reluctant. The light from the portal reflected in her eyes, and now that I could see her face more clearly, I saw the bruises, too. My gut wrenched. Someone had hurt her; maybe it had even been the huge fiend fighting his way to the roof. 

“I… can’t…” she said.

“Yes, you can. Just trust us. No one is going to hurt you, I promise.”

“There’s no time for this!” Draven yelled.

“And you aren’t helping!” I called out. “Please, Six… go with her.” 

Felice stretched her hand, and reluctantly, Six took it. A moment later they were both moving through the portal and out of sight. Draven came to land beside me. His face was a little cut up and he was covered in dust, but he was okay. The relief washing through me in that moment was palpable. 

“It’s time to go,” he said.

I shook my head. “No… I need to take that asshole down.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

“Seline, we don’t know what kind of power he has, and I don’t want you getting hurt.”

A warm feeling moved through me, then. I don’t want you getting hurt. It made sense he’d say that because we were pairs, I was his apprentice. But it also felt like a little bit more. Maybe I was making it up, but the way he’d said it… 

The floor rumbled again as more cracks spread. “You really wanna fight this thing?” Draven asked.

“I do,” I said, turning to face the door, my dagger ready in my hand.

Draven stretched his palm out toward the blue orb and the portal immediately collapsed. The vortex shrank to the size of a marble again, and it floated into Draven’s hand. He pocketed the orb and took to the air, his wings beating hard to pull him off the ground, his longsword at the ready.

I stepped away from the door and waited. I could hear crashing sounds coming from inside as the fiend trundled up the stairs, his large form barely being supported by the structure beneath him. The roof access then exploded, and Scythe came charging through, shoulder first. Bits of brick and concrete scattered all over the place. Several sections of the roof crumbled and fell inwards, making me step even further away.

Scythe stared up at Draven, his eyes brimming with hate, the magic radiating from him like an inferno. He was huge, easily seven-foot, and his leathery wings made him look even larger. There was no hair on his head, only markings carved into his scalp that glowed with unnatural red light. Metal bracers covered his arms, and he wore pants made of tattered leather, but besides that, he wore nothing else.

“Where is the girl!” the fiend roared. 

“With us,” I said, “If you want her, you’ll have to kill us.” 

“Little Aevian bitch; killing you will be a pleasure. First, I will carve out your eyes, then I will rip off your tongue, and then—” Draven’s sword shot through the air and impaled itself into Scythe’s shoulder. The fiend staggered back a few paces and collapsed against what was left of the roof access. 

I looked up at him. “He was just getting to the good part!” I said.

Draven shrugged. “I was getting bored.” 

The fiend groaned, grabbed Draven’s sword, and snapped it in half. He then tossed the broken pommel aside and stood, the piece of metal embedded into his shoulder not fazing him one bit. He beat his chest with one clenched fist, roared, and charged. 

I stepped away from him, using my superior speed to keep him far enough in front of me that he couldn’t hit me. Only problem with that was, I also couldn’t attack him, not without magic. I could’ve thrown a blast of energy at him, but if I missed and hit the floor, I could send the whole place crashing down around us. Unlike Draven and Scythe, I didn’t have wings, so that wasn’t an option.

I needed a new plan.

“Alright, asshole,” I said, “Let’s go for a run.” 

I turned around and sprinted toward the edge of the building. When I reached it, I took to the gap with a bounding leap between buildings, landing in a roll on the one across from me. The fiend gave chase, his massive feet stomping across the roof. When he reached the gap, he launched himself into the air and let his wings carry him across, only he didn’t land—he stayed up, following me through the sky like some kind of overgrown bat.

I had his attention, though, so I kept running. I took another jump when I reached the next gap, this one was a little tougher to land properly, but I managed. I didn’t need to look back to know the fiend was still chasing me. His wings were so massive, the thwump, thwump, thwump, sound they made as they carried him through the air was impossible to miss.

Now that I was on firmer ground, a little surer that it wouldn’t fall out from under me, I decided to stop at the next ledge and spin around. There was the fiend, his almost demonic form silhouetted against the clouds. I aimed my dagger at him, took a deep breath, and released my magic. 

“Veshrim!” I yelled, and a pulse of golden light erupted from the tip of my knife like it was a magic wand. The fiend ducked to the right to avoid it, but he was so slow, the magic struck one of his wings. He came down hard on the roof, the building rocked like it had been hit by cannon fire. 

I jumped away from the fiend as it rolled along the rooftop, its wings flapping around limply. It stopped at my feet, and I took my chance and stabbed it in the neck with my knife, but the knife didn’t go all the way through. The fiend grabbed my arm and pulled me towards him, then he sank his teeth into my bicep. The pain was white hot. I groaned as his fangs pierced not only the duster I was wearing, but also my flesh. 

I took another stab with my knife, then another, and another, but the fiend was like a dog with a bone. It wouldn’t give up. Draven finally landed beside me, and with a run-up, he kicked the fiend in head. His steel-capped boot connected with a loud crack, and the beast let go of my arm. 

I pulled back, and Draven kicked the fiend again, this time uttering a word of power under his breath. “Bellar,” the Aevian word for strength. 

Magic filled the air, and when Draven’s foot met the side of the fiend’s face this time, it was like a thunderclap had struck. The fiend’s eyes rolled into the back of his skull from the impact and he rolled again, this time away from us. I watched him struggle to stand, his mighty muscles pulsing under his skin. 

Scythe turned his head to look at us, and I saw then just how badly he hated us. I’d never known anything like it. The way these people hated us was unnerving, and not only because they were big, nasty, vicious bastards. It was unnerving because these people knew in their blood to hate us. Every fiend instinctively understood, anyone who wasn’t like them was a threat to be eliminated. 

If we all fell through the rifts, not knowing who we were or what we’d left behind, how did fiends know to feel that way about us? Did they know something we didn’t? Were fiends more likely to remember the other side? Or was their hatred hard-wired into their DNA?

He spat a glob of strangely red-orange blood at the ground, a tiny feather of steam rising where it splattered. The fiend then got up, flexed his fingers, and charged at us again. The swirling red patterns on his body started to glow and shift. The light they gave off made my head start to spin a little, and I almost lost my footing. 

Scythe raked me with his claws. I staggered back to get away from him and almost lost my footing, but I didn’t. My arm throbbed with pain, I knew I was bleeding, but the thought that he’d chained a young girl up for the Gods only knew how long demanded I deal with him. 

Draven shot up into the sky, aimed a blast of magic at the fiend, and fired it off. When Scythe turned his attention toward Draven, I leapt onto his back, clambered up along his wings, and pressed both of my hands against the sides of his temples. “Veshrim!” I yelled, and my hands exploded with yellow light. 

Scythe’s entire body tensed, he fell to his knees, then collapsed to the ground. The glamor took over almost immediately, making his wings vanish and changing his skin from grey to a pale pink. I rolled off him, panting, and pulled off my coat. 

My arm was bleeding. A lot. That guy’s teeth had punched right into the muscle. I winced at the sight of my broken flesh and the scarlet flow. Draven quickly circled around the fiend, grabbed my hand, and touched the wound with his other hand. 

“Vigo,” he whispered, and soft, green light emanated from his fingertips, light that radiated throughout my arm. Warmth filled me, his magic encircled me, and slowly, the pain I was under started to recede like the tide. It took a few short moments, but when he pulled his hand away, only blood remained.

The flesh had entirely healed.

“Thanks,” I said, staring at him. 

“You’re welcome…” he said, trailing off.

“He broke your sword.”

Draven glanced at the fiend. “Yeah…” he shrugged. “I think I broke his teeth.” 

“Probably makes you even, then.” 

I decided to kneel and check the fiend’s pulse. I hadn’t quite killed him with that last hit, but he was dying. “We should bring him back,” I said. “If Valoel was here, this guy might know a thing or two about it.” 

“How can you be sure?”

“I’m not, but Six said he runs this place, so that’s something.”

“You’re gonna believe her word?” 

I turned my eyes up at him. “Draven, she’s a kid. What reason would she have to lie to us?” 

“Kids lie all the time.” 

“They do, but there was something about her, something in her eyes… we should talk to her, too.” 

He nodded. “Agreed. I’ll interrogate them in the morning.” 

“No, I want to talk to her myself. I think I’ll have a better time getting through to her than you.” 

Draven cocked an eyebrow. “I’ll try not to take offense to that.”

I brought myself back up to standing. “I don’t mean to offend, I just mean… you probably wouldn’t be good with a teenager.”

“And you are?”

I shrugged. “You might not be aware of this fact, but you’re a bit of an asshole.” 

Draven scowled. “I’m a what?” 

“Hey, don’t take offense. I’m just saying, you’re scary, and too direct. Let me deal with her, okay? You take the big dude.”

He grumbled something incomprehensible, probably cursing me out. Then he reached into his pocket, he pulled the little teleportation orb out, and he tossed it ahead of us. The orb exploded in a burst of light, and when it was ready to receive us, Draven and I hauled the fiend through it and back to the Black Fortress.

It was time to get some answers.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

“How is she?” I asked Felice.

Draven had taken it upon himself to oversee the capture of our new fiend friend, so I decided to go and find Felice and Six. Aaryn had told me Felice had taken the girl to the dining hall, and when I got there, I wasn’t surprised to find two guards posted at the doors. 

I had walked past them and went inside to find Felice watching Six. Six had three plates of food in front of her, all stacked to the brim. She was eating like this was the first meal she’d had in months, and by the look of her, the truth probably wasn’t far off. I had no idea what this girl had been through, but she reminded me of me when I first fell through the rift and landed on Earth.

I went hungry for days on end. I lost weight. A lot of the fight went out of my muscles. It wasn’t a great time for me, and it was even harder on Fate. Six was almost like a mixture of the two of us. Inside of her I could see intelligence, and fire, but also vulnerability and a need to find her place. 

“Looks fine to me,” Felice said. 

“Did she say anything to you?” I asked.

Felice shrugged. She was standing by the door to the dining hall, keeping a healthy distance. “Not a word. I knew she was hungry just from the look of her, though, so I brought her here.”

I watched Six eat like her life depended on it and frowned. “Do you know what she is?”

“Is that a question or are you speaking rhetorically?” 

“It’s a question. I have no idea what she is.” 

“Pretty sure if Draven were here, he’d be lecturing you about how this is why we need the Order, and how the caretaker provides a valuable function.” 

“That’s a pretty good impression of him. I don’t think he’d like it, but it’s good.” 

Felice paused and stared at Six from a distance. “I think she’s one of them,” she said.

“One of them?” I asked.

“Fiend…” 

“How do you figure that?” 

“Her eyes… have you seen the way they glow? I’ve seen that glow before many times… those are fiend eyes.”

I took a deep breath. “Alright, well, that aside, let’s consider what’s just happened. We were tipped-off about a possible Valoel sighting. We answer the tip-off and go to the place, only to find a couple of fiends there, and her, but no Valoel.” 

“You think the tip-off was bogus?” 

“No, I think we received it too late. I think he was there, and I think the guy we’ve got locked up downstairs may have met with him, or at the very least seen him. He seems like the type of guy who would know just about everything that went on in his neck of the woods, don’t you think?” 

Felice shrugged, her tone indifferent. “I didn’t get a good enough look at him, but I’ll take your word for it.” 

“It’s a fair bet she saw Valoel too… I wanna ask her about him. Maybe she knows something that can help us track him down.” 

“That guy’s like a fish. He’s slipped through our fingers for weeks every single time we’ve gotten close enough to touch him. I’m starting to wonder if he’s got someone on the inside sliding information his way, or if he’s making sure our intel gets to us too cold for us to be able to act quickly enough. Something’s not right.” 

I looked over at her. “It could be a possibility. Think you could look into that while I talk to her?” 

“Oh, sure, I’ll just go around asking if anyone’s a rat. I’m sure that’ll work.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Do whatever you want, just try and find some answers, okay?” 

Felice nodded, turned, and then made her way out of the dining hall. That left Six and me alone, in a big empty room, one of us feasting on a massive banquet. It reminded me of the day Fate and I had arrived at the Black Fortress. The parallels were hard to miss. 

Carefully, I approached. 

“Can I sit?” I asked.

Six didn’t reply.

I sat down anyway, but across from her, not next to her. “That looks good,” I said.

She flashed her eyes at me, then went back to her food without saying a word.

“You know, you don’t have to eat so fast… now that you’re here, you can eat whenever you want. No one’s going to stop you.” 

“I’m not your prisoner?” she asked.

“No, you aren’t. You’re our guest.” 

“Then I want to eat.”

“So, eat. I’m not stopping you.” 

Six continued with her meal, and I decided the best approach was to have a little patience and wait. My stomach started rumbling, so I headed over to the kitchen and asked for a couple of pancakes complete with syrup, bacon, and butter. A plate was given to me in moments, and I returned to the table to join Six with her meal. 

We ate in silence, both of us concentrating on our food. Occasionally I’d steal a glance over at her and cringe at the sight of her. She really was wearing rags, she looked like she hadn’t eaten in weeks—way too thin—and she also looked like she hadn’t had a chance to bathe in as long. Her hair was matted, broken, and knotted. I wanted to run a comb through it pretty bad.

She caught me staring, and I smiled at her. “Like your food?”

“I guess.” 

“They make good food here. You should ask for the carrot cake next time. It’s awesome.”

“There won’t be a next time. Not if I’m free to go.”

I sensed something in her words, there. Anger. Frustration. I tried not to take it personally. I had no idea what this girl had gone through, especially if she lived with fiends. Again, the burning question raged in my mind. Is she one of them? It was hard to tell. The glamor protecting our kind’s true forms from human eyes wasn’t perfect. We all had a telltale sign that gave us off as other.

For my kind, the Aevians, it was the eyes. My pupils were so blue, it was unnatural. Draven’s entire eyes were black; he had no whites at all. Hers were green flecked with gold. Sometimes they’d burn with soft, amber light. Did that make her a fiend?

Six finished her food, having finally polished off her last plate. I had a feeling she wouldn’t be able to move properly after all the food she’d eaten. She was, at least, satisfied now, and that hopefully meant she’d be more willing to talk. 

I took a breath. “Could you answer a few questions for me?” I asked.

“Questions?” 

I nodded. “I’m looking for someone. That’s the reason why I came to your… place… today.” 

“You already have Scythe.” 

“No, not Scythe. Someone else.” 

She paused and narrowed her eyes. “You’re looking for the raven.” 

“The raven?” 

“He’s been around before. I never see his face, but he has black wings.”

“And grey hair?”

She nodded. “I hear voices in my head every time he comes near. Screams, cries for help, people in pain. I hate it.” 

Sounds like Valoel and the stone. “Was he there tonight?” 

“Yes. He came to take more of us away.” 

I swallowed hard. “What do you mean, take more of you away?” 

“He’s been coming for weeks. Every time he comes around, some of us go with him. They never come back.” 

“How many?” 

“I don’t know. Some. Many.” She shrugged. “He doesn’t speak. He lets the screaming in our heads do the talking.” 

“And you resist?”

“I was chained up, remember?

“Right…” 

“I try to resist it anyway, but it’s hard. My body wants to go, so I fight against my chains and end up getting hurt.” 

I glanced at her wrists and noticed the red marks and cuts in her skin. Her shackles had been removed, but the impressions they’d left on her were red and raw. 

“Do you know where the raven is?”

She shook her head. “I have no idea. Nobody tells me anything.” 

Nodding, I decided not to ask any more questions. What I’d heard had chilled me enough. Valoel was using the stone to… mind control fiends into joining him? Shit. I had to tell Draven. If Valoel was recruiting fiends to join his ranks, then we had one hell of a problem on our hands; especially if he’d been doing it for weeks.

“Look, I know you said you’re going to leave, but I think it’s best if you stay.” 

“Stay? Why would I stay?”

“Why would you want to go back out there? There’s nothing there for you… at least here you’ll get a warm bed, a bath if you want it, and no shackles.”

Six wasn’t convinced. I could see it in her eyes, the distrust. I wondered if there was anyone in the world she trusted at all. “I can’t stay.”

“Are there others like you? Others locked up?” 

“No.”

“Then stay. You’ll get your own room and as many books as you want. We’ll also get you some clothes.” 

I could sense her resistance even now, and I saw myself reflected in it. 

Not long ago, I’d hated the thought of being brought here, to the black fortress. The idea of having to stay here, the idea of not being able to go back to the place I thought of as home, no matter how much of a shit-hole it was compared to the magic of this place… it had sucked. I couldn’t force her to stay, even though I knew she’d be better off here.

“Tell you what,” I said, after a moment, “Let’s get you some clothes and get you to a shower. Then I’ll show you to your room and you can spend the night. If tomorrow you still want to go back, I’ll take you back myself. How does that sound?”  

She considered my words for some time, then nodded. “Okay,” she said. 

Nodding, I stood and escorted her out of the dining hall. The guards followed us the whole time, and remained posted outside of the shower room, and then outside of the room she had been allocated. This was all at my request. I didn’t want her leaving in the middle of the night, but I also didn’t want anyone getting near her. 

I was starting to think that this girl was in fact a fiend. Maybe the glamor worked a little more completely around her, or maybe her magic was strong enough that she could totally hide her other nature. What it came down to, was her situation. If she was a fiend, why in the world did they have her chained up?

On the other hand, she’d have been picked apart and probably eaten if she wasn’t a fiend. That alone made a powerful argument for what lived underneath her glamor. Maybe she couldn’t show her true form. Maybe, like me, she was broken in some way.

Even though I was exhausted by the end of our talk, I decided to go and find Draven and Scythe.  I’d never been down into the dungeons before, but I knew the way. Everybody did. The Order liked to remind people that they weren’t shy of locking people away underground if their rules were broken. Of course, I remembered a time when a prospect committed actual murder during a trial and he hadn’t been locked away underground. 

That could’ve probably avoided a whole bunch of mess, but the Order itself has come a long way since then. I liked to think I’d had a hand in that, but maybe I was overestimating my influence. Time would tell.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

I found another guard posted at the entrance to the dungeons, at the bottom of a long stairwell. He stared at me, then nodded, and stepped aside. It felt good to have a little power, a little authority. It was like an adrenaline rush. When I’d arrived here, I was nobody. Now, things were a little different. I had to remind myself not to let it get to my head.

Draven was already waiting on the other side of the door when I pulled it open. He turned his black eyes on me, but his face was stone and difficult to read. “What happened?” I asked.

“Walk with me,” he said.

Nodding, I fell into step with him. I wasn’t sure what had happened to Scythe, but the coppery smell of blood was in the air and Draven kept flexing his fingers. I wasn’t sure how I felt about torture if that’s what Draven had resorted to, but we were at war. Choices were limited.

Draven led me through a series of hallways that eventually put us on a path to his tower. I stayed quiet for a time, watching the fortress pass us by. He hadn’t said a word since we’d left the dungeons, and I had a feeling that was because he didn’t want anyone listening to our conversation. I decided to follow suit and keep my mouth shut for the duration.

By the time we reached Draven’s room, my need to know what the hell had happened down there was reaching critical levels. He shut his door and ran his fingers through his hair. 

“Did you talk to the girl?” he asked.

“I did,” I said. 

He turned around. “And?” 

I took a deep breath, then exhaled. “I think she’s one of them. She’s talented, scrappy, a survivor like me… she also knows about Valoel.”

“What does she know?”

“You first. What’s going on? Why are you so silent?” 

Draven clenched his jaw. “Valoel is gathering an army. I don’t know how strong it is exactly, but the fiend seemed to suggest we’re dealing with numbers I never thought were possible.” 

“What kind of numbers?” 

“One hundred, maybe more.”

My stomach went cold. “How the fuck did he find so many?”

“I don’t know. My guess is he’s been going all over the country recruiting people to his cause. He must have stolen a teleportation orb from the armory before he made off with the stone, that’s the only way he could be moving around so quickly. What I want to know is how he’s managed to bring them all to his cause, or what his cause even is for that matter.” 

“I can’t tell you what it is he wants, but I think I know how he’s bringing them all on board… it’s the stone. He’s using it to, I don’t know, mind-control them or something.” 

“Mind-control? How do you know about this?” 

“The girl—Six—she told me. She said he’d been around her neighborhood before. She told me she’d heard the voices in her head, and that the voices were telling her to go with him. Six was chained up so she couldn’t go even if she’d wanted to, and she wanted to—the call was tough to resist.”

Draven shook his head and walked over to his bed. “Dammit. If he’s gathering an army of mind-controlled fiends, it won’t be long until he decides to start attacking the Order.” 

“How do you know that’s what he wants to do?”

He looked at me, his face grave with concern. “Because I know him well. He knows we’re a threat to his plans, whatever they are. He knows where all the Order’s prospects are kept. Trust me, it won’t be long before he tries to storm our gates.” 

“Can we withstand that kind of attack?” 

“From Valoel’s army? I don’t know. Not without sustaining heavy casualties. But that’s not everything the fiend told me.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“He’d heard whispers that Valoel was getting help from some of the natives, and that’s what made him decide not to join.”   

“Wait… what kind of natives?” 

Draven’s jaw clenched. “Mages.” 

“Don’t you mean witches?”

“They aren’t called witches, they’re called mages.” 

“Really? Damn. I’ve been calling Bastet a witch for a while… guess she doesn’t care.”

Bastet was the only mage I knew, but she was one in a city of hundreds—maybe thousands. I didn’t believe she’d be involved with Valoel, although it was possible she knew of someone who was. Mages liked to share knowledge. This much Bastet had told me before. Someone, somewhere, knew something, and I was the only one of us who could go digging.

“I should talk to Bastet,” I said.

“No. If Valoel gets wind that you’re out there, he may try and come for you. I wouldn’t know what to do with myself if something happened to you.” 

A warm flush filled me, now. It made my head spin. “Draven…” I said, his name spilling from my lips on the back of a sigh. 

He turned his eyes away. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…” 

I shook my head. “Didn’t mean to what?” 

Draven looked at me now. “I overstepped.”

“Overstepped? How?”

“You’re my apprentice. I shouldn’t let myself get too… familiar.” 

I walked over to him. “Don’t you think you’re setting too many rules on yourself?” 

“I don’t think there’s such a thing.” 

“You’re such a soldier…” I sighed. “I think we should probably talk about the elephant in the room. It’s been long enough.” 

“And I think we have more pressing issues to deal with.” 

“You can’t avoid it forever.” 

“I don’t plan on it, Seline… but our history isn’t going anywhere. Valoel, however, could be marching on us right now for all we know.” 

I shrugged. “Shouldn’t we raise the alarms, then?” 

“Not yet.” 

“Exactly. I didn’t think you believed Valoel was coming for us right now. You’re just trying to get out of this conversation, but I want to have it, and I think you do too. What’s stopping you?” 

Draven exhaled deeply and rubbed his brow with the back of his hand. He eventually shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said, but I could see the truth. 

He was scared. Scared of this. Scared of whatever we may have been in another life. “History is history,” I said, taking one of his hands. “I’d like to know where we came from, and you’re the only one who can tell me… but I’m more interested in the future.” 

His jaw clenched, but he didn’t retreat as he’d done before. He was too good at hiding behind his work, hiding behind his status as the boss of this whole Order. In here, though, he couldn’t run away, couldn’t hide behind a crisis.  

Except… 

Draven moved toward his bedroom door, lowered his head, and opened it. He turned around to look at me, his eyes grave and serious. “I hear what you’re saying, but I have doubts.” 

“Doubts?” I asked, walking over to him. It looked like he was getting ready to kick me out of his room. “Doubts about what?”

“About whether or not digging into our past is going to bring us anything good.”

I shook my head. “You’ve done nothing but resist this so far… why do you keep doing that?” 

“Because, Seline, our houses were at war, and I was a soldier.”

“So?”

“Your city… it was destroyed. What if… I…?” 

I moved a little closer to him, close enough to hold his hand. I had to swallow hard to fight my own emotions threatening to bubble up, but I managed, at least for now. He was right. Aaryn had told me about how my city had been destroyed, how my people had been killed. Draven was a soldier for the House of Night, so it was possible he had a role to play in that. 

It was also possible I had a part to play. Even though I couldn’t remember anything about what had happened to me before I fell through the rift, thoughts about my home always came with… guilt, these days. It had started happening after Aaryn had told me of the destruction of my home, so maybe some unconscious memory had been triggered. 

Maybe it was just survivor’s guilt.

Whatever it was, I hated it. The not knowing, the uncertainty, the doubts. It wasn’t an easy thing to live with, especially when there’s so much else going on around you. I shook my head, took a deep breath, and stared up at his black eyes. 

“Listen… I’m not going to stop trying to convince you,” I said, “I want this. I need this. There’s no guarantee we’ll even unlock any new memories of our pasts even if we do start looking into this. All I need you to do is tell me that you want to do this with me…” 

I watched him as he watched me, and waited for his reply. I could see the cogs working in his head, the answer to my question being carefully formulated. Why? Why the hesitation? I hated it almost as much as I hated the confusion I felt all the time, but I also understood it, so I couldn’t fault him. 

“You are more important to me than you know,” he said, “I don’t think you would ever fully understand, not even if I explained it to you.” 

“How about you just try me?” 

“I want to go down this journey with you. I promise. But right now, there are more difficult things to deal with, and we need to be entirely focused and concentrated. When it’s over, we will do whatever it takes to recover lost memories. I have no doubt with your tenacity, we’ll find something we can use.”

I pressed my lips into a thin line. “So, not now…” 

“When this is over, I promise.” 

“When this is over…” I echoed, letting my words trail off. 

Nodding, I walked past him and headed out of his room. In my mind this whole thing should’ve gone a little differently, but again, I couldn’t blame him for being hesitant. I’d just need to be patient. And besides, he was right—we did have more important things to deal with. 

It was time to go and find Bastet again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

The last time I’d seen the crazy witch, she’d helped me out with a little appearance change and had gone batshit crazy over Rey. Thinking back on all of that, it felt like a lifetime ago. So much had happened since then, and I wasn’t sure how much of it Bastet knew. 

The fact that she was a native, though, meant that was a chance she could be connected to the natives Valoel had been winning over. My only problem right now was that I had no idea where she’d gone after what had happened with Abvat and the other Naga. Rey had told me she’d abandoned her apartment and had moved after it had all gone down. That meant he was the only person who could help me find her.

Unfortunately, Rey and I weren’t on the best of terms.

“Well, well,” he said. I’d found him sitting at a window overlooking the grounds. The silver tabby had his head between his legs and had been grooming his privates when I found him. “Look what the cat dragged in.” 

“Does that work when you say it?” I asked, “I mean, because you’re the cat, right?” 

Rey stared at me, his big blue eyes showing nothing but indifference. He licked his lips, got himself into a more comfortable position, and curled his tail around his front paws. “What do you want, Seline?”

“I need your help.” 

“Oh, now you need my help? Just a few weeks ago you were scolding me for not helping you deal with the labyrinth problem.” 

“Hey, I was right to yell at you. You could’ve helped.” 

Rey sighed and dipped his head. “We’ve gone over this. I couldn’t have helped, and you know that.” He shook his head. “I’m not going through it again, and I’m also not helping you. So, scram, kid.”  

“I need to find Bastet.” 

He had started grooming his chest, and when he stopped to look at me, his little pink tongue was sticking out of his mouth. He stared at me for a long moment, then narrowed his eyes. “Why?” he asked.

“Why do I need to give you a reason?” 

“Because you’re asking me for a favor, and before I decide whether I want to help you or not, I need to know more.” 

“Listen to me, you little fur-ball. Bastet was my friend before she was yours, so—”

“—friend? I thought you considered her more of an acquaintance.” 

I paused and arched my neck back. “How did you…?” I rolled my eyes. “Look, whatever. The point is, you don’t get to just hide her from me. I need her help, she’s literally the only person I think that can help me. It’s a matter of life and death.” 

“I highly doubt that, but why don’t you indulge me? Give me some of the details, and maybe we’ll have a discussion on our hands. Remember what they say about curiosity and cats.” 

“Yeah, it kills them.”

“Sure, but only the stupid ones. Now… your reason?” 

I sighed. “I think she could help point us in Valoel’s direction.” 

“Valoel… I see. Why do you think she can do that? She’s a crazy cat-lady mage, he’s an Aevian with delusions of grandeur. They hardly seem like they’d be buddies… although that would make for a hilarious rom-com, don’t you think?” 

“It would, and I’d watch the hell out of it, but could we stay on track?” 

Rey rolled his eyes. “Fine,” he sighed.

“I have reason to believe Valoel has been in contact with some of the natives in New York. I doubt if Bastet is directly one of them but seeing as how she has her ear to the ground, she might know a thing or two about what’s going on. An Aevian in possession of a singing stone like the one Valoel has, running around and talking to mages, that’s something that’s gonna get gossiped about.” 

“Are you sure about that? The mages tend to keep tight lipped about stuff like this. They wisely know that knowledge is power, and they aren’t in the business of giving it away for free. Vampires, on the other hand, they live for gossip. Though I suppose when you’re immortal, there’s little you can do but get invested in the dealings of others. I would know.” 

I paused. “Are you telling me you’re immortal?” 

“I said nothing of the sort.” He hopped down from the window he’d been sitting on and stretched, arching his back and pointing his tail. "Alright, color me intrigued. I'm inclined to tell you where Bastet is. What’s in it for me?” 

“I don’t have anything for you.” 

Rey started to saunter off, his tail flicking rapidly. “That’s a shame. Come back to me when you do.” 

“Hey! Don’t you show me your ass.” 

He turned his head over his shoulder. “I’ll show it to whoever I please, but I won’t waste my incredibly limited time unless there’s personal gain in it for me.” 

I groaned. “You can come with me.” 

“Come with you? Where? To New York? No thanks.” 

“No? I thought you went there regularly.” 

“I did, but then it got weird. There was this Burmese and this Siamese, both of them wanted a piece of me, and I just… I don’t know, they got too needy. I couldn’t deal.” 

“They’re cats… what are you talking about?” 

Rey turned around and pointed a paw at me. “I’ll have you know, cats are incredibly complex creatures revered by some as Gods. Don’t believe me? Ask the Egyptians. They built statues in our image.” 

“Sure, but they’re still just cats.” 

“You know, you aren’t making your case by insulting an entire species I happen to have a vested interest in.” 

“I shouldn’t have to be making a case at all. I thought you wanted to help me.” 

“And I do, but I’ve offered you too much help already and I’m dangerously close to upsetting the great cosmic balance. Therefore, my kindness now comes at a price.”

I paused and thought for a moment. “Come with me and I’ll get you anchovies.” 

Rey stared at me. “Do you really think that I… me…” he paused and turned away. “Me… she thinks that I can’t get anchovies whenever I want. She actually thinks that. Me, with all of my powers and abilities.” He turned around again, shaking his head. 

I cocked an eyebrow. “You can’t, can you?” I asked, grinning slightly.

He paused. “As it happens, no. I can’t.” 

“You can’t just go to the dining hall and ask?” 

“There are less than a human’s handful of people in this entire fortress that know I can speak, and honestly that’s four too many. So, no, I can’t just go to the dining hall and ask for food. I have to eat scraps like a common stray. It’s degrading.” 

I reached into my pocket and pulled out a blue teleportation orb. The tiny little sphere felt powerful in my hand. It even vibrated slightly. The thing was brimming with magic, and now that I was a gold prospect, I was allowed to use it. “What do you say?” I asked.

Rey paused. “Alright, fine. But they better be good anchovies.” 

“We’re going to New York City. We’ll find good anchovies.” 

The silver tabby walked over to where I stood and settled between my feet. “I would argue with that, but I’m not going to.” 

“So? Where are we going?” 

“Bastet still lives in downtown Brooklyn. She only moved about twelve blocks down; wanted to make sure her cats would follow her.” 

“Wouldn’t they follow her anywhere?” 

“Have you ever tried herding cats? No. They wouldn’t, and I doubt if she would’ve wanted to start from zero. Now, do you actually know how to use the teleportation orb? Or are we going to wind up on Mars.” 

“I know how to use it. I just need a location to focus on.” 

“Twelve blocks south from where Bastet used to live. There’s a pizza place called Charlie’s. Red store front; it has a huge open till late neon sign on it. Think you can land in the alley right next to it?” 

I tossed the orb into the air and painted a picture in my mind using Rey’s words. The orb hovered in midair, but it didn’t immediately explode and become a portal. It wouldn’t until I told it where to go. I could see the red store front in my head, I could smell the pizza, the pepperoni. Then the teleportation orb grabbed hold of my conscious mind and pulled me through it. 

I zipped through a tunnel of flashing lights, racing across the world at the speed of thought. At the end of the tunnel of swirling blue light, I saw a clearing, and in that clearing, Charlie’s pizza place. It took up a small unit on the ground floor of a low-rise residential building. I could see the people walking around on the street, the cars hissing along on the road. It was raining a little. 

As I concentrated on the image further, I saw the alley off to the side, and I willed my mind to go toward it. When I found a good spot, I locked it in my mind, and then I was hurled back into my body. My stomach lurched when I returned, but only for an instant. The teleportation orb then exploded in front of me, creating a vortex of blue light. 

“After you,” I said to Rey. 

“No way,” he said, “You go first.” 

“Pussy,” I quipped. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Rey was about to speak, but I threw myself through the portal before he could open his mouth. My body felt like it had been wrung out by two pairs of giant hands, but I emerged exactly where I’d wanted to be. I could feel the rain falling lightly on my head, on my face. When I turned around, I saw the street and the people walking there, the cars passing by. Above and beyond the building on the other side of the street was the city’s huge skyline of twinkling buildings. It was night time, when New York was as its most beautiful. 

The portal flashed again, and Rey hopped through. He quickly scrambled up a dumpster to get his paws out of the wet concrete. With a thought, I made the portal collapse into itself and become a blue marble again. I slipped it into my pocket and took a breath of city air; car exhaust, human urine, and pizza. 

“Well, we didn’t end up on Mars,” Rey said, “So, I suppose congratulations are in order.” 

“You’re turning into a real smartass, you know that?” I asked.

“I’d rather be a smartass cat than a dumbass Aevian.” 

“Good one.” I headed toward the mouth of the alley, where a steam vent billowed. Immediately I was greeted by the smell of pizza, pepperoni, tomato. “Where’s Bastet, anyway?” 

Rey pointed with his paw at Charlie’s pizza place. “She lives on top of it because she loves the smell. First floor, apartment 1C.” 

I nodded and walked into the street. Around me, the world was alive with sound and movement. From people hurrying home after work, trying to beat the rain and fill their stomachs, to others hanging out at a bar, the sound from inside drifting out onto the sidewalk. Passing an electronics store, I spotted a huge TV showing different scenes from a movie I had no idea existed. 

It hit me then that I hadn’t watched TV in months. That was something Fate and I had done a lot of while we were living together. It had been one of the best ways for us to pass the time, and learn the different cultures of this world. Sure, we fell into it with some kind of innate understanding of their languages and dialects, but beyond that, everything we knew we learned by observing the humans and their ways.

I reached the door to the residential part of the low-rise. It was shut, an intercom system guarding the way in. I tried 1C, but the button didn’t make a sound. I tried the door, but it was locked.

“I may have suggested we use the gantry,” Rey said.

“Relax. I lived here for years, remember?” 

I drew my fingers along the length of the intercom, pressing every button as I went for a split second. Some made a sound as I touched them, others didn’t. Rey watched me, then lost interest in my face and turned to look at the street, his tail swishing gently. The door then buzzed and unlocked. I opened it and headed inside, smirking at Rey.

“Oh, sure. I could’ve done that,” Rey said.

“But you didn’t, so…” 

The inside of the building didn’t smell as bad as my old one did. All of the mailboxes seemed to be intact, too. I was about to head up the stairs, when I found the first cat. He was sitting on the stairs, watching us both; a little ginger guardian. I walked up to it, but as soon as I got too close, it hissed and swiped at me. 

“Do I need to do this again?” I asked the cat. 

“You don’t know anything about our kind, do you?” Rey asked, shaking his head. 

“Alright, fine. You deal with this.” 

Rey approached the other cat with his tail held high. He sat in front of the ginger cat and licked his own paw. The ginger cat hissed at Rey, its ears arching back, a growl in its throat. Rey paused, then lunged, slapping the other cat in the face three times in quick succession. The ginger cat retreated and went bounding up the steps at full speed.

I waited a second. “That didn’t seem to go too smoothly,” I said.

Rey turned his head. “Sometimes you’ve gotta bash a few skulls to get what you want, kid. A good lesson to learn. C’mon, she’s waiting.”

I followed Rey up the stairs and to apartment 1C. The door to Bastet’s place sat at the end of a dark hall. A single ceiling lamp flickered, trying its best to shed a little light on the pastel green walls that were covered in scratch marks. There were cats here, too—lots of them. They lounged around like they owned the place; grooming, sleeping, and shedding everywhere.

The door to apartment 1C opened before I reached it, and Bastet stepped out with a scowl on her face. I paused and watched her from where I stood. She was one of those girls blessed with a perfect light-brown complexion, and wavy black hair that did what it was told. Her eyes were dark and smoky, she was wearing ripped-up skinny jeans and a long-sleeved black top with a huge, purple, cartoon cat’s face on it. The knife in her hand looked way too sharp to be a kitchen utensil.

“Is that… for me?” I asked, pointing at the knife.

Bastet aimed the tip of the knife at me. “It will be if you don’t give me a good reason why you haven’t come to visit.” 

“I… got abducted by aliens?” 

Her scowl twisted into a smile. She lowered the knife, and the tension I was feeling fell away. “Were they smoking hot aliens with washboard abs and twelve-inch—”

“Bastet!” 

“I was going to say probes. Now, come and give me a hug!”

Smiling, I walked over to her. She was quick to wrap me up in an embrace. I heard her sniff my hair. “Why does your hair always smell so scrummy?” 

“It’s magic, remember?” 

“Oh yeah.” 

She pulled away and smiled widely. “And you brought Rey,” she squealed. “How’s my fifth favorite cat?”

“Fifth?” Rey asked, incredulousness in his voice. 

“Don’t take it personally, Mister scruffy-kins. Why don’t you come on inside? You’ll catch your death out here.”

“It’s not that cold.”

“I was talking about him, not the cold.” 

She’d gestured across my shoulder with her eyebrows. I turned my head, but besides Rey and the other cats, there was no one there. Maybe the hallway was a little darker than it should’ve been, maybe the shadows were a little long, but it was empty. Still, a shiver ran up and along the length of my spine, as if an icy finger had brushed against it.

I shuddered and stepped into Bastet’s apartment.

Inside, music was playing, and something was cooking. The air was heavy with the smell of chopped onions. Bastet moved past me and headed into her quaint kitchen. She had a large pot on the stove, steam rising from inside. 

An entire row of little bowls filled with dry cat food lined one of the far walls. No matter where you looked, there were at least three cats chilling out. The apartment didn’t smell like cats, though. 

“Nice place,” I said, looking around. 

“Thanks, sweetness. It’s tiny, but it gets cozy on those cold nights. My babies and I are pretty happy here.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” 

She dropped a chopping board’s worth of minced beef into the pot and glanced over at me. “You’re looking a lot more like the man these days. What happened to you?” 

I checked myself out. “Like the man?” 

“The Order sank its fangs into you, didn’t they?” 

I shrugged. “I guess they did. It’s not that bad there.”

“Are you sure?” 

“I think so… it’s better than being on the streets.”

“All of my little ones would disagree, but then again they’re cats. They’re much better suited for the cold, wet streets than us monkeys.” 

“Speak for yourself,” Rey said, hopping onto the counter to investigate the food cooking in Bastet’s pot. “I’d take a warm bed over cold concrete any day of the week.”

“Oh, but you’re my spoiled little baby, aren’t you?” she asked, rubbing him under the chin. “Aren’t you?” 

Rey shut his eyes and purred. “Yes… I am…” 

“He’s so adorably cute. I’m glad you brought him to me.” 

“You’re welcome,” I said. 

Bastet narrowed her eyes. “I can sense your wonderful mind at work… you didn’t come here to have a giggle with an old friend, did you?” 

I shook my head. “I want to ask you about something.” 

“I think I know why you’re here,” she sang, waving her knife around as she buzzed about her kitchen. It was definitely a combat knife, the kind that could leave a mighty gash in a person, and she was cooking with it.

“Can you help me, then?” 

She stopped and looked at me, a smirk on her face. “You know I’ll always help you, precious. I have to ask you, though… do you think you’re ready to dive into my world? You might not like what you find in there. The water’s frigid, and dangerous.”

“I’ve dealt with my share of dangers in the past.”

“Yes, but we’re pretty dangerous. Actually, we aren’t just dangerous, or lethal, or deadly. All the killy words. Mages are insidious. They get into your head, twist your mind inside out. And then if they’re curious enough, they’ll want to cut you open to see what makes you tick—to see if they can learn anything from your cooling corpse.”

“You make them all sound like homicidal maniacs.”

“I was going with mad scientists,” Rey said.

I glared at him, but said nothing. 

“Oh, I’ll just go back to being seen and not heard, shall I?”

“Try not being seen either. The grown-ups are talking.”

“Grown-ups,” Rey scoffed, turning around and heading for one of the bowls of cat food.

I had no reason to jerk his chain, but it was so easy to do, I couldn’t help myself. “Alright,” I said to Bastet, “So, mages are insidious bastards who will probably try to cut me open if they get their hands on me.”

“Oh, definitely. You, with your glowing hair? Yeah, they’ll wanna know what’s so special about that, let me tell you.” 

“That doesn’t scare me. Anyway, I don’t have another choice.” I walked over to the window and looked out at the New York City streets. “Somewhere, out there, the guy I’m looking for is making deals with mages and rallying an army of vicious maniacs to his side. I need to get ahead of this, and I need your help. Are you going to give it to me or not?” 

Bastet grinned. “Of course, sugar. The real question is, what are you going to give me in return?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

I wasn’t sure what was in the pot of chili Bastet had cooked, but it was incredible. It was so good, I practically cleaned the bowl, making sure not an ounce of sauce or beef was left. I set my bowl down on the coffee table, since Bastet didn’t have a dining table we could eat at, and settled back into the sofa. 

“That was good,” I said. “Thanks.”

“Cooking is one of my passions, didn’t you know?”

I shook my head. “Nope.” 

“Have you ever cooked a dish before?” 

“I’ve never been able to cook. It’s just not something I’ve ever had the time for.” 

“Most of us have time, all of us have excuses.” She winked.

“Yeah, maybe…” I looked over at her. “So, you know why I’m here…” 

Bastet tapped the side of her nose. “I’ve heard little whispers. The city talks, and I listen. I figured it wasn’t long before you decided to come around and talk to me.”

“Valoel…” 

“Huh. I didn’t know his name, only that he was like you, and that he was curious about us. Some people call him the raven.” 

“Is that all it takes to get talked about around here? Curiosity?”  

“It does if you’re from wonderland.” 

“Wonderland?”

“The place you come from, obviously. We need a name for it, don’t we? From the other side of the rifts, it’s just a mouthful.” 

“Does that mean I’ve come up in your discussions with friends?” 

“Oh, please. I don’t have mage friends anymore, only acquaintances. I learned a long time ago, mages aren’t exactly the best company to keep. They’re always after something.” She shuddered.

“Sounds like someone I know.”

“Yes, but I’m charming. I make it sound fun.” 

“Do you? Because it still sounds like I owe you ever time I ask for help.” 

She cocked an eyebrow. “Ever heard of the term you scratch my back, I scratch yours? It’s nothing personal, it’s just business. Like, I just gave you food, but I didn’t ask you for anything in return. That’s because I’m nice, and this is personal, and intimate. But if you want business, then I’ll put my business collar on and we’ll get down to it.” 

“Business collar?” I shook my head. “Never mind. Alright, I do want to talk business. I want to know more about Valoel. Anything you can tell me.”

Bastet looked to the side and frowned. “Not now,” she hissed.

There wasn’t anyone there, not even cats were sitting on that part of the couch. That was weird enough since they dominated just about every other inch of the apartment. “Everything okay?” I asked.

She turned her head to me and smiled. “Of course, silly. Now, I have some information that could help you. Before you ask, no, I’m not one of the mages he’s approached, and yes, I know of some of the ones he has. I may even be able to tell you the name of at least one mage that has joined his band of merry men.”

“What do you want in return?” 

Her eyes narrowed. “A lock of your hair, my dear Seline. And this is to repay the last favor I did for you.”  

“I thought Rey covered that?”

She shook her head. “No, no. Rey covered the first favor I did, remember? With the stone? A lock of hair repays the makeover I gave you. Then you can owe me again.” 

“You’re worse than a loan shark!” 

“Could I be a loan cat instead?” she asked, pretending to claw at the air. “Remember, it’s just business. So, what do you say?” 

I chewed the inside of my lip. “What are you going to do with my hair?” 

“A little bit of this, a little bit of that…”

“Can you be more specific?”

“A magician never reveals her secrets.”

“Pretty sure you’re talking about stage magicians there.” I sighed. “It’s just, my hair is special… and I don’t know what giving you some of it will do to me. I’ve heard you talking about eating ghosts… are you some kind of necromancer that’s gonna do weird shit to my spirit or something?”

Bastet stared at me, then she broke out into a fit of laughter that saw her grabbing her own belly and flipping over the back of the sofa. It was an exaggerated kind of laugh, but it was entertaining to watch; especially when she got up, looked over at me, and fell to the floor again, still laughing. 

When the laughter finally subsided, she pulled herself up over the back of the sofa and looked across at me. “Oh, honey…” she said, shaking her head. “Necromancers wish they were me.” 

“I… don’t get it.” 

She stood and walked around the back of her sofa. “See, I’m a special kind of girl. Different.” 

“But you can see ghosts, right? Weren’t you just talking to one?”

“I can see ghosts, yes, and I can eat them too. But no, I wasn’t talking to a ghost just then—I was talking to Sharri. She likes to drop in unannounced sometimes and give me her opinions when I don’t want them.” 

It looked like she’d directed that last comment at someone to the right of her, but again, the space was empty. “Sharri?” I asked.

“Sharri is… an invisible friend that comes from a far, far, away place. A place of storms, and lightning, and power like you couldn’t imagine. Most mages have a guardian like her.” She paused. “Yeah, alright, no one has one quite like you. I’d appreciate it if you could butt out of my conversations, please.” 

“I think I’m losing track of the conversation…” 

“You wanted to go down this rabbit hole with me. I’m trying to give you the tour, which is more than most mages will do for an other like you. As far as mages are concerned, we should study you, and you should never know about us. I could get into trouble for telling you what I know, so you’d better not go running your mouth.” 

“I won’t… why do necromancers wish they were you?” 

“Because they study death, but I’ve been touched by death. They force their way through the dark doors and into the land of oogies and boogies, but I have a key. A key I made from my own blood and bone. There’s only one other person like me in the whole world, that I know of. Anyway, I don’t want to be too specific; we probably don’t have the time anyway…”

“I get that… but I also just realized I don’t know a lot about you. I don’t even know where you’re from.”

“Little place called Ashwood.” 

“Ashwood isn’t a little place; it’s a city.”

“Oh, it’s pretty fucking little when it needs to be. The amount of times I ran into people I didn’t want to meet? You wouldn’t believe it. Anyway, you want to know if I’m going to meddle with you if you give me your hair. I won’t. But I do want to understand it.” 

“It’s hair.”

“Yeah, but it glows. Hair shouldn’t do that. So, do we have a deal?” 

I frowned. “I guess…” 

“Good. Remember, you’ll still owe me after this.” 

I shrugged. “I always owe you.” 

Bastet grinned, then she sauntered over into her kitchen and pulled a pair of scissors from a drawer. I’d never let anyone except Fate near my hair before. She’d always been the one to cut my hair whenever it got too long, and vice versa. 

Now I was sitting still, with a mage with a pair of scissors in her hand standing only a few feet from me. My entire body was tense, even though I knew Bastet wouldn’t do anything to hurt me. I waited, shut my eyes, and then I heard the snip. A shudder pulsed through me, a feeling that grew and evolved into something like a pinch of pain. 

I winced, then Bastet showed me the lock she’d cut. “There,” she said, “I was discreet where I snipped; no one should notice a thing.”

I touched my head. Something felt a little different. I tried to ignore it. “Alright, so… Valoel, what can you tell me about him and the mages he’s been talking to?”

Bastet walked over to her kitchen, opened a small metal pot, and deposited the lock of my hair into it. “He sets the hackles up, this Valoel,” she said. 

“What does he want?” 

She headed back to the sofa and sat down. “As far as this little kitty knows, Mister Valoel is hungry for a fight. He’s unhappy with the status quo and thinks things need to change, the endgame being him on top. Of course, this ruffles all the right feathers, and some of the wrong feathers, too. There are a lot of mages who are pretty upset with the way things are being run around here and could do with a change of leadership.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, your kind has its Orders. Each is separate from the other, each wants something different and goes about its business in a different way. Mages have their Orders, too; each of us a different stripe to the last. But there’s also a governing body that tries to keep all of these Orders in check, and that’s just no good. Strays will be strays, domestics will be domestics—you try forcing them to see eye to eye. For all of our power and wisdom, mages are fucking stupid, and petty.” 

“I need to find him, Bastet. He’s gathering an army, and now he has mages on his side. Can you tell me the name of someone working with him?”

“You’re not planning on tracking them down, are you? Understand that mages aren’t like you. We have access to vast powers, powers I’m not sure your kind is ready for.”

“I have to try. I can’t sit back and do nothing while this guy grows his number of supporters. I’m a little surprised you’re not jumping into the fray.”

“Me? Oh, sweetness, no… that life is behind me. I’m afraid I’ve already done enough harm to the world for a couple of lifetimes. Maybe I’ll get back into the game in a century or so.”

“Century? What the hell?”

“Never mind that, honey. Now, you need a name and a deal is a deal. The one mage I know has joined Valoel and his cause is called Slade, and he’s a special kind of dickhead. He’s the kind of stray to piss on people’s cars, crap on their windows, and get into fights with the other neighborhood cats. I think he had a brother on the council. The two of them would get into scraps here and there.” 

“Do you know where he hangs out?”

“Oh, sure. He and the mages like him haunt a strip club in Queens. The Glittered Goddess. I actually think he owns it now? We used to hang out back at the Academy, but I haven’t spoken to him in years.” 

“The Glittered Goddess…” 

“I know. Cute, right? Anyway, if you want to find him, I’d start there, but be careful. He’s as sharp as a razor’s edge and twice as deadly.” 

I nodded. “I’ll be sure to be careful when I go after him.”

Bastet stood and hopped over to me. She took my hand and pouted. “Please don’t let this be the last time I see you?” 

“I won’t.” 

“I mean it… even if you manage to deal with Slade. I expect a visit.” She leaned against my ear. “Otherwise, I promise I won’t go easy on you next time…” She snapped at my ear with her teeth. 

“I believe you,” I said.

Bastet pulled away from me and I stood. Searching for Rey, who had been strangely quiet throughout this entire conversation.  I found him tucking into one of the bowls of food Bastet had laid out. When he realized I was looking at him, he craned his head around his shoulder and liked his lips repeatedly, and thoroughly. 

“What?” he asked. “I’m a growing cat. I’ve gotta eat, too.”

“You could’ve asked?”

“Oh, don’t be silly,” Bastet said, “Rey can eat whenever he wants.”

He turned around, still licking his lips. “Actually, I was wondering if I could stick around. I have a couple of things I’d like to talk about with you.”

I arched my eyebrows. “What could you want to talk to her about?” 

“I don’t see how that’s any of your business.” 

“You know, you’re starting to get on my last nerves.” 

“Am I? I hadn’t noticed.”

Bastet waved her hand. “It’s fine, let him stay. I’ll make sure he gets back to you safe and sound.”  

Frowning, I nodded. “Alright,” I said, “But remember, it’s dangerous out here. Even for you.”

“Yes, yes,” Rey said, rolling his eyes. “Whatever. Now go.” 

I left Bastet’s apartment, carefully navigating the sea of cats hanging out around the door to her place. As I walked through the hallway, a cold chill worked its way into my nerves, and I remembered what I’d felt earlier on. I had even more questions about what she was now than when this day started, but that would have to wait. 

I had a mage to hunt down, but I knew couldn’t do it alone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

 I found Draven in the vault, looking over the golden singing stone. 

“Come here often?” I asked, walking through the doors into the dark chamber. My hair had already started to glow, creating soft, shifting shadows on the walls.

Draven turned his head and looked at me. “Sometimes,” he said. A pause. “What did you find out?” 

“I have a lead, but I thought I would come and find you before diving into the deep end of the pool.” 

He nodded. “Good idea. Initiative is one thing, impulsivity is another.” 

“More like I know my limits, and hunting a mage down on my own probably won’t go well, even for me.”

I walked over to him. “What are you doing down here, anyway?” 

He turned his eyes onto the stone again. “I cannot touch it,” he said, “But I feel like you should be wearing it as a pendant, or maybe a ring.” 

“That’d make for the biggest ring anyone’s ever seen. It’s the size of a golf ball.” 

He shook his head. “Not all of it, just a piece.”

“You want to turn it into jewelry?” 

“It amplifies your power… why wouldn’t you want to use it?”

I took a breath as I looked at the stone. “Its power is… overwhelming. I feel like it wants to take my mind to places I don’t really want it to go, not when what I need to do is use the stone’s power to make myself stronger. It’s distracting, having to concentrate fully in the moment, on the here and now.”

“But the stone gives you your kithe… your magic. For us to better fight what is to come—” 

“I know what you’re saying, but I don’t know how to tame it.” 

“Practice, like everything.” 

“You know that for certain?” 

Draven looked at me, his facial features thrown into stark contrast against the glow from my hair and from the stone. “Magic is a muscle. The more you use it, the better you become at using it.”

“I don’t want to use it.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m terrified of that thing, Draven.” 

Again, he pressed. “Why?” 

I swallowed hard. “I feel like it wants to show me things, and I don’t know if I’m ready.” 

He took a deep breath, then exhaled. “I can understand that… I remember when I first fell, I was plagued with nightmares. I would hear the voices of the people that fell through the rift with me, I would hear them scream as the rift tore them apart. There was nothing left of them when we reached Earth. I was the only one to survive—or at least, I thought I was.” He shook his head. “I blamed myself for their deaths. I blamed myself for still being alive when they had died, but I didn’t know the truth of what had happened, the truth of how we had ended up there. I didn’t want to.”

“Did you ever find out?” 

His expression hardened. He turned his eyes away from me. “I think I know some things one minute, and then whatever facts I have turn to smoke. I’m constantly doubting myself, always trying to figure out what’s true, and what’s just a fabrication.”  

I stared at the side of his face for a long moment, then looked at the stone. I was touching on some kind of wound. I knew that. I’d been here before, or at least I’d come near it before. Right now was the closest I’d ever gotten, and already I could see him closing up. That was the last thing I wanted, so I decided to back off.

“Do you really think you could turn the stone into some kind of jewelry?” I asked. “Touching it might kill you.” 

“We’ll deal with that obstacle when we get to it.”

“This thing could literally kill you. It’s risky, Draven.”

“I know.” He turned his eyes on me. “But we’re at war, and I have a feeling Valoel isn’t going to wait for us to bring the fight to him. We need every weapon we can bring to bear, and this right here… you… this is a weapon we can’t spare.”

“I don’t like that you’ve just called me a weapon.” 

“I don’t know how else to put it.” 

“Well, if you really want to put this weapon to good use, you’re gonna have to put your money where your mouth is.” 

“What do you mean?” 

I extended my hand. “Let’s do it.” 

He stared at my hand like it was a bloody knife he’d rather not touch. “Right now?”

“Why not? Are you ready to die if this doesn’t work?” 

Draven’s throat moved. “We should think about this for a second.”

“There’s nothing to think about. You’re either ready to die for this cause, for this war, or you’re not. If it doesn’t work, you’ll die… are you ready to die?”

Because I’m not ready for you to die.

He took a deep breath, hesitated, then he took my hand. “Do it.” 

Nodding, and hating myself for doing so, I went for the stone, plucking it out of mid-air and holding it tightly in my hand. The room suddenly flooded with white light. I tried to shut my eyes, but it didn’t work. The light was too intense, too powerful. I wasn’t even sure if my eyes were closing at all. 

Sounds, and air, and sensation swirled around me like the tides, and I didn’t know how to swim. I thought I was flailing wildly. I felt like my arms and legs were kicking and thrashing, but at the same time knew I was standing perfectly still. My senses weren’t working right, my mind was all over the place, and all I could think about was Draven.

Had I killed him? I wasn’t even sure if I was still holding his hand. It was like I was dreaming. Nothing made sense. Up was down, left was right, in was out. I staggered back trying to reach for the walls and fell to the floor on my back.

I blinked hard, trying to regain my bearings. The room sparkled with the glow from my ghostly, golden kithe. In one hand I had the stone, in the other hand, Draven. He was unconscious, and not moving. I scrambled over to him and tapped the side of his face. “Draven,” I said, going from tapping his face to checking for a pulse. It was there. He was alive.

I kept trying him, brushing his hair out of his face and tapping him on the cheek. Nothing was working. I arched over him and stared at him, watching the way the light from my ephemeral wings danced on the landscape of his face. He was beautiful. Gods, that face, those lips, that jaw.

I swallowed the ball of anxiety clawing at my throat and clutched the stone more tightly. With my other hand, I stroked his cheek, ran my thumb across his lips. They were warm, and full, and soft. I felt myself drawn to them, felt myself inching toward him. My heart raced inside of my chest, my entire body warming and trembling as, slowly, he started to stir and open his eyes.

“Are you alright?” I ventured.

“I’m not dead…” 

“That’s a good start.” I showed him the stone in my hand. “If you were going to die from this, you’d have died already… I think.”

“I have a feeling you’re right. Did something happen to us?” 

“We passed out. I don’t know for how long.” 

Draven tried to stand. I stood up and helped him, and in his eyes I caught the reflection of my wings glowing at my back. Their light dazzled and sparkled inside of the dark chamber. I almost thought I could hear a faint hum in the air, too.

“Beautiful…” Draven said, his voice trailing off. He’d been staring.

I cocked an eyebrow and decided to jibe him. “Me or my wings?” 

He grinned but didn’t answer the question. Good move? I wasn’t sure. “It looks like your body absorbs the stone’s power, enough that it won’t kill me if you’re holding it.” 

I nodded. “Do you think you’ll be able to make something I can wear like this, though?” 

“Maybe, maybe not. Are you good with a hammer and chisel?” 

“Never attempted to use either in my life.”

“Then you may have to learn. Let’s go to my workroom and see if we can’t turn this into something fashionable.” 

I shook my head. “There’s actually no time for that… it’s why I came to find you in the first place.”

Draven frowned. “What do you mean?” 

“I went to see Bastet today. She gave me the name of someone who may know where Valoel is, or at least how to find him—The Glittered Goddess. It’s a strip joint in Queens. I came to find you because I knew you wouldn’t approve of me going on the hunt for a mage on my own.” 

“You made the right decision. I’m impressed.” 

“I like to think I’ve learned a thing or two while I’ve been here. Anyway, I know the guy’s name and where he hangs out. The sooner we can get to him, the better.”

“What about the stone?” 

“I think I should leave it here. I don’t see us getting into a fight, and it may just attract unwanted attention.”

Draven nodded. I hadn’t noticed, but his hand was around my waist. What the hell was happening? My heart hadn’t stopped hammering against my chest. It was as if something had dramatically changed from the moment before we passed out to now, only neither of us realized it on a conscious level.

How long had we been out? What had happened to us? I couldn’t dwell on any of that right now, and it killed me. I wanted to explore it. I wanted to explore him. Desire burned within me, kindled from out of the dark it seemed. I licked my lips as I stared at him, wetting them slightly maybe in anticipation of another kiss… one that wouldn’t come.

Standing here and making out wasn’t on the agenda. 

Draven took my hand and led me out of the vault. Together we moved quickly into the Black Fortress’ main halls where we’d be able to use a teleportation orb. The vault had powerful protective spells in place to keep people from being able to teleport in and out. The same kind of protections were in place around Draven’s room. 

He asked me if I was ready, and I nodded. Draven then produced a teleportation orb and tossed it into the air. The orb exploded into a sizzling, crackling vortex of blue light, and I walked through it behind him, following his lead.

I wasn’t entirely used to the sensation of travelling through these portals, but the disorientation wasn’t lingering for as long as it did the first couple of times I’d gone through one. The air was wet when we stepped through, light fluffy rain fell from the sky and whipped around us. 

Draven had dropped us on a rooftop across from the strop place, the red neon sign shone brightly against the street. Already I could hear music floating out from inside. At the front door, three men shared a conversation and a joint, white smoke circling around them. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but one of them started laughing like he’d heard the world’s funniest joke. 

I couldn’t tell why, but already I couldn’t stand the sight of them.

A strange, guttural feeling bubbled inside of me halfway between frustration and anger. One of the guys turned his eyes up, and I had the sense to duck out of sight before he could see me or my glowing wings, but I had a feeling I hadn’t been fast enough. “Shit,” I said under my breath, “Shit, shit… he saw me.” 

Draven approached the edge of the rooftop and scanned the streets below. He shook his head. “No,” he whispered, “If he did, none of them have said anything.” 

The sound of more laughter rising from the street eased my heart a little. “Thank fuck. Alright, the plan is, we find a quiet way into the place, look for the head office, and find Slade.”

“Better plan—we bust the front door wide open, weapons drawn, and call the guy out.”

“Yeah… no. We’re not doing that. Seriously, for a big shot like you, that’s a sucky plan.”

“Maybe I’m just trying to impress you with my bravado.”

“Well, cut it out. I don’t like it.” 

Grinning, he nodded. “Okay, we’ll try your plan. There’s an alley next to the strip joint right there. That’s where we’ll make our entrance.”

“No time like the present… lead the way.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

The closer we got to the strip club, the quieter we needed to be. We had no idea how easily mages would be able to detect us, so we had to work on the assumption that they were really good at it. That kept us on our toes, kept us from making stupid mistakes that would get us caught. 

I didn’t know of any spells I could use to hide my magic aura, and neither did Draven, so we had to rely on the guys hanging out on the street either a) not being mages at all, or b) being really shit mages. If we couldn’t fool their magic senses, we didn’t want to be seen or heard. That meant we had to take the long way around the block to come at the bar from the back. 

A chain-link fence in an alley stood between us and the bar’s side door. It was open a little. Hanging through the gap between the door and the wall was a hand gripping a cigarette. Draven clung tightly to the wall of the club as we approached, the shadows thankfully keeping us hidden from sight. 

“Wait here,” I said.

“What are you going to do?” he asked.

“I’m going to get us in.” 

“Don’t you think you should let me do that?” 

“Just wait, okay?” 

I pushed away from the wall, took a few steps back, and then dashed toward the chain-link fence. At the last minute, I jumped high enough to clear the distance and landed gracefully on the other side. Or, at least, semi-gracefully. My foot had landed in a puddle and made a little splash, catching the smoker’s attention. 

Instinct guiding me, I threw myself behind a nearby dumpster and stuck as closely to it as I could. I peered over the top, and there I spotted the smoker stepping out of the bar. He was tall, with a top-knot and a thick beard, and looked like he’d been pulled right out of a biker magazine. 

He took one last drag of the cigarette as he scanned the dark alley, then pitched it into the same puddle I’d landed in. When he turned around to head back inside, I made my move, springing like a pit viper out from the cover of darkness and rushing toward him. 

The biker guy turned around at the last minute, he opened his mouth to speak, or scream. I wrapped one hand around his mouth, tucked one of my feet behind his legs, and shoved him hard in the chest. He went down on his back, slamming his head against the ground and biting his tongue. 

He grabbed the back of his head and groaned, but then his eyes shot open and he saw me. Right away something started happening to my body. All at once my insides felt like they were starting to burn and chill. He wasn’t speaking, or moving his hands, or chanting in any way, but I could feel his magic at work inside of my body, insidious and unstoppable.

Before my body could seize up, I grabbed my dagger from its sheath and pressed it against his throat. “D-d-d-don’t!” I chattered, “Un-un-unless you wanna d-d-d-die.”

The biker mage’s magic slowly receded, but only reluctantly. He stared at me, his eyes burning with the want—the need—to murder me and spray my guts all over the alley. I could’ve killed him, sure. My knife was pressed against his neck, the tip only just biting into his flesh. One wrong move from him, and I’d open his throat in an instant. 

“Better,” I said, once my body temperature equalized. “Now, don’t get any ideas and nobody has to get hurt.”

“Who the fuck are you?” he spat.

“Not important. I’m looking for Slade. Is he in there?”

“Why? You gonna kill him?”

“I just wanna talk.”

Biker mage scoffed. “Slade isn’t gonna talk to just any random bitch from the street.”

“How about Valoel’s sister?” 

I could see it in his eyes, the recognition. He knew that name, and by the look on his face, he feared it too. “Bullshit…” 

“Bullshit? No.” I teased his neck with my dagger. “I don’t bullshit. I also don’t want to have to kill you, which I could. I could kill you and walk through that door right there, and I’m sure I’ll find who I’m looking for after I’ve killed enough of your friends. Looks to me like you have a choice. Help me out, or be the reason why your friends’ lives end tonight.”

Draven must have come into view, because biker mage’s eyes moved across my shoulder. Maybe Draven’s presence had been enough to seal the deal, or maybe my threat had been enough, but the mage nodded. “Fine,” he grunted, “I’ll take you to him.”

“Good… but just remember, I don’t need this knife to kill you. One misstep, and there’s gonna be a whole lot of blood in that bar tonight.” 

I drew myself up to standing, keeping the tip of my blade trailed on the mage as he hoisted himself up. Draven walked up next to me and stared at the mage, his black eyes low and sinister. The mage dusted himself off, then he walked toward the side door to the bar, opened it, and signaled for us to go inside. 

“Not subtle,” Draven whispered. “But very hot.”

Grinning, I walked ahead of him and went where the biker mage directed me to go. The sound of music was stronger here, as was the smell of whiskey, testosterone, and about fifty different kinds of cheap perfumes. I’d talked the talk back there when I threatened the guard, but now I had to walk the walk. I knew I was stepping into a den of snakes, so it was time to make sure my A-game was on point.

There were a couple of closed doors in the passageway. Behind one of them was where the music and the smell of booze and erections wafted out of. Behind the other, well… that was where the biker mage seemed to be headed. Good thing, too. I didn’t want to have to deal with Slade surrounded by tits and ass.

I needed to work out my plan. I’d come here with the intention of taking Slade out. If there was going to be blood on my hands, it was only going to be his. Now that I was here, though, I wondered if there was more to be gained from talking to him—maybe even turning him away from Valoel. 

The mage opened the unassuming black door and stepped through ahead of me. I’d barely glimpsed the inside of that office, and already I could tell there was something off about it. The dimensions weren’t right. It smelled heavily of musky cologne and, alcohol, and sex. It probably was no better in here than it was on the main floor. 

The room itself seemed to stretch way more than it should’ve been able to. The room’s black walls were covered in beautiful, silver markings that looked almost like floral patterns. At the opposite end of the room, in front of a ceiling to floor window that impossibly seemed to overlook New York’s skyline, was a black mahogany desk. A lonely computer monitor was all that was on it.

Off to the side of the room was the man I’d come to see. He lounged on a black bed with blood red sheets, a Rockstar wearing leather pants and a black shirt popped at the collar. Lying next to him wearing only a flimsy G-string was a blonde woman with the most ridiculous body I’d ever seen in my life.

She was feeding him grapes. 

His dark eyes turned to us when the biker mage entered. “What have I told you about interruptions, Marcus?” he asked, his voice soft and smooth, but sharp—like a fine wine laced with poison.

“Sorry, boss,” Marcus said, “She insisted… says she needs to talk to you.” 

The man blinked softly, his eyes then falling upon me. He was stunningly good looking—black hair to frame his pale, chiseled face; dark eyes; a muscular body. He took the grapes from the woman and set them down on a nightstand and without saying a word. The woman he was with slid off the bed and walked toward us, then past us. 

“You,” he said, staring at me. “Your hair…” 

I cocked an eyebrow. “What about it?” I asked. I still hadn’t gotten past the door. 

“I want to know more about it. Are you armed?” 

“Always.” 

“I’d appreciate it if you left your weapons by the door. There’s no need for them here.”

“Says the mage who doesn’t need a weapon to hurt someone.”

“True, but you are in my establishment so if you want the privilege of an audience, you’ll play by my rules or you’ll leave.”

“And if we don’t?” Draven asked.

The man lounging on the bed—Slade-—grinned. “The alternative is obvious, isn’t it? You’d never make it out of this club alive.”

“I think you’re underestimating us.”

“I highly doubt that. Your weapons, please.” 

Marcus stepped aside and opened a small cupboard near the door. I guessed I was expected to deposit my dagger in there. A slight chill moved through me as I noticed the cupboard wasn’t empty. There was a gun in there, two ceremonial daggers, and one amulet that looked like it came straight out of ancient Egypt. Who did those belong to? Why hadn’t they been reclaimed?

I wasn’t happy about it, but I slid the dagger into the cupboard. Draven was next. He withdrew his sword from its sheath and stared at the cupboard. “It won’t fit,” he said.

“It’ll fit,” Slade offered his assurances as he poured three glasses of whiskey into three glasses. 

Hesitating, Draven moved the sword into the cupboard, and the cupboard swallowed it with no problem. It looked now like the thing had no end; another distortion of reality, like the room itself. 

Mages.

Marcus closed the cupboard and excused himself, shutting the door as he left the room. Slade, meanwhile, walked over to me with one of the glasses of whiskey and a sly smile across his lips. I went to take the glass from his hand, but he pulled it away at the last second.

“Do you dance?” he asked.

“Dance?” I asked, looking at him, puzzled.

“Yes. Dance.” 

“I… don’t.”

“You should. If you danced at my club, with that body?” he eyed me up and down like I was a tasty steak, “You’d make a killing.” 

“Don’t you mean you’d make a killing?” 

Slade’s grin widened, and he handed me the drink. Draven’s, however, he left on the cabinet. I saw him out of the corner of my eye. It was usually hard to read him, but by the way his jaw was repeatedly clenching, I could tell he wasn’t exactly happy right now.

“Please, this way,” Slade said. “We can sit at my desk or on my bed. It’s up to you.” 

“Desk, please,” I said, following him.

Draven came up behind me and took a seat after I did. Slade circled around his desk, sat down at his tall chair, and drank deep of his whiskey until all that was left were the two ice cubes. He swirled it around in his hand a couple of times, making the ice cubes clink. Then he set the glass down on a coaster and stared at me from across his desk.

“I hear you call yourself Valoel’s sister,” he said.

I narrowed my eyes. “I didn’t say that to you.”

“No, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t hear you.” 

“Right… well, then in that case you have one over on me.” 

“I have a few more than just one over on you. Why do you think I even allowed you to enter my office to begin with? I wouldn’t allow just anyone in here.”

I scanned the bed, then looked over at him again. “So, if you knew we were here, and that you’d let us in, you waited with that girl in your bed… why? To look cool?” 

“Can’t a man display a little opulence in front of guests?”  

“Depends. Are you trying to impress us?” 

“Depends. Are you worth impressing?” 

A pause. “If you know I’m Valoel’s sister, then you know why I’m here.”

“You want to dissuade me from joining his cause, his crusade. It’s a noble thing of you to want, I’ll give you that. My question to you is why do you even want to stop him?” 

“Because whatever Valoel has promised you, there’s no way he’s going to deliver. That man is vile, and treacherous, and he’ll sell you out the moment it suits him.” 

“Which suits me considering I’d gladly sell him out for the right price.”

“Are your allegiances truly so flexible?” Draven asked. 

Slade turned his eyes on Draven. “It’s very rare I get to meet with someone of your kind,” he said, “Especially someone with eyes like yours. What must the world look like to you?” 

“Too bright.” 

“I can imagine…” Slade looked over at me. “You’ve taken two great risks tonight. Number one was coming here, and number two was revealing yourself to be a blood relative of someone who has made himself something of a personality among my kind. Valoel hasn’t exactly been cloak and dagger in his recruitment efforts. Anyone who joins him is declared a champion of change. Those who don’t, are quickly labelled enemies of his cause and promised slow, painful deaths at the time of the Great Purging.” 

“Great Purging?” I asked. 

Slade shook his head. “I think we’ve reached the limit of what I’m willing to tell you without a better offer than the one Valoel put at my feet.” 

“What did he offer you?” 

A soft smile washed across his face. “Everything I want. It’s going to be hard to beat that.”

“You’ve been promised a lie,” Draven said. “Everything you want? I thought mages were meant to be smart. You must be dumb as shit if you’ve believed him.”

“I did think his offer was a little unbelievable at first. I, like anyone, had my doubts. But it checks out.” 

“Checks out?” I asked, “You mean he gave you proof?”

Slade’s eyes flitted away from me and Draven for an instant. I could tell his attention was elsewhere in the room, fixated on a point behind us maybe. It was the same kind of small distraction Bastet was prone to getting, only he didn’t talk to it. My back prickled all over, and I stiffened in response. 

 “He’s an interesting man, Valoel,” Slade said, “Blessed with very interesting abilities. Among them is the power to see into the future.”

“I refuse to believe that,” Draven said, “That isn’t an Aevian gift.”

“Maybe not, but he says he’s surpassed what it means to be Aevian. Something about the stone he carries with him. It’s similar to the one you have, right?”

My body chilled. “Stone?” I asked, playing the part.

“I have personally been blessed with three great gifts. The first is an excellent judge of character. The second is a keen awareness of my surroundings—even in places where I’m not present.”

“What’s the third?” I asked.

He cocked an eyebrow and looked across to the bed. “I would show you, but I’d have to ask your friend to leave first.” 

From cold to hot. My insides thawed, then burned over. I wasn’t sure how much more of this I could take. 

“You’re a disrespectful asshole, aren’t you?” Draven snapped. 

“Again, I remind you that you are on my turf. Here, I get to say and do what I want. If you don’t like it, well…” he gestured for the door.

“Look, you’re obviously an intelligent man,” I said, “I don’t think we need to beat around the bush here. What would it take to get you to leave Valoel’s side and cut off whatever support you’ve already promised him?” 

Another arching of his eyebrow. “You mean to tell me you don’t know? Or are you just being humble?”

“I’d rather you say it.” 

A pause. “I’d like for you to get on that bed, undress, and let me have you in whatever way I want. Mine for the night, just for the night. I can promise I’ll be a gentleman, I can promise you won’t be hurt, and I can promise you a series of orgasms like you’ve never had in your entire life.” He turned his eyes on Draven, though I could tell he was still talking to me. “One… after… another.” 

Draven shot to his feet and aimed his hand at Slade. Magic crackled around his fingertips, but whatever spell he was about to send into the mage didn’t go off. Instead, Draven watched the other man, his jaw clenching, his fingers flexing. 

Slade’s eyebrow cocked playfully. “I would consider my next move very carefully, if I were you,” he warned. “I have been gracious so far, but if I am attacked in my own place of business, the weapons you deposited when you entered will join the many that are never picked up after.”

A tense moment passed. I thought I should do something, anything to break this up before it started. But I couldn’t move, because if I did, I worried Draven would misunderstand my movement for some form of aggression and attack. I had to hope he would simmer down on his own. 

He did.

The magic around Draven’s fingertips died off. “We’re leaving,” he barked.

“So soon?” Slade asked.

“We have nothing to offer you. If you think Seline is going to give her body up to you on a flimsy promise, even a solid promise… you disgust me.”

“I’m pretty sure the lady can speak for herself…” 

“I can,” I said.

“And?” 

“I’m afraid it’s a no. Tempting, but no. I’m not a whore. If there’s something else we can trade in exchange for your allegiance, then I’m all ears to that. But I’m not about to jump into that bed with you.” 

Slade’s eyebrows met in the middle, his eyes narrowing. “Very well,” he said, “In that case, this meeting is over. You may collect your weapons from the door and leave, however I warn you… come back to this place again, and there will be no discussions—only death.”

“So that’s it, then?” Draven asked, “You’ve declared yourself our enemy?”

“It looks that way.”

“What’s stopping us from killing you right now?”

Slade stood, slowly. “You could try…” 

I took Draven’s hand. “Let’s just go,” I said, “This isn’t something we want to do.” 

Draven’s eyes remained fixed on the mage, even as he moved to the back of the room to pull his sword from the cupboard. I grabbed my dagger, left the room, and quickly moved toward the same exit we’d used to get in. Once I was on the street, I didn’t stop walking for a full block before I finally turned around to Draven, pushed him against a wall, and glared at him.

“Wanna tell me what that was all about?” I asked.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

“He suggested you were a prostitute,” Draven said.

“Don’t you think I could’ve handled that myself?”

“I do, but I wasn’t thinking.”

“Your not thinking almost got us killed. I really can’t believe you’d have done something like that. You, of all people.”

He clenched his jaw. “Me of all people…”

“Yes, you. You’ve always been a pillar of confidence. A bit of an asshole, sure, but a confident one. You never do anything without thinking about it. You take risks, but they’re always for a higher purpose. Almost slamming that mage with magic didn’t serve a higher purpose and speaking for me was not cool.” 

Draven licked his lips. “I know… I’m sorry. My composure broke. The thought of what he’d suggested he would do to you on that bed… it made my blood boil.”

I swallowed hard, instantly disarmed. I frowned at him. “What?”

He shook his head. “I would never have let him talk to any woman like that. You have to believe me when I say, standing up to him was always something I would’ve done… but with you, especially.” He let out a sigh. “I snapped.”

I could feel my grip on him slackening. I didn’t try to grip him more tightly again. Instead, I let my hold on him slip. I understood, now. He was jealous.

Draven was jealous.

I didn’t have to say it, and neither did he. We didn’t need to talk about it, we didn’t need to dress it up and give it a parade. We both knew exactly what had happened and why it had happened. He hadn’t meant to speak for me; he was defending me. 

Gods, his feelings. Draven has feelings. 

For a while I didn’t think it was possible. I didn’t think he felt anything but anger, and the guilt he’d told me about. But here he was, standing in front of me right now, jealous at the thought of me being with another man. I couldn’t say part of me didn’t like it… even just a little.

Draven placed a hand on my waist. It was warm, and soft. He’d managed to slide it under my shirt to touch my bare waist. My skin warmed at his touch, delightful tingles pulsing through me. I wanted to kiss him. This time for real. This time, not because one of us was in a life-threatening situation. 

Movement in the alley beside us, however, stole my attention away.

I drew my dagger in an instant and aimed it at the darkness. Someone was there, the shadows clinging to their body. “Show yourself!” I growled. 

A pair of hands went up, then someone walked into the light. He was pale, and skinny, wearing sweat pants and a black hoody with the hood up. He looked young, too young, like he was in his teens; or maybe he was in his twenties, but he’d bloomed late. Really late. Hanging from his neck was a massive gold chain with the letters ARS stamped into a gold block.

“So, I see this sexy lady and her boo step into the GG, and I have to ask myself,” he said, “Why in the world would a pair of dope ass Aevians wanna chill with a creep like Slade? He’s gotta have somethin’ they want, right?” 

“Who are you?” Draven asked.

“Little while later, these Aevians walk out of the place lookin’ all glum and shit. This tells me a couple of things. Number one, they didn’t get what they wanted. Number two, Slade still wants something from them.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “How do you know that?”

He grinned wide, flashing a set of gold-plated teeth. “Slade ain’t no punk, mami. If he thought you were his enemy, he’d have straight up murdered yo’ asses. Ain’t nobody got time for others around here.” 

I glanced over at Draven and then back at this mysterious young… whatever the hells he was. “Alright, you’ve got my attention. Who are you, and what do you want?” 

“You can call me Romeo, sweetness. And what I want is to help you.” 

I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Romeo sweetness. Bit of a mouthful, but sure.”

“No, not… not sweetness. Just Romeo.” He stared at me like I was thick, but I’d just made his persona crack for a second and seen what was underneath. This guy wasn’t a threat.

“Romeo. Got it,” I said, “So, what can you do for us?”

His smile returned. “Check it out, so I heard Slade is in business with another one of your people. I heard they’ve got mad grief with the status quo and wanna make some big changes in the way things work. Maybe just so happens I might know a thing or two about what they’re planning. I could be persuaded to talk…” 

“You people are like vultures,” Draven said, “You always want something in return for your services.”

He was starting to sound like me. Or maybe I was starting to sound like him?

“Yo’, chill homie. You telling me you’ve ever worked pro bono in your whole entire life?”

I pulled Draven aside and whispered. “This is how these people operate, Draven. They work for favors. If he has something that can help us, we should listen.” 

“What if it’s a trap? What if he works for Slade?”

“It’s possible, but I don’t know if we have any options here.” I glanced over at Romeo again. “What do you want in return for information?” 

“Fair is fair, mami. Information for information.” 

“What kind of information?” 

“Yo’, it’s simple. I wanna know more about those stones people are talking about.”

“You want us to tell you what they are?” 

“Nah, I want you to tell me everything there is to know about them. What they do, where they came from, how to find them.”

“You’re shit out of luck,” I said, “We don’t know a lot about the stones either. We’re still figuring stuff out.”

“Shit, that true?” Romeo asked Draven.

“Draven stared at me, his dark eyes uncompromising. He shut them, then rubbed the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. He turned to look at Romeo, glaring at him like he was about to attack. “Fine. An exchange of information, and nothing more. I don’t relish the thought of doing business with mages.”

Romeo smiled widely, his gold teeth sparkling against the light from the street. “Hey, we ain’t all that bad, are we?” 

On the outside, I was stone cold. Inside, my blood was boiling. Was Draven holding back a secret? Okay, that probably wasn’t too big of a surprise. Draven had held things back from me before. But the thought that he knew something about the stones that he was keeping from me wasn’t a comforting one.

I was meant to be a gold prospect. No, more than that, I was meant to be his apprentice, his shadow. Why would he deliberately keep stuff from me after all we’d been through?

“Come with me,” Romeo said, “I got a crib nearby we can chill at. We’ll be safe there.”

Draven nodded and followed Romeo as he pushed deeper into the alley he’d emerged from. I grabbed his arm and stared at him. “What’s going on?” I said, my voice a harsh whisper. 

“Do you trust me?” he asked.

The question hit me in the chest, hard. I had to think about it, and I hated that I had to think about it. I did trust him, didn’t I? We’d been through a lot since we met. At first, we’d been cold acquaintances at best, enemies at worse. Now we weren’t just mentor and apprentice, I liked to think we were a little more. Friends? Maybe even a little more. I did trust him. 

Didn’t I?

I swallowed hard. “I do,” I said, after a pause even he would’ve felt.

“Good. Let’s go and get this over with. The longer we spend out here in the company of mages, the more dangerous things get.”

Realizing I didn’t have a choice in the matter, I followed Romeo and Draven through the tangle of alleyways. Rats and cats popped out of dark corners in equal measure. Steam vents seemed to follow us wherever we went. All the while I felt like invisible eyes were watching us, scanning us, sizing us up.

It wasn’t strange to feel like this in the middle of the city. I’d spent the better part of my life with this feeling hanging over my shoulder like a dark cloud. We weren’t of this world, Draven and I, and sometimes it felt like this world rejected us, conspired against us. 

Then again, there could’ve been real eyes on us. I’d rarely been to Queens before. I didn’t know this neighborhood, its people, or its supernatural population. Once again, I found myself thumbing the rock in my pocket, making sure I was always touching it.

Romeo led us into a grey, metal door on the side of a low-rise building near a street. The air itself seemed charged, like it had its own essence; one that gave me a little too much anxiety. In the distance, sirens blared. 

“This way,” Romeo said, pointing at the corridor beyond the door. 

Draven went first. I followed, then Romeo who shut the door behind us. I wasn’t sure where we were. There’d been no markings on the building, not from the alley we’d moved in through. It was also dark, almost too dark to see. Romeo fixed that in a second by switching on the lights, and then it became clear where I was.

Pictures of gold vinyl records hung on the walls. I didn’t recognize the bands, but I knew what having a platinum record meant—they’d sold a whole bunch of album copies. One of the nearest doors was marked Sound Room 1, the next Sound Room 2.

We were in a recording studio. 

Romeo opened the door to Sound Room 2. Inside I spotted a huge console covered in buttons and knobs. A large window overlooked a room filled with instruments. Romeo took a seat on the red leather sofa and crossed one leg over the other. He gestured with his hands. 

“Yo’, take a load off. Chill,” he said.

Draven sat down on one of the chairs in front of the console. I sat on the sofa next to Romeo; close enough that I could stab him through the thigh at a moment’s notice if I had to. He didn’t try inching toward me.

“Is this your studio?” I asked.

Romeo pointed at one of the records hanging just over the door we’d entered. The letters ARS were inscribed on the white sleeve the vinyl record sat inside. “It’s not my studio, but that’s my album.” 

“ARS… what’s that short for?”

“It ain’t short for anything. Means art in Latin.” 

“Okay… why art?” 

“Because magic is an art. That’s something all the dope mages know, something we live by.” 

“Magic is a tool,” Draven said, “We use it to do the things we want to do.”

“Maybe to you… but it’s so much more than that. My magic is, anyways.” 

I’d never heard of this guy’s music before, though by the look of him I probably wouldn’t be interested. Still, I was starting to realize something about him. There was more to him than met the eye. 

Underestimating him would be a mistake.

“So, here’s how this is going to work,” Draven said, taking control of the situation. “I want you to tell us what you know about Slade and the Aevian he’s aligned with. I want you to tell us what they’re up to, sparing as few details as possible.”

“In return,” Romeo said, “You’ll tell me more about those stones.” 

Draven’s eyes narrowed. “Fine. Tell us what you know.”

Romeo scanned us both. He looked relaxed, but I could feel the tension in his body even from where I was sitting. It was in his body language, the way his hands were perfectly at his side, the way his stare was as sharp and intense as it was. He was ready to strike at any moment, but I could tell he would only strike in self-defense. 

Still, I kept my guard up. 

“Okay,” Romeo said, “So, check it. Little birdie tells me Slade has been creeping with an Aevian. Call him Val, or something. This Val’s been going around saying he’s got these mega cool stones that can do all sorts of shit, including mind-control. He’s also said he’s got people on his side with mad clout—some kind of brotherhood.” 

“Crimson Hunters…” Draven said, shaking his head. 

“Right, something like that. Anyway, so that kind of news has us weirdo types frontin’. Some of us call bullshit on that, saying we’d know if there were magic stones on earth. Others, though, well, they’re looking to make a little green out of the situation, if you know what I mean.”

“Green?” I asked.

He rubbed his thumb, index, and middle fingers together. “Money.” 

“I know what it means,” I said, stopping myself from throwing the word dumbass at him. “How the hell are mages gonna make money from the stones? Are they gonna sell them?” 

“I’ma give you two words, and I don’t want you to take offence when I use them, know what I’m saying?” 

Draven cocked an eyebrow. I waited patiently. 

“Dog fights,” Romeo said.

What Romeo had just said didn’t properly sink in, until it did. My stomach twisted inside out and jumped up and down. All the blood drained from my head, making me feel like a balloon that was floating away on a breeze. 

“Dog fights?” I asked, forcing the words out. I shook my head. “Wait, are you saying what I think you’re saying?” 

Romeo leaned forward on his seat, his expression grave. “Think about it. You people fall through the rifts, and you can’t remember nothing right? Maybe you’re lucky and you find someone else like you, and they help you out. Maybe you’re unlucky and you’re picked up by a mage with one of these stones, he makes you pass out with a little magic, then you wake up in a fight club.” 

“Does this happen?” Draven asked. His entire body was stiff and tense, like he was ready to kill this mage for being the bearer of bad news. “Does it happen already?” 

“Fight clubs? Sure they do, but it’s mostly consensual—y’know, unless someone’s being blackmailed into fighting. This is worse. Ain’t no mind more fucked up than an amnesiac’s, right? So, these people won’t know any better. They’ll think that’s their life.”

“This… this is barbaric,” I said, “How have I never heard about this?” 

Romeo scoffed. “Like anyone wants word of this getting out.”

“How do you know about it?” Draven asked. “Are you involved?”

“In fight club? Shit no. I keep my nose clean, homie. I’m all about my music and spreading the good word. I make my money legit.”

“Spreading the good word?”

“Magic, homie. I put my magic into the mic, it makes people feel good when they hear it.”

“Magic…” I said, “You use magic in your music?” 

“Wouldn’t you? If you thought you could lift someone up a little more than listening to normal music could, someone struggling out there, having a bad day… if you thought you could make them happier, wouldn’t you?” 

“But you’re manipulating them with magic… isn’t that what we literally just talked about?”

He shook his head. “Don’t get it twisted. I ain’t nothing like those weirdoes, got it? They wanna exploit. I wanna uplift. Now… Slade? He’s one of those guys in it for the green. I don’t know if he’s into those fights, but he knows a chance to destabilize the government when he sees it, and that’s why he’s siding with Val. If he had it his way, the government would burn and he’d be king of the ashes.” 

“That makes him especially dangerous,” Draven said, “He probably considers himself a revolutionary, a hero of the people. If he wants the stones power to mind-control, he’ll use it on the people in the upper echelon.”

“Sounds like him,” Romeo said, “What I also know is he and Val meet up to talk business most nights. If you wanna get the jump on him, you’ve just gotta follow Slade. Just so happens I may know where the location of their next meet is, and when.”

“Would you be willing to tell us?” 

Romeo grinned. “That’ll cost you extra.”

“What will it cost?”

“A memory.” 

I tutted. “Shit out of luck there, my friend. My memories are locked out; I don’t remember a thing about wonderland.”

“Wonderland… I like that.” Romeo’s gold teeth flashed. “Well, maybe it so happens I can help with finding some of those lost memories.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “What did you say?” I asked, but Draven intervened.

“You can have some of mine,” he stood up. “Let’s get this over with.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

We left Romeo’s studio with a tip on where we might find Valoel, but all I could think about was what he’d said. As I headed into the streets, flashes of my people beating each other bloody like puppets made of flesh and bone invaded my mind. It was horrifying, and I couldn’t believe Valoel would side himself with the people capable of doing something like that.

Then again, I didn’t know him. I had no idea what he was capable of or even who he was, besides the fact that he called himself my brother and seemed to know a great deal about me. More than anything I wanted to know who I was, where I came from, and he had the answers. The only problem was, he happened to be a psychopath with visions of world domination. 

In exchange for the information Romeo had given us, Draven had talked about the stones. Lucky for me, he hadn’t said too much about them that I didn’t already know, but there had been at least one secret he’d been keeping from me. 

He brought us back to the fortress using his teleportation orb after we left Romeo’s. Valoel and Slade weren’t meant to meet for another two nights. Romeo gave us the address and the time, but beyond that he couldn’t help. There was also the thing about Romeo being able to help us with our memories… Draven had been quick to squash that whole idea, though.

“Who else knows?” I asked.

“Only the Order’s top brass. News of what the stones really are would only serve to agitate people.”

“Is there a reason why I’m the last person to know?”

“Because I wanted to be sure before I told you. I was always going to tell you.” 

“Really? Because it feels like that’s the kind of thing you probably wouldn’t just volunteer. I think you forget that I’m getting to know you pretty well.” 

Draven stopped walking and turned around to look at me. “What do you want me to say? When we first found the stones, we thought they were born from the rifts. It was only after yours was extensively analyzed that we learned they came from the other side.”

“You could’ve told me.”

“And have you obsess about your link with the stones? It would’ve taken away from your training.”

“Obsess is probably a pretty harsh word. You have to admit, though… since I’m the only person who has been able to use the stone in our vault, it’s kind of a big deal that they came from the other side.”

“Yes, I understand. It indicates a possible connection there that we haven’t been able to identify yet. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.” 

I took a deep breath. “I guess you’re probably right to have kept it. I would’ve probably gotten pretty annoying about it all.” 

Draven grinned. “I didn’t want to say it.” 

I shoved him hard. “You’re not meant to agree!” 

His grin turned into a disarming smile, the kind that made me not want to bring up how quickly he’d dismissed Romeo’s offer to help me reclaim some of my memories. I wasn’t used to seeing him smile like that, so I decided not to take it away from him. We’d have another chance to talk about Romeo’s offer, and maybe even take him up on it.

“Either way,” Draven said, “It would be best if this information stays between us. I don’t want to unnecessarily raise any alarm.”

“Do you think Valoel’s ultimate goal lies with the stones? Or is he after something else?”

“I have no doubt in my mind that it does. It’s no coincidence he showed up when he did, on that plateau in the snow. He knew what that stone’s power could do, and he wanted to make sure he was the one to take it. I wish we’d had more time to study it. Maybe we could’ve figured out a way to counter its magic.”

“We’ll figure it out. I can go to the library right now and pour through the books. Maybe there’s something in there that can help.”

He shook his head. “No, you’ve got more important things to do.”

“More important than the stones? Than Valoel?”

“Yes. You are still a gold prospect, and not yet a full member of the Order.”

My hand flew to my hip. “Really? After everything I’ve done for you and everyone else here, you haven’t decided to fast-track my membership yet?”

“It doesn’t work that way. I need you to complete your gold trial before you can become a full member. Then, once you do that, you’ll have all of the Order’s resources at your disposal, not to mention the freedom that comes with the title. Right now, everything you do is being monitored.”

“Everything?” 

“Not precisely everything, but your general movements, yes.”

“And it doesn’t help that I’m usually with you when I’m moving around?”

“Yes, it does, but if we’re going to deal with this, we will not always be together.”

I shook my head. “And, wait, so you’re telling me you can’t justify my going out on my own to deal with things because I’ve still got a gold collar? I thought you didn’t answer to anyone.”

“I don’t, but if I let you roam free, then I have to let all of the other gold prospects roam freely also, and I’m not prepared to do that. I’m also not prepared to deal with accusations of favoritism. I’m sure you can understand.”

I cocked an eyebrow, a little in disbelief at first. Then I submitted. “Fine,” I said, “I guess the last thing we want is some of the other gold prospects having the run of the place. I want access to the library though. Unsupervised and unmonitored. There has to be some advantage to being close with you.” 

He angled his head to the side, a cheeky grin crossing his lips. “Close?” he teased.

“Don’t give me that look. It’s the only reason I haven’t told you to go and shove your trials.”

“I’m sure there are more reasons than that. I know for a fact that you’re a competitor, and the thought of beating some of the competition in your ranks is an alluring one.”

“Maybe, but it would be even better if I didn’t have to wear those jumpsuits anymore.”

“Don’t you like it?”

“It reminds me that I’m not really free. Not yet.”

“You can leave the fortress whenever you want, Seline.” 

“Yeah, but where would I go? I don’t have an apartment I can go back to, and after everything I’ve seen, why would I want to? I’ve never been the kind of person content to sit on my hands if I know there’s a problem that needs fixing, and Valoel is a problem.”

“Indeed…”

We reached the door to my dorm. It was quiet in the fortress, no one was out in the halls. From one door not far away, I thought I heard snoring.

“Today has been a long day,” I said.

“That it has been…” 

I narrowed my eyes. “Nice… as far as missions go. It had a little of everything in it, didn’t it?” My mind took me back to that moment in the alley, when I realized Draven was jealous. I licked my lips and grinned at him because I knew, I knew, that wasn’t something he wanted me to have seen. It was something I could use, if I wanted to. Something I had over him.

Then I remembered the way I’d wanted to kiss him so badly. If it hadn’t been for Romeo, we may have actually gone and done it, too. His hand had come about my waist, like it had again just now. My heart started to pound. I remembered how close his body had been to mine, remembered feeling the warmth of his torso, remembered the scent of his breath—always minty, somehow. I never saw him chewing gum.

I licked my lips again as I stared at him. This time there was no one to interrupt, no one to smash into this moment and shatter it into a million pieces. I let myself be drawn to him, angled my head to the side, and let my lips slowly part. With a pounding heart, I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him, and a flurry of tingles washed through me. 

Draven’s hand squeezed gently against my waist the moment our lips met. I could taste the sweetness on his lips, now. I could feel the warmth of his breath. I pulled him closer to me, diving more deeply into the kiss like it was the last I would ever receive. When the kiss finally broke, I almost reached for him again, but I held myself back.

Now wasn’t the time.

Without saying another word, Draven gave me a slight bow, which made for the first time in my life someone had ever bowed toward me. He then left, heading down the hall away from me and disappearing around a corner. When he was gone, I opened the door to my room to find it dark and quiet. 

Ness was asleep and snuffling slightly, so I did my best not to wake her as I undressed and slid into my bed. Sleep, however, wouldn’t come easily tonight. Not after that. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

That I’d been through a lot already was probably an understatement. From the Caretaker, to Draven, to fiends, and now Valoel, I’d put up with a whole lot of crap from a whole lot of people. I’d spent many hours training to use magic, training to kick ass. I’d fallen off rooftops, I’d survived a magic labyrinth, and I’d defeated the Smother. 

But there was one thing I hadn’t done, one hurdle I hadn’t jumped over; that fucking rope.

Of all the things in the gymnasium, all of the obstacles and training aids we had, the white rope dangling at the back of the gymnasium was the only one that had eluded me. I’d tried climbing it a few times, when nobody was around, but it had always beaten me. 

“Why are you doing this again?” Felice asked. Felice, Fate, and Ness had joined me for a little early morning training. 

“Because,” I said, “I’ve never beaten this thing. It’s literally the only part of this gym I haven’t tackled.”

“Really?” Fate asked, “You’ve fought the spear dummy?” 

It wasn’t just a dummy with spears mounted on it. It was a dummy that fought back when you hit it, with spears that could grow from any point on its body. You didn’t know where the next sharp blade was coming from. It was only recommended for advanced trainees, and it always left an injury on the person training with it.

“Yep,” I said, “I’d say I have the scar to prove it, but the doctor did a good job at making sure I got patched up quick.” 

“I remember once,” Ness said, “Okay, maybe I don’t remember. Maybe I dreamed it. But I was pretty good at climbing back where I lived. Uh, we lived in a forest? So, there were always loads of trees to climb and stuff. And these trees were special because at the top there were always sweet fruits to pick. I can’t remember what they were called…”

Silence followed all those words.

“So, you’re a better climber than me too?” I asked.

“I don’t know… probably not.” 

“Have you climbed that thing?” 

Ness’ cheeks burned red. “Yes.” 

I frowned. “Okay, so, I’m gonna do it. Right now. And I’m gonna get to the top, too.”

“If you don’t, do I get to laugh?” Felice asked.

“You can laugh if you want, but you’ll have to fight me after.”

She shrugged. “Eh. I can deal with that. You’re on.”

Nodding, I stepped up to the bottom of the rope. I did that, grabbing the rope with my hands and pulling myself up. I’d done more dangerous things than this before. Hell, I’d fallen all the way down to the street from one of New York’s tallest buildings and survived. 

So, why is my heart racing?

“Steady,” I said to myself, slowly starting the climb. One hand over the other, one foot over the other, that was how I was going to conquer the rope in the gymnasium. I only had to remind myself of the stuff I’d been through, and this would turn out to be a piece of cake. Only it wasn’t. I hadn’t made it even a quarter of the way up, and I was already winded.

“What the hell is wrong with me today?” I said aloud. 

“Late night?” Felice asked. 

“I guess…” grunting, I pulled myself up a little further. “I shouldn’t be this tired, though!” 

“Okay, so, I think that’s because the rope is magic,” Ness called out.

“Magic?” I asked, hoisting my body up again. 

“I could be wrong? But I’m looking at it, and I’m peeling away the layers of reality around it—or whatever—and I’m sensing a little magic.” 

“Great, so it’s a rope that makes you tired.” I looked down, and my head started to spin. “And gives you vertigo.” 

“Ha,” Felice yelled, “An Aevian with vertigo. Classic.” 

“You be quiet!” I snapped. Staring up at the ceiling helped with the vertigo, but I still had a hell of a long way to go. I took a deep breath and kept pulling, using my arms as much as my legs. I knew I wouldn’t make it with just my upper body strength alone, it would take every one of my muscles working together to get me through. As long as I looked up, I could keep the concentration I needed to make that happen.

Thoughts of Draven pushed into my mind as my arms worked. I remembered the way we’d kissed. I wanted to make sense of it, I wanted to dissect the moment and figure out what made it tick. Draven and I… I guessed it made sense when you looked at it. He was always getting on my nerves, and I was always throwing off his big-bad-wolf game. 

We also had a shared past. It was inescapable, now. Neither of us could ignore it. We also couldn’t remember it, but that wasn’t important. The fact was, we knew there was something there. Sometime long ago, when we lived in the world of floating castles and magic unbound, Draven and I knew one another. Back then, at some point, in some way, our paths crossed.

But there was no then anymore. There was only now, and in the now, Draven and I were very different people. We were no longer members of warring houses, but we’d been changed by our time on Earth. Ten years can do a lot to a person. I had a feeling if I looked back and saw myself before I fell through the rifts, I wouldn’t recognize myself. 

By the same token, neither would Draven.

I was more than halfway up now, but I didn’t dare look down; not while gravity seemed to be pulling much harder on my stomach. Something was happening down there, though. I could hear voices—and not just the three other girls I’d come in with.

Concentrate, Seline. One hand over the other, I pulled and pulled until I made it almost to the top. With each movement, my muscles weighed heavier and heavier, until it felt like I was carrying another me on my back. Stretching, inching, my fingers moved closer to the ceiling until, finally, they made contact. 

Instantly the weight on my back shifted and disappeared, taking that churning sensation in my stomach with it. I’d made it. 

“Fuck yes!” I yelled, looking down. That was when I saw him. Ferrum. The little shit-bag looked like he was giving Fate a hard time, and even though she could hold her own, the thought of him even breathing at her made my blood boil. 

“Oh, congratulations,” he called out, slow-clapping and rolling his eyes. “You just did something most high-schoolers can do. Feel good about yourself?” 

“Who the hell let you in here, asshole?” 

“It’s a free gym.” He walked over to the rope. Felice went to rush him, but flames leapt out at her from out of nowhere, stopping her before she could get close to him. 

“Why don’t you do us all a favor and leave?” I said, “We’re trying to get a little training done here, and we have a strict no idiots policy.” 

Ferrum grabbed the rope. I felt it jiggle underneath me, and somehow—irrationally—the vertigo returned. “Tell you what,” he called out, “Let’s see how fast you can get down from that thing.” 

By just touching it, he set the rope on fire. I watched the flames rise, burning through the material at the speed of thought. I started climbing down before I realized there was no way I’d make it to the bottom before the flames touched me. Then, like an idiot myself, I remembered something he probably didn’t know. 

I let go of the rope and plummeted all the way to the floor.

Ferrum had a smug look on his face as I went down, but when my body righted itself and I landed gracefully on my feet, the smugness disappeared. “What the hell?” he asked.

I shook my head. “Don’t they teach you about other races in whatever fancy douchebag school you went to?” 

“Aevians can’t die from falling, dickweed,” Fate said.

Ferrum spun around. “You can shut your little mouth, freak! Why don’t you go back to the mountains where you belong?” 

“Hey!” I yelled, “Don’t you talk to her like that.” 

He turned to look at me again and stretched his arms to the side. “What are you gonna do about it, huh? I’ve seen you. You walk the walk, but when it comes down to it, you’re all bark and no bite. And that’s why, in the end, you’re going to prove to everyone just how much of a failure you are.”

My heart was pounding, my hands clenching into fists, my vision locked on him like he was the only person in the world. I didn’t think about it, didn’t hesitate. I rushed over to the weapon rack, drew a sword, and dashed at him. Felice yelled for me to stop, but I couldn’t do what she asked. I couldn’t stop.

With the sword raised above my shoulder, I sprinted toward Ferrum who had ample time to prepare a defense. I swung the sword at him in a lethal arc as soon as I was in range, but he’d been ready for that move and he spun off to the left. He was fast, like me. Not very strong, but able to move like fire. 

I turned and lashed out at him with the sword again, and again he managed to dodge out of the way, this time delivering a kick to my ribs for good measure. I staggered a little, shaken by the hit, but when I went for him this time, the sword bit into his shoulder as he tried to dodge out of the way, splitting his uniform, his skin, and drawing a little blood.

Ferrum stared at the wound, his eyes wide. Steam billowed from the blood sliding down his arm. He snarled and came for me, but this time I was ready for him. I feinted to the left, but attacked from the right, sliding my heel in front of his foot and forcing him to trip over it. Ferrum went down hard on his front, but by the time he’d managed to spin onto his back, I was on top of him, with the tip of my sword pressed against his neck.

I couldn’t hear my own thoughts over the sound of my heart thumping wildly against my chest. Ferrum’s eyes were on mine, fire burning brightly within them, sweat beading from his forehead. I could hear the others yelling for me to stop, to get off him, reminding me that he wasn’t worth it, but it was like my brain couldn’t register what they were saying.

For a moment—for an insane, terrifying moment—not even I knew if I had it in me to pull the blade away from his throat. I honestly, seriously thought I would run it through him there and then, be done with whatever this guy had been put in my path for. What the hell had I ever done to him that made him decide to be such a total dick?

“Seline!” another voice, this one Aaryn’s—it was powerful enough to snap me out of my own head. I blinked, turned my head up, and across the gleam of the sword’s edge I saw her standing there, watching me. “Care to tell me what’s going on?” she asked.

I drew the sword’s tip away from Ferrum’s neck and slowly pulled myself up to stand. The sword fell from my hand and clattered to the floor, the sound echoing through the silent gymnasium. No one was speaking, not even Ness who usually couldn’t help herself. Ferrum grunted as he pulled himself up, then he pointed at me. 

“She tried to kill me,” he said to her, rubbing at his neck like I’d pierced it. If I had, no amount of rubbing would save him.

“You probably did something to deserve it,” Aaryn said, approaching.

“You can’t talk to me like that! I’m—”

“—a prospect, which means I can and will talk to you however I want. Now, I’m going to tell you to be quiet, and the next words out of your mouth better be yes and ma’am.” 

Ferrum grumbled something that sounded like yes and ma’am, but was probably a little more colorful than that.

Aaryn ignored it. “Seline, when you’re done terrorizing the other prospects, I need you to come with me.” 

“Come with you?” I asked, “It’s not even eight in the morning.” 

“Duty doesn’t wait for anyone…” 

I could hear the question bubbling on Ferrum’s lips. Duty, what duty? But he didn’t speak. He was afraid of Aaryn, and that was good. If I had to listen to him talk again, I would’ve probably ended up hitting him. 

I nodded at the girls as I went past them. Felice nodded back and took up the role of instructor, telling Fate and Ness to go and arm themselves. They’d be practicing their swordsmanship today. That was something I’d have wanted to see, but Aaryn was already on her way out of the gym, and I had to follow her. I found her waiting for me in the hallway, that was only just starting to stir with the morning hustle and bustle.  

“This way,” she said, and l followed.

“Is everything okay?” I asked as I shadowed her steps.

“The fortress is in no immediate danger, either from inside or outside, so I’d say that counts as okay.” 

“Good… why did you need me?”

Aaryn moved into the courtyard, where the air was crisp and cool, and there wasn’t another soul around. A fine mist had descended on the fortress, turning the sky grey and making even the Aevian statue in the center of the courtyard difficult to see. 

“I’d like to talk to you about Six.” 

“Six?” I asked, “What about her?”

“She tried to escape last night.” 

“Oh… I guess she failed?”

“We had her under surveillance, there was no way she’d get very far. I was simply wondering if you had any thoughts as to why she may have wanted to escape her comfortable room?” 

I scratched the back of my head. “I don’t… I mean, I guess I can understand why though… this place is strange to her. Alien. It doesn’t feel like home.” 

“As I understand it, she was in chains when you found her… why would she want to go back to that?” 

I remembered the way I was when Draven found me. When we first came to the fortress, it was probably one of the most impressive things I’d ever seen. Sure, I’d just come face to face with some nightmare beast, but after that, going inside the castle, seeing Fate sitting at that huge dining table, stuffing her face with delicious food. Considering the two of us had come from… not poverty exactly, but something close to it, the fortress was a palace. 

Still, though, I didn’t want to stay there. I wanted to go back home, back to my life, my shitty apartment, my reality TV, my lotto tickets. I didn’t realize I’d actually won the lotto by being brought to the fortress where not only could I do a bit of good in the world, but I could also hone my skills and become… someone powerful, someone who could really thrive on her own, and not just survive like I was doing.

I sighed. “She may not know anything else,” I said, “Chains probably feel comfortable. And that’s assuming she’d have gone back there. Maybe she was going to escape and make a new life for herself?” 

“You could be right. Still, she strikes me as someone who has been through a great deal of trauma in her life. I would therefore like for you to take a more hands-on approach with her.” 

“Hands-on? I don’t understand.”

“I want you to train her.” 

I frowned. “You mean you want her to become a prospect?”

“That’s not what I said, though I wouldn’t say it’s off the table. She may be a fiend, but she’s also under our protection and that means she’s welcome to join the order if she so wishes.”

“You think she’s under our protection. But trust me, she thinks she’s our prisoner right now. I know I did at first, and I’m sure a whole bunch of other people thought the same thing at the start too.” 

Aaryn looked to the side. “Yes, Draven and Crag have never been subtle about the way they brought new recruits into the Order.”

“Yeah, whoever let them in charge of recruitment really screwed the pooch.” Crag. Sunglasses. Douche Squad. A smile swept across my face. “I hated him so much, and then I kind of got used to him.” 

Aaryn smiled, too. “Yes, he had that kind of effect on people… anyway, Draven brought me up to speed on what you discovered last night. While that situation marinades, I would like you to go and see Six, talk to her, see if you can get her to open up a little more. And if you feel like she’d respond well to it, train her.” 

“I’m not an instructor, Aaryn…” 

“I beg to differ. Ever since I took you on, I’ve watched you become something of a leader. Those prospects you were with look up to you, they listen to you. You have a natural charisma, and a knack with people.”

“Go figure.”

“Right, so go and use that skill. I don’t want to have to stop her from escaping again. That kind of oppression is only going to push her further away from us.” 

I nodded. “Alright, I’ll go and talk to her.” 

“Thank you. If you need anything, you know where to find me.” 

Aaryn walked off, disappearing into the mist like a ghost. I looked around at the wispy white mantle surrounding me. “Me, an instructor,” I said to myself, shaking my head. “That woman is insane.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

It wasn’t a surprise Six hadn’t managed to get far. There were two guards posted at her room, and these guys weren’t prospects, either; they were members of the douche squad. Maybe they were new, I’d never seen them before, but they were armed, and wearing shades. Indoors. 

I walked up to them. “Gentlemen,” I said, nodding. 

One of them raised his eyebrow over his shades. “Who are you?” he asked.

Rude. “I’m here to talk to Six. Didn’t Aaryn tell you?” 

They looked at each other. “We answer to Draven, not Aaryn. We’ve been asked not to let anyone in or out of that room.” 

I cocked an eyebrow now, and folded my arms across my chest. “Well, then. How about we get Draven down here and you can tell him how you’re blocking me from doing what I’ve been asked to do.”

“Like he’s gonna give a shit about what we say to a fucking prospect. Get lost.” 

I tapped my collar. “Gold prospect, or can’t you see the stripe?” 

“I could give a shit about your stripe,” one of them said, and he lunged as if to shove me away. I grabbed his arm, spun around him, and pulled it up against his back. He groaned loudly as his elbow started to strain. The other went to grab me, but I round-house kicked him against the chest and sent him staggering back into a wall. 

“My name is Seline,” I growled into the ear of the guy I had in my grip. “You’re probably too stupid or too new to know who I am, but you’re going to have to get used to my name because I’m not someone you want to fuck with.” 

The guy I’d kicked recovered and came to grab me again, this time with a sword drawn. Using my other hand, I drew my own dagger and effortlessly parried his strike, sending his sword flying out of his hand in the process. I aimed the tip of the weapon at the disarmed douchebag. “I’m willing to call this a misunderstanding if you two idiots don’t try and attack me again.” 

The guard put his hands up. The other cried mercy. I let him go. He turned around, cradling his arm. “Alright, fine,” he said, “Go inside. But you’ve got five minutes.”

“I’ll have however long I want, and you’ll make sure no one else gets into that room. Got it?” 

The guards grumbled at each other. I took that grumbling as consent and allowed myself into Six’s room. She must have heard the commotion because she was already sitting on her bed, pushed right up against the corner wall. 

Her bangs almost covered her sharp eyes, brown and flecked with burning amber. Her black hair wasn’t matted and dirty anymore, but it hadn’t dried right so it was all over the place. On her back she had a brand-new set of clothes; a black t-shirt, ripped up black skinny jeans, and boots.  

She looked ready to strike, like a coiled snake. 

I stretched one hand toward her. “It’s alright,” I said, letting the door shut behind me. “Those guys are assholes, I had to make sure to teach them a thing or two about getting in my way.” 

Six’s breathing was heavy, her attention focused entirely on me. She was feral, almost. I’d need to be careful. Deciding it was a good idea to keep my distance, I stayed by the bedroom door. That probably put a couple of feet between us. Enough for her to be comfortable, I hoped.

“I heard you tried to get out last night,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Where were you going to go?” 

Six continued to stare at me, her lips so tightly pressed together they were going white. 

“Were you going to go back to New York? I can tell you, we’re a long way from the city out here… you’d still be walking.” 

“Flying,” she said.

“Flying… sure, but you’d still be doing that right now. And it would be cold, and dark, and probably wet too. Last night was cold as hell. Did you want to go back to the place where we found you?” 

“No.” 

“I get it… I was like you once.”

“You were never like me.”

“No, it’s true. When I first came here, I hated it here. I wanted my own bed, my own house, my own life. I felt like a prisoner here.”

“I am a prisoner.”

I shook my head. “No, you’re not. You’re a guest.”

“Then why can’t I leave?”

“Because it’s not safe out there, Six… it just isn’t. Not for you, or for me.” 

“I don’t need your protection.” 

“I’m sure you don’t. You look like a tough girl, someone who’s probably been in more scraps than I’ve been in, but you have to see that we’re only trying to do what’s best for you.” 

She narrowed her eyes, and the spots of amber in them began to glow. “How can you know what’s best for me? You don’t know me. You don’t know where I’ve come from.”

I walked a little closer to her, reaching the edge of her bed but not moving any further. “I don’t,” I said, “I know you’ve lived in New York for a while. I know I found you chained up. I know you’re a… fiend.”

“I hate that word.”

I angled my head to the side. “Hate it?” 

“I’m Aevian, like you.” 

I nodded. “Yeah, you are… I have to tell you, I’m real sketchy on everything that happened before I fell through the rifts. I forgot everything that happened to me. Everything. I literally had no idea I was even an Aevian until I got here a few months ago. But now I do, and I feel like I’m a better person for it.” 

Six’s stare softened a little. Her lips unclenched, they were chapped and cracked, like she hadn’t been drinking. It was now that I noticed the tray of food she’d been given. She’d knocked it over and spilled all the food and her water onto the floor.

“Are you hungry?” I asked.

She didn’t answer, but her eyes had quickly flitted to the mess she’d made on the floor. 

I decided not to wait for a reply that probably wasn’t going to come. “Siren,” I said aloud, and a moment later, a green cloud of mist pushed into the room and began to take shape. Six panicked and scrambled further against the wall, like she thought she could maybe become water and seep through it if she only pressed herself hard enough against it. 

“Hello, Seline,” Siren’s ghostly form smiled at me. “What can I do for you today?” 

“I need to have water and a fresh plate of food brought up to Six’s room right away.”

Siren nodded. “Certainly, Seline.” 

The magical construct burst into that same misty green cloud she’d been birthed from and disappeared into nothingness, leaving glittering green sparkles floating in the air.

“What was that?” Six asked, breathing heavily again.

“Siren is a friend,” I said, “She helps us all around the castle with whatever we need. So, if you’re hungry, you only have to call her and ask, and she’ll send food to you.” 

Six swallowed several times, her throat working inaudibly. I watched her relax again and take more of a seated position. “Books?” Six asked.

“Books too.” 

She brushed her hair out of her face and tucked some of it behind her ear. It was good to see her face again. She’d showered since she’d been here, allowing her true, pretty self to shine through. Still, she looked terrified. Something had really spooked her, and I was starting to wonder if what had happened last night was an action or a reaction.

“I…” she trailed off, then she shook her head. 

“What is it?” 

“I don’t belong here.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Because I’m not like any of the other people here.”

“Really? You’re not lost and alone? You didn’t fall through the rifts, lose all your memory, and wind up living on the streets like a rat?”

“I am Aevian, like you, but I’m also…” she shook her head. 

“Is there another name for your people? If there is, I don’t know it.” 

“No one does because no one cares to ask.” 

“I’m asking…” 

Six’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Serakon.” 

“Serakon? That’s… a beautiful name.”

“I wish more people used it. We aren’t all fiends. I’m not, anyway.”

I shook my head. “People have a lot of notions about fie—the Serakon. They say, on the other side of the rifts, their kind are brutal overseers who want to dominate the world, or destroy it if they can’t have it. I don’t know if any of that is true, but what I know is that I’ve met a couple of them in my time and they haven’t been the nicest of people.”

“Prejudice is a dangerous thing. If I had judged you when I first saw you, we would not be talking right now.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Why’s that?”

“All those things that are said about the Serakon are said about the Aevians. Bloodthirsty, power-hungry killers who will stop at nothing in their quest to dominate all they touch.”

“I guess we really are birds of a feather, then.”

“Yes… we are. The only difference is, you look like angels, while we look like demons.”

I turned my eyes to the floor, feeling the sting of Six’s words. She hadn’t meant any harm by what she’d said, I knew that, but… “I don’t look like an angel,” I said.

She cocked her head to the side. “What do you mean?”

I shook my head. “My wings don’t work. Others of my kind may look like angels, but I’m… missing something. Incomplete. All the time I’ve been here I’ve had to live with other Aevians, train with them, watch them spread their wings and fly… watch them do something I should be able to do, but can’t. I’ve never truly felt like I belong with them, but I try every day, I fight for my place, because no one’s going to fight for me. Looking at you, I can tell you’re a fighter too… we’re more alike than you think.” 

A long pause hung in the air, the kind of pause that let you hold a full few thoughts before it was broken. I thought about Felice and her aerial acrobatics. I thought about Fate and her wings of mist, Draven and his wings of night. Mine were gold and sparkling, but they were wings of shadow; not real.

I would never let anyone see just how much that hurt.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “About your wings…” 

I shrugged. “You play the hand you’re dealt.”

“What?”

“Poker… you play poker?”

“What’s poker?”

“Yeah, fair enough.” I took a deep breath. “Listen, I know you’re probably going to go a bit stir crazy in here, so I had a proposition for you.”

“What kind of proposition?”

I held her eyes. “Let me train you.”

“Train me?”

I nodded. “Yeah, let me help you learn how to fight, how to use magic. We could even learn about our histories from the library. There’s tons of books about the old world in there.”

“Books written by people who hate my kind?”

“I don’t know… but you could probably learn a lot about our kind regardless. More than what you’d learn if you decided to go back to New York right now—which I’m willing to let you do.”

She frowned at me, cautious. “You’d… what?”

“I’m giving you a choice. Leave, flee the fortress and go… wherever you want. Do whatever you want. Live wherever you want. Or stay, but if you stay, we’re going to have to start trusting each other—and you’ve got to agree to let me train you.”

“And then I’ll be forced to join your Order?”

I shook my head. “I’ll make sure you don’t have to join if you don’t want to, but if you do, the option is open.”

She examined me from where she sat, her eyes glowing slightly. Strands of her hair fell in front of her face. She brushed them out of her eyes and tucked them behind her ear. “I won’t try to escape,” she said.

“Awesome. We’ll start today.” 

“I didn’t say I wanted to train.”

“No, that’s the condition. You can leave right now, or you can stay and train with me.”

Another thoughtful pause. “Will I have to train with anyone else?” 

“Look, I’m not an instructor, not really, but if you only want to train with me, I’ll talk to the big guys and make sure.”

Six frowned, her eyebrows meeting in the middle. “Fine,” she said, “I accept.”

I stood and extended my hand toward her. “Seal it with a shake.”

Cautious, careful, regarding my hand like it was a snake about to bite her, she slowly reached for me and shook. I smiled, turned around, and headed for the door but I didn’t leave. I cocked my head around my shoulder. 

“You like to wear black, right?”

Six’s eyebrows both arched up. She scanned her clothes and then looked at me again. “I prefer white, these are just still dirty.”

I grinned. “I’ll be back for you in a little while.” 

Leaving her alone, I ordered the guards to go and fetch her some food and a black jumpsuit in her size. “Just black; no bronze, silver, or gold collar.” 

The guards grumbled about not being servants, I didn’t think they liked my bossing them around, but they both did as I asked. That meant when I left Six’s room, I left her alone and unguarded, her door unlocked. Every possible chance existed that when I came back, she’d have left the castle. I could only hope I’d gotten through to her.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Talking to Six had brought up a few things that I wanted to deal with before going into training with her. I decided to go and find Draven in his quarters. That was where he spent most of the hours of the day, since his eyes were sensitive to sunlight. That was one of the curses that belonged to the House of Night. 

By all accounts he should be spending the daylight hours asleep, but it fell on his shoulders to keep the Order running smoothly. He basically lived in a constant state of discomfort, and that was something I could respect. When I reached the door to his room, I knocked a couple of times, and waited. He opened the door after a few seconds.

“Seline,” he said, looking… surprised to see me.

“Hey, I hope you’re not too busy,” I said. 

He shook his head. “I’m getting a little work done, but it’s okay. Please, come in.”

Draven stepped aside and allowed me into his room. As always, it was dark in here. The only light that made it into his room were streams of sunlight that managed to find cracks in the blinds on his windows. The darkness made my chest tighten, but Draven went around lighting candles for me to feel a little more comfortable. 

As the room brightened, I started to relax and I noticed what he was working on. There were tools on his workbench, and large pieces of metal he seemed to have been hammering into shape. I didn’t know what he was making, but it looked complicated. 

When he was finished lighting candles, he walked over to his desk and threw a cloth over it. 

“Top secret?” I asked.

“For now…” he said, “I have a thing about where and when I display my creations.”

“I get that.” I walked over to his bed, but didn’t sit down. Instead I hovered over it, awkwardly, until he gestured for me to sit. I did, and it was comfortable as all hell. Was it a feather bed? I didn’t know, but it felt like I was sitting on a firm cloud. 

Draven, meanwhile, went back to his desk and sat at his chair. He turned to the side to look at me. “So, what can I do for you?” 

I took a deep breath. “Well, things are quiet here for now, I’m working on my training, and I’ve even convinced Six to join me.”

“Join you?”

“I’m going to train her.”

Draven grinned, playfully. “Oh, so you’re an instructor now? I thought you were going to become an enforcer.”

“I’m definitely not an instructor, but it looks like she trusts me. She probably trusts me more than anyone else at the fortress. While she’s here, I guess she should feel like she’s part of something bigger than herself. It worked to bring me out of my shell, didn’t it?”

“I’m pretty sure that shell of yours hasn’t quite been fully shed yet.”

“Okay, probably not, but I’m doing better than when I arrived here.”

He nodded. “Yes, you are. When you got here, we were all assholes who had kidnapped you and taken you away from the only life you’d ever known.”

“That’s because you were totally kidnappers who’d taken me out of the only life I’d ever known. I was seriously happy where I was.”

Draven’s eyebrows arched together. “Happy?”

“Happy is probably a strong word. I was content. I had a home, I had my friend. I didn’t need anyone else, or anything else… at least, that’s what I thought. Thank you for not giving up on me.”

“I didn’t exactly give you many choices. I probably could’ve handled things a little better from the start.”

“Probably… but you were playing the part of alpha-male asshole. You did the job beautifully, by the way.”

“That sounded like a compliment, but it wasn’t, was it?”

I shook my head, smiling gleefully. “Nope.”

“Noted.” He paused, narrowed his eyes. “Did you need something?” 

“I do… I want us to talk about trying to dive into our memories again.” 

Draven’s body visibly tensed. He drew himself upright against his chair. “Why now?” 

“Because, like I said, everything’s quiet… now is a good moment for us to do it, I think.” 

He shook his head. “I don’t think you understand what you’re asking.”

“Sure I do, I’m asking for us to learn more about our paths. You heard Romeo, he said he can help us. He probably would’ve if you hadn’t been so quick to try and get out of his presence.”

“Mages make me nervous.” 

“I understand that, but we have a chance here to really unlock some memories. Why wouldn’t you want to do that?” 

“Because not everyone’s ready for what’s in their heads. Too many memories too soon could be a shock to the system we won’t recover from. I’ve seen it happen before. Our memories are locked behind gates, and sometimes when those gates open, the flood that comes through becomes too much for the mind to stand. We crack.”

“I don’t think we’re all as weak as you think.” 

“I didn’t use the word weak. You did.”

“I did, because that’s what I feel like you’re saying. Only the strong can remember.”

“Is this what you came to talk about?”

I paused. “I came to talk about us…” 

His expression softened. “Us?” 

“We’ve tried talking before, you said there wasn’t enough time.” 

“Because there isn’t, Seline.” 

“I know, we’re at war, you’ve got people to lead. I get it. But this is important, isn’t it?” 

“It is…” 

“Then why haven’t we tried to figure it out yet?” 

Draven didn’t say anything to that. I watched him watching me, and wondered what was going through his head. So much had happened to us since I arrived here. You almost wouldn’t recognize us anymore if you were looking at us from the outside. I hated him at the start, really hated him. Now, I guess I kinda tolerated him.

Okay, maybe tolerate didn’t cut it either. I liked Draven. We were so different, not only culturally—in the past—but also now. I came from the streets, literally. Draven was a member of the elite, the head of an Order. But I liked him, and I had a feeling he liked me. Gods, it sounded so childish to say it like that, but it was the truth.

“You don’t know what you’re asking,” he said.

I angled my head to the side. “I don’t?”

He shook his head. “You’re asking us to dive into the past… we don’t know what we’re going to find there.”

“This is important, Dr—”

“—Seline, I know this is important to you. It’s important to me too, you have to believe me. But right now, we have more critical things to deal with than trying to dive into the past.”

“Don’t,” I warned, “Don’t do that… why are you running away from this?” 

Draven stood up. “I’m not running away from this, I’m choosing not to go down the road.” He walked over to me and took my hand, helping me up from the bed. I was too surprised by that to stop him. “The whole time I’ve known you, you’ve always been someone who has looked forward. From the moment we met, all you cared about was finishing your trials, tomorrow, the future. I want to go forward, too.” 

I swallowed hard. Maybe it was his proximity, maybe it was the fact that I could see myself reflected in his black eyes, maybe it was the way his thumbs were smoothing the backs of my hands. My heart had started racing. I found it difficult to concentrate, difficult to keep my convictions. Maybe I was wrong? Maybe diving into the past was a bad idea.

“I don’t know…” I said, “I mean, I thought I knew, but I don’t know anymore.” 

“We have something here… don’t we?”

“I think so…” 

“Do you want to see where it goes?” 

I licked my lips. “I do.” 

He wrapped his hand around the back of my neck and pulled my lips to his. We locked into a deep kiss, then, as my heart continued to pound. He plunged his other hand into my hair, and I wrapped my hands around his neck. My fingers dug into his skin, pulling him even closer.

Right now, there was no Valoel, no stones, no rifts; only us. Every inch of me burned—craved—for more. In my mind, fantasies of throwing all the tools off the workbench and tossing him onto it played out. Never mind that there was a bed literally behind me. But it didn’t get to that.

We parted slowly, and I licked my lips again, tasting what was left of him on me. “You should go,” he said, his voice soft and low. “I don’t want you to go, but if you don’t, I’ll never finish what I have to finish—and I fear I don’t have long left.”

“What are you doing here?”

“Building something. You’ll find out in time.”

I shook my head. “I don’t want to go.”

“Tonight… come back to my room tonight.” 

I swallowed hard, but never broke eye contact. “Tonight,” I repeated. “You’d better not kick me out tonight, otherwise I’m not sure I’ll come back.”

“Believe me, I don’t plan on it.”

Nodding, I headed over to his bedroom door, opened it, and stepped through. Once again, I’d been denied. Once again, he’d skirted past the issue of diving into our pasts to try and learn the truth about me, about him, about us. It was infuriating, to say the least, and I wasn’t about to just sit on my hands and do nothing. 

If he wasn’t going to come with me on my trip down memory lane, then I was going to go down it on my own.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Bastet had asked for a lock of my hair in exchange for her services. Romeo was a little harder to please. He’d asked for a drop of blood. I’d asked if he’d use that blood to hurt me or anyone else, and he’d sworn an oath that he wouldn’t. Apparently, mages were big on magical oaths. He’d made a little fanfare about it, so I decided to take him on his word.

By the time I returned to the fortress, evening had fallen. I was sure I hadn’t been missed, though. I’d asked Ness, Fate, and Felice to cover for me, to stall anyone who came looking for me. All the while, we were in communication using wing-charms. 

“Are you sure this is safe?” Fate asked.

We were in my room. Ness was there too. Felice was guarding the door. Turned out they had a vested interest in finding out whether what Romeo had given me would work or not. Go figure. 

I showed Fate the bag of powder; purple with splotches of gold. “It’s either going to work like Romeo thinks, or I’m going to lose my mind,” I said. “I’m willing to take the risk.” 

“I think I can help with that part,” Ness said. She had a bowl in her hands with a syrupy liquid inside that looked like blood. Smelled like blood, too. 

“Whose is that?” Fate asked.

“Relax, it’s not blood.”

“I’m sorry, but that looks like straight up blood,” I said. “What is it?” 

“It’s actually a really potent mixture of roots and weeds. From home.” 

“Home? Like, home, home?”

“Uh-huh.” She pressed the bowl into my hands. “Drink it.” 

“Wait, how is it you have this?” Fate asked, “I mean, how did you get it?” 

“I… grow it.” 

“Grow it? But, where do you get the seeds from?” 

“They grow on me. That’s about as specific as I’d like to get…”

I looked at Fate, and she looked back, eyebrows arched. I stared at the syrup in the bowl. “Ew…” I said. “Do I really have to?” 

“You do if you want to have a chance at keeping your brain from flying away. The root acts as a kind of magic defense for your mind. It helps when people are trying to get into your head. The weeds are meant to give you more focus, keep your head clear. Eat it, please. It goes bad quickly, and if you have it once it’s gone bad, you’ll be stuck to the toilet for a week.” 

I scooped some up with my fingers and stared at the way the paste dribbled back into the bowl. I shook my head and reminded myself, I’d probably eaten and drunk worst tasting things in my life. Without thinking too much about it, I stuck my fingers into my mouth and ate the paste. It was about as disgusting as I thought it would be, but strangely, it left no aftertaste; no lingering grossness in my mouth. 

I finished the bowl while Fate prepared the powder the way I’d asked her to. “Can we all do this at the same time?” she asked.

I frowned. “You know… I didn’t ask him. He said I was supposed to burn it and inhale the fumes. I guess there’s no reason why we can’t all go under. Someone should stay in the here and now, though… make sure we don’t choke on our own tongues.” 

“I’ll stay,” Ness said. 

“Are you sure?” I asked.

She nodded and smiled. “Yeah. I mean, I get to see home all the time through my dreams. It’s your turn.” 

I returned her smile. “Thanks, Ness.” 

“Just don’t die or go insane, okay? I don’t think I could deal with another roommate.” 

“Got it.” 

Fate had another bowl in her hands, one filled with twigs, dry leaves, and some paper. She narrowed her eyes, touched the paper with her fingertips, and muttered, “Kyro.” An instant later, a small flame burst to life in the center of the bowl, immediately catching on the paper and leaves. 

“Ready?” she asked, glancing at me. 

“Ready,” I said.

She opened the bag, and when the flames were large enough, she dumped half of the powder into the bowl. The fire turned purple, then gold, then back to purple. It smelled strangely like… cinnamon, and vinegar. It was the weirdest combination of smells that had ever touched my nose, though not the worst. 

When you’ve lived on the streets of New York, your sense of smell never comes out the same.

It started with tingling fingertips. I stared at my hands like they were foreign objects, examining the lines, the patterns, trying to figure out if I’d always had ten digits or if maybe there’d been less before. That tingling feeling then moved through my hands and into my arms, my shoulders, then my chest. 

My head lolled back, the world tilted with it, but I never hit the pillow. Instead I kept falling and falling. It was like I was moving away from my own mind, while at the same time hurtling deeper into it. 

I shut my eyes and breathed in deep, trying to fight for clarity and focus that would never come. Instead, I could hear things. Voices, whisperings, the soft rush of wind. I thought I could hear Ness talking to me, but she sounded far away, like she was calling out to me from across the street and growing further away.

I kept slipping, kept sliding into myself and at the same time away from myself—away from my room, from the fortress, from the planet. It was disorienting. I didn’t know how much of it I could take. Romeo had told me to think of an anchor point, something to guide my mind to. 

I thought of Draven as I fell, tried to picture him in my mind but his features kept fading to nothing. They were slippery, like trying to hold water in your fingers. I remembered Romeo telling me to let him know if it worked or not, if I was able to find any real memories after going on this trip or if I just went insane.

I wondered how I’d be able to tell him I’d gone mad if I did. 

Then I heard someone call my name, and my ears pricked up. 

I opened my eyes but could see only brightness. I was groggy, and tired. I needed sleep, maybe something to eat, but it felt like morning; like I’d just woken up. I rubbed my eyes, fighting the brightness away, trying to gain a hold on my consciousness. The voices remained, whispering in the back of my mind, but the voice I’d heard had been loud and clear.

It had been Draven.

My vision returned, my eyes finally focusing on what was in front of me; and there he was. He looked younger; his face was cleanly shaven, his skin soft and perfect, his hair though—his hair was long and wavy. He had some of it held in a top-knot, the rest fell around his shoulders. And his eyes… they were his eyes, alright. 

Black as the night and darker still.

“Are you alright?” he asked, a cheeky smile on his face, dimples out in all their glory.

I wasn’t alright. My head hurt. “I…” the words wouldn’t come, like I’d forgotten how to speak. I winced as pain shot through my skull. “Wh-what the h-hell?” 

Draven’s eyes widened, and his smile turned into real mirth. “You hit your head on that wall and fell down the stairs. What happened?” 

I turned my head and looked. It wasn’t bright out, we were indoors, but all I’d been able to see was the glow from a torch set into the wall near me. I blinked hard. “I think I just… blacked out for a moment.”

“Here, let me help.” He tucked his arms under my back and helped me to stand. 

I could see my surroundings more clearly, now. We were in a narrow, stone hallway, with a single torch set into the wall. At one end of the hall, a set of stairs led up into the city proper. At the other end, the one closest to where I was standing, a small, open door led outside—into the night. The wind howled and tried to push through the opening, fanning the torch flames. 

Draven walked over to the door and shut it; that’s when I noticed his wings. 

He was wearing a black tunic, black pants, and he had his black wings on display. A small dagger hung by his waist, the hilt adorned with beautiful little gems. There were rings on his fingers, a silver necklace at his neck, and bangles at his wrists. I marveled at the way they caught what little light there was in this tight hallway, and as I huddled myself to fight off the cold gust fighting its way in, I realized. 

I had wings, too.

My mind screeched like someone had raked fingernails through my brain. Grimacing, I grabbed my head with my hands as the memory worked its way free of wherever it had been held. I had wings. They were there, I could feel them attached to my body. Huge, beautiful, feathery white wings. But my brain fought against the idea, and it hurt.

At the same time, I wanted to cry and I didn’t care that I had wings. Like, it wasn’t a big deal. It was like there were two of me existing within the same brain. The me of right now, and the me of back then. I was having a lucid dream; I knew I was dreaming, but to the part of me in the dream, nothing that was going on was surprising.

“That’s better,” Draven said once the door had been closed. He walked up to me, wrapped an arm around my waist, and delicately kissed my lips. “I missed you,” he purred.

“What took you so long?” I asked, like I knew the script. It was surreal, like watching a movie but also starring in it. 

“I’m sorry. I almost got caught sneaking out of the barracks. Did anyone see you coming down here?”

“No, but the longer I spend here the higher the chance someone will find me. No one is supposed to know this corridor even exists. If someone catches me, I’ll basically get executed.”

He scoffed. “Nobody’s executing you, your highness.” 

I shoved him in the shoulder. “Shut up with that. You know I don’t like it.”

“It’s true, though.”

“Yes, but I have to deal with that from just about every other person in this city. I don’t want to have to hear it from you, too.” 

“Alright, no more from me. Where are you taking us?” 

I took his hand and moved through the hallway, up the stairs, and through the door at the top. My touch activated the magic seal on the door, making it open on its own. I stepped through it with Draven in tow, watching the hallway for movement and listening for sounds. It was quiet. Deathly quiet.

Something small scurried past my legs, but when I looked down, nothing was there. 

We kept moving, hurrying out of the restricted area of the castle until we made it to a less suspicious place. That didn’t mean we were in the clear, though. Draven’s wings were black, his eyes were also black. He had the House of Night all over him, and my house, the House of Dawn, was at war with them. 

I took Draven through another door and up another staircase, this one a spiral that went all the way up to the top of a building at the south end of the city. Already I could smell the cool, night chill in the air. It was heavy with the scent of cold grass and flowers. When we reached the top, a blanket, pillows, a basket, a decanter of wine, and two glasses were waiting for us.

Draven grinned. “You’re prepared,” he said. 

I led him toward the edge of the tower, smiling coyly. “I told you I would be,” I said.

He joined me on the balcony where we had a fantastic view of the city. Tiny spots of glowing light dotted the city streets. From many of the small houses, tresses of smoke could be seen rising into the night air. A guard patrol of Aevians with giant, white wings wearing suits of golden armor stalked the streets. And there, adjoined to the castle which was my home, was the dome.

My body filled with warmth at the sight of it. The glass ceiling glittered against the moonlight. It was massive, crystal panels held up by mighty iron beams. From inside, a soft warm glow radiated. That was a special place, one I knew well—intimately. It was my favorite place in the whole city… and right now, I couldn’t remember what was behind the glass.

It didn’t matter.

“It’s a shame you can’t see it when the sun rises,” I said, casting my eyes across the top of the dome. “The sunlight hits every inch of glass in the city and the whole place lights up.” 

“That would destroy my eyes,” Draven said. “But I’m also sorry I can’t see it. I wish I could be more of a part of your world.” 

I turned to look at him and held his cheek. “Our world.”

He smiled, and my body tingled with delight at the sight. “You didn’t have to do all this for us,” he gestured at the picnic I’d prepared. 

I shrugged. “You didn’t have to sneak out of your base to come and see me, but we steal moments when we can.”

“We do… now, I’m eager to find out how you did.” 

I grinned. “What do you think?”

“I think you’re one of the best fliers in your whole House. If not the best.” 

“You aren’t wrong. I had the fastest time of anyone in the competition. Twenty-seven seconds all the way around the city.” 

Draven scooped me up in a deep embrace. “I’m so proud of you,” he said, “I knew you’d wipe the floor with them.” 

“I wasn’t so sure, but I guess I’m pretty nimble in the air. Thank you for training with me.”

“You’re welcome.” He brushed my white hair out of my face and stared into my eyes, a hungry grin across his lips. 

“Yes?” I asked, “Is there something I can do for you?” 

Draven pinned me against the balcony edge. “I could think of a couple of things…” He kissed me deeply, and I returned the kiss, biting his lower lip in a moment of desire. I burned for him; my whole body burned for him. I hitched one of my legs up and wrapped it around his abdomen and he grabbed my thigh, his hand slowly working its way up along my leg.

“We could get caught up here,” I whispered. 

He kissed where my neck met my ear, then my collar, then my chest. “If we did get caught, would you rather be eating, or doing this?” 

“This,” I whimpered, “Gods, this.” 

Draven quickly dropped to his knees and propped my leg up over his shoulder. He kissed around my inner thigh. He wrapped his hands around my waist. I worked my fingers through his hair as his lips moved closer and closer to where I wanted them to go. When his tongue brushed up against me, my entire body quaked and shook.

The memory must have been powerful enough to shake me loose, because when I opened my eyes, I was in my bed with an audience staring at me. Rolling my eyes, disappointed, I let my head rest against the pillow and sighed. 

“You’re awake,” Felice said. 

“Yeah…” I said, my voice trailing off. 

“So? Are you insane yet?” 

“No… not yet.” 

“Good dream?” 

Another sigh. “It was going to be.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

It was difficult to keep that memory, that dream almost, away from my thoughts. It was probably going to be much harder to keep it hidden from Draven considering we worked so closely together. I didn’t think he’d be happy to know I’d gone behind his back and tried to regain some of the memories of our time together without him, but he hadn’t exactly left me with any choice. 

What was I supposed to do?

Fate was still under even after I’d regained consciousness. I pressed my fingertips against her neck, feeling for her pulse. It was there, but it was slow. 

“Any idea when she’s supposed to wake up?” Felice asked.

“None… Romeo didn’t exactly give me instructions,” I said.

“Romeo?” Ness asked, struggling to contain her laughter, “Your mage contact is called Romeo?” 

“Yeah, I guess it’s his stage name too.” 

“Stage name?” Felice asked.

“He’s a rapper, or something.” 

“Good for him. He should definitely learn a couple of things about dealing with customers, though. No instruction manual?” 

I arched an eyebrow. “You ever bought drugs on the street? The dealer doesn’t exactly give you a pamphlet with literature to look over. Not that I’d know. I don’t do drugs.” 

“You know a lot about the process.”

I shrugged. “If you lived where I lived, you see it often enough.” 

“I could… I could probably cook something up to help Fate regain consciousness,” Ness said, “I think I have some Sharproot lying around.” 

“I don’t know… I don’t want to risk waking her up earlier than she’s supposed to. What if that makes her insane?” 

The conversation was moot, because Fate started to stir on the bed. I looked over her, careful not to disturb her too much. When she opened her eyes, it took her a second to stop blinking and adjust to the natural light in the room. She rubbed them hard with the backs of her hands, then stared at me, at Felice, and at Ness.

“Can I help you guys?” she asked.

“Are you alright?” I replied.

“I think so… holy hell, that was a trip.” 

“What did you see?” 

She shook her head. “I saw… home. My home. The mountains. Seline, they were beautiful. Snowcapped and cold, the air was always crisp and clean, and there were flowers, too—amazing, bright pink flowers that grew all over, even through the rocks and the snow. It was incredible.” 

“Seline snuck her boyfriend into her city when her parents weren’t looking,” Felice unhelpfully put in.

I elbowed her in the ribs. “Shut up, you. Did you meet anyone, Fate? Parents? Friends?” 

Her lips pressed into a thin line and she let her head fall on the bed. She shut her eyes hard. “I didn’t have parents,” she said, and then she let the weight of what she’d said hang in the air before continuing. “I did have a mentor… we were like monks. We lived in temples and studied most of the day… when we weren’t studying, we were cleaning. My mentor was like my father and my mother rolled into one. She took care of me, taught me, showed me the way of our people.” 

“Do you know what happened to your parents?” 

“No. Do you?” 

I shook my head. “No… but I know I had parents, and siblings. I’ve seen them before, in other visions.” 

“What about you?” Ness asked Felice. “Do you want to know more about your life before you fell?” 

“Don’t much care for where I came from,” Felice said, “It’s where I’m going that’s important, now.” 

“I can respect that,” Ness said, “I mean, I totally get how important it is to want to move forward. I think I had a good life where I came from, but I can never go back, so in a way it doesn’t really matter who I was?” 

I disagreed with her, but I wasn’t about to start a conversation about it. I didn’t just want to know who I was, I needed to know who I was. That was all that mattered to me right now. I was someone important where I lived, I was a fast flier, and I had kithe. Even though it felt like a dream, I could almost still feel them attached to my shoulders. 

They were glorious, radiant, and full. For the first time since I could remember, I felt complete. I felt whole. It didn’t matter that the memories were exactly that; just ghosts of the mind. If I was complete then, then it meant I could feel complete again. That was all I wanted. To feel like the real me.

“We should probably call it a night,” I said, “Thank you for keeping watch for us, Felice.” 

She nodded. “Anytime. I should be heading back to my room, too.” 

“I’ll catch you tomorrow.” 

Felice made her exit, leaving Ness, Fate, and me in the room. “I should probably get some sleep too,” Fate said, “I don’t know what it was about that dream stuff, but I’m exhausted all of a sudden.” 

“That’s because you didn’t really sleep,” Ness said, “I was monitoring you guys. Whatever that was, it wasn’t restful.” 

I got up and headed for the door. “I need to talk to someone before I turn in for the night, though.” 

“Where are you going?” Fate asked.

“I want to talk to my cat.”

Both girls stared at each other, then back at me. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 

“I’ll be fine.” 

I left my room and the girls behind in search of Rey, processing not just what Fate had said but what I’d dreamt about. It felt like a dream, only this time the details weren’t slipping from my mind. I could still, if I tried hard enough, taste the fruit in my mouth. I could feel the cold of the wind chill when Draven opened the door. I could remember the warmth of Draven’s lips.

It was more than a dream, more than a memory. It was vivid, and raw, and my body tingled from it still. I wanted more, even if I understood diving deeper into my mind would bring me pain. I knew my home was destroyed. Aaryn had told me as much. But maybe I knew what had happened to it. Maybe I’d be able to find some kind of closure.

“My ears were twitching, so I came to you instead,” Rey said, startling me. 

I jumped at the sound of his voice. “Will you stop doing that?” 

We were in the hallways near my room. Rey had stepped out from the corner he’d been hiding behind, sat in front of me, and started licking his paw, pausing to speak. “Well?” 

“Well what?”

“What do you want? I was in the middle of something important before you decided to come looking for me.”

“Important… here… what could a little tabby with a big attitude have to do that’s considered important around here?”

“I didn’t say anything about here.” 

I shook my head. “Whatever. Look, I came to find you because I have something to tell you.” 

“Go on.” 

“I relived some of my memories… some of my real memories.” 

“When?” 

“Right now… but you already know that, don’t you?” 

Rey stopped grooming his paw and looked up at me. The silver tabby’s blue eyes burned into me. He narrowed them. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said in a low voice.

“Really? Okay, let’s talk about what I saw for a moment. Do you have time? Are you busy?” 

“Actually, I am. I really should—”

“—awesome, okay. So, this memory I relived. It’s like a dream, and it isn’t. I’ve never experienced anything like it. It was like I literally stepped into the other world and lived through the dream.”

He went to stand. “That’s very good for you.” 

“I swear, if you leave I’m gonna chase you down and put you in a bath.”

Slowly, he sat back down. “I’m only doing this because I want to. Not because I think you’ll catch me. Two legs.”

I placed my hand on my hip. “I’m gonna ignore that and carry on. So, in this dream thing I learn a bunch of things about where I came from, and that’s awesome. The sights, the sounds, the smells… it’s almost like I’m there, except, something was out of place.”

“And what’s that?”

“A tiny thing brushing past my legs as I made a dash through a secret passage.”

“Maybe it was a stray pet.”

“I thought about that, but then I remembered… my home was on a city floating way up in the clouds. Pretty sure dogs and cats wouldn’t like the air up there, so I’d doubt if there were any.”

A pause hung between us where we examined each other. Rey was only a small, silvery tabby cat, but he was also much more than that. I’d heard him call himself a dream wizard. I’d heard him talk to a minotaur like he knew him. Hell, the fact that he could talk made him way more than just a cat. 

So, what was he?

“Just what are you implying, Seline?” he asked.

“Were you in those memories?” I asked.

Another pause. “Well… now that you’ve asked me directly, I can answer. No, I wasn’t part of that memory… but yes, I was in there with you.” 

“In there? In where?”

“The dream. I’m a dream wizard, remember? I can’t help it. When people dream, their minds reach out to me and sometimes they pull me in.”

“And I guess you don’t do a very good job of resisting the pull, then?” 

“Not always, no. I would say I’m only human, but I’m not.”

I took a deep breath. “What were you doing in my mind?” 

“Watching. Experiencing. It was a pretty intense ride for me.”

“I don’t exactly like the idea of your eavesdropping on my personal trip through my own past like that. Especially considering the content.” 

Rey licked his paw and rubbed it along the top of his head. “Yes, it was a little R-Rated. Oh well, too late for that now, huh? It’s already happened. Anyway, I should go.” He went to leave, but I spun around him and stopped him. His hackles went up. “What now?” 

“You’re lying.” 

“Lying about what?”

“I wasn’t dreaming. Ness told me I wasn’t even asleep, I was more… unconscious.”

“And?” 

“People don’t dream when they’re unconscious. You didn’t just hear my mind calling out to you, you burrowed your way in there like a little rat. Didn’t you?”

“Cat, and yes. And I didn’t lie to you, I misdirected.”

“Why would you do that?”

“Because you aren’t ready.”

“You’ve said this before. What aren’t I ready for?”

“All of it, Seline. When you’re ready, you’ll know.”

I advanced on him, and he retreated slowly. “Can you pull my memories out of me?” 

“I can.” 

“What the hell! Why haven’t you already done this for me?”

“Because I won’t. We’ve talked about this. There are rules I have to follow, and as much as I know you finding yourself is important, I can’t help you dive into your mind. Having said…”

I waited for him to continue speaking. “What?”

Rey’s eyes narrowed. “You should keep digging…”

“Why?”

“Because you’re going to find pain in your memories, I promise you, but you’re also going to find so much more than you could even imagine. You need to keep digging. That’s all I can tell you.”

I shook my head. “I don’t get it… what the hell are you? Why do you keep doing stuff like this?”

“I promise, Seline, it’ll all become clear in time. You just aren’t ready.”

Rey turned and bounded off, this time moving before I got a chance to act. I could’ve tried to follow him, but I wouldn’t have caught him, not without having to use a whole bunch of magic—and the stone was in the vault. 

I exhaled deeply. Once again, Rey had left me with more questions than answers. I hated that he could do that. I hated even more the thought that he could do something about my situation, and wouldn’t. What the hell were those rules he kept talking about? Whose rules? 

Shaking my head, I returned to my room to find Ness still awake. Fate was gone, most likely off to get some sleep. 

“Are you okay?” Ness asked when she saw me enter. “You’re pale.”

“I’m fine, just really tired now,” I said, kicking my boots off. I sat down on the bed and ran my fingers through my hair. Bastet had said nobody would notice the little lock of it she’d snipped out, but somehow, I noticed it now. A rough space where she’d made her snip. It was subtle, but it was there.

“Did you find what you were looking for?”

I looked up at her and sighed. “No…” I trailed off. “But I’m gonna get there.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

I had to wait until Ness was asleep before I could do what I wanted to do. I could’ve gone and found a quiet place in the fortress to go on my trip, but I decided doing it in the safety of my own bed was probably a better idea. There was every chance something could go wrong, especially now that I wouldn’t be able to rely on Ness’s anti-crazy drink.

I waited almost an hour after she’d started lightly snoring before sitting up and getting started. I had the bowl on my lap, the one filled with leaves and twigs and pieces of paper. In my hand I held the small bag Romeo had given me. There was only half the amount of powder in there than I’d started with, but I knew it would be enough to get me to where I needed to go.

I opened the bag and readied myself. “Kyro,” I whispered at the bowl, and a small spark ignited inside, catching on the paper. It went up in only a manner of seconds, the soft orange ember becoming a full-on flame. I set the bowl down on the end-table now, positioned the bag over the flame, and emptied its contents inside.

The flame changed color, and I breathed the smoke in like I had the first time; only this time, things got weird, fast.

Sharp pain stabbed the side of my head, and I went down hard on the bed. Groaning, I pressed my hand against my head and waited for it to pass. It didn’t. I opened my eyes, immediately regretting my decision to do this and hoping I could wake Ness up before this pain ended up killing me, only I wasn’t in my room anymore.

I was in the secret tunnel Draven and I used to meet in.

It was dark, quiet. I couldn’t see myself standing there. Draven wasn’t there either. What the hell? I couldn’t understand what I was looking at, what I was supposed to see. Then I heard footsteps, someone hurrying toward me. Guards? Shit. There was nowhere to hide, and if I got caught… 

I made a run for the door leading out of the castle thinking it would be easier to jump out and hide outside than face whoever was coming, but I couldn’t move. It was like being trapped inside a nightmare where you want your limbs to work, you want your throat to work, but nothing happens. You’re trapped, helpless, waiting for the monster to come.

Only it wasn’t a monster. It was a woman running down the stairs, entering the secret corridor. A woman with bright, white hair hidden under a black hood. Mom? I stared at her as she approached. She couldn’t see me, didn’t register my presence. Instead she kept her head down and kept running. She was carrying something—a small package, swaddled in a golden blanket.

A child.

I tried to speak, but I couldn’t. She moved right through me like I was a ghost, invisible, not present. When she reached the door, she pulled it open and let the cold, outside air in. I watched her wait for a moment, her cloak billowing behind her, until a dark shape arrived in front of her; a shadow with wings. 

She handed the small package to the shadow, and the shadow swallowed it up before racing away into the night, never to be seen again. 

For the third time I tried calling out, this time I reached for her too, but the world around me turned to color and light, and everything changed. I was in a garden, bathed in warm sunlight and surrounded by tall flowers and plants. Above me, the crystal dome loomed, its glass panels shining against the sun’s brilliance.

I spun around on the spot looking for my mother, but she wasn’t there. I was lost in the flowers, flowers that were taller than I was and densely packed. I started moving, picking my way between them, searching for an exit, when I heard a voice. 

“Ready or not! Here I come!” 

Another child.

A girl.

I moved quickly toward the source, trying to find it between the flowers, when something large and almost too fast to see pushed right past me. Stunned, terrified, I stopped dead in my tracks, trying to see where the thing had gone. All I saw was a shadow, maybe a tail, slipping off to the right and going out of view. A moment later, a little girl came running after it. 

She couldn’t have been older than five. Her hair was white, the brightest I’d seen. Her cheeks were plump, her lips full and pink, and her eyes… I recognized those eyes anywhere. They were blue, as blue as the sky itself, and almost glowing from inside. She was me. I was her. I watched her run in her little yellow dress, innocently giggling as she chased the thing that had easily been four times her size through the maze of flowers. 

I took a step to follow her, but again everything changed. Bright lights flooded my senses, I couldn’t handle it. I staggered shielding my eyes from the light until it settled. When the light fell away, I found myself in a large room with marble walls and a huge skylight above me. Rain was falling and hammering against the glass. Thunder flashed, and beneath it, a woman was reading to her daughter. 

I circled around the marble bed and saw myself, still age five or so, laying in bed half asleep while my mom read to me. She was in the middle of a story about dragons and knights, only the hero in this story was a woman; a woman wearing shining golden armor, with wings as white as snow and a sword that gleamed like fire.

I listened for a while, watching as things played out. I couldn’t interfere, I couldn’t speak. I knew that now. My mother read to me every night. Even though I’d only seen it happen this once, I knew deep down inside, she always made time for me. Maybe she was making up for my father’s absence. He wasn’t only the King, he was also the War Commander of the House of Dawn. 

When there was a battle, he strode into the frontlines with his sword and his shield, leading his men from the front. When there were no battles to fight, he was handling his Kingdom, making sure his city operated the way it should. He wanted to be there for me. I knew that. I could see him standing by the door, watching from a distance. I wasn’t sure if this was actually how things played out, or if my mind was showing me some kind of metaphor, but I got the picture.

I smiled at little me. She’d fallen asleep, and my mother now stood, kissed her, and closed the book. The book snapping shut sent me out of this moment and hurtling into another one. I was twelve, a young woman now, my eyes brimming with intelligence and a desire to find my place in the world. My kithe had bloomed at my back, and I wore them with pride. 

My mother was with me. I watched as, ahead of me, she opened a huge, black door that led into a small, dark room. It was the only dark room in the house, in the castle—in the city. I didn’t want to go inside, but I didn’t have another choice. As soon as I entered, the light from my hair bloomed to full radiance, illuminating golden patterns in the walls. 

And something else, too.

“You are a young woman now, Seline,” my mother said as we approached the podium. “One day, these will fall under your protection.” 

Holy shit… the stones… 

There were five of them, each of them glowing, but only slightly. Among them I spotted the gold stone, and the black stone Valoel had stolen. But there were three others. Green, purple, and blue. 

“What are they?” the younger version of me asked. 

“They are order and chaos. Light and darkness. We are their guardians, Seline. The children in my family have watched them since the dawn of time. When I am gone, it will be your responsibility to make sure they don’t fall into the wrong hands.”

“What happens if they do?” 

The picture shifted again, only this time I screamed. I didn’t want to go, I wanted to know more. I needed to know more. Was any of this even true? Had I gone insane? Was my brain showing me things that just weren’t true? Things I was making up? I couldn’t wake up. There was nothing I could do to stop the cabaret of moving pictures from flooding my mind. 

Every time I shut and opened my eyes was something new. This time, it was Draven. I was with him in the secret passageway. Blink. Draven and I were hurrying, hand in hand, across the grass in the dark. He pounced on me and pinned me down. I kissed him and started removing his shirt. 

Blink. 

My hands scratching his bare skin.

Blink. 

His lips on my neck, on my chest, my breasts. 

Blink. 

Draven’s hands working their way up my thigh. A fire burned in the background. We were on a carpet on the floor. 

Blink. 

I stared at him from above, his bare-naked chest beneath me, my hands pressed against him. Moaning, our bodies moving in unison. I kissed him. We climaxed, and I felt his body tremble beneath mine. 

Blink. 

My father went to war one day. I watched him as he took to the skies with his golden shield and his sword, his men at his back—an army of Aevians, all leaving to fight the House of Night. I remember crying that day. My mother cried, too. We all did. None of us knew if they’d be coming back. 

Blink.

That night, I went to find Draven in our secret place, only he didn’t come when I’d asked him to. I waited for him, even as the night grew colder and colder, I waited, until finally, the door on the other side of the secret passageway opened.

Draven had finally come, but he wasn’t alone. He was wearing armor, and he held a sword in his hand. Behind him, there were soldiers—all armed and armored. Panicked, I turned around and started running. I had to warn my mother, I had to sound the alarm. 

The soldiers gave chase. They hunted me. Even after I broke through the door at the top of the stairs and took flight, they hunted me. I was faster than they were, I could run circles around them, but in the end, Draven knew me too well. He knew where I’d go. By the time I sounded the alarm, it was too late. 

Night soldiers were in the city, killing guards, killing people, setting fire to our homes. I didn’t know if word had reached my mother, I didn’t know if she’d be safe, but I couldn’t get to her. I had to fight. I found a sword and took up arms against the soldiers of Night, cutting one of them down, two of them, three of them.

Then it was Draven’s turn, and I couldn’t hurt him. I dropped my sword, begged him to talk to me, but there was venom in his eyes. Anger, and hate, and venom. 

“How could he?” Draven asked.

“How could who?!” I screamed. “What are you doing!?” 

He pointed his sword at me. “Take her captive. She’ll know where the stones are.” 

Two soldiers of Night flanked me. I tried to punch one of them in the throat, where his armor was weakest, but they overpowered me and took me in. I was at the same time watching this all unfold, and living through the experience myself. My chest was tight, there were tears in my eyes, and my heart felt like it could explode at any moment. The worst part was, I was completely powerless to help.

I was a ghost. 

Here, I was the memory.

Blink. 

I was in a dark room surrounded by soldiers. Many of them had blood on their armor. The room stank of it. I wanted to vomit. Draven entered the room and stood off to the side to watch as his commanding officer interrogated me. They wanted to know how to get to the stones, but I wouldn’t tell them, and I got beaten for it.

I felt every punch to the gut, every slap to the face, as if I was there myself, sitting on that chair. But no matter what they did to me, I wouldn’t talk. The vault was sealed. My mother was the only person who could open it, and I was hoping—hoping against hope—that she had made it out of the city alive. 

That probably hadn’t happened, though… because I was still here. She never would’ve left the city if she didn’t know where I was. 

I kept asking Draven why he was doing this, why he had done this, but he wouldn’t answer me. In the end, it was the man who was beating me who answered. 

“Don’t you know what your father did?” he asked, his voice raspy, like what a crow would sound like if it could talk like a human. “Do you want to know, little girl?”  

I spat blood at him. 

He wiped it off his face and struck me in the stomach, knocking the wind out of me. “Are you sure we can’t persuade you to talk?” he asked, “Because if you’d just tell us what we want to know, this would all end. We’ll even forgive what your father did.”

“My father? What did my father do?”

He turned to look at Draven. “Do you want to tell her? Or shall I?” 

Draven said nothing. His face was stone, hard and expressionless. Empty. 

The leader looked at me. “Your father desecrated his father and brother. Do you know what that word means, little girl?”

“My father would never do something like that.”

“I’m afraid he did, many of us watched it. He wanted to prove just how dominant he was over us lowly soldiers of Night. But we got him. Didn’t we boys?” 

 A cheer went around the room.

“Yes,” he said, “We got him good, and now we have you… and you’re going to tell us what we want to know.” 

“I’ll die first,” I snarled.

“Oh no, we won’t kill you.” He nodded behind me, and two soldiers grabbed my arms while a third undid the straps tying me to the chair. They dragged me out of the room, through a door that led into a hallway I intimately recognized. 

Our secret passageway. The hidden way into and out of our floating city. 

The soldiers dragged me toward the door at the very end and opened it. On the other side there was a tiny ledge, just large enough for a few of people to stand shoulder to shoulder. I was made to stand on the edge and forced to look down. All I could see were shifting clouds beneath me, dark and thick and formless. 

“One last chance, girl,” the leader said, “Tell us where the stones are and how to get them.” 

I turned around to look at him. “Go fuck yourself,” I said, and I spat at his feet. 

He lowered his head. “Very well. We’ll just have to find your mother… meanwhile, I hereby sentence you to die the same way Draven’s father and brother did.” 

Finally, Draven’s expression cracked. “What?!” he yelled, “No!” 

“Shut up, you,” the leader barked. “One more word and you can join her.”

I grit my teeth and clenched my jaw. “Do you think you scare me?” I asked. “You don’t scare me.” 

“You should be scared, girl. It’s a long way down—even longer without wings.” 

I didn’t see the face of the man who swung the sword. It all happened so fast. Slice. An instant of numbing cold, then blistering heat. I screamed and fell to my knees. Slice. Before the pain from the first cut could register in my brain, the second cut had come. My wings fell around me like dead, bloody limbs, but all I could see in my mind was the gleam of the sword that had cut them.

It was covered in strange, intricate etchings and blood. 

My blood.

I wasn’t sure if it was I who was screaming or Draven. I couldn’t hear anything except for a sharp, high-pitched ringing in my ears. I watched as the leader of the Night soldiers planted his boot against my shoulder and kicked me off the edge of the city, off the edge of the world. Silently I fell into the clouds, down, down, down toward the ground to die from my injuries, or to be forced to live like something less than what I should’ve been.

And Draven watched.

He just watched.

He watched.

Screaming I left this nightmarish dreamscape, and screaming I woke. Ness was there, ready to catch me in her arms. At first, I fought against her, but then I let her hold me. I cried, then. Cried like I’d never cried before. I could still feel the pain at my back, the phantom injuries caused by the man who had stolen my wings.

Wings I would never get back.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

My stomach was a knot of living, writhing worms. I couldn’t think straight. I’d tried to string together two conscious lines of thought since I’d left my room, but I couldn’t get past what I’d seen, what I felt. I couldn’t distance myself enough to be able to concentrate on any one thing besides what I knew I needed to do.

In my hand, my dagger burned hot against my skin. I was clutching it so tightly my knuckles were turning white. Draven. That was who I needed to see, that was the person who deserved to feel the end of this blade more than anyone right now.

I rolled my shoulders as I walked, an old reflex coming up from the deep corners of my mind. Back when I had wings, rolling my shoulders was a way of relieving tension in the joints connecting my kithe to my back. It was like stretching or clicking your fingers; satisfying. Now, something was wrong. Very wrong. Without wings, there was no satisfaction… only sadness and remembered pain.

I winced at the memory of what I’d endured. I could almost feel the way the steel cut into my wings one at a time. The rapid swing, the way the blade sung, the moment of heat that instantly turned to cold… and then the thud of the wing as it hit the ground. I couldn’t even begin to describe the pain in a way a human could understand.

The closest thing I could imagine was having a limb cut clean off while you were alive, conscious, and not on any kind of anesthesia. 

A shudder worked its way through me as I marched with my head down to where I knew the gold prospects would be gathering. It had been a risky idea, going under the night before my trial was to begin. I’d had to wait until morning to do this here and now, but it was the right time. Draven would be there, as would Aaryn, and just about anyone else who meant a damn in this whole place.

I was going to tell them all what had happened, and then I was going to kill him. Because of him, I would never be rid of the feeling like I was less than. Because of him I would never take to the skies on my own wings and fly like I was born to do. Because of him, I would never be whole.

He deserved worse.

When I reached the courtyard, I spotted the prospects standing around the Aevian statue. Aaryn was among them, talking to Felice it looked like. Maybe they were asking about me. Maybe they were just talking about how good the weather was tonight; clear skies, crisp, clean air. None of it mattered. Only Draven mattered. 

My heart stopped when I saw him, and so did my feet. I swallowed hard and watched him from a distance. For an instant I almost couldn’t believe he had been the man I’d seen in my memories. I doubted myself, wondering if maybe I’d gotten confused. But no, I wasn’t confused. Everything I’d seen was real, even the stuff that I hadn’t been present to witness. 

The worst part was, I still blamed myself for everything that happened that night.

The murder of my people.

The sacking of my city. 

The removal of my wings.

Everything.

My fingers tightened around the dagger’s handle even harder. Swallowing again, I marched into the courtyard and went through the crowd, heading directly toward Draven. Felice caught sight of me and waved, but I ignored her. She must’ve figured something was up because she made as if to get into my path. That was when I started running.

By the time Draven saw me, I was already close enough to throw my fist into the side of his face. My hand collided with his cheek with a loud crack that made the prospects around me shudder and fall away. Draven staggered, having been caught completely by surprise. He would’ve toppled into the small pool at the foot of the Aevian statue if he hadn’t held his hands out to stop from falling over, but that meant he didn’t have hands to stop me from grabbing him by the collar and pressing my knife against his neck.

“Seline!” he yelled, “What the hell are you doing?”

The words burned against my tongue, but for the longest time they didn’t want to come out. Finally, I found the strength to speak. 

“Is it true?” I snarled.

“Is what true?”

“Seline, put the knife down,” Felice said, “This is crazy.” 

“Tell them,” I said to Draven, strengthening my hold on his collar. “Tell them what your family did to me!” 

“My… family?” 

I pressed the knife closer to his neck, so close the tip pierced his skin slightly, drawing a bead of blood. “I swear to all the Gods, Draven, if you try to deny any of this, I’m going to straight up murder you in front of all these people. I don’t care what’ll happen to me after, but I’ll at least have the satisfaction of taking you into hell with me. Now, answer the fucking question. Is it true?” 

Draven stared at me, his black eyes catching the glow from my hair. It was burning brighter than it ever had, now; so much so it looked like white fire against his eyes. “It’s true…” he said.

A hot tear streamed down the side of my face. My hand trembled; both of them did. I didn’t know what to do next, I hadn’t planned this far. My head was pounding, my world was shattering, but the worst part was, my heart was breaking. I couldn’t remember the last time I felt for anyone the things I felt about Draven, and he’d hurt me more than anyone.

“You bastard,” I growled. “You fucking bastard.” 

“Could someone tell me what’s going on here?” Aaryn asked. She’d gotten close, but not too close. She clearly didn’t want to set me off or make me do anything we would all regret. Too bad for her, that wasn’t her call to make. I was the one holding the knife.

“I’ll tell you what happened,” I said, keeping my eyes on the man underneath me, “Draven is a lying, worthless coward who will sell all of us out if it means accomplishing his goals.”

“That’s not true,” he said.

“Oh, yes, go ahead. Defend yourself. Defend your involvement in the destruction of my home. Defend your decision to stand by and do nothing while your men cut off my wings.” 

A gasp rippled through the crowd assembled behind me, then silence. There were no murmurs, no whispers; not even from Ferrum, who usually had something to say. I figured he’d be enjoying this. It would just give him more ammunition to use against me in the future; not that he’d get the chance. I probably wasn’t going to make it out of this alive.

“I didn’t know they were going to do that to you,” Draven said, wincing as the blade at his neck continued taking little nips out of his skin. 

“Didn’t you? I find that a little hard to believe since it was you who let your company of barbarians into my castle. What did you think they were going to do to the daughter of the king? Hold me hostage?” 

“They lied to me. They told me—”

“—told you what? That they were just going to interrogate me?” 

“They told me your father had desecrated my father and brother!” 

I stared at him hard, my eyes trained on his. “Desecrated?” 

“Cut off their wings. That’s what they told me.”

“So, you let them have mine?”

“I was angry! I let them into the city, yes, but I didn’t know they were going to do that to you. I thought they were going to capture the royal family and use you to force your father to retreat from our territories.” 

“You thought wrong. And you’re damn right you were lied to. My father was an honorable and just king. He never would’ve done what your people did to me. Not to anyone. Ever. I can’t believe just how fucking stupid you were, that you’d take the word of your soldiers over mine.” More tears, now. “I loved you… I was in love with you, and you watched while your men sliced my wings from my shoulders and tossed me over the side of my city. You watched while they sentenced me to die from my injuries, or live a life on the ground, denied of my birthright, of my ability to fly.” 

“You didn’t die, Seline… and I’m thankful for that every day.”

“Well I’m not!” I screamed into his face, hot tears now flooding my cheeks. “Do you know what it’s like knowing you’ll never be who you were supposed to be?” 

He shook his head and. “I’m sorry…” he said, his voice low, “I’m so sorry… take my wings, I don’t care. I’ll do anything to make this right.” 

I stared at him, carefully figuring out my next move, trying to gain as much clarity as possible. I sucked in a deep breath, pulled the knife away from his throat and held it up. “You can die,” I snarled, and I plunged the dagger toward him. 

It was Felice who saved Draven’s life. She grabbed my arm just as the knife reached his neck and pulled me away from him. Chaos erupted around me, then, as other gold prospects tried to keep me away from Draven. Aaryn stepped between us, her hands stretched, now looking like she wanted to try to mediate. 

“This was not the time and place to do this, Seline,” she said.

“That’s easy for you to say,” I said, once my nerves had settled.

“You are all on the verge of completing your gold trials and becoming full members of the Order. You and Draven can settle your differences in private, but the trials must continue.” 

“Fuck you, fuck the trials, and fuck the Order.” I shrugged out of Felice’s grip, turned around, and marched away from the courtyard.

Silence followed me out. There wasn’t a single voice talking about what had just happened, not even the crickets were singing. I saw Rey sitting quietly on a window-ledge inside the castle. He didn’t speak, and neither did I. Instead, I walked past him, keeping my head down.

“Seline, wait,” Felice called out. 

I didn’t stop. “What do you want?” I asked.

“I’m coming with you. Fuck this place.” 

“I don’t think you know what you’re getting into.” 

“I’m a big girl. I can make my own decisions. Out of curiosity, though… what are you gonna do?” 

I stopped and turned around to look at Felice. “I have no fucking idea.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Bastet stared at Felice, her eyes low, her body poised to attack at the drop of a hat. Felice could’ve tried a little harder to make Bastet a little more comfortable, but she wasn’t one to back away from a stare-down. It was like watching two cats with their ears pinned back and their hackles raised.

“Seriously, guys,” I said, “It’s been, like, five minutes. Can someone say something?” 

“Don’t you know how a staredown works?” Felice asked, not breaking eye contact.

“Yeah, of course I do, but why do you need to have one?” 

“Schhh, pretty,” Bastet said, “The grownups are talking.” 

I rolled my eyes, and there, in my periphery, I caught sight of a small silver tabby helping himself to a bowl of tuna that had been set out on a kitchen counter. That little shit. I was about to say something to him, when Felice spoke. 

“I like her,” she said. “You don’t back down.”

“Neither do you,” Bastet said, “Your kind are always so interesting, so colorful.” 

“Are we friends now?” I asked, “Can we chill? I’ve kind of had a terrible day.” 

The two women breathed deep breaths and relaxed into their seats. Blinking, Bastet turned her head to look at me, her expression softening. “I can see it written all over your face, sweetness. What happened to you?” 

I shook my head. “I didn’t come here for a pity party, I came here to get away from all the bullshit.”

“If you don’t want to tell me what happened to you, I don’t know how I can help.” 

“For once, I didn’t actually come here to ask for anything. You’re… the only person I know in the city who was least likely to turn me away.”

“I think very unlikely is more accurate, kitten. Why would I turn you away?” 

“Because your kind hates our kind?” Felice said, phrasing it as more of a question. She was being careful with the way she acted. 

“I think hate is a very strong word,” Bastet said, “It’s more like… we have a natural dislike for each other.” She shrugged. “It’s natural. You’re foreign invaders to our world.” 

“Invaders?” I asked. “I didn’t ask to come here.”

“I’m not saying that’s what the truth is, I’m only saying that’s what it feels like in here.” She tapped her heart. “Just like your instinct is to protect yourself and your people at all costs, ours is the same… with the added feeling of being attacked by aliens.” 

“Aliens, invaders, others,” Felice said, “You guys really do have a lot of fun words for us, don’t you?” 

“Don’t get your panties in a bunch. I don’t think I’m saying anything you don’t already know.”

I shook my head. “You aren’t.” I sighed. “It’s bullshit. I’m so sick of fighting people… a few months ago it was just me and Fate, living in our apartment, eating shitty food and wasting the days away watching TV. Now, there’s rifts and Aevians, and killer labyrinths, and stones…” 

“You have to admit,” Bastet said, touching the side of her nose, “The latter makes for a more exciting life, don’t you think? 

“Why do exciting and dangerous have to go hand in hand?” 

The mage shrugged. “I’ve lived a long life. I’ve learned a thing or two about danger along the way.” 

“Oh yeah? And what’s that?” Felice asked.

“Not all danger is lethal, and that kind of danger is the most exciting kind.” 

I stared at her and cocked my head to the side. “You know, I really wish I had your outlook sometimes. It really doesn’t look like anything surprises you.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong. Life surprises me every single day, but only because I let it. If I surrounded myself in the mundane, if I closed myself off to danger and excitement just because I was worried I’d die, or I preferred the thought of being comfortable and safe… I wouldn’t come across half the shit I find that makes life worth living. What’s the point of living in a box if all you’ll see are the same four walls?” 

She pointed at a closed cabinet, and the cabinet started to tremble. From inside I could hear glasses and mugs clinking together. One of them seemed like it jumped, making a loud thumping noise. I stared at the cabinet, eyes wide. 

“Did you do that?” I asked. 

Bastet sighed. “No, that’s just my noisy housemates. They get riled up sometimes.” 

“That’s an external wall,” Felice said, “What housemates?” 

“Yeah, and there’s a padlock on that thing,” I said, “What’s up with that?” 

“My housemates inside the cabinet, silly. Anyway, don’t you worry about what I keep in that box. They might not like it in there, but that’s where they have to say.”

It sounded like she’d raised her voice to say that last part… who was she talking to?

“I wouldn’t mind living in a box sometimes,” Felice said, “People suck. Sometimes I wish they’d all just get on with dying already so I don’t have to listen to their whining.” 

I stared at Felice, frowning. “That’s dark…”

“But also true. I mean, don’t you wish you didn’t have to deal with Draven and all the other idiots at the Order?”

Hearing his name made my spine crawl. Flashes of what had happened to me in my own home flooded my thoughts. I shut my eyes, a reflex everyone has, to stop themselves from seeing things they didn’t want to see, but the memories came regardless. I almost wished I hadn’t dug into them. Living without those memories for the past ten years had been a blessing in disguise.

Why’d I have to listen to that damn cat?

“I know you’re trying to hide your pain,” Bastet said, “But trust me, kitten, you’re broadcasting it loud and clear.” 

I stared at her and swallowed, trying hard to fight the hurt from showing on my face. “I didn’t come here to show you my hurt.” 

“I know… but I also know why you really came, and it’s related.” 

“How can you possibly know?” Felice asked, “Seline hasn’t said a word about what happened to her.” 

“This kitty-cat’s senses are pretty sharp, little birdie.” 

“Little bird…” Felice, trailing off, shook her head.

I locked eyes with Bastet. “Alright,” I said, “Why did I come?” 

“You came because you’re lost. You learned what happened to you in a past life, and now everything you thought was important to you means nothing. You now have no reason to fight, no reason to push forward and do what you know in your heart you need to do.”

“And what’s that?”

She shook her head. “I can’t tell you. You have to find out on your own, though I think you already know the answer to that question… what I can tell you is, you can’t abandon the fight yet, Seline. It’s not over.”

“I’m done with it, Bastet. You don’t understand.” 

“Because I’ve never been hurt like you have? Oh, baby, I have been hurt. I have been rejected. I have been used and thrown aside like a dead rat. But I never ran away from something that was important. I mean really important. I know you’re not that person either.” 

I swallowed. Shook my head. “I can’t. Not after what they did.”  

“He won’t stop until he’s got all the stones… he already has two of two of them.” 

My breath caught in my throat. What did she say?

“Two?” Felice asked, “I thought he only had one.” 

Bastet shook her head. “Our little grey bird has been busy… and he’s going to give it to Slade. Tonight. Or at least, that’s what he thinks. He’s always been a bit of an idiot. Very naïve for a mage.” 

“How…” I started to say, “How do you know any of this?” 

“Because I know more about the stones than you know…” she turned her eyes down, shut them, and pressed her lips into a thin line. “Seline… they hurt you, but they need you now more than ever. Don’t punish the many innocent people who will get hurt if you aren’t able to stop Valoel just because something terrible was done to you. Let the past live in the past.” 

Silence hung between us, a silence filled only with the backdrop sounds of New York and the apartment around us. Police sirens in the distance. People talking through the thin walls. Cats eating at their bowls, or purring at our feet. 

“What aren’t you telling us?” Felice asked.

Bastet looked at her. “Lots of things.” 

“Why keep anything from us if you want us to get back into the fight?” 

“Because I don’t have anything to tell you that will help you… trust me, if I thought I could help, I would.” 

“You’re a mage, right? You have a whole bunch of power you could be helping us with, but you’re hiding out here with your cats.” 

“I’m not hiding out. I’m waiting.” 

“Waiting for what?” 

“It doesn’t matter,” I said, standing up. “She’s right, Felice… we can’t just run away.” 

Felice rolled her eyes. “It’d be great if you could make up your mind.”

“I know, but it was wrong of us to just leave like that.” 

“I think under the circumstances, you’re probably justified in storming out. I would’ve if I’d learned what you learned. Probably would’ve broken a few noses, too.”

“The meeting with Valoel is happening tonight. I don’t think Valoel is really gonna part with the stones, which means he has something else up his sleeve. I don’t know what it is, but it’s not gonna be good. And if this guy, Slade, is involved? It’s going to be doubly dangerous.” 

“You really think so, huh…” 

“I do. I met him, and there was something about him I didn’t like. It wasn’t that he was slimy or way too keen on getting into my pants, there was something else about him. He just had a treacherous vibe.” 

“A treacherous vibe. I like that.” 

I turned to Bastet. “I guess I should be thanking you for the pep talk.”

Bastet smiled and shrugged. “I like New York. I like my life. I’d really like to keep things the way they are, at least for a little longer.” 

I nodded. “I’ll do my best. Right now, we should probably get back to the fortress.” 

“Fortress?” Felice asked, “What about Valoel? Do we have time?” 

“We need to try and join Draven and the others before they leave. Maybe we can help them work out a plan.”

“Probably shouldn’t waste anymore time talking, then,” Felice said, pulling a teleportation orb out of her jacket pocket. 

“Please do that outside,” Bastet said, “You’ll spook the kitties…” 

“I’ll see you soon…” I said.

“Please make sure you come back, kitty-girl. Life would be a whole less exciting without you around.” 

“I’ll do my best. Let’s get out of here.” 

Felice followed me out of Bastet’s apartment. We took to the stairs two at a time, climbing to the top of the building and bursting out of the door and into the cool, crisp, New York night. The city glittered ahead of me, massive buildings reaching high into the night sky, each its own sea of windows and lights. 

“How are you feeling?” Felice asked.

“I’m never going to fly…” I said, “I’ll literally never know what it’s like to fly the way you do. If that wasn’t enough, my dickhead of an ex-boyfriend totally fucked me around and had a hand in the destruction of my home, maybe even the death of my family.” 

“Are you still gonna kill him?” 

“Maybe. I haven’t decided yet. But first we’re gonna save the city.” 

Felice grinned. “That’s badass.” 

I nodded at her. “Get us to the fortress.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

As much as I didn’t want to see him, I went to find Draven in his room first. My heartrate shot up the moment I hit the spiral staircase leading to Draven’s room. The gravity of my choice to come see him hadn’t properly hit until then, until I was in that dark tower, climbing the steps two at a time. 

What was I going to say to him? How was I going to react when I saw him? The last time I’d seen him, I’d held a knife to his neck and had been a few short breaths away from killing him. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to look at him without wanting to severely hurt him. The only problem was, I didn’t have a choice but to talk to him. 

I reached the top of the stairs and pushed the door open, but he wasn’t inside. His room was quiet and dark, like it always was, save for a single lit candle burning softly on his desk. I could smell him everywhere, and I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to cry or scream. 

Probably scream; I’d done enough crying for three lifetimes tonight.

I searched the room anyway, moving quickly into the washroom and calling him out. He really was gone, and if he wasn’t in his room, then he was probably out of the castle, too. I had a strong, guttural feeling that we’d just missed him, maybe only by a few minutes. They must have left early.

“Dammit,” I cursed, striding out of the bathroom and toward the main, bedroom door. 

I was about to leave when the light from the candle touched something that shimmered. I stopped and approached Draven’s workbench, frowning at the armlet he’d left on his desk. The light reflected beautifully off ornate patterns etched into the metal. I saw wings, and roses, and even swords, all swirling together to form an exquisite little piece of art. 

I picked the armlet up. Metal cuffs hung from underneath it, ready for me to attach them to my arm. The piece itself was long enough that it’d go from my wrist to about half-way up my arm, and there, in the center of it, was a socket… a space for me to fit my stone. 

He’s finished it.

I searched around for a note or a message he may have left behind but found none. For a long moment I was caught between wearing it and throwing it back on the workbench. He’d made this for me, but now that I knew the truth about him, did I want it? Would I feel sick wearing it, or would it help me in the fights to come?

I still couldn’t believe what he’d done. I’d only known about our love, about our secret romance, for a day, and yet inside I felt like we’d been in love for years. That’s what made his decision to use our secret passage to let his people in hurt as much as it did. Maybe if I hadn’t known him as well as I do, maybe if I didn’t care about him the way that I did, my anger wouldn’t need justifying. 

I’d just be able to kill him.

But there were feelings tangled up in all of this. As much as I hated to admit it, none of this was as black and white as I wanted it to be. Don’t get me wrong, I was a far, far, way away from forgiving him. I didn’t even think I would be able to forgive him for what he did to me. For what he allowed his family, his friends, to do to me. 

At the same time, Draven’s success against Valoel was my success too. I needed him to survive, I needed him to do his job and come through for the many people who can’t fill his shoes—or my shoes. 

In the end, the choice made itself. The armlet may have had Draven’s scent all over it, his essence, but the truth was I was nothing without the stone, and people were counting on me. I needed to be at my best, the armlet would make sure of that. 

Besides, it looked awesome on my wrist. 

I fastened the straps to my arm and made sure I’d be able to move around with it attached to me. The thing was virtually weightless. It didn’t slow me down at all. With my new piece of equipment strapped to my arm, I made tracks toward the vault, retrieved my stone, and held it above the socket where it was supposed to go.

The stone hummed lightly as I held it. My wings manifested at my back, filling the room with light that highlighted the patterns on the armlet. They were only a shadow of what they once were, but I could at least get to look at them. I held the stone close to the socket and felt a strange pull against my hand, as if the stone were drawn to the opening. I let the stone go, and it slapped itself into place perfectly, slotting into the socket with a click.

My power moved through me like an electric current. I took a deep breath and flexed my fingers, feeling the energy as it filled my bones, my muscles. Quickly I turned around, aimed my hand at the vault door, and yelled “Veshrim!” 

Magic spilled from my hand like an energy beam and struck the vault door, blasting it open and making a huge echo that ripped through the vault.

“Fuck yes,” I said, flexing my fingers. The power made my fingertips tingle.

Without wasting another minute, I rushed out of the vault and made my way back to the courtyard where Felice had asked me to meet her. Already something was different inside of me. I could tell my wings to disappear, I didn’t have to fight with them to make them go away.

At the same time, I felt… powerful. Like a freshly cut diamond that couldn’t hold the sun before, but could now focus its energy into a fine point whenever I wanted to. I hadn’t noticed until I’d almost reached the courtyard, but there was something different in the way I was walking, too. 

There was confidence to my steps, like I knew what the hell I was doing—even if I didn’t.

“Just where in the hell do you think you’re going?” Fate asked. She had her hand on her hip and a frown on her face. She’d intercepted me in the hallway just a I was about to reach the courtyard. Behind her was Ness, and also Felice. It was an ambush.

“To fight…” I said, staring at them. “What are you doing here? All of you?” 

“Felice came to find us,” Ness said, “She didn’t tell us anything… I mean, she didn’t tell us anything we didn’t already, uh, know… you know, about what happened today… with Draven. Why am I still talking?” 

I felt my jaw clench. “She shouldn’t have come to find you. Any of you. This isn’t your responsibility.” 

Fate approached, still frowning. I thought she was going to hit me at first, but then her eyes softened up. “I’m sorry…” she said, her voice low, almost careful. I realized then she hadn’t been given a chance to talk to me after what had happened, and she probably wanted to. 

Now wouldn’t be that time.

“I don’t need you to do that,” I said, maybe a little more stiffly than I should’ve.

She hugged me tightly. “I know, but let me anyway.” 

I took in a deep breath as she hugged me, almost like I wasn’t sure whether I should accept the embrace or not. My body felt rigid, tense, and when her hands brushed up against my shoulders, it was like my muscles were reminded that something was missing. The sensation sent a shudder rippling through my body. 

“Don’t worry about it, okay?” I said, “I’m fine.”

“You’re not, and I’m probably the only person on this planet who really knows that… but okay I won’t make a big deal out of this until it’s all over.” Fate pulled back and stared at me. “Because this will be over soon, and we’re all gonna be okay.” 

I nodded. “I still don’t think any of you should be here. None of you asked for this…” 

“Are you kidding me?” Felice asked. “None of us asked for this, yeah, but we’re all here right now, and the best thing we can do is rally as many people as we can and storm that meeting in force.”

I shook my head like I hadn’t understood. “Wait, what exactly are you suggesting?” 

“You heard me. I say we round up all the silver and gold prospects and go down there. If we want a shot at catching Valoel, we need to go down there with as much firepower as we have.”

“Felice, Valoel is really dangerous, and we don’t know what kind of entourage he’s going to have with him. People could die. In fact, the more people we take with us, the more people will die.”

“Pretty sure most of us are okay with that, right?” Ness asked, “I mean, I know I am. Besides, all anyone ever talks about around here is how they’d love to get some time away from this place. Why not see if they wanna come with us on this crazy, insane mission?” 

“Because it’s dangerous, and because they don’t owe anyone anything. It’s not like we’re going to take them to dinner and a show; we’re going into a warzone.”

“How about you let them decide that for themselves?” Fate asked. “This whole time I’ve known you, one of your biggest things has been not wanting to let go of control of a situation. It’s almost like you don’t trust any hands that aren’t yours. I’m not saying this is gonna work, or that anyone will even wanna come. All I’m saying is, be open to this idea. Let them decide.”

I paused and stared at her. “You realize, if we do this, the cat’s out of the bag, right? Everyone will know exactly what the Order is up to, what they’re facing, what we’re up against. And I don’t know what I’m going to do when this is all over... after what happened tonight, I don’t know if I even want to come back here.”

“Whether that happens or not, pretty sure if I was told I was going to die at the hands of some power hungry Aevian, I’d want to help make it so that didn’t happen.” 

Frowning, I glanced at each of the people around me in turn. I shook my head. “This is stupid. You’re all crazy.” 

“We also wanna live,” Felice said. “I feel like this is what we’ve been training for.”

I nodded. “I guess you’re right.” 

Fate grabbed my arm. “What’s with the new hardware?” 

“Oh… Draven made it.”

“Draven? When?”

“Must have been before tonight…” 

“It holds the stone,” Ness said, “That’s pretty impressive. I mean, not that I’ve been able to study them or anything, but I can sense that thing’s power and it’s huge.” 

“Me too, I guess,” I said, “But I figured we could use all the weapons we could find, so I took it.” 

“You’re probably not wrong,” Felice said, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “We should probably come up with a strategy. This meeting could already be going down. People could already be dead for all we know.”

“I don’t think so. Knowing Draven, he’ll probably have wanted to stalk the place and wait for the right moment to strike. But we shouldn’t waste any more time. If we’re going to do this, we should gather the troops, anyone who will come with us. We have a party to crash.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

Ringing the bell in the bell tower was the quickest way to get everyone gathered in the courtyard, so we rang the hell out of it. As soon as some prospects noticed us waiting for them there, the others fell into line around them creating a big gathering of faces; some new and fresh, others familiar and weathered. 

All of them scared.

There wasn’t a single prospect in that crowd who didn’t look ready to fight for their lives. I had a feeling my little display earlier hadn’t helped things. They were all used to seeing Draven striding around the halls, king among them, the invincible black knight.

Today, I’d almost run a knife through his throat.

He deserved it.

I was waiting specifically for Six, and the moment I saw her slink quietly into the crowd, I knew it was time to speak. She looked small, smaller than the others there. She made sure not to stand too near to anyone, or try to push her way to the front of the crowd. Doing that would get her noticed, and that probably was furthest away from what she wanted.

What brought a smile to my lips, though, was seeing her wearing her black uniform. She didn’t have a colored collar like the others did, no prospect’s stripes to call her own, but it suited her somehow. She was the shadow. The dark horse. The underdog. 

Sensing that now was the time to say something, I climbed up along the side of the Aevian statue and let my eyes roam along the top of the crowd. Ferrum caught my eye right away, his orange hair seemingly blazing in the night. He was staring at me, his expression severe. I wanted to go down there and warn him not to run his mouth, tell him I wasn’t in the mood for bullshit tonight. 

I didn’t.

“Where’s Draven?” someone called out, beating me to the first words. 

“Draven isn’t here,” I said, my voice echoing across the sea of gathered prospects. “Right now, Draven, Aaryn, and several other members of the Order are in the city about to attack a meeting between a mage and an Aevian. For all we know, that attack has already happened, and people are already dead. That’s why I need to keep this brief.”

I swallowed hard, paused, then continued.

“I’m not going to lie to you,” I said, “There’s a very real chance Draven and Aaryn are never coming back. If they fail tonight, I don’t know what’ll happen to this place, or to the Order. The reason why I’ve sounded the alarm is because I’ve decided to go and crash that meeting anyway. Draven saw it fit not to tell any of you about any of this, but I don’t think that’s fair. The men he’s gonna be dealing with are extremely dangerous and powerful, and I think he’s bitten off way more than he can chew. If he dies, if Aaryn dies, there will be no one left to stop the vultures from circling around this place and eating us alive.”

Ferrum pushed his way forward, right to the front of the crowd. Felice moved to get into his path, but I grabbed her shoulder and stopped her.

He watched us both, his jaw clenching. He didn’t have his minions next to him; right now, he stood alone and he seemed to be speaking for the rest of the prospects. “What exactly is the situation?” he asked.

I flashed my armlet at him. “You can all hear the stone, can’t you?” I asked.

The prospects nodded, Ferrum too. “What is it?” he asked.

“It’s called a singing stone, and before anyone asks, no, I don’t know much about them. I only know that there are many, they’re powerful, and they’re dangerous.”

His eyes moved across the surface of the armlet, maybe hungry to taste the magic inside, maybe ready to kill me for it. “So, why do you have one if they’re so powerful and dangerous?” 

I walked over to him, holding the stone facing his skin. He didn’t move at first, but as the stone’s glow touched his face, he started to back away. “If this thing touches you, you’ll probably get viciously hurt, or even die. I’m one of the only people who can handle the singing stones without losing my life.”

“How do we know that’s true?” 

“Touch it…” 

Ferrum’s eyes flickered up at mine. The light from the stone danced against his skin, making the features of his face seem to shift. I could see the thoughts dancing behind his eyes, pro’s and con’s weighing out in his head. Did he touch it? Did he dare?

He swallowed hard and shook his head. “If you say it’ll kill me, then I believe you,” he said. Ferrum turned his head around, as if he wanted to make sure the crowd was watching, then he looked at me again. “We’ve had our differences in the past.”

“Understatement…” 

“But what happened to you was bullshit, and what’s happening right now affects all of us. You can count on me to do what needs to be done.”

“Alright, where’s the real Ferrum and what have you done with him?” 

Was that a smile I saw on his face? It suited him. “You’re leading this mission, right?” 

“I guess so, but only because I know who we’re dealing with. Valoel, the man who escaped from the fortress, the man Draven is trying to stop tonight, is my brother.”

A murmur moved through the crowd. Prospects glanced at each other, then back at me. I wasn’t sure what they were saying exactly, but it looked like I may have just lost a couple of trust points with them. 

“Your brother…” Ferrum said, cocking an eyebrow.

“Half-brother. Trust me, I don’t care for him. But he does have two of these stones. My priority is making sure those stones come back here with us, where we can keep them safe. As long as they’re out there, we’re all in great danger. I’m not going to force any of you to help us deal with this threat, but I am going to ask you to join us…” 

This time there were no murmurs, only cold, silent stares. I looked across my shoulder at Fate, her mercury eyes sparkling even in the dim light. She nodded at me, at the same time offering me comfort and her support. Ness and Felice did the same, but it was Ferrum I needed; Ferrum who spoke for the rest of the prospects. 

He took a deep breath. “We’re with you,” he said. “Whatever you want us to do, let’s do it, and make sure these sons of bitches don’t get what they want.” 

Grinning, I nodded at him. “Alright,” I said, “We’ve gotta move fast. I want everyone who thinks they’re good fighters lined up on this side, and everyone who thinks they’re good thinkers on the other side. If you think you’re equally good at both things, line up in the middle.”

The crowd started moving like a living, breathing animal. It was the gold prospects who moved into the fighting side more than the silvers, though I noticed a couple of hot-shots silvers lining up next to Ferrum. I turned around and gathered Ness, Fate, and Felice to give them their instructions.

This operation was going to have two parts. The first was going to be an attack on Valoel and his people; the second was the defense of the black fortress. For all we knew, Valoel was counting on something like this happening tonight, and he had people ready to attack the fortress while we were distracted.

I wasn’t about to fall for that trick.

Ness and Fate were only silver prospects, but between them I knew they could organize the defense of the fortress if it came to it, so I asked them to stay behind. With Siren’s help, they’d make sure the fortress was ready to defend itself if it got attacked tonight. 

Felice and Ferrum, along with some of the best fighters we had, were going to be leading the attack together. The plan was, they’d teleport right into the thick of things and start fighting anyone who didn’t look like they were members of our Order. It was going to be fast, and bloody, and for that reason we decided they should get geared up before they left.

When Felice was ready, she gathered her people and lead them into the armory where they’d find weapons and armor to use. We were fighting against the clock here, and every second was precious, but I noticed something just as Felice moved away from the courtyard and the crowd of prospects started thinning.

I turned around to find Six standing there. She looked petite, slight, like a strong wind could send her hurtling into the clouds, but her eyes were low and sharp. 

“I wasn’t sure where you were,” I said.

“I wasn’t sure if I was going to stay,” she said.

“But you did…” 

Six nodded, then brushed her hair out of her face. “I have nowhere else to go. Home is not home anymore. Neither is this place, but it’s the best I have right now.” 

“You don’t have to do this… you don’t have to fight with us.” 

“Do you say that because you don’t trust me to fight alongside you?” 

“No, that’s not it.”

“If you don’t trust me, I need you to say it.” 

I shook my head. “It’s not that. I promise you, it’s not that.” 

Six’s eyes flickered from me to the other prospects still gathering in the courtyard. “It’s them…” 

“Six…” 

“I know they don’t trust me. I hear what they say about me. But I’ve never been the kind of person to sit and wallow. I want to show them what I can do. I want to show them, I can fight on their side.” 

I nodded. “Okay. Then let’s do it.” 

“Where do you need me to go? With Felice?” 

“No… I want you with me. I have a plan.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

The teleport orb crackled to life, exploding into a tunnel of swirling light. Felice and her group had left a heartbeat before I had. They were going to make as much noise as possible and get the battle started. All I had to do was find Valoel and take him down.

I took a breath, counted down from five, and stepped into the light gripping my dagger as tightly as possible. I wasn’t nervous. My head was entirely clear, my mind focused into a razor-sharp edge. I knew what I had to do, and the fact that I’d have to see Draven again in only a few seconds wasn’t going to throw me off.

I navigated the portal’s shimmering tunnel, searching for my exit point. I was heading for New York, moving between the many low and high-rises at the speed of thought, hurtling through them all and toward the sea. 

By the time I reached my destination, Felice’s portal had touched down and the Order’s troops were fighting. I held back another heartbeat, another breath, giving them a second to introduce a little chaos, then I made my move and anchored the portal.

The light shifted around me, the blues and crackling whites transforming into the blacks and harsh yellows of a city at night. All at once the watery scent of the Hudson hit me, joined by the rusty metallic smell of old, decaying buildings. And blood. Already there was blood.

Prospects of all shapes and sizes moved swiftly through the abandoned warehouse district we’d landed in. I could hear gunfire, magic flashed all around me, and people were yelling and screaming. I couldn’t see Draven, or Aaryn, but that didn’t mean they weren’t mixed in with all the others who were duking it out on the battlefield. 

I scanned for Valoel right away, but I couldn’t see him anywhere. Cranes loomed high above us, swaying gently in the breeze. Abandoned buildings crowded around us like they were watching the fight break out between them. There were cars here, black SUV’s with tinted windows—some idling, others stopped, their doors open, mages flinging magic from behind them or firing guns.

And no Valoel.

The hairs on the nape of my neck stood on their ends the moment my feet touched solid ground. I ducked and twisted my body in just the right way to avoid a blast of arcane magic from hitting me. The blast instead hit the target it had been meant for, one of ours. The magic was powerful enough to lift him off the ground and send him barreling into a warehouse wall, denting the metal.

I turned my eyes on the mage who had fired it, a douchebag in a leather jacket and shades standing in front of a black SUV. Why did the douchebags always wear shades at night? It just made them easier to spot from the rest of the crowd.

Magic whorled around him like an aura of fire. His hands were burning and wreathed in blue flame. I started sprinting toward the mage as the battle raged around me. I saw myself in the black of his sunglasses; golden wings, white hair, and a dagger ready to slide into his throat.

The mage spun his hands around in a circle, putting a sphere of fiery magic and glowing runes between me and him. The flames licked and lashed out at the air around them, and I knew I wouldn’t do well going straight into them. It amazed me that these people didn’t need to speak to use magic, but that wasn’t going to save him.

He pushed out with his hands once the circle of fire was big enough, and the circle suddenly became a cone of blue fire that looked like dragon’s breath. I leapt into the air to avoid the attack, sailing over the cone of fire and hurtling toward the mage. 

I landed on top of him feet first, sending him staggering into the side of the SUV. Like a cat, my body twisted in the air to allow me to land on my feet. When I was down, I launched the dagger into the mage’s midsection and pierced his soft flesh. His breath hitched, he gurgled, and right away a little blood trickled out of his mouth. 

“Impressive,” I snarled at him, “But not very tough.” 

The door to the SUV opened, stealing my attention for an instant, and there was Slade. He grinned at me. “Hello, Seline.” 

My eyes widened. I pulled my knife out of the mage in front of me and spun away from the car, but chains struck out at me from out of nowhere and started grabbing my limbs. My feet went first, sending me slamming into the ground. Another set of chains wrapped around my waist and spun me around, forcing me to my back. A third set grabbed my knife and yanked it out of my hand. 

I couldn’t see where these chains started—it was like they were coming out of the air—but they were real enough to pin me down. 

Slade exited the car as calmly and as coolly as ever, like there wasn’t a fight going on around us; like his people and mine weren’t killing each other. “He told us you’d come,” Slade said. “He told us to be patient, and you’d show up with that around your arm.” 

My eyes flashed to the stone attached to my wrist. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, struggling to release myself. 

He walked over to me and squatted, angling his head to the side and examining the stone. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? Of course, your dulled senses can’t really see just how incredible this thing is; you can’t see the web of power it throws out into the world around it. Already it’s affecting just about everyone here, whether they know it or not.” 

“You wanna wear it? I think it’ll look pretty good on you.” 

Slade grinned. “Oh, I’m going to, but I’m not stupid enough to just reach out and touch it.” 

“Why don’t you go ahead and grab it? Trust me, it won’t bite.”

“Is that the best you can do? That’s a shame. You were so articulate in my office. Have you had a chance to reconsider my offer?” 

“You’re seriously asking if I’ll sleep with you right now? Can you see the fighting going on around us?” 

He shook his head. “When I look at you, it’s just us. Just this tiny bubble of space and time.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Dude, you probably think that’s smooth as hell, but that’s a total creep move.”

“Maybe, but the offer still stands. Say the word and I could make this whole fight disappear… all your friends will go free. You may even enjoy it.” 

I’m not considering it. I’m not considering it.

I wasn’t, of course I wasn’t, but at the same time the thought of none of my friends getting hurt was a tempting one. The thought of being with him made me barf in my mouth just a little bit, but no one said I had to make it to his bed. If I agreed, maybe he’d drop his guard just long enough for me to jab my knife into his neck.

Then again, he was probably expecting that.

“Go fuck yourself,” I spat.

“So be it.” 

I stared at him, wide-eyed. “Wait, are seriously going to go and fuck yourself?” 

Slade rolled his eyes and placed his hands above the stone, though not quite touching it. I kept trying to free my limbs, but every time I thought I was getting somewhere, the chains would tighten around my body. They were like living snakes made of metal, each responding to my movements so the harder I struggled, the more viciously they closed around me. 

The chains around my stomach were already making it hard to breathe. I needed to be careful. I also needed to be quick, because Slade was doing something I’d only ever seen done once before.

He was uttering the same magic words Bastet had used to create a shell of magic around the stone. My eyes widened as the stone started trembling in its socket. I could feel the power draining out of me, like a candle trying hard to stay lit in the face of a strong wind—and I couldn’t move, I couldn’t attack him, I couldn’t do… anything.

Well, not anything. 

I saw her charging toward Slade in the SUV’s reflection. On leathery wings tipped with sharp spines she descended, with a dagger in one hand and a set of sharp claws in the other. Six bashed Slade with her shoulder when she landed, sending him sprawling to the floor. Her body wasn’t as large as other fiends—Serakon—I’d seen and fought before, and her skin also hadn’t turned grey and dull; nor had she grown those glowing red marks other Serakon had.

What the hell?

“Bitch!” Slade growled, struggling to stand. 

“I’m sorry, did that hurt?” Six crooned. 

I stopped struggling for a moment and just stared at her. There was something in Six’s eyes, a strange kind of confidence I hadn’t seen yet. It was hard to remember her as the scared girl I’d found in that run-down slum. She’d almost looked like a child, barely able to defend herself. Right now, it looked like she was enjoying this.

He raised his hand toward her and magic runes appeared around his palm like a halo. He was about to attack her, and she was a big enough target with those wings that he wouldn’t miss. But I felt the chains wrapped around me slacken just a little, just enough to let me pull my hand free. 

Six curled her wings around her body and yelled the magic, Aevian word to shield herself from what was about to hit her. Slade’s deep blue light met Six’s wall of crimson magic. Her feet scraped along the ground as his magic started to win out over hers. 

I aimed the palm of my hand at him and yelled, “Veshrim!” 

A blast of energy shot from out of my hand and struck Slade in the chest hard enough to push him into the SUV. One of its windows smashed where he’d hit it, sending bits of glass flying all over the place. The chains keeping me mostly pinned to the ground burned away to ash, and I was able to move again. 

I whirled around on the ground and kicked myself up to standing. That was when I finally caught sight of Draven. There was blood on his face and his sword, his hair was stuck to his forehead, and his shoulders were heaving. A little blood trickled from his sleeve, over his hands, and to the ground. He’d been fighting. 

It was like a fire had started to burn inside of me. Seeing him made my blood boil, it sent an angry heat rising into my cheeks, through my chest. I tightened my grip around my dagger as I stared at him, fighting the flurry of images trying to bore their way into my mind like worms, but the images came anyway.

They cut my wings off. 

They cut my wings off, and then they tossed me out like garbage.

“Now that we’re all here!” Valoel called out, his voice booming across the tops of abandoned, old warehouse husks. It warping and echoed as it hit walls and empty chambers, sounding more and more distorted the further it travelled. 

I looked up at the source of the sound, and standing above a crane, on its very tip, was Valoel, his wings spread behind his shoulders. 

The fighting around me died away to little more than a whisper, and I immediately understood why. Something was tugging at my chest, some invisible power trying to pull me into submission. Six had it worse. Her eyes were glazed over, her wings were drooping, and her hands rested slack at her sides. As I watched her, she dropped the dagger she’d been holding. 

Not even Draven could withstand the stone’s power. His sword slipped from his hand and clattered to the floor.

“Good of you to finally join us, little sister,” Valoel said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

If it weren’t for my stone, I’d be under Valoel’s spell right now. I could feel its magic wrapping around me like a suit of armor. That meant there was only me and him, now. Only me standing between him and everyone else. 

“It doesn’t have to be like this,” I called out.

“No?” Valoel asked. “Tell me, how should this be?”

“You shouldn’t have escaped the fortress. We could’ve talked and worked something out.”

“I’m afraid your ideals don’t line up with my goals.”

“That’s because you’re an asshole, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t have talked to you. It doesn’t mean Draven wouldn’t have talked to you.”

Valoel laughed. “Draven?” he turned his eyes on Draven standing a few feet away from me. Draven was looking up at Valoel, but his eyes were glazed over and glassy. It was like he’d been zombified or something. “Draven is a fool, and a stubborn one at that. Tell me, has he confessed yet, or will he wait another ten years before telling you the truth?” 

I swallowed hard. “Confessed about what?” I asked. I knew what he was talking about, but if I could keep him talking, I could maybe buy enough time to figure out a way out of this.

“You mean to tell me you don’t already know who you are?” 

“Who I am? How about you tell me who the hell you are. I’m starting to remember a lot but, I don’t ever remember seeing you in any of the family pictures… and yet, you call me sister. What’s up with that?”

“That’s because I’m not in any of the pictures. Mistakes often get swept under the rug.”

“Mistake? What are you talking about?” 

Valoel leapt from the top of the crane. His wings beat gracefully, kicking up a strong wind as he came to land. I shielded my eyes from the dirt and the dust that came flying my way as Valoel came to stand in front of me. 

I noticed then, as Valoel landed, that there was someone hanging from the crane. Is that… Ferrum? My eyes widened. Ferrum was tied up, his hands and feet bound by warped pieces of metal. Those same pieces were magnetically gripped to the head of the crane—they were at the same time the thing keeping him tied up, and also keeping him from falling to his death.

I gripped my dagger tightly and raised it toward Valoel. “Let him go, let them all go, or I swear,” I warned.

Valoel stopped walking, swept his hair aside, and grinned. “You say you’re starting to remember your past,” he said, ignoring my threat, “But there are some things you’ll never remember because they happened before you were born. It looks like we have a bit of time right now, so how about you let me tell you the story?”

“Why do I feel like you’re going to tell me no matter what I say?” 

He grinned. “Clever. So, there was a time when our lovely mother was an unwed Queen. Her parents had passed while she was very young, and she hadn’t yet found a suitor—at least, not one she could outwardly talk about. You see, before she met your father, she met mine.” He walked around me, circling me, waving his hands as he talked. “You know how the story goes. Girl meets boy, girl falls for boy, girl can’t marry the boy because she’s a Queen and he’s just riffraff.” 

I narrowed my eyes at him and turned with him, making sure he never left my sight. “Rifraff?”

“He was a Night soldier… like our friend Draven. They were in love. They’d sneak around all the time, avoiding the citizens and the nobles alike. Then one fateful day, he put a baby in her belly… and sealed their fate. She couldn’t very well present him as their new king. They’d never accept him as a king. He was the enemy, after all. So instead, she locked herself away in the castle until the night I was born…” 

“You’re telling me my mother hid herself away for nine months? She was a Queen. People counted on her.” 

“And she shirked her responsibilities so she could secretly carry me to term. The Gods only knew why. She’d have been better off without me from the start.”

“You really expect me to believe all of this?” 

He pointed at me. “I expect you to believe it because it’s the truth. So far, I haven’t lied to you about a single thing, but he has. And yet I’m the one you’re standing at odds with. Why is that?”

“Because Draven isn’t trying to bend people’s minds like you are. He doesn’t have an agenda that involves the killing of innocent people.”

“I haven’t killed any innocents yet. If anyone’s died by my hand, it’s because they’ve deserved it. I like to think I have strong morals.”

“I’ve met cats with stronger morals than you.” 

He grinned, still spinning around me. “I’m sure you have… but that doesn’t change the fact that I’m not here to lie to you. I’m here to help you fill in the blanks, learn the things about yourself and your past that you won’t remember. Like me, like what your family truly is, and what it means to be you.”

A woman running through a tunnel with a baby in her arms. The image flashed across my eyes as we spoke. I’d only seen it for an instant, and I hadn’t known what it had meant then, but it made sense, now. Somehow, I’d seen the night my mother smuggled Valoel out of the city… she’d smuggled him out through the same secret passage Draven and I would use to meet. 

“She spared you…” I said.

Valoel paused, his grin widening even further. “There was a little passage under the city…” he said, his voice soft and low. “Maybe you know of it.”

I swallowed hard, but said nothing.

“I came early,” Valoel continued, “And before anyone could find out I’d even been born—”

“She wrapped you up in a golden blanket and helped you escape…”

Valoel’s eyes narrowed. “How did you know it was a golden blanket?” 

“That’s not important…” 

“I suppose not. What’s important is, you know I’m telling the truth. Our mother helped me escape the city using the same passage you discovered many years later. The one you used to bring your boyfriend into the city most evenings. The same one the House of Night used to murder your people… because of you.” 

Because of me. That stung, and I couldn’t deny it, either. It had been my fault. If I’d never had told Draven where the passageway was, he never would’ve been able to guide his soldiers into the city through it. Inside, I was screaming. I wanted to break, but I couldn’t. I had to keep it together.

“Do you know who was waiting to receive me?” Valoel asked.

I shook my head. “Your father…” 

“Yes. And do you want to know what he did with me? What he did to me?” 

I swallowed hard. “Yes…” 

“He hated me,” Valoel hissed. “Our mother ended their relationship that night, told him to leave and made him swear never to come back. He blamed me for that. Blamed me for the loss of the woman he loved. He would beat me when he wanted to. He would disappoint me every other day. When I was old enough, he forced me to join the military, that way he could be rid of me forever.”

“If you were smuggled out of the city that way, then that means the House of Night knew about that passage for a long time. Why did they never use it until Draven?” 

“My father never said a word about the passage. He was hurt and enraged, but he was an honorable man. Draven, on the other hand, he was driven by a special kind of rage. The alleged desecration of his father and brother hit him very hard. Until then, the idea of an Aevian cutting off another Aevian’s wings was unheard of. The word itself hadn’t been uttered in centuries. But he was convinced he had been told the truth, and he acted out of emotion, as he always does. A stronger mind would’ve asked for proof. Not Draven, though. His blood boiled, and he was out for revenge, even if that meant hurting you.” 

I hated to admit it, even if he could probably already tell, but what he was saying didn’t sound… insane. He was, after all, right about all the Draven parts. Could it also have been true that my mother fell in love with, and had a child with, a soldier of Night before she married my father? Yeah, sure it was. Could it also have been true that she smuggled that child out of the city to avoid the scandal? Sure. Especially considering I’d seen it happen, somehow.

My father, though, he’d never have done what Draven had accused him of. He just wasn’t like that, he wasn’t capable. He, like Valoel’s father, was an honorable man, only he loved his family. His wife, his children, his home. Draven should’ve trusted that.

“So, what are you going to do with all these people now that you have them under your spell?” I asked.

“Ah, I would tell you, but you’d disagree with what I want,” he said. “In any case, I only wanted to show you how much my power has grown. The fiends were the easiest to control; their brains just weren’t that complicated. The others took a little more force to break down, but once I’d figured out the way to do it, the rest was easy.” 

“Why did you want to show me what you could do? Why not just kill me?”

“Because I’ve told you before, Seline. I don’t want to kill you—I want to help you.”

“Yeah, see, every time you say that it makes me want to punch you. You’re the kind of person who only wants to help yourself.”

He stopped circling around me. “Yes, on principle I agree. But this is one of those rare instances where helping someone else benefits me indirectly, so I figured, why not?”

“Let me get this straight—I join you, and all of this goes away? You’ll let everyone go and you and I can shoot off into the sunset where you’ll tell me the truth about my past and I’ll go and do amazing things?” 

“It’s along those lines, yes.” 

“You’re the second person to try and offer me something like that tonight, and I’m going to tell you the same thing I told him. Go fuck yourself.” 

Valoel’s bemused grin deflated and became something of a frown. “I’m disappointed,” he said, “For someone who has wanted little more than to learn who she truly is and what she’s capable of, I thought you would’ve taken the opportunity.” 

I shrugged. “I guess I’m one of those people who believes in alternative solutions to problems. I’ll figure out whatever I’m supposed to figure out soon enough, with or without your help.”

“And if you never get where you’re going?” 

“Then I’ll look back at tonight as the night I let my memories slip from my grasp for good. And you know what? I’m fine with that, if it means I get to beat your scrawny ass.” 

He took a deep breath in. “Well, then… in that case, we should better get started, only…” 

“Only?” 

Valoel clicked his fingers, and movement caught in my periphery. Ferrum. My heart lurched into my throat. I watched him plummet from the height of the crane and go hurtling toward the concrete ground beneath him like a sack of bricks. 

Time slowed to a narrow point that stretched so long even my rapid heartbeats sounded like they were minutes apart. From where I was standing, I could clearly see Ferrum falling from the sky and racing to a swift death. I could also see the sword Valoel had pulled from out of nowhere. It gleamed against the ambient light bathing the area and gave his intentions away. 

If I didn’t stop him, he was going to turn Draven into shish kebab. If I didn’t at least try to save Ferrum, he was going to die right here, right now. There was no way he’d survive that fall. There was no way I’d be able to live with myself if I didn’t at least try to save Ferrum and hope, pray, that Draven would be alright.

I know I don’t usually pray, but if there’s a God listening, please help me.

I threw my head down and started running toward Ferrum. He had less of a chance of surviving than Draven did. I also had this wild thought that maybe, just maybe, I’d be able to get to them both before Valoel’s sword could come down on Draven’s defenseless body. It was a crazy, stupid thought, but I had the stone now, and the stone allowed me to do incredible things.

I called on it now, praying in my mind for its power to work through me, to fill me. Praying to Gods I didn’t really know, asking them for help like they’d just reach out of the sky and pluck Valoel up for me. Real life didn’t work like that, but thinking that way kept my legs pumping, kept my body moving.

The power of the stone both filled me and radiated out of me like I was some kind of beacon. I jumped higher than I should’ve been able to, and when I grabbed Ferrum, he was lighter than he should’ve been. Or maybe I’d gotten stronger? I didn’t know, but it didn’t matter. I had Ferrum in my arms. Somehow, I’d reached him in time.

Suddenly I felt a shift in my stomach, like it had been yanked into my spine. There was no pain, only a feeling of immense power, and then I saw the light. I could’ve sworn I was soaring through the air on golden wings, time itself moving at a crawl around me; and there, on the horizon, sunlight bloomed like a flower. 

My eyes widened. I’d seen this once before. It felt like a lifetime ago when I’d been facing off against the Caretaker and the sun itself peeked over the horizon to send it scurrying back into the darkness. Draven had called it a level three supernatural event, or something like that, but he’d never spoken about it again.

And now it had happened for a second time.

The sun continued to rise, its mighty glow washing across the ocean and flooding the warehouse district. The wind felt like it was pulling backwards instead of pushing forward. I could feel the sun’s heat on my face, and it invigorated me, recharged me. By the time I remembered I was falling, I was almost on the ground. It took all I had for me to duck into a roll as I landed, shielding Ferrum’s body from harm with my own.

But the sunlight continued to shine, and not only shine, but burn.

Oh shit.

Six.

I spun around on the spot and searched for her. The blinding sunlight didn’t hurt my vision at all. I could see everything and everyone perfectly, despite the brightness; and there was Six. She was covering herself with her wings, protecting her body against the sun’s rays.

If she could protect herself, then she could think, and she could act. And if she could act, then it meant the spell was broken. All around me, people were starting to regain themselves. Some of them were groaning, their minds slow to recover. Others got right back into the fighting.

Felice roared and plunged her sword into the shoulder of a man wearing a leather jacket. Blood spilled from the wound, and when she pulled her sword out blood splattered across her face. Valoel turned around and started running, fleeing into a dark, old warehouse; the sunlight was too much for his eyes. 

Any second I expected Six would go down. I’d watch her skin turn grey and start to sizzle and burn. But she didn’t go down, and while her wings were smoking, she wasn’t burning or too badly hurt by the sunlight. She unfurled her wings slowly, and I saw her staring at me, her eyes glowing amber in the shadow created by her wings.

As quickly as it had risen, the sun disappeared beyond the horizon again, dragging the warehouse district into darkness. That was the moment when my own brain snapped back into action. Valoel. He wasn’t going to get away this time. This time, I was going to bring him down and lock him up for good.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

The mages were in retreat, but I had no idea where Aaryn or any of the others Draven had brought with him were. An SUV squealed out of the warehouse district, its wheels screeching on the wet concrete ground. Its windows were tinted, and it was large enough that there could’ve been hostages inside. 

Another SUV peeled out of the area, followed by another, and another. I yelled for Felice and pointed at the SUV’s. She nodded, knowing exactly what to do without the need for instructions. She called out for a couple of prospects to join her and leapt into the sky, giving chase to the fleeing vehicles. I looked around for Slade, but I couldn’t find him anywhere. Had he left? He must have, and I didn’t have time to go looking for him.

“Draven!” I called out. 

He looked over at me when his ability to think returned, then he picked up his sword and looked for someone to stab. 

I started running in the direction Valoel had gone, going past Draven as I went. “He went in there,” I said to him, “Take to the sky and make sure no one leaves that warehouse.” 

Draven nodded, stretched his kithe out, and leapt into the air. On dark wings he soared, becoming one with the night just as I slid through the warehouse door. My golden wings disappeared as I entered, allowing darkness to bloom. The warehouse loomed large and ominous around me. The air was thick and stale. Rusted old steel beams crisscrossed above like a ribcage, chains rattling between them.

It was like being inside the carcass of some ancient, dead beast. 

Large, metal containers stacked near each other created narrow corridors I had little choice but to squeeze through. I couldn’t figure out why Valoel had come into this place instead of flying off, though I had two theories. Number one, the instinct to find darkness had been too strong for him to fight off. Maybe he thought the sunlight would remain, and he’d be forced to deal with the pain of such intense brightness. 

It was the same reason Draven was rarely seen out during the day.

Maybe, though, and this was way more likely, I was walking right into a trap. Alone. Without backup, and in the dark. My hair started glowing just enough to allow me to see, but it would also help Valoel see me if he was watching. I needed to be extra cautious, so I stalked between narrow walkways as quietly as I could, keeping my eyes and ears open for signs of movement.

A chain rattled somewhere, the sound echoing throughout the warehouse. A chilling thought hit me, then. Where are the Serakon? According to Six, and even Scythe, Valoel had been using the singing stone to mind control Serakon into joining his army. I hadn’t seen a single one besides Six on this battlefield, so where were the others?

In here. 

I didn’t want to think it, but I couldn’t help myself. The obvious answer to the question was right in front of me. Serakon lived in the dark, as did Aevians of Night. I was in a dark place right now that was probably big enough to house a whole army of Serakon. I had no idea what I was going to do if I came across them.

Run, probably.

Yeah, retreat would be a good idea.

Right now, though, I couldn’t retreat. I had to press on. Valoel was still in here. I’d watched him go into the warehouse, and I hadn’t seen any signs that he’d left. No side doors he could’ve slipped through, no smashed roof section where he’d taken off, and no vortex of crackling light. Okay, that wasn’t definitive proof he was in here, but—

Another sound, this time like a pipe falling to the ground. My entire body stiffened, the hairs on the nape of my neck stood on their ends. I pressed my back against a cargo container and could hear my own heart beating through my ribs and against the metal. I swallowed hard, keeping my emotions in check.

There was no reason to be scared, but there was every reason to be quiet. Maybe Valoel didn’t know I’d come in after him. Maybe he was working on an escape route, and I was about to catch him before he could pull it off. Another sound, this time like a stone slab scraping across a stone floor. I readied my dagger, took a deep breath, and slipped around the corner and into a clearing of cargo containers.

Valoel was there, his wings drawn, his back turned. It looked like he was working on something, something laying on a metal tray in front of him. 

“Turn around,” I said, aiming the tip of my knife at him. 

Valoel stopped, his wings pricked, and he turned his head to the side just enough that I could see his face. “Glad you could join me, Seline,” he said.

“Your people are gone,” I said, “They’ve abandoned you.” 

“It would appear those mages were weaker of mind than I gave them credit for… either that, or I told them to leave.”

“Why would you do that? You had us there, you could’ve ordered them to kill us all.”

“There were more of you than there were of us. Far easier to pick you all off if you’re split into smaller groups.” Valoel set something metallic down on the tray in front of him and turned around. In his hand was the stone, burning black and crimson. “Answer me this… aren’t you the least bit curious to know why the stones have a different effect on us than they do on other people?”

I was curious to know why his skin wasn’t cut up the way mine had been when I’d held that stone. The gashes opened all over my body like I was being attacked by invisible knives, hundreds of them at once, each slicing right through my clothes and into my flesh. I’d felt every ounce of pain from those attacks, and even though after a time I became numb to the pain, it haunted me now as I thought about it.

“I don’t want to know,” I said, “What I want is for you to give me the stone. None of us have to die.”

“I’m afraid that’s where you’re wrong. One of us has to die if the other has any hope of succeeding in their goals.”

“You don’t know anything about my goals.” 

“You want to stop me and return the stone to your vault so it’s never used for personal gain again. I’m afraid your goals are quite predictable and two dimensional… the only problem is, there’s a flaw with that plan.”

“Enlighten me.”

Valoel smiled. “These stones don’t want to be kept locked in a vault. They don’t want to be sent in to the middle of frozen wastelands to sit and wait until someone comes along and finds them. These stones want to be found and used, and not by just anyone… by us.”

“What are you talking about?” 

“Think about it. There are only five of these in existence. Five stones on this giant, blue marble, and somehow, we have discovered three of them. Sure, two is a coincidence, but three… three starts to form a pattern. The fifth will follow, and when it does, you’ll see what I see. You’ll know the truth I know.”

“And what truth is that?”

“That we are Gods living in bodies of flesh and bone.” 

I shook my head. “You’re delusional… no, scratch that, you’re messed up.”

“Am I? Tonight, you have proved to the world who you really are. Do you think just anyone could summon the sun like that? Why do you think you were able to do that?” 

“I… I don’t know, but that doesn’t matter.”

“Of course, it matters! It should mean everything to you. You summoned the sun with the power inside of yourself. And this isn’t the first time you’ve done it. When I saw that sun rising over the horizon in the middle of the night a few months ago, I almost couldn’t believe it. But now I see it. You and I, Seline; we are Gods, not broken things and outcasts. We were meant to rule.”

Gods. 

He’d say anything, wouldn’t he? Anything to get me to listen to him, to agree with him… then again, he hadn’t lied to me yet. I couldn’t fault him on that. The things he’d said about Draven, about me, they were true so far. If he really was an egomaniacal asshole with a totally self-serving agenda, then why include me in his vision?

Why would he care to make me believe him… unless it was true?

No. He’s trying to manipulate me; make me turn on my friends, on Draven. There’s something he wants, I have it, and he wants me to give it to him. He doesn’t want to have to fight for it. He wants me to just… hand it over.

I stared at the stone glowing on my armlet, then looked at Valoel again, shaking my head. “What you’re doing here is wrong.” I said, “Controlling the minds of others is wrong. Killing for your own personal gain is wrong. We all came from the same place, Valoel… we all want to live normal, peaceful lives. We’re all family. Please, stop this. Stop this, and maybe we can all talk.”

“Talk? Doubtful, little sister. I’m afraid the situation is too far gone for that.” 

“What situation?”

“I was forced from my home… I was sent to live and grow up with a father who resented me, to a House I didn’t belong to, to a culture that wasn’t mine. I was meant to see the sun. I was meant to enjoy the feel of its rays on my skin. Instead I was cast out like the dirty little secret that I was, and forced to live in the dark. No more. Once I take that stone from you, I’ll be able to go out into the sun—we all will.”

My blood chilled, and a shudder ran through me. “Who… who’s we?” I ventured.

Dots of amber light began to grow in the dark around me. Eyes, pairs of eyes—many of them, all around me. I couldn’t see their bodies, their faces, but I knew there were Serakon here. They were everywhere. All around me. I spun around on the spot, my eyes wide, my dagger clutched tightly in my hand. The warehouse’s walls must have protected them from the trick I’d just pulled with the sunlight, because none of them seemed hurt or fazed. 

And I was in here without backup.

Great. 

“I don’t want to have to hurt you, Seline,” Valoel said. “I know that’s probably difficult for you to understand, but it’s also the truth. You are my sister, by blood. What runs through my veins, runs in yours. Believe me when I tell you, your safety is important to me.”

“Really? Because it looks like I’m about to get ganged up on by a whole bunch of Serakon if I refuse whatever you’re offering.”

One of the Serakon moved out of the darkness enough that I could see his massive wings curled up behind him. His eyes burned amber, shedding a little light on his cracked, grey skin and the sharp fangs in his mouth. And yet look in his eyes was one of curiosity more than anger or hate. His eyes were wide, his lips parted slightly.

“You called us by our name,” he said, his voice guttural and gruff. “Why?”

My heart was pounding hard inside of my chest, my entire body trembling from the adrenaline. “Because that’s your name. You aren’t fiends—you are Serakon; Aevians like us. Family… a pretty loosely connected, dysfunctional family, but what family isn’t like that?”

“She would call us family,” a female hissed from the dark. “Why?”

“She is not like him,” another said.

“Silence,” Valoel snapped, his voice shooting out like the snap of a gun. The stone in his hand pulsed with power, and the Serakon I’d been looking at grimaced like he’d just been slapped in the face. He shut his eyes and retreated deeper into the darkness again.

He needed the stone to keep them under his control. If I could only get the stone away from him… 

The Serakon hiding in the darkness all started to stir, pairs of amber eyes slowly moving closer to me. I could see the shadows around them twisting and writhing as their wings moved. I didn’t know how many there were, maybe ten, maybe fifty. It was hard to tell with so much darkness. Lucky for me, I had a pretty reliable way of changing that.

I didn’t even need to shut my eyes. With a thought, my golden wings burst to life at my back, showering the warehouse with light to make the shadows shift away. I could see them now, the Serakon; large hulking creatures sitting on top of cargo containers. They all backed away from the brilliance of my wings, many of them ducking down behind the containers themselves to get away from the light. 

“You’re going to give me that stone,” I said. “Or I’m going to rip it out of your bleeding hand.”

Valoel turned around and pulled a sword from the metal tray he’d been standing in front of. The sword made a ringing sound as he drew it into the open. Light from my wings bounced off of the blade I now saw was covered in etchings and markings, some of which I thought I recognized. Then again, maybe not.

“So be it,” he said.

I lowered my head and charged, dashing toward him with one singular goal—take the stone from his hand. Valoel pulled his sword up to defend himself. I’d never seen him handle a blade, so I didn’t know if I was better than him. What I did know was that he couldn’t look directly into bright light, so I pushed more magic into my wings making them burn like a tiny sun as I reached him. 

Valoel’s black eyes filled with light. He narrowed them and turned his head to the side to avoid the brightness, but that made his defense sloppy. Still, he managed to keep my dagger from biting into his collarbone. When he’d deflected my attack, he swung his own sword at me, its razor edge searching for my neck. 

I ducked and rolled under the attack, striking out at the back of his leg with my dagger as soon as I recovered. The knife’s teeth sank into his calf muscle, making Valoel groan. This time, when he spun around, his sword came so near the tip of my head the attack sent shavings of my hair flying into the air. 

The clumps of hair glowed brightly for an instant, then guttered out as they fell. 

Watching my hair fall like that had given Valoel another opening to exploit, and he took it. He thrust his sword toward me, this time throwing the magic of Veshrim behind the attack. Deep purple light glowed out from inside the sword, then shot at me from the tip of the blade. 

Instinctively I put my armlet between myself and the tip of that sword, and somehow, neither the sword or the blast of magic hit me. Even Valoel was dumbstruck that his longsword had been stopped by a metal bracer strapped to my wrist.

The golden stone glowed brightly, sending a flash of light into Valoel’s eyes and pushing him back. I attacked him with my knife, throwing cut after cut. Even though he couldn’t see with the light in his eyes, he was still able to deflect my dagger and keep it from touching his skin. This guy was no joke with a sword, but I was beating him. 

Beating him until a blast of dark, Serakon magic slammed me in the back. I went forward, staggering a few steps and then losing my footing entirely. My dagger also spun out of my hand, stopping at Valoel’s feet. 

He stepped on it and pointed the tip of his sword at my face. Behind me, the Serakon that had attacked loomed, his giant wings dwarfing my golden ones.

“You fought valiantly,” Valoel said, the stone in his hand pulsing with magic. “I’ll offer you one more chance to join us. Join us and find your place, learn the truth, discover who you really are.”

I swallowed hard, then I spat at his feet. “You’re gonna have to kill me,” I snarled. 

Valoel angled his head to the side. “Shame… together we could’ve worked miracles.”

“Just answer me one thing… do you really have another stone?” 

He seemed to be thinking about whether or not he wanted to answer my question. Then, having decided, he reached into his pocket and produced a second singing stone. This one was small, and seemed to be filled with throbbing, purple light. I stared at it paired with the other stone in Valoel’s hand. When one stone pulsed with light, the mirrored it.

Like they’re siblings. 

Valoel raised his sword, ready to plunge it into the back of my neck when I saw something moving high above him. At first, I didn’t know what it was, but then the thing took shape. Wings. Huge and feathery, moving as silently as an owl at night. 

It was Draven.

He dropped in on Valoel like an anvil, feet first, sending him crumbling to the ground. The Serakon behind me roared at him. I made my wings blaze with light and forced him to move away from me. 

“We need to leave!” he yelled, and he grabbed me by the collar of my jacket and pulled me to my feet. 

I grabbed hold of him, and with a bounding leap and a powerful beat of his wings, we took to the air and punched a hole in the warehouse’s already shattered glass ceiling. The feel of the cold wind against my hot cheeks was totally welcomed, but as I stared down at what I’d left behind, I couldn’t help but feel like I’d lost this fight.

Valoel had two stones in his possession. The mages were gone. I had no idea where Aaryn and the others were, or if they were even still alive. And to make things even worse, I could now confirm Valoel had an army of Serakon fighting for him. 

I didn’t know how this could get any worse, but I just knew that it would.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

I tried Felice’s cell, but I couldn’t get through to her. I had no way of knowing if she was alright, if she’d caught up to the SUV’s, or if they’d somehow caught up to her. Even as we flew away from the area, I couldn’t help get the feeling Valoel and his Serakon were following us, waiting to jump out of the darkness as soon as we landed.

What if I’d made a mistake in following Valoel into the warehouse? What if Felice and the others had been captured while I was busy talking? I didn’t want to think about that possibility, but as the seconds ticked away, it quickly became all I could think about; especially since I had no idea where Draven was taking me.

New York glittered underneath us, a sea of lights, all twinkling, and blinking, and fighting for attention. It was beautiful. Awe-inspiring. I couldn’t understand how humans had created something so massive and wonderous as the city without access to magic. 

The wind whooshed around me, howling as it went past my ears. Draven’s wings seemed to beat with a rhythm to match my heart, thumping hard to keep us both afloat. He was calm and collected, his expression stoic. Stone. That was good. I needed that if I wanted a shot at keeping my own emotions in check.

“Hold on,” he said, and I wrapped my arms around his neck just as his wings curled slightly; enough for us to start slipping toward the earth. Occasionally his wings would pump hard, slowing our descent, but we were still moving fast. I knew we wouldn’t die from falling; that didn’t mean my stomach didn’t flip every time we dipped closer to the ground.

The rooftop of a blinking skyscraper was our target. The red light on top of the antenna gave Draven a spot to focus on as he came down, and when he landed it was perfect and soft. I let go of him and moved away as soon as I was able to, hugging myself to protect against the cold. With a hurried pace I moved to the other side of the rooftop and looked over the edge, and New York winked back up at me.

“Seline, wait,” he said.

Did he think I was going to jump? The fall wouldn’t kill me, but I wasn’t in a rush to experience that again anytime soon. 

I turned around to look at him. “What?” I asked, “Are you expecting me to thank you for pulling me out of the warehouse?” 

“I’m not expecting anything, except for you to listen to me.”

“See? That’s already presuming too much. I don’t know what you think you have to say.”

“So, let me talk, and then decide.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Fine… not like we’re going anywhere anytime soon.” 

Draven walked a little closer to me, but when he got close enough, I stretched my hand out at him. I didn’t want him getting too near me. I couldn’t guarantee I wouldn’t punch him square in the jaw, or stab—damn, my knife. I’d dropped it in the warehouse.  

“I know how you must feel right now,” Draven said.

“Really? I don’t think you do. In case you haven’t noticed, we lost that fight back there. Valoel escaped, he has two stones, an army of Serakon, and I have no idea where Aaryn, Felice, or Six or are. That’s on top of all the other bullshit that’s already happened today. I’m not sure you really do know how I feel, Draven.” 

“What happened to you…” he shook his head. “You’re right, I have no idea what that’s like. Every time I think about that moment, it feels more and more like I’m watching somebody else’s dream. That couldn’t have been me. I couldn’t have just stood there and done nothing while that happened to you.”

“But it was, and you did.”

“I know, and I’m deeply, truly sorry. The word… it’s just not enough. It’s never going to be enough. But I need to say it, and you need to know that I mean it with everything that I am.”

I angled my head to the side as if to shield my mind from the incoming train of memory about to strike me. It was like I could feel my kithe being cut off again. I felt sick. My stomach turned inside out, and for a moment I thought I’d have to hang over the edge of the skyscraper and ruin someone’s day with my throw-up.

I didn’t.

“I don’t expect you to understand what happened,” he said, “I was lied to, manipulated, they told me your father had done the same thing to my brothers, and I believed them.” 

“So, you took it out on me? Our houses were at war. Bad things happen in wartime.”

“Yes, but not desecration.”

“Correction, desecration does happen during wartime because your people did it to me. My father didn’t do it to your family.” 

“I know that now. It took me a long time to come to grips with the fact that I’d been tricked, but I did. Honestly, I never thought I’d see you again after I fell through the rifts. I thought you were dead.”

“And then I showed up on your radar one day… did you always know it was me?” 

He shook his head. “No. Not at first.”

“When did you find out who I was? Who I really was?” 

“I didn’t know when I was trailing you and Abvat. I didn’t know when I brought you to the fortress… I first started to suspect when you made the sun rise, but it wasn’t until after you returned from your first trial, when I heard about your fall, how your kithe hadn’t come like they should’ve… that’s when the memories started coming back.”

I stared at him, my mouth slipping open slightly. “Draven… that was a lifetime ago… two lifetimes. How could you have known for so long and not said anything?”

“Because I was a coward.” His words hung in the air for a beat. A gust of wind pushed up and along the side of the skyscraper, picking my hair up and tossing it around. The pause gave his words a moment to land, a moment to embed themselves into the fabric of reality. He’d said them, now; he’d never be able to escape them.” 

“How could I have told you what I had to tell you?” Draven asked, “You quickly became an important person in my life. Not just in my life, but for the Order. For a short moment, I thought I had you back, I thought we could start again.”

“And you were just going to go my whole life not telling me you were responsible for me losing my family and my wings?”

 He shook his head. “I’m not an idiot. The truth always finds a way to come to the surface because that’s what the truth wants, what it needs. It’s why the truth exists. Sooner or later I would have had to face the reality of what I’d done, what I’d allowed to happen to you. I just thought…” 

“You just thought we’d be so entangled in each other’s lives that we’d be able to get past it… tell me, would that have been for the good of the Order, or for your own personal good? No, let me answer that question for you—both of those things are selfish.”

“Yes, they are, and I know that.” He sighed. “I’m probably the farthest thing from perfect that you’re ever going to find. I make mistakes and I don’t own up to them. I let down the people I love. I care more about my own goals and pain than I do about the lives of other people. You have every right to want to stay the hell away from me.” 

What he was saying was breaking my heart. I didn’t want to hear him talk about that about himself, but I was still angry. “Please, I don’t have time for a pity party.” 

“That isn’t what this is, Seline. What I’m trying to say is… I remember a time before the rifts, you made me want to be a better man. You brought the sun back to my dark days. Then I thought I’d lost you, and everything was dark again, until you came back… and you brought the sun back with you…” 

I swallowed hard. Tears were forming in Draven’s eyes. I could see them glistening against the ambient light of the city, tiny droplets being picked up by the wind and hurled into the air. 

“I have seen the worst parts of myself,” he continued, “And I know I want to be rid of them. You have made me remember what’s truly important in this life and in all lives. Family, compassion, selflessness… love.” 

Another pause. I didn’t know what the hell to say. I didn’t even know if I would be able to say anything for the catch in my throat. 

“I’ll never be able to give you your wings back,” he said, “When I go to my grave, that will be the biggest, most painful regret of my entire life. I will never be able to give you back what I took from you… but I am going to spend the rest of my life trying.” 

“Dr…” I was about to say his name, but I couldn’t. I had to turn around and wipe my eyes with the back of my hand. Tendrils of mist snaked their way between streets and alleys a world below me. Turning my eyes up slightly, I saw the rest of New York rolling away into the distance. Billions of lights as far as the eye could see.

I finally managed to work my throat free of the lump that had been stuck there and turned around. I licked my lips. “Are you saying you want my forgiveness?” 

A pause. “More than anything in the world…” 

“Draven, I… you weren’t the person who swung the sword. I believe you when you say you didn’t expect that would happen, that you thought I’d just be interrogated and then held for ransom. I believe it because I feel like deep down, you’re a good person who just got swept up into an awful mess.” 

“Don’t make excuses for me.”

“I’m not, I’m being honest.” I shut my eyes. “I remember what it’s like to have wings, now. It’s like I can feel them at my back, always, but they aren’t really there. They’re ghosts. It hurts more than I thought possible… I almost wish I could go back to being ignorant, to not knowing. But they say you have to wear your scars with pride.” I turned my eyes on him again. “I can’t wear them with pride unless I forgive you and let go of the hate I feel.”

“Do you hate me?”

I took a deep, deep breath, and exhaled. “I hate what you were. I hate that you were lied to and used. I don’t hate the man in front of me. I don’t hate what you’ve become… but I’ll never fly again… I don’t know if I can forgive you. I haven’t had time to think.” 

Draven went to take a step toward me, but again I stuck my hand out and stopped him. He angled his head to the side, frowning. 

“Not yet,” I said. “I have a lot of thinking to do, Draven. I don’t even know if I’m ready to go back to the Order, or if I even want to.” 

“You’re not coming back?”

“I don’t know what I’m going to do… and I feel like you need to respect that.”

Draven paused, took a deep breath of his own, and nodded. “I can respect that.” 

“Good.” I looked at the stone glowing on my arm. Valoel was still out there, and he needed to be dealt with, but I couldn’t go back to the fortress right now. I couldn’t go back to my life like nothing had happened. Everything had happened. Everything was different. 

“Valoel…” Draven said, as if he’d been thinking the same thoughts I’d been. 

“He has two stones…” I said. “I don’t know what the other is or where he got it, but he never had any intention of giving it to a mage. He was lying to them just like he was lying to the Serakon. How are your people so good at lying?” 

“It’s a benefit of the deal we made with the Gods. A benefit and a curse.”

“I don’t know how I’m going to deal with him if he already has two stones. I don’t even really know what the stones do.”

“You’ll remember. Somewhere inside of you is the answer to that question, and the way to beat Valoel no matter how many stones he has.”

“It doesn’t work like that. The stones are incredibly powerful. The more he has, the harder it will be to kill him. I need to find the other two before he does. It’s the only way to tip the scale.”

“Then let me help you.” 

I shook my head. “Valoel said something to me… he said the stones want me to find them. It’s my duty to go after them, and if I do, then hopefully they’ll show themselves to me. I can’t do that if I’m a gold prospect and under your Order’s rules.”

“Then consider yourself a member of the Order.” 

“What?”

“If you want it, you have it.” 

“Just like that?”

He clicked his fingers. “Just like that.”

“That’s generous, but I still don’t think I’m going back to the fortress.” 

“Then don’t come back. Do whatever you have to do, but know that if you do come back, you come back as a member.”

It was funny. This was what I’d wanted from the very beginning, to be a member of the Obsidian Order. To be someone who had authority, the power to make changes, decisions. To be someone that couldn’t be pushed around. But there was nothing satisfying about this moment because I couldn’t go back to the fortress. 

I knew I wouldn’t be able to take the thought of seeing him every day. I needed to distance myself from him and from everyone else and focus entirely on the stones, on Valoel—on fixing the problem.

Movement across Draven’s shoulder caught my eye. I stiffened and pulled my hand up, palm out. The stone attached to my armlet glowed bright gold, its energy ready to discharge. Draven spun around on the spot, the feathers on his wings ruffling with the wind, his sword readied and in his hand. 

Whoever it was standing there had landed ahead of us on massive wings, the ends of which were tipped with sharp talons. I didn’t know if I was ready for a fight, not after all that had just happened, but I prepared myself anyway, willing my golden wings to appear behind me in a blaze of light. The shadowy form in front of us moved through the darkness until, finally, Six emerged. 

“Six?” I asked, my eyes wide. “What are you doing up here?”

“I followed you,” she said.

“Do you know what happened to any of the others? Are they alright?” 

“They’re fine. No deaths, plenty of injured, but it’s being handled. 

“Thank the Gods. Why did you follow us?” 

“I needed to talk to you right away.” 

“Talk to me? About what?”

She looked over at Draven, then at me. “I think it’s better if I show you. Come with me.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

 

Six eventually guided us to a rooftop of a neighborhood I at first almost didn’t recognize. It only took a moment, though, to spot the cracked and broken rooftop where Draven and I had fought Scythe. We were back in her neighborhood, the place where we’d found her. I walked over to the edge of the roof and looked down toward the street below.

It was quiet. Deathly quiet. No cars, people, or animals stalked around the place. I turned around to face Six. Her wings had entirely disappeared, making her look slight and almost too thin again. She walked over to the edge of the rooftop and pointed at a building about a block away. 

It was in the opposite direction from the one we’d found her in, across the cracked artificial creek. Dark, broken, boarded up. Foreboding. I didn’t know of a single person who would want to go into a place like that one except to find shelter from rain, and only as a last resort.

That had been you a few years ago, Seline. Don’t forget that.

“There,” she said. 

“There, what?” Draven asked.

“Follow me.”

Six headed quickly for the ladder on the side of the building and climbed all the way down to ground level. Draven and I followed her as she made her way through the narrow tangle of streets, each street almost identical to the last. It was like walking through a labyrinth, and even though I had a little experience doing that, I’d still have gotten totally lost in here without Six. 

At the end of our run, we reached a metal door with a chain running through it. “Break it,” she said. “Quickly.”

“What are we doing here?” I asked. 

“You’ll find out inside.”

Frowning at her, I aimed the palm of my hand at the lock keeping the chain in place and concentrated. “Veshrim,” I said, and a beam of light shot out of my hand and struck the lock, shattering it into two pieces. 

The chain slid to the floor like a dead snake, limp and inert. Without the chain to hold it in place, the door swung open on its own just a little; enough to give me a glimpse inside. Pitch black. Great, another dark place for me to go venturing into. 

“I’ll go first,” she said, pulling the door open. “Follow me.” 

Draven looked over at me as if to ask me to go first. I nodded and stepped through. Right away, a chilling breath of air pushed against me. The air wasn’t just cold, it was wet, too, and it stank of rat crap. Guarding my nose, I followed Six as she slowly stalked inside. I could barely see a thing until my hair started to glow and fought the darkness away. 

A battered old reception desk, several busted chairs—all bolted down—and a broken coffee table covered in faded, old magazines surrounded me. Water leaked from the ceiling onto the pages, making the people on the covers look fat and bloated. This looked like some kind of waiting room, probably for a clinic, though I didn’t know what kind.

“This way,” Six said.

“I don’t like the look of this place,” Draven said.

“Where the hell are we, Six?” I asked.

“This is the place where some of us were kept captive,” Six said. Her voice bounced off the broken, old walls. If there was anyone inside the building, they’d know we were there. “I was questioned, and beaten when I wouldn’t answer those questions. Others weren’t so lucky. They were just executed.”

“My Gods… why did they do that to you? You’re one of them.”

“I am, but I’m also different. I am a Serakon with no markings, with no ties to the God of Ashes. My skin is pure and untouched by the hatred our God instils in us.” 

“Why is that?”

“Because my mother made it so. She didn’t want me to suffer the same fate she suffered. She didn’t want me to become a vicious murderess. My mother wanted me to have a good life, free from the chains my people gave themselves long ago.” 

“I don’t understand…” Draven said, “You lost me at Serakon.”

“I should probably have filled you in,” I said, “Sorry… everything else got in the way. What does it mean to be untouched by your God?” 

“It means I’m only half-cursed. The sun’s rays won’t hurt me as much as they hurt other Serakon. When Scythe found me, it was near dawn. The sun was rising and he was losing the will to chase me, but more Serakon came to join him in the hunt and they were able to pin me down.” 

We walked through a door into another long, quiet hallway. Rats scurried to get away from us as we entered, sliding into holes in the walls they’d made with their own claws and teeth. 

“While the sun made their skin crack and break,” Six continued, “It didn’t do the same to mine, yet I was like them. I had their wings, their eyes, their blood ran through my veins. They locked me up because they believed they could break their curse, but they kept me close to their temple because they believed I was a gift from their God.” 

“A gift that they beat?” 

“Their God would not have disapproved of that.” 

A pause. “Well… are you?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I’ve never asked their God before.” 

“Why are you telling us all this?” Draven asked.

“Because I didn’t know if I could trust you until now. I still don’t know if I can trust you. But I know I can trust her.”

Six had stopped in front of a door in the middle of the hallway. I could smell… not smoke, but char. There’d been a fire here maybe. At some point, something had been burning. Probably not too long ago. 

She walked over to me. “Your stone… I know of another like it.”

I stared at the armlet around my wrist, and the stone socketed into it. “You’ve seen more stones like this one before?” 

“I have. They’re powerful, aren’t they?” 

“Yeah… they are. Very powerful. And very dangerous. I don’t know why, but for some reason I’m the only person who can handle them without seriously suffering. Well, me and Valoel, I guess. Where have you heard of another stone like mine?”

“When Valoel came to the Serakon here, he was looking for a stone. He knew Scythe had one, and he wanted to barter for it at first. Scythe refused, so Valoel tried to use his stone to break Scythe’s mind. That didn’t work either, so Valoel left with whatever Serakon he’d been able to control. I had never heard of it before, had never seen it before, but when Scythe started talking about it, I heard him tell someone else they needed to double up defenses at the temple.” 

“What temple?” 

Six opened the door to a small room where the charred smell was a lot stronger. If the building was once a clinic, then the room in front of me would’ve been an exam room; only this one had been turned into some kind of chapel. 

The walls were covered in artwork—not graffiti, but artwork. Incredible artwork. It was hard to see some of it because of the darkness, but what I did see, I was blown away by. Volcanic vistas dominated the walls. Thick clouds hovering low above volcanos spewing magma into the skies. Vibrant oranges and reds contrasted the greys and blacks in an almost mesmerizing way. 

Then there were the Serakon. They looked like demons, all of them. Some of them had black skin, others had grey. Some had horns, others didn’t. They all had those swirling red marks on their skin, all of them were wielding weapons or launching claws into the throats of their enemies. All of them were being carried by massive, leathery wings. 

I noticed one Serakon standing larger than the others. He was on a hill, with a spear in his hand raised toward the heavens. A single shaft of sunlight broke through the clouds to touch his skin, and it seemed to be burning him, making his skin sizzle. But he was roaring in defiance of the pain, in defiance of the sun. 

In defiance of us. 

“Here,” Six said, breaking me out of the thought. She was pointing at a shrine at the end of the room where a box sat on an altar flanked by candles. Hundreds of candles. Candles, upon candles, upon candles. Dry, cold wax coils drooped in long, oozing lines all the way to the floor where they collected in small mounds. I walked closer to the altar, and that was when I saw the box. 

My heart was pounding, my hands trembling, because I had a feeling I knew what was in that box, even if I didn’t believe it. 

“I didn’t know about your stone until I saw it tonight,” Six said, “And even when I saw it, I didn’t know if I should have told you what I knew… I know the stones are powerful, and dangerous. I also know many are looking for them. I hope you can understand why I was hesitant.”

“You needed to know I wasn’t like Valoel… you needed to be sure I wasn’t going to try and dominate the whole world with them.”

Six nodded, then slowly, she unclipped the catch on the box and opened it. 

Soft, blue light poured out from inside. It was like staring at the sky on a sunny day. Draven turned away and grimaced, covering his ears with his hands. I turned around to look at him, my instinct to check if he was okay was pretty strong. I didn’t ask. He could hear it, I knew. Some of the stones sang, others screamed, and even if I couldn’t hear them, other people could.

“It’s… beautiful…” I said, my words trailing off. 

“Do you think it’ll help us defeat Valoel?”

I looked at her. “Us? Does that mean you’ll help me?” 

“I have nowhere else to go, and you saved my life. Where you go, I go. I am only sorry I did not tell you about this sooner. Maybe tonight would have gone differently.” 

I shook my head. “You did what you thought was right, and I respect that.” I looked at the stone again, that tiny blue gem burning brightly in the heart of the box. I went to reach for it, but Draven held my arm. 

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

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“We have no idea what touching that stone is going to do to you… especially considering you’ve already got one on your arm.”

“I know… but of the three of us I’m probably the least likely to get seriously hurt if I touch it.” 

“You’re assuming… I don’t like that. We should take it back to the fortress and analyze it.”

“You’re assuming that I’m going back. I’ve already told you, I don’t know what I’m going to do about my place in the Order. I do know I’m going to grab this stone. You can either stand with me and watch, or you can leave.” 

Draven’s jaw clenched tightly. He nodded. “Very well.” 

I took a deep breath and stared at the stone. I thought of my family, my home. I thought about Fate, Ness, Felice—even Six. I wanted to keep good memories in my mind, I wanted to use those thoughts as a shield against whatever was about to happen. Counting to three in my head, I stretched out my arm and reached for the stone. 

As soon as I touched it, it was like my nerves went into overdrive. All at once my body filled with warmth, and then cold. An electric current zipped up and along my arm, sparks of power flurrying around my armlet and the golden stone locked into it. This thing’s power was immense, but I didn’t feel any pain, I didn’t feel overwhelmed by it. 

In fact, I found this blue stone a lot easier to control than the golden one. 

Slowly, as the seconds passed, my body returned to something like normal again. I could still feel the stone’s power working through me, filling me, turning any anxiety I’d felt at the thought of touching it into something like… comfort. It was like wrapping yourself in a blanket at the end of a long day. Like looking out of a window at a cloudy, grey sky and seeing a ray of sunlight poking through the clouds. 

I took a deep breath, shut my eyes, and wrapped my whole fist around the stone. I then pulled it out of the box and held it tightly in my hand. A moment of silence passed, then another, and another. All I could do was breathe. Breathe calmly. Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale. When I opened my eyes again, everything looked a little brighter. The air smelled a little cleaner. 

“Are you alright?” Six asked. She’d moved away from me. Draven had, too.

“I think I’m okay…” I said, “I’m still alive, right?” I pinched my own cheek. “Yeah. I’m alive.”

A pause. “How does that stone feel?” Draven ventured, almost a little carefully. 

I didn’t have to think about it.

“Hope.”
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