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By Katerina Martinez 

 

 

Find the last stone. Stop my brother. Save the world.

 

Valoel, my half-brother, is on the hunt, only this time he doesn't want to recruit me - he wants to straight up murder me. I don't have a choice.

 

I have to kill him first.

 

Before I can do that, I need to find the fifth stone. Without it, my chances of beating him are slashed. The only problem is, I have no idea where to start looking for it. With only a few options and very little time to figure out which is the best one, I'm going to have to count on the one person I'd rather not see again in my life to make this work. 

 

Draven.

 

To save myself, my city, and my friends, I have to push past my own pain and dig deep into whatever's left of me. I can't let Valoel find the fifth stone. If he does, we'll all be puppets to his whim. and I'm nobody's puppet.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

A shadow chased me as I soared through the clouds, and it was gaining on me. I could see it in my periphery as the sun broke past me in brilliant shafts of golden light, but I wasn’t afraid of the shadow. The thought of it near me filled me with comfort, and even joy. It had been there my whole life. It wasn’t my own shadow, but it may as well have been. 

I’d never seen its body. Even now, it was only a dark splotch against an otherwise gorgeously bright morning sky. If I had to guess at what it really looked like, I wouldn’t have been able to make my mind up. It changed its shape just as easily as the clouds themselves did. Right now, though? It felt like I was being chased by a pet dragon.

Grinning over my shoulder, I ducked down, folded my kithe at my back, and dove deeper into the puffy white clouds. The dragon dove behind me, its movements so quiet I almost couldn’t hear them—wouldn’t have been able to hear them if I didn’t know what to listen out for. 

Underneath me, the clouds parted to reveal a glittering, floating city of glass and stone. Clouds snaked between buildings like tendrils as they passed through it. Tall spires covered in massive glass panes reached into the sky from the center of the castle sitting at the city’s highest point. Beside it, a huge crystal dome glimmered against the morning sunlight. 

I dove for the dome, skimming along its reflective top and catching sight of myself against its panes. My wings were white, long, and slender; agile, but also muscular in all the right places. My feathers ruffled with the wind, my white hair pulling along with it. As I glided along the dome’s surface, I reached with my fingertips for the glass and let them skim across it until I caught sight of the shadow at my back again. 

“You really wanna play today, don’t you?” I called back, and then I made a hard right toward the castle, my wings carrying me swiftly towards it. 

Gracefully I moved between the towers, the spires, beneath its bridges and around its parapets. Winged guards wearing suits of golden armor stared up at me as I sped above them at breakneck speeds. If I had been anybody else, they would’ve taken to the skies behind me and tried to catch me. Try being the word. Not that they could catch me if they wanted to; the guards were slow, and I was fast. Really fast.

But being the Royal Princess of this place had its perks. 

When I reached the castle’s central spire, I angled myself down and spun around and around it as I dove, going lower and lower. The wind rushed past my ears, and soon I started to hear sounds of people talking on the streets. The smell of freshly baked, fruit filled pies reached my nose, and my mouth watered, but I couldn’t stop. 

Not now.

Pulling up only a few feet from the ground, I pushed through a wide street and went speeding through the gates and bursting into the city proper. People, winged people like me, watched as I soared above them. Many of them pointed and cheered at their princess as she rushed past them like a whisper. Others watched. Others still got on with their daily business, setting up street carts and preparing their shops.

Rising above street level I caught sight of the town center; a massive, circular garden with a pristine fountain at its heart. I made a dash for it, noting the position of the shadow at my back. It hadn’t slowed down, but it also hadn’t made any progress toward me. Sometimes I wondered if it would let me stay ahead of it, and that would sting a little. It took the edge of our little chasing games. 

But I didn’t dwell on that. Instead I made tracks toward the green city center, listening to the people beneath me call my name and cheer. They loved me. They loved us, our family. We treated them right, and they loved us. That was something I could be proud of. In a world of tyrants and monsters, we were a shining beacon of what was good and fair. 

A psychic tug pulled at the back of my mind. 

Mother.

Damn.

I took a hard right at the fountain, making such a sharp turn that I almost went right through it. I’d avoided a direct hit, but I’d also managed to soak my entire left side in the process. She’s gonna kill me, I thought, as I raced toward the castle again. I found her waiting on one of the central spire’s balconies, her wings folded at her back, her arms crossed in front of her chest. 

She was beautiful, my mother. Her hair was as white as mine, her skin sun-kissed and always seeming to glow, her eyes as blue as the summer sky. To someone meeting her for the first time, she’d look downright delicate with those fair features of hers. They’d think her meek, and defenseless.  

I knew, though, and so did everyone else in the kingdom, that she didn’t need the two guards stationed on either side of her. She was a fierce warrior, a renowned sorceress, and easily the most intelligent person under the twin moons. If I grew up to be even half the woman she was, I would count myself lucky. 

By the look on her face, though, I could tell I probably wouldn’t even come close to her level of awesome; she didn’t get to where she was by goofing around.

“You’re late,” she said, as soon as my feet touched the ground. “And you’re soaked… what happened?” 

“Sorry,” I said, padding down my wet side. “I got held up.” 

A shadow passed overhead, darkening the sky above us. It was gone in an instant, and the sunlight returned. My mother frowned, disapprovingly. “You understand this is the most important period in your life?” she asked.

I stared at my feet. “I do.”

“Then maybe next time you won’t be late. You need to take this seriously.” 

“I will, mother. I promise.” 

“Good.” She angled my chin up with two fingers and smiled at me. “Did it catch you?” 

I shook my head. “No.” 

“That’s my girl. Come with me.” 

The guards stepped aside as my mother headed toward the opening into the castle proper. They followed us as soon as we were through the threshold. Inside, there was only light. The walls were all made of glass to let the sunlight pour in. On the ceiling was a huge mural depicting a gorgeous sunrise over a shining dome and castle. The words “With each new dawn, hope” were inscribed into a painted banner along the foot of the castle.

“Have you been studying your recitations?” my mother asked.

“Uh… yeah, sure,” I lied. I’d skimmed over them, but there were pages and pages to memorize. 

“You’re a terrible liar.”

“Or maybe you’re just really good at catching lies?”

“Maybe a little bit of both.”

“Are all those words really so… necessary?” 

“One day you are going to understand that words have power, real power.” 

“You’re talking about magic, right?” 

My mother and I reached another balcony on the other side of the tower. Without preparing me for it, she took to the air, and I followed—as did the two guards, their cloaks flapping with the wind. “I am talking about magic, yes,” my mother said, her voice effortlessly rising above the wind. “But I am also talking about people. The people will want to hear you speak, they will want to know you are intelligent and capable, a ruler they can trust.”

Ruler. Hearing the word made my skin tingle with excitement. Ruler. I was going to rule one day, and one day soon. Because that’s what happened to princesses—they grew up and became queens of their kingdoms. 

The first time I’d been introduced to the idea of being queen, I’d thought I’d have to get married off to some other prince before I could inherit my title. But no, that wasn’t how things worked here. I was going to inherit the kingdom whether I was married or not, and that already was enough to make me feel powerful. 

Never mind that the title came with all the perks I had now, and a great deal more. It also came with responsibilities, though. Responsibility not only to the people in my kingdom, but also… to the stones. That was where my mother was taking me to now. The stone room. Because there was a condition to my becoming queen, and it was heavier than having to marry some guy.

Even knowing that guy couldn’t be the guy I loved… Draven.

I thought of him as my mother and I descended upon another balcony. The guards landed beside us and proceeded to open the doors for us to walk through into the cold chamber beyond them. All the while, Draven played on my mind. His jet-black hair, the sharp features of his face, his broad shoulders. I couldn’t shake him even as I approached the huge set of doors protecting the stones from the outside world.

“Are you listening to me?” my mother asked.

“Listening? Yeah, totally… what did you say?” 

Mother sighed and paused when she reached the doors. She turned to the side and looked at me, her eyes soft and warm. A mother’s eyes. “I know this is going to feel like the weight of the world,” she said, “I remember what it was like for me when I turned eighteen and the stones became mine to watch over. I know what you’re feeling, and I understand.” 

“I’m sure you do, and I don’t want you to feel like I’m not ready. I’m ready. I just wish there weren’t so many secrets being kept from me.” 

“The secrets have been kept for your own protection. I always worried if you knew what was being asked of you, you’d flee the city well before your eighteenth birthday and we’d never see you again.” 

“I think you forget I’m your daughter.”

“And your father’s daughter. You’ve certainly inherited a degree of stubbornness.” 

“Yeah, doubled. You’re both as stubborn as each other. I don’t want to say you’ve created a monster, but…”

My mother smiled, and her smile filled me with the kind of warmth that washed away my anxieties, my worries. Nothing could hurt me as long as she was here. I was invincible. “We can only hope your little brother doesn’t turn out like you. I fear you’d need to live a world apart to stop from constantly locking horns.” 

She nodded at the guards, who between the two of them proceeded to open the doors. I’d watched my father open them with magic before, this wasn’t the first time I’d been here. Something felt different this time, though, even if I couldn’t quite put my finger on what, or why. As soon as the doors opened, and I saw the little stones shining in the dark, whatever else I’d been thinking about melted away. 

The stone room was kept dark always. It was the one place in the world that always got my hackles rising. The skin on the nape of my neck prickled as I approached the mouth of that dark chamber, but the closer I got to the center of the room, the brighter my hair seemed to shine. My mother’s, too. 

Between the two of us, we beat back the darkness until it was confined to the deepest recesses of the stone chamber. And there were the stones, sitting on a marble platform, cushioned in soft velvet. There were five in all; a golden one, a blue one, a green one, a purple one, and one that appeared both red and black at the same time. They weren’t stones at all, but crystals, and each seemed like they had fireflies floating around inside them.

My mother examined them for a long moment, studying them from where she stood. She stretched her arm toward me and bid me to come a little closer to her. I hadn’t noticed until that moment, but I was standing at least two arms-lengths away from the podium. Swallowing hard, I approached the stones, giving the red and black one a wide berth.

“What are they?” I finally ventured.

“A long time ago, Aevian kind made pacts with many of the different Gods of this world. We weren’t the only ones who could reach out and speak to the divine, but we were the only ones who had been tasked by the Gods in return for their patronage. Each of these stones was a gift from a God with whom we have made a pact, and they represent different things.” 

I cast my gaze across the assembled stones, watching the light bounce around inside of each. I remembered seeing them before as a child. I’d always known our family had them, I’d always known one day they’d be mine, but I’d never asked what they were. 

“What do they represent?” I asked.

“This one,” she said, pointing at the blue stone, “A gift from the Goddess of the Air. To her we pledged we would keep the skies safe for all those below, and she in turn promised we would not be harmed should we fall from a great distance.” 

“Why do I feel… good… looking at it?” 

“Each of these stones resonates with an emotion. This blue stone represents Hope.” She pointed at the golden stone. “Courage. A gift from the Sun God himself.” She pointed at a purple stone, and called it Tenacity. Then Wisdom, the green stone. 

I pointed at the red and black one. “I don’t feel great about that one.” 

She took in a breath. “Wrath… a gift from the Fire God.” 

“Wrath? That’s a negative emotion. Why would we want that…?”

“Because with all the stones together, our kind can rule over our world. Four stones filled with positive emotions and concepts, one pulsing with negativity to balance the others out. All necessary. Individually the stones are powerful, but together they allow us to use the power that is within our blood, and ours alone.” 

I watched her eyes carefully, not noticing that my heart was pounding hard from all of this. It was a lot to take in, a lot to process. I’d seen the stones before, I’d been in this room. My father had shown them to me when I was younger, and I’d known they belonged to my family, but that was it. The stones didn’t really affect my life one way or another, but they were going to soon… on my eighteenth birthday, in fact. 

They would belong to me.

“The power within our blood…” my words trailed off. “What power is that?” 

A soft smile touched her lips. “The Gods didn’t charge the entire Aevian race with maintaining the peace in our world. Only us.” 

“Us?” 

“Me. You. Your children. Their children. The stones will pass to you when you come of age. You will say the words, and they will bring you closer to the Gods than you have ever been, and there you’ll sign your name like others have before you. Like I have.” 

I swallowed hard. “And then what?”

“Then… we’ll see.” 

I frowned at her. “That’s it?” 

“For now. You have to memorize your speech, and the incantation to unlock the magic of the stones. We wouldn’t want for you to be embarrassed on your birthday, would we?” 

I rolled my eyes. “No… I still have a couple of days, though.” 

“You do, but this isn’t one of those occasions where you should play first and work later. Work now, Seline. Please. This is important.” 

“Alright… I’ll go back to my room and study them right now.” 

She brushed a few loose strands of hair out of my face and tucked them behind my ear, then she cupped my cheek with her hand. It was warm and soft. I shut my eyes. “Good girl… I’ll come and get you for supper.”

Nodding, I moved away from her and headed out of the stone room. One of the guards followed me until I reached the balcony. Without wasting another second, I took to the skies on my white wings and made a straight-shot to the castle. Maybe the gravity of what my mom had told me hadn’t quite hit me yet. Maybe I didn’t think it was all going to be nearly as real as she’d said.

Metaphors and exaggerations. That had to be it. 

Meeting the Gods? Signing my name under my mom’s? The Gods were real enough, sure, but nobody ever saw them. Not since the fracturing. Not since the days when sorcerers had some real power in their fingertips. The thought that I was going to meet them in only a couple of days was just… too much for me to process. 

Besides I had more important things to do, like memorize my royal birthday speech and the incantation I’d be performing in front of the entire royal court. That… and I was seeing Draven tonight for the first time in almost over a full week. It was the longest we’d gone without seeing each other in months, and my stomach fluttered at the thought of getting to spend some time with him before my big day.

Seeing him again would definitely help me get through it a lot better.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Night fell around the city like a curtain, the glittering sunlight replaced by scattered torchlights. I watched the change from my balcony every night, as the sun set, the way the torches would come to life one after the other. It was like a dance, a fluid ballet of light and darkness, the final note struck by the crystal dome—the last light to come alive at night.

It was beautiful, the way the light radiated out from inside. It wasn’t torches that caused this, or even magic, but flowers. Huge, bulbous flowers that, when they bloomed, released large bulbs that would light up. I rarely got to watch them open at night, but I always stood and watched result of their waking. This warm, incandescent glow that kept the castle sparkling even after the sun had gone.

I took a deep breath of evening air and exhaled it. We were in the height of summer, where the nights were warm enough that only light clothing was needed, but cool enough that soft breezes could roam. Then, slowly, I fastened the necklace Draven had given me to my neck; a gift he’d surprised me with early in our relationship.

It was only a slight thing, thin and silver, but the jewel at its crest was magnificent. A small crescent filled with silvery light. It represented one of our moons, Nuruna. My favorite of the two. She was the smaller one, but she was closest to the sun, and shone the brightest of the two. The other, Kennia, was larger, and usually hung in Nuruna’s shadow. 

Draven had another crescent moon pendant he’d made for himself. Together, they were the twin moons, forever bound to walk the stars alongside each other. One drinking in the sunlight, the other enjoying the shadows. Nuruna and Kennia. Seline and Draven. Yeah, for all his swordsmanship and his muscles, he was a romantic, and I loved every bit of it.

Once all the lights in the city had sprung up from nothing, I took a step away from the balcony edge, unfurled my wings, and then took a running jump over the edge. The wind whooshed past my ears, invisible fingers moving through my hair, my wings. I shut my eyes and enjoyed the sensation of falling, a feeling most other creatures probably wouldn’t enjoy. Then, when I was close enough to the ground, I straightened myself out, bid my wings to beat, and began my flight through the castle. 

Ducking and weaving, I moved effortlessly between the towers, over the walls, and into the city proper. I liked flying low to the ground. The risk of crashing into something offered a real sense of risk I liked. I wouldn’t hurt myself from falling, but I felt like it would be a totally different story if I flew head first into the side of a building.

No one had tested that theory that I knew of, and I didn’t plan on being the first. Still, I was a demon in the air, a little white dart in a dress, zipping past the Aevians below. Some were taking lovers’ strolls along the city square, others were closing up shop for the night, most of them, however, would soon be fast asleep. Most of Dawn slept from sunset to sunrise.

That suited Draven and me just fine because the sun impaired his ability to see properly… that, and with his black wings and black eyes, he wouldn’t have been allowed anywhere near our city. Our houses were at war, and so we had no choice but to sneak around, break rules, and meet in secret. It was nothing short of exhilarating.

I landed close to the door that would lead me into the secret tunnel where Draven and I would meet. I didn’t want to land too close just in case someone spotted me, so when my feet touched down, I continued the rest of the way by foot. I clung to the corners of buildings like a shadow, keeping my kithe firmly tucked behind me and my feet as light as I could, but there were few Aevians around who would notice me stalking the streets this late at night.

My heart started hammering against my chest as I reached the door. I always got nervous the moments before entering the secret tunnel. Draven and I had been meeting for a long time, and the anxiety had never gone away. Maybe it was the fear that I’d go down there and he wouldn’t show, that he’d leave me waiting and waiting, only to never show up.

So far, he hadn’t let me down. I couldn’t see why tonight would be any different. Still, that push against my chest intensified as I made it through the inner door that opened into the final stretch of corridor. There, on the other side of the corridor, was the door to the outside. 

I didn’t know if anyone besides me knew about this place. I’d never seen anyone go in or out of this passage, and the way in here was always closed. Not just closed, but locked. I had to use magic to unlock the seal and let myself in. It seemed weird that this corridor out of the city existed. There had to be a reason for it, but I couldn’t find it.

Once I was on the other side, I waited by the door which led to the wind. Beyond that door was a balcony made of marble from which you could easily see the world below. From tiny torches and chimneys that marked the presence of towns, to rolling mountains and hills, vast and mighty rivers, and even the ocean. 

I rarely went out there. Instead, I’d walk up to the door, press my hand against it, and unlock the magic seal keeping it shut. I’d then step away and wait for Draven to arrive. Sometimes he’d be waiting as soon as I unlocked it. Other times he’d take a little while to show up. But he always did; he was always there… except this time. 

The moments had passed, and I knew, he should’ve been here by now. I could already feel my heart starting to clench and release, clench and release, creating a fracture—a rip—that would be hard to fix. I decided I would head outside, to see if I could maybe catch sight of him as he flew toward the balcony, but the door opened inches before I reached it, and there was Draven.

My heart leapt, my entire chest warming just at the sight of him… and then it sank when I saw the others standing behind him. My eyes widened, my hand immediately flew to my chest as I backed away. 

“Draven?” I asked. 

“Surrender,” he said, “I won’t ask again.” 

“What? Wait, what is this? What are you doing?”

The men at his back pushed around him, moving into the tunnel and closer to me. Ahead of them was a large, broad-shouldered guy with dark hair, deep black eyes, and a scar running down the side of his face. He was wearing armor—light chainmail, I thought—and wielding a longsword. He pointed at me. 

“You’re coming with us,” he snarled. 

“I’m not going anywhere.” 

“We’ll see about that.” He grinned at me, and then he swung his sword.

My instincts again kicked in, this time forcing me to duck. The sword cut a line through the air, but missed my head, though only just. He was wearing armor and wielding a sword. I was unarmed, unarmored, and only wearing a flimsy little dress I’d picked out for Draven’s enjoyment. 

Clearly, the best thing I could do was engage this guy in close combat and beat the living hell out of him. I kicked him, but not in the gut—in the kneecap. Groaning, he fell on his other knee, pushing his hands out to stop his fall. 

With his attention diverted away from me, and his head at just the right level, I took two steps away and launched my foot into the side of his face. Contact. The hit was true and hard. There was a loud crack where my foot had struck his cheek. He groaned again, his head turned sideways, and spat blood into the wall. 

Most importantly, he’d lost his grip on his sword. 

I reached for it before he could regain his bearings and bashed him on the side of the head with the pommel. Lights out. The soldier hit the floor, and I could be sure he wouldn’t be getting back up. But already there were more of them. This next soldier had moved in quickly, and was already preparing to attack.

Run, Seline! 

I turned around and ran as fast as I could with one sole purpose in mind. Sound the alarm. Sound the alarm, get the guards, alert the city. The House of Night was here, they’d snuck in through a secret corridor, and now they were here, and who knew what the hell they were going to do to the city if they managed to take it?

Oh Gods! This is my fault! 

My heart hammered against my throat, my palms were cold and sweaty, and my chest had started to tighten from the realization that I’d caused this. I’d told Draven about our city’s hidden entrance and he’d used it to… but why would he? How could he? Had our relationship been a lie? A long con he’d played to get to this exact moment? 

I had the wrong things on my mind. I was theorizing and working things out in my head, when I should’ve been focusing on making sure each and every one of my next steps was perfect. If even one of them fell out of line, people would die. These soldiers hadn’t exactly come here to talk politics—they’d come armed, and ready to storm the city.

I could hear them coming after me even as I reached the door that would take me into the city. I shut it at my back, and sealed it with magic as best I could, but I wasn’t my mother. If I was her, the soldiers wouldn’t have a chance at breaking through. The spell I’d put into place would hold, but not for long. And if they’d brought a sorcerer with them, it’d crumble even faster. 

The streets were deathly silent when I emerged from the tunnel. Not a soul in sight, not a single bird chirping. Unfurling my wings, I took to the skies on a bounding leap and headed straight for the Watch Commander’s tower knowing full well every second that went by was another chance the soldiers had broken through.

I saw two guards in the distance, posted at the top of the tower, the light from a brazier illuminating their golden armor. I waved at them as I approached, yelling for them. One of them drew their swords, but the other pointed at me—probably recognized me—and told the other guard to put his sword away.

By the time I reached them, I was out of breath from exertion. 

“Sound… the alarm,” I gasped.

“At once, your highness,” one of the guards said, and he turned around and headed for the bell-tower, launching himself into the air, his powerful wings vaulting him across the sky. He hadn’t asked any questions, hadn’t wanted an explanation. He’d just done as I’d asked. Being a princess was pretty cool.

The other soldier stared at me. “What would you have me do, princess?” he asked.

“Draw your sword,” I said, “Summon as many guards as you can; bring all of the Watch, any who are available. The House of Night is here, I don’t know how many, but they’ll be upon us soon.” 

“The House of Night… but how?” his eyes were wide with disbelief. Surely, the kingdom’s spies would’ve informed them of an impending attack? From an army, sure—but this looked more like an elite raiding force. A small band of soldiers sent in to take the city while we slept.

“That isn’t important for now,” I said, “Go! People’s lives depend on you.” 

The guard nodded, turned, and headed into the tower. As he disappeared, the city’s warning bells began to toll. Only one at first, a single, lonely sound ringing out through the city, but then more joined in as the sound spread and other towers acknowledged the warning. But it was too late. Already I could hear the singing of steel on steel, already I could feel the prickle of magic as it ripped through the air.

I raced over to the other end of the tower, grabbed a longbow and quiver from the rack, and prepared myself for battle. By the time I was armed, two soldiers from the House of Night were descending on me. I loosed the arrow I’d drawn and it struck one of the soldiers in the arm-pit—the fleshiest part I could find. 

He groaned loudly, his voice echoing through the night, and then started to spin out of control. The soldier hit the tower’s stone floor chest first like a sack of bricks, but the second was fresh, and he was wielding knives. He threw one at me, and I had to drop the longbow in order to roll out of its lethal path. 

By the time I recovered, the knife-wielder had landed in front of me and was thrusting with his other hand. I picked up my sword and parried the blade, but somehow, he’d sprouted another knife, and he jabbed at me with it. This time, the knife bit into my right bicep, drawing blood. Grinding my teeth, I turned what would’ve been a scream of pain into a war cry, and I threw myself at him, my sword swinging in quick, furious arcs.

The soldier hadn’t expected me to be this good with a blade, but I was fluid, deadly, each one of my strokes precise and quick. It took all he had just to parry my attacks. One slip, and I’d have him—I’d run the tip of the blade through one of his vital organs and he’d die on this tower with his friend. Then there’d be one less soldier to deal with; one less chance that the city would fall.

Someone grabbed my injured arm, digging fingers into the wound. This time, I screamed. I even dropped my sword from the pain. It clattered to the floor, inert, useless. Spinning around despite the pain, I placed my other palm against the soldier’s chest and yelled, “Veshrim!” Magic light blasted out of my hand and pushed into his chest, but he didn’t fly back like he should’ve. Instead, the magic broke against his body like a wave against a cliff. 

He didn’t move. It didn’t hurt him. It was like he was immune. 

I turned my eyes up at him, not believing that he’d just absorbed my magic like that. What the hell kind of sorcery was this? Then I saw his face. That perfect face I’d come to love. Those raised cheekbones, those sharp, black eyes, those full lips. It was him. Draven. He was staring at me, not like he didn’t know me, but like he hated me. Even in the blackness of his eyes, I could see the venom, the anger. 

“Dra…” I couldn’t get the word out.

“You’re coming with me,” he said, but his voice was cold and cruel. “Your highness.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Who would’ve thought reclaiming your memories would be such a headfuck? 

I woke up like I always did, with my chest tight and covered in a tin film of sweat. This time, I clutched my right bicep too, phantom pain from the dream still lingering. I checked my arm for signs of blood, or a cut. Nothing. Only clean, pink flesh. I sighed and let my head rest on the pillow, though not before turning it around—I’d drenched it with sweat while I slept.

The dreams were coming more regularly now. Ever since I’d taken a hit of whatever powder Romeo had given me, my memories had been coming back in staggered flashes. Now, though, they were really hitting me hard, and they weren’t slipping out of my fingers when I woke, either. I could still play the dream through in my head. All of it. From the moment my mother introduced me to the stones, to the moment Draven grabbed me by the arm. 

Crap, it still hurt.

It was dark out. I remembered… I’d taken a nap in the afternoon. I hadn’t been feeling great, and lying down helped the room stop spinning. Now it was dark, probably late in the evening. The sounds of New York floated in through Bastet’s kitchen window; sirens, cars, people. I hadn’t realized it until now, but I had at least a handful of cats sleeping on or around me on the sofa. 

They hadn’t been there when I fell asleep. I half expected Rey to have been one of those cats, but he wasn’t present. It was almost a crime to move them, but once I’d fully woken up, there was no way I’d be going back to sleep. My brain was in overdrive after what I’d just dreamt. It wasn’t just what I’d been told about the stones, about the Gods, about my birthday. I didn’t want to, but I was thinking about Draven and what he had done that night, the terrible things he’d done. 

I hadn’t forgiven him for instigating the destruction of my city… the removal of my kithe. I didn’t think I could. But the more I dreamt about that night, the more the details seemed to clear up, the more I started to see something that was going on behind the scenes. Draven wasn’t himself that night. Something was different. Wrong.

Very wrong.

Slowly, because I didn’t have the heart to kick them all off at once, I rose to a seated position. The cats all hopped off except one, who didn’t seem to care that I was nudging it to get off my lap. It looked up at me, sleepily, its ears twitched, and it went back to sleep. “I’m going to call you Fate,” I said, stroking the little ginger cat, “Because I could never get her to wake up properly.” 

Bastet emerged from her bedroom wearing a long t-shirt and underwear. “Morning,” she said, yawning.

“Morning?” I asked. “It’s… shit, after ten.” 

“It’s morning somewhere.” She walked over to the kitchen, pulled a carton of milk from the fridge, and poured herself a bowl of cereals. “Sleep well?” 

“Not really.” 

“Another dream?” 

“Always… is it weird that I want them to stop?” 

She shook her head. “No. I get it. Your wonderful little brain is totally overloaded.”

“Little?” 

“I also said wonderful.” 

I frowned at her, picked the ginger cat up, and set it down on the floor. “I dreamt about him again, about that night.”

“And did you gleam anything new?”

Sighing, I approached the kitchen. “I don’t know. I think so. I still can’t remember what my city was called, or what my mother’s name was—or my brother’s. It’s names that are escaping me. Is that weird?”

“Honey, I really don’t know what’s weird and what’s not with you. You’re Aevian, not human. Your brain is different to mine. I wish I could tell you that you’ll remember their names in time, but I can’t because I’m not totally sure that you will.”

“That’s a comforting thought…” 

She shrugged and ate a spoonful of cereal. “It’s the truth. The best you can do is piece together what you can and hope the rest will come. I wish I could help.”

“Thanks, but if you could’ve, I think you would’ve by now.”

“There are other mages out there who could help, but they’d expect payment of the kind you won’t want to give.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” I headed over to the fridge and plucked a can of soda from inside, then I looked over at Bastet. “Do you believe in the Gods?”

“Everybody believes something, sweetness. Even those who don’t believe in anything.” 

I shook my head. “I’m remembering what my mother told me more clearly now. The day I fell through the rift and wound up here was only a few days before my eighteenth birthday… I was supposed to do something that day, recite a speech, an incantation. I can’t remember what I was supposed to say, even though I’d memorized it, but it had something to do with the Gods, with the stones.”

“Sounds important,” she said, crunching a mouthful of cereal. “What Gods are you talking about? I don’t know if you know this, but we’ve got thousands on this side of the rifts. Everybody with an asshole has an opinion on one or another.”

“Sure, but are they real?” 

Bastet sighed. “Have I ever seen a God with my own eyes? No. Do I feel the presence of the divine, of something larger than me, than us? Yes. All the time. Literally everywhere. I can’t escape it.” 

“That doesn’t really answer my question.” 

“You’re asking a question humans have struggled to answer since the dawn of time. Mages haven’t done much better in that department, trust me. We fight and squabble over what’s real and what isn’t just as much as humans do. It’s embarrassing.” 

I paused. “I think I met them… the Gods, I mean. Or I was supposed to meet them.” 

“Meet seems like a strong word, kitty cat.” 

“No, I mean it. My mother was pretty clear on what was going to happen to me on my eighteenth birthday. I was going to recite an incantation over the five stones and they were going to take me to meet the Gods. I was going to sign my name next to them… or something… and then I was going to inherit the stones, their power, the responsibility of looking after them.” 

Bastet stopped chewing and stared at me from behind those deep, incisive eyes. “You’re not pulling my tail?”

“Why would I do that?”

“For kicks? I don’t know.” Another pause. “But you’re serious… you were going to meet the Gods?” 

“That’s what my mother said… I don’t know if it ever happened.” 

“Honey, if you met the Gods, you’d know.”

“Right? I feel like that’s something I’d remember.” I shook my head. “I can’t remember anything… fuck. Not the incantation, not even the speech I was supposed to give on my birthday. The only thing I do know was that I never made it to my birthday. I fell that same night.” 

“But the stones are here, on Earth… why else would they be on earth if not because you have some kind of tie to them?”

I glanced at the armlet wrapped around my wrist. It was the last gift Draven had ever given me, a place where I could keep the golden singing stone. The more I looked at it, the more it seemed to hum with magic, little motes of golden light buzzing around inside. The stones had followed me through the rifts, I had no doubt about that. 

But the question still remained; why?

I found myself suddenly gripped with a powerful urge to find the other stones. They were mine. It was my responsibility to protect them and make sure they didn’t fall into the wrong hands. Two of them already had, and for all I knew, Valoel had the fifth. I had to find it. It wasn’t like I’d been sitting on my hands for the past week, but until now I didn’t even know if the fifth stone was on Earth. 

Given that three of them had wound up on my doorstep, I had to trust that the fifth would do the same. Somehow, the stones were making their way back to me. All I had to do was reach out for them and take them. I strode across the living room and grabbed my leather jacket, sliding my arms inside once it was around my shoulders. 

“Going somewhere?” Bastet asked, still going through her cereals.

“I have to do something,” I said. “I don’t know what, I think I’ll figure it out when I’m out there, but I had that dream for a reason. I need to go.”

“Don’t let me stop you, sweetness. Just, be safe, and don’t bring the baddies back around my neck of the woods, ‘kay?” 

“I won’t.” 

I shut the door behind me once I’d left her apartment and headed for the stairs. My instincts tugged me toward the roof, my phantom kithe tingling at my back. The old me could take to the skies, but I couldn’t. I’d have to stick to the ground, searching for my prey like a wolf instead of an eagle.

Not that it bothered me. Wolves were cool.

I hit the street in my stride, pushing through the door into the cold, New York night like I had a purpose. Of course, I did have a purpose, but how I was going to achieve it… at least, I hadn’t been until now. I was going to find one of the Crimson Hunters tonight. No, not just any Crimson Hunter—I was going to find Corax, the fiend. If anyone was going to have information for me, it was going to be him.

I’d tussled with him before. He was big, and strong. An able hunter. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find his room riddled with trophies from all the creatures he’d killed—humanoid and animal alike. Big guys didn’t scare me, though. Big guys were usually all talk and no bite, and they were easily tricked. 

At least, most of them were. Six was the sharpest Serakon I’d ever met. Even though Draven and I parted ways badly the last time we’d seen each other, I’d kept my commitments to the Black Fortress, to the Order, and to Six as best I could. I’d been training her ever since, teaching her how to fight, how to use her magic. 

She was going to be better than me one day, and I didn’t have a problem with that. This world needed more people like her. Smart, agile, hard-hitters who fought on the side of all things just and good; especially if we were headed for something… terrifying. Every fiber of my being told me Valoel was going to take us exactly there, somewhere terrifying. Somewhere from which there’d be no return. 

I didn’t know exactly what he was capable of, but I knew enough about him to know why he wasn’t exactly playing nice with the rest of us. He was angry. Angry that he’d been abandoned at birth. Angry that he’d been sent away to live with the House of Night. Angry that I’d lived the life he believed he should’ve lived. 

It was hard to reconcile that.

I mean, what do you even say? I’m sorry was probably going to be too weak to cut it. And there was no guarantee he wouldn’t take an honest apology as some kind of personal attack and just get even more bat-shit crazy. We were past I’m sorry and well into it’s you or me now, and as long as he had only two stones and I found the fifth, maybe—just maybe—I could swing this around in my favor.

But right now, first thing’s first; I had a hunter to hunt down.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

The weird thing about the Crimson Hunters was, evading them was tricky business, but finding them? Not so much. The Crimson Hunters held hunting grounds. Sacred places where enough prey was present for them to play their games with; the kind of place others like me would go to avoid running into people. To find the Hunters, all I needed to do was head into the nastiest, most dangerous neighborhoods in the city and flash a little magic. Simple, except I was going into one of the nastiest, most dangerous neighborhoods in New York.

I probably wouldn’t have done this under any other circumstance, but the situation was pretty urgent. 

I got off the S-Train onto a platform with barely any lighting on it. Already the air was thick with filth and desperation. With one hand in my pocket and the other clutching my knife at my side, I headed off the platform and got onto the street. A car with a broken windshield and what looked like bullet holes rolled by on the street beside me and stopped at the corner. 

For a moment I thought I’d been seen, that it was waiting for me, but humans didn’t usually see others. Their eyes rolled off us provided we weren’t attracting too much attention. No, the car had stopped to accept a hooker standing on the corner. She sauntered over to the window, spoke to the driver, then got inside. The car peeled away slowly, disappearing around the bend. 

I kept walking, moving slowly past the night-owls roaming the streets. This was the kind of place where drug-deals happened out in the open, where homeless people huddled in large groups for protection, where you weren’t far from the sound of a gunshot or the smell of blood. If it weren’t for that strange aura I had that made humans ignore me, I probably would’ve had a little trouble in here. 

Still, you try telling my heart to slow down some. It was already pumping hard and fast inside of my chest. I could feel it against my fingertips, in my toes, in my throat. This place had my hackles up, and I’d come here voluntarily. Had I gone insane? Had it finally happened?

I wasn’t sure how long I’d been walking for. I wasn’t really keeping track. I was a little more focused on finding just the right spot, the perfect place to lure a Crimson Hunter to me. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for until I found it. A quiet little basketball court. 

A chain-link fence went all the way around it, barbed at the top like a prison yard. If there were once nets hanging from the metal hoops, they were long gone now. The ground was hard gravel, with faded lines painted into it to mark the court’s boundaries and free-shot rings. 

The chain-link gate was open, so I let myself inside. Surrounding the court, in a U-shape, was a residential complex. Many of the lights were off. Some weren’t. A dog barked at the night from one of the apartments. From another, a man was screaming at a woman. Beneath it all, though—crickets. They sang through the night, despite the gloom around them. 

I slid my knife into my pocket, cracked my knuckles, and pretended to shoot a few hoops. Basketball had been one of the first sports I’d ever heard of. It wasn’t long after I fell that I found myself living near a court, if you could call what Fate and I was doing living. Once I’d figured out the rules of the game, I started challenging players for money. Most of them paid up. Those that didn’t got their noses broken. Or I got mine broken. 

Those were the days, huh? 

After giving the place a decent scan-down, I decided it was time. I flexed my fingers, then made them into a fist. The gold stone pressed against my skin started to glow, the light shooting out from the cuff of my leather jacket. Golden, glittering motes came dancing out along the back of my hand, twirling around my fingers. At my back, my brilliant kithe emerged, bathing the miserable court with light.

“Alright,” I said to no one, readying my dagger. “Here I am… come and take the bait.” 

Nothing happened for a time, though, and I was starting to wonder if I’d made a mistake—if I’d come to the wrong neighborhood. Impatience started to grow inside of me, and instead of just standing around, I decided to aim the palm of my hand at the ground and yell “Veshrim!”

A beam of light shot out of me and struck the gravel, taking a little bite out of it and sending pieces flying in all directions. My hand vibrated with the magic now coursing within me. I could feel it in my chest, like someone strumming the same note on a guitar only I couldn’t hear the note; I could just feel the vibration.

Another beat passed. 

“Seriously?” I asked the sky, “Nobody’s gonna come at me?” 

I probably spoke a little too soon. Movement caught my attention, and I spun around to face it. It was a man, and he was coming at me fast; from inside the basketball court. Had he just manifested out of thin air? Had he always been there? It didn’t matter. I had only a split second to turn his blade away with my dagger, and I managed only because his sword had caught the light from my wings. 

He was big, but also lean. His canines were long and sharp, his eyes pointed and almost feral, and he had a mane of long, thick red hair. Various bits of leather had been sewn together to create a kind of body armor around him; nothing that would stop my knife from finding an organ, but also nothing that would slow him down. 

“You’re either incredibly stupid, or this is some kind of trap,” he purred. His body posture suggested he was ready to strike at the drop of a hat. I was, too.

“You’re the one who showed up, so if this is a trap, who’s the stupid one?”

“Silence! Who are you, and why are you here?” 

“My name is Seline, and I’m looking for the biggest, baddest Crimson Hunter around. So, not you. Could you get Corax for me?” 

He scowled at that, and barred his teeth. “Do you know who I am?” he snarled.

I shrugged. “Should I?”  

“My name is Pain, and I come from the broken mountains of Valdoon where the air is fire and ash, and nothing grows. An exile, for weeks I survived without food, with barely any water, with only my need for revenge keeping me alive. I swore one day I would—”

I flipped my dagger around in my hand, held the tip of the blade in my fingers, and tossed the knife at Mister Pain. He was too slow to dodge it. The knife went in through his chest with enough strength to send him sprawling to the ground, his own blade clattering away from his hand. I rolled my eyes. 

“Do all of you guys like to introduce yourselves like that?” I asked, slowly approaching where he lay. “Because you totally open yourselves up for something like this.” 

He reached for his blade, but I kicked it away from his hand. When he realized he’d never be able to grab it, he tried to pull my knife out of his chest, but then he thought better of it. Pulling it out was probably going to kill him outright. It had probably pierced his lung, judging by its position—and where I’d aimed. 

I didn’t want him to die, at least not right away. I needed him to talk, first.

“Get you…” he gargled, “I’ll… get you…” 

“Doesn’t look like it, buddy,” I said, squatting near him. “I could heal you, probably save your life, if you promise to do two things for me. Number one, you tell me where I can find Corax; don’t bullshit me, I’ll know. Number two, you get the hell out of New York. Your hunting days are over. Find yourself a nice quiet village to settle in, y’know? Live a wholesome life. Bake pies or something.” 

The movement in his eyes told me he was at least considering my offer. His face was puckered, and already blood was starting to trickle down the side of his mouth. He turned his pained—get it?—eyes on me, and I watched them strain under the pressure of the decision in front of him. Though his teeth were clenched so tightly I thought they’d crack against each other, he nodded, accepting my terms. 

“Great,” I said, wrapping my hand around my knife. “Now, how about you tell me where Corax is first, and then I take the knife out? I warn you though, it’s gonna suck when I do. Just try not to die too fast.” 

“Bh… bhh…” Pain tried to say, but he was having trouble breathing. 

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Beh… behhhh…” he cleared his throat. More blood oozed past his lips. 

“One more time. You can do it.” 

“… behind you.” 

I frowned at him, then my ears perked up, the hairs on the nape of my neck stood on their ends, and my skin prickled all over. This time, I didn’t have time to react. The blade was in my side before I could even roll over Pain’s body. I wanted to scream as the ice-cold sensation of the knife entering my skin registered in my brain, but I didn’t.

Instead, before the knife could be twisted, I kicked back with my foot at the person behind me. I felt the knife slide out, and the rush of warmth that came after. Blood. I went to pull my dagger out of Pain’s chest, but he grabbed my hand and stopped me. I punched him hard in the face and he let go of my hand.

Free to move, I pulled my knife out of his chest and rolled over his body, spinning around fast to face the person who’d stabbed me. It was him. Corax. He stood across from me, his body all rippling muscle and whirling red marks glowing as brightly as his eyes. His wings rose out of his shoulders, huge and leathery—batlike, almost. 

“I hear you’ve been looking for me,” he said, slurring his words like his mouth was full of spit. Like he was salivating at the sight of me.

“You know what they say about summoning the devil,” I said, holding a hand against my wound. 

“Say his name, and he will show. I’m aware of the human myths. 

I looked over at my dagger, still wedged in Pain’s chest. “Any chance you can toss my weapon over to me and we can make this a fair fight?” 

Corax stared at the blade, then approached his wounded brother in arms. Pain reached a hand out toward him, a bloody hand, but Corax didn’t take it. Instead, Corax pulled the knife out of Pain’s chest… then did nothing else. Blood poured from the wound, spilling out of Pain’s chest and falling around him like a crimson volcano.

Pain struggled for a moment, and there was nothing left of him. 

“That’s cold, man…” I said.

“He was a fool to let himself be killed by the likes of you.” 

“Or you could say he met a far superior fighter?” 

Corax narrowed his eyes, scowling, but said nothing. 

“That’s a no, then? Okay. My dagger?” 

The fiend held my blade tightly between his fingers, no sign that he was planning on giving it up. 

“Another no,” I said, nodding. “Alright, we’ll do this the hard way.” 

“I’ll give you a head-start, little bird. I suggest you take it.” 

“Oh, you thought I was going to run?” I pulled magic out of the stone and pushed it through me, through my arm, my hand, and into the wound. “Vigo,” I whispered, expecting a warm, magic pulse to fill me… but it didn’t. Corax’s red markings seemed to brighten instead, like they were reacting to my power. Was he stopping me from using my magic somehow?

Shit.

It looked like I was going to be taking that head-start after all. If nothing else, it would give me a second to think.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

I was bleeding pretty bad, and running out of options. Hiding behind a vent on the top of a high-rise overlooking New York, I pressed my hand to the wound in my side. My hand came away slick with hot blood. Dripping was the word that came to mind. The sight of it made my stomach twist inside out. 

My fingers were shaking. That son of a bitch fiend got me pretty good. I remembered the way the blade felt going in, and then out. Another twist of the stomach. Asshole. I peeked around the corner, watching the dark, night skies for signs of the bastard chasing me. Hunting me. There was only New York, its towering monoliths glittering against the clouds hanging above them.

Maybe I’d lost him.

Don’t be stupid, Seline. This was no ordinary fiend I’d gone up against, but Corax, the Crimson Hunter. I reached for my dagger, instinct drawing my hand to my boot. But it was gone. Dammit. No way this Crimson Hunter had just abandoned the chase. He was behind me, somewhere, waiting to make his move, and I didn’t have a weapon on me. Dammit—dammit! 

There was only one thing to do in the oasis of time I’d found. I pressed my hand against the wound again, my now cold, wet fingers meeting the hot, bleeding skin. I grimaced from the feel of it, ground my teeth together, and forced the word out.

“Vigo,” I said, forcing magic to fill me and work its way into the wound. The singing stone attached to my wrist started to glow with soft, golden light, and instantly its power moved through me. It was a warm rush, an almost euphoric sensation. My entire body quaked as warm waves rippled throughout my body, the magic stitching my skin together and replenishing the blood I’d been leaving all over New York.

It was only a temporary fix, though. I’d need stitches, or more powerful healing magic later on, but it would do for now.

I took a deep breath now that my body was whole again and gave myself a second to get my bearings. This time when I looked around the corner, I had a front row seat to the massive hand thrusting out toward me. The fiend grabbed me by the throat and swung me around the back of the vent I’d been hiding behind. 

“Oh, it’s you again,” I managed, despite the pressure on my windpipe.

“Did you miss me?” he snarled. His face was grey and leathery, his canines sharp and pointed, and his eyes… they were a demon’s eyes. Amber flecked with red, filled with an inescapable malice and cruelty. 

“Will you be mad if I say no?” 

“More disappointed than mad.” He shoved me against a solid, concrete wall, and my back screamed with pain, but I held it together. “Valoel has promised to bestow on me the highest honor if I bring you back alive. Perhaps he’ll let me keep your skull as a trophy, something to display at our temple.” 

“You know,” I croaked, “It’s not healthy that you put your self-worth in what people think of your trophies. You should value yourself more than what they think.” 

Corax frowned. “Why own trophies if not to display your dominance and hunting skills?”

“Why own trophies at all? Who gives a fuck about people.”

“You have a fire in you I could have used in the brotherhood, too bad you have earned Valoel’s ire. You would’ve made a fine hunter.”

“Yeah, I probably would’ve been better than you. Then who’d have all the trophies to show off?” 

He slammed me against the wall, pain ripping through me again. Good work, Seline. Piss him off a little more. See if he doesn’t just rip you in two. My hands brushed against an iron bar hanging loosely off the wall. I started working at it, hoping he wouldn’t notice.

“I grow tired of your smart mouth, insolent little bitch,” he purred, “Maybe I’ll just end you right now, say it was an accident. I don’t think Valoel will care much either way.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “Maybe you shouldn’t count me out just yet.” 

When I finally wrenched the iron bar free, I slammed it against the side of Corax’s head and sent him staggering. He looked dazed for an instant, but he recovered quickly. Corax readied his blade—and my dagger. 

He swiped at me with his sword, a vicious arc meant to cut me in half from my head to my pelvis. I rolled away from the tip of the blade. When it smashed into the floor, sparks flew. Giving me no respite, he lashed out with my own dagger, thrusting it toward me. I parried the edge of the sword away with my metal rod, aimed the palm of my hand toward his midsection, and roared another word of power.

“Veshrim!” 

A blast of energy shot out of my hand and struck the fiend so hard it lifted him off the ground and sent him crashing to the floor a few feet away. Better still, he’d dropped my dagger. I ditched the metal rod, dashed toward my dagger, and rolled for it, scooping it up and readying myself for another attack making a mental note of what had just happened.

Offensive magic works against him, defensive magic has trouble. Got it.

Corax picked himself up. On his chest was a burning mark, tresses of smoke rising from charred skin. He looked down at the mark on his body, then stared at me, the amber in his eyes flashing for an instant. 

“You think you’re a powerful warrior,” Corax said, swiping at the scorched mark on his chest with the palm of his hand. “The truth is, you’ve escaped death only by luck so far. This time, there will be no escaping death.” 

I was starting to wonder if he was right. There was no backup out here, no Obsidian Order waiting to spring a trap, no Draven, no Felice. I did have one card left to play, though. I’d made it almost all the way home before Corax caught up to me. Bastet would probably kill me if I led a fiend back to her neck of the woods, but she’d get over it, right?

Yeah, she probably will.

“Alright, fucker,” I said, gripping my knife and sending a pulse of power through it, “Let’s see who death catches tonight.”

The blade began to hum and glow with golden light. At my back, my ethereal wings emerged from nothing, making the shadows around me grow longer and harsher. Corax shielded his eyes from the light, and I took the opportunity to turn around and start running. 

As soon as I reached the edge of the building, I leapt into the sky and cleared the distance to reach the other one. Rolling on my shoulder, I was quick to get up and start running again. My wings of light were a target, a beacon in the darkness to show Corax where I was going, but that was what I wanted.

I knew this neighborhood better than he did. I had the lay of the land down, it was one of the first things I’d done after Bastet let me crash at her place. Going back to my own home turf would give me the advantage over Corax, who was possibly a much better fighter than I was. Tough as nails, too. I’d need every advantage I had.

True to his character, Corax gave chase. He was a huge, hulking beast with massive leathery wings, but he flew like an owl. Silent. A perfect predator. I’d learned not to underestimate this quality the hard way, so I made sure to keep a note of his position by checking for him between jumps. It soon became clear he wasn’t making an effort to keep hidden. He wanted me to know where he was. He wanted me to know death was coming. 

Stealth tactics had been replaced with scare tactics. Good thing for me, I’d been through enough shit not to scare too easily. 

There was a church near Bastet’s apartment. It was a place she liked to go to, one she was eager to show me after we’d basically become roommates. The steeple was huge, the church itself a massive, gothic monument with more sharp points than seemed safe. Occasionally, lights would flicker around behind its stained-glass windows.

And from time to time, the bells would toll in the dead of night.

As far as Bastet knew, though, the church wasn’t in use. Nobody lived there. Not even priests. People weren’t allowed inside. The gates were always locked. The first time I’d walked past it, I’d sensed a strange energy coming from it that almost felt like whispers brushing against my ear. It had been enough to make me not want to go back. 

I heard the bells tolling now, as if they were beckoning me to go to them, and I answered. Leaping from building to building, using the magic of my golden wings to help carry me across the gaps, even if they couldn’t make me fly. 

I reached the block closest to the church and saw Corax wasn’t far behind me, descending like a demon through the air, his leathery wings carrying him silently. I readied a running jump, aiming for the edge of the building and taking to the air again. 

My jump was perfect. I soared through the sky, my wings leaving a trail of wispy light behind me. I wasn’t exactly flying, but I was rising, and rising, clearing the street below me, the trees, the fence surrounding the church. I landed on the church’s rooftop, spinning around to find Corax still coming for me. 

 

The fiend had a distinct advantage over me in that he could fly. That meant he’d be swiping down while I’d be swiping up. I had to even things out a little more, so I dashed across the church’s rooftop, along its flattest edge, until the slope beneath my feet started turning upwards. I’d reached the base of the bell tower, gargoyles flanked me, gothic iron spikes surrounded me. Corax wouldn’t be able to get close enough on his wings to hit me, and he knew that. 

He landed ahead of me, his huge wings beating hard even after he’d touched down. 

“Come here, little bird,” he said, beckoning me with his clawed fingers. Saliva dribbled down his chin. 

“Nah, I think I’m good,” I said, aiming the tip of my knife at him. “I have a better idea… Voyda.” 

The night air shimmered around me, and I disappeared into it, pulling myself out of Corax’s immediate view. I had only a couple of seconds before he used his own magic to punch through my mantle of invisibility, but I only needed a few seconds to do what I needed to do. 

With a running start and a bounding leap, I flipped over the fiend’s head and stuck my knife in his back. His hide was tough to pierce, but my knife found the soft flesh beneath before I yanked it out of his skin. Blood spilled out of the wound. Corax roared and spun around, his sword coming down in a vicious, blind arc.

I ducked under the attack and went to strike him again. This time he jumped out of my reach before I could hit him, but he was big and bulky, and the thin—flat—spine of rooftop we were dancing on wasn’t wide enough to support his stance. His footing came out from under him, and it was only thanks to his wings that he managed to level himself. 

While he was distracted doing that, though, I was already in the air, the tip of my knife aimed at his throat, bounding toward him. He turned his eyes up at the last second and stuck his hand out to protect his neck from my dagger. It was enough to deflect my strike just enough to avoid a killing blow, but it wasn’t enough to stop me from crashing into him and sticking my knife into his chest. 

He groaned loudly from the pain, his wings shuddered and twitched, but he grabbed a fistful of my hair and now we were both falling. Twisting, tumbling, we both rolled along the church’s sloped rooftop before falling finally off its edge. I struggled to keep Corax underneath me as we raced toward the ground, but he was a lot stronger than me and managed to push me off. 

Lucky for me, my body righted itself an instant before I hit the floor, and I landed softly on the wet earth below. Not so lucky for Corax, who hit the ground hard on his back. It was as if a gargoyle had come loose from the church’s steeple and plummeted toward the ground. The impact was strong enough that he made a Corax shaped crater in the soil.

For a moment I was stunned. I thought fiends and Aevians were related, thought we shared some innate gifts, like the gift of not being hurt from a fall. But there was Corax, still and unmoving, clearly injured by the tumble he’d just taken off the side of the church. He’d lost his grip on his sword, but it had landed a little too close to him for comfort. 

I dashed toward it, covering the distance in seconds. Corax managed to lift one of his arms, enough that he could reach across from his body and grab hold of the sword he’d dropped. By the time he wrapped his fingers around the pommel, I had my foot pressed against his wrist. I ground my heel into his flesh. Groaning, he released his grip on the sword. 

I grabbed the sword and tossed it aside, then I aimed the tip of my knife at his throat.

“Don’t even think about using magic on me,” I warned.

“Or… what…” he struggled to get out. I had the advantage over him right now, while he was dazed, but how long would that last?

“Tell me where Valoel is and I’ll let you go.”

“You… won’t…” 

“I will, because I’m not a dick and I keep my word.”

“You… won’t… kill… me,” he growled.

“It doesn’t have to be like this. There’s another way.” 

“No… other… way…” he spat at my feet. “Kill me, bitch. I… won’t… talk.” 

I watched him from where I stood, this monster of a man. Humans who looked at him would see a gargoyle made flesh; stone grey skin covered in whirling red marks, leathery wings, sharp teeth. They were supposed to be defenders, protectors, diligently keeping churches safe from danger. The irony that he was about to die on church grounds wasn’t lost me, but what choice did I have?

He wasn’t going to speak, he wasn’t about to turn on his way of life, but I couldn’t just let him go… could I? if was to let him go, he’d just go back to hunting me. Or worse, he’d go and hunt someone else. On the other hand, he was the top dog of the Crimson Hunters. Putting him away was sure to destabilize the brotherhood and deal one hell of a blow to Valoel’s forces. 

I swallowed hard and flipped my knife around in my hand, holding it in reverse. Carefully I considered my options, steeling myself against what I was about to do. He was downed. He didn’t have a weapon in his hand. He was defenseless, and I was about to kill him with one quick knife-shot to the throat.

Was this murder?

I glanced across at his sword laying in the dirt. The thought of waiting for him to recover and giving him a chance to die in battle crossed my mind, but what if he beat me? 

“Do it,” he growled, “Prove to me that you have what it takes to do what you have to do.”

Something slammed into me and tossed me aside like I was a rag doll. I flew several feet through the air and landed badly on a stony path. Another fiend? Fuck, that hurt. Not the fall, but the sledge-hammer that had hit me. Slowly I turned my head, at the same time forcing myself to stand and getting ready to fight. But there was no other fiend. There was no Valoel, no Crimson Hunters.

“Bastet?” I called out.

She wasn’t looking at me. Deliberately she marched toward Corax, one of her hands tracing glowing runes into the air, blue and grey smoke trailing behind her, her hair whipping around her face. Bastet was speaking, and while I couldn’t understand the words, I had heard something like it before. It was the day she’d magically stowed the golden stone in my armlet inside Fate’s chest. 

Corax stared at Bastet, his face and chest shining with blue light. She stopped before him, her right hand covered in bangles and bracelets still tracing runes in the air. I felt the wind kick up around me, leaves picking up and taking flight. The whispers stopped altogether, replaced by a deep rumble that seemed to start inside of my own chest. 

When Bastet was done tracing runes, she used both of her hands to open a strange looking jar she’d been holding, but the glowing sigils remained where they were. Corax’s eyes widened, his chest heaved, and all at once, a storm of red light erupted out of his body and started swirling around him. Instinct forced me to step away, to stand back, so I did, and I watched as the rippling cloud of sparkling, red mist funneled into Bastet’s jar.

I realized what it was, then. A canopic jar. I’d heard about them before. It was like an urn, only it was made of gold, covered in Egyptian hieroglyphics, and instead of a cap it had a cat’s head. In ancient Egyptian burial practices, canopic jars were used to store the organs of dead people before they were buried. It was a spiritual thing. The Egyptians believed they’d need their organs in the afterlife, so they put them in these jars to keep them fresh. Not the heart, though. The heart was the seat of the soul, and that was kept inside a person’s body.

Fate and I used to watch a lot of TV.

It was over in seconds. As soon as Bastet slammed the lid onto the jar and sealed it, all of the smoke and the light evaporated. The wind returned to something a little more like normal. Corax’s body fell limply to the floor. As the seconds passed, it too started to crumble and wisp away. His grey skin turned to something like crushed crystal; a fine, glittering powder that even the evening breeze was able to pick up and carry off into the night.

Soon, there was nothing left of his body, only the dust.

I stared at Bastet, who grabbed her mason jar in both hands and watched the little red storm burning inside of it. “There, there,” she said, “You’ll be a lot more comfortable now.” 

“What the hell was that?” I asked.

She turned to look at me. “You, on the other hand, are in big fucking trouble.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

“What did I tell you before you left?” Bastet asked as she moved into her kitchen.

“Don’t bring bad guys home,” I said, my head low, like a scolded child.

Bastet opened a cabinet above her sink, one she kept closed all the time. Sometimes I thought I could hear bumps and knocks coming from inside, like there were cats trapped in there. There were no cats, though; only a whole bunch of mason jars. She picked one out, set it down on her kitchen counter, and then did something really weird.

She poured Corax into the mason jar.

I watched her unscrew the cap off the canopic jar and quite literally pour the red mist inside into the mason jar. When the transfer was complete, she screwed the lid back on the mason jar and moved it into the cabinet. The other jars started glowing, too. Green, blue, purple. Glittering smoke and light erupted from inside the other jars in the cabinet. Some of them started to jump around, knocking into other jars. “Be quiet, all of you,” she hissed, “None of you are getting out, remember?” 

“Are you ever going to tell me what’s in that thing?” I asked.

She slid Corax’s jar inside and shut the door. Bastet then placed her palm against the door, and that brought a whole arrangement of invisible symbols to life. They glowed brightly for a moment, scarring my vision and leaving their mark on me even after they faded out again. Bastet moved away from the cabinet and crossed her arms when she looked at me. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen her so pissed. 

“I think I also asked you not to ask me about this cabinet,” she said.

“I mean, you can’t expect me not to be curious…” I said, “Especially after what I’ve just seen. What did you do to him?”

She pointed at the cabinet. “That right there is my soul closet.” 

“I’m sorry… soul… closet?”  

“That’s right. It’s where I keep the baddest of baddies, and those whose souls are too rotten to be eaten.” 

Eaten? I shook my head. “Hold up. You mean to tell me all this time, you weren’t kidding about the whole soul eating stuff?” 

“I’ve been known to tell a joke on occasion, but I take the topic of soul handling and consumption very seriously, kitten. Especially considering my practice is forbidden among mages.” 

I walked over to the cabinet. “So, you just took Corax’s soul from him… where’d the rest of him go?”

She shrugged. “To join the elements, I suppose. He won’t be coming back, but he’ll be safe where he is.”

“Really? Because it looked like some of those things were trying to jump out. What happens if one of them breaks?”

“You could drop them off a roof and they won’t break. Those oogies won’t be leaving their jars unless I want them to. Now, let’s not get off topic. What were you thinking bringing that brute so near to my apartment? My cats?”

I looked around the room, noticing for the first time a distinct lack of cats. “Where… are they?”

“They can sense when I’m bringing a fresh soul home. They’ll be gone for a few hours, but they’ll come back. They always do.” 

Sighing, I shook my head. “Maybe if he hadn’t gotten the drop on me, I’d have been able to deal with him somewhere else, but he injured me.” I lifted my shirt to show her the dried blood still clinging to my skin. Alright, I’d lied. He hadn’t gotten the drop on me; I’d gone looking for him. But Bastet wasn’t gonna accept that.

“And how did you end up back here?”

“I needed a home-field advantage, and I got it.”

“I don’t think the church counts as home-field. Not for you. Saint Anne’s is a special place, a sacred place—a magic place. You should’ve gone somewhere else, and not only because I don’t want to have to use my powers.”

I frowned at her. “Look, I’m really glad you decided to let me crash, and I’m not about to piss all over that by choosing not to respect your wishes—”

“—I’m sensing a but,” she interrupted. “There’d better not be a but…” 

Sighing. “But… it was life or death. I didn’t have much of a choice, and I’m glad you came to help I’m out.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “Help isn’t exactly what you needed… it seemed to me like you had the situation well under control.”

“I guess, but the thought of executing him on the street…” 

Bastet walked around to her living room, shrugging. “Some people don’t deserve the honor of a clean death in battle. Some people need to be put down like the monsters they are so they can no longer prey on others.”   

“I get that. This just felt different.” 

She stared at me, frowning. “There could be a little human in you yet, my Aevian friend.” 

“I think I’m supposed to take offense to that?” 

“You think? If you’re not sure, you probably shouldn’t.” 

I followed Bastet to the couch and sat down on the arm-chair across from her. “I guess I don’t care enough.” 

“Good. Now, let me address a little hole in the plot you’ve spun for me.”

“Hole?”

“You said you had no idea he was coming for you… I think that’s a little fib you’ve told.” 

I cocked my head to the side. “Why do you think that’s a lie?”

“Because in all the time I’ve known you, I’ve heard of maybe a handful of times you’ve been caught off-guard. Less than that.” 

“You don’t know who Corax is… was. He was huge, but he could fly so silently if he wanted to… I didn’t have a chance.”

“Sure, an apex predator the Serakon was, but you were hunting him just as much as he was hunting you, or am I wrong?” 

“What makes you say that?”

She cocked her thumb toward her soul closet. “He told me.”

I shook my head. “Told you?” 

“There’s an instant of connection I share with a spirit the moment I wrap my little magic paws around it. It’s incredibly powerful, and intimate. Time stretches a second into a lifetime, the soul bares itself to me, and I’m able to see and know anything I want about it.” 

A chill ran through me, forcing a shudder. What the hell kind of power did Bastet really have? All this time we’d been friends, I’d never truly known the extent of her magic. Stealing souls, though? She’d joked around about eating my ghost before, but I didn’t think she was serious about that kind of thing. Could she eat ghosts? Could she eat souls? 

I almost didn’t want to think about it. I also couldn’t really imagine it, or at least I hadn’t been able to until I saw her do what she just did. The way the ghostly smoke clung to her body, the runes floating in front of her hand. Thinking about the moment with the clarity of hindsight, I could’ve sworn I saw shapes in the smoke swirling around her; faces. Skulls.

Another shudder. 

“He wouldn’t talk to me,” I said, “At the end, I gave him a chance to talk. Even offered to spare his life.”

“Aha,” she said, waving a finger at me, “So there was an ulterior motive to finding that Serakon. I imagine it had something to do with your dear brother?” 

“Half-brother. Corax was the head of the Crimson Hunters, an Order that pledged themselves to Valoel. I wanted to track him down in the hopes I could extract a little information from him. Maybe even get him to turn against his handler.”

“Did you truly think someone like that was going to open his mouth for you?” 

“I guess not, but I’m running out of leads. The Crimson Hunters aren’t hard to find.”

“Unfortunately, my dear, you’re in possession of the wrong stone if what you want is to bury someone else’s free will, or make it bend to yours.” 

I shook my head and sank into the armchair. “I don’t know what to do.” 

A pause hung in the air, still and quiet, with only the sounds of the city filling the space between us. Sirens, people arguing, music floating in through the window from some distant point in the city. Inside of all that noise, a single cat yowled into the night. 

“Have you considered speaking to Draven?” she asked.  

“—I can’t talk to him.” I snapped, staring at her. “Okay? I can’t. Even if I could, I don’t want to.”

Bastet took a deep breath and angled her head to the side. “The need for revenge is a powerful motivator. It’s driven people to start great wars, to commit terrible atrocities. I know you’re holding onto that; I know it’s going to be hard to let it go. But if you want to truly go forward in life, you have to let it go. Otherwise it’ll consume you like a giant fire.”

I locked eyes with her. “You know, I liked you better when you were all quirky and fun. I’m not sure I like this insightful you.” 

“This doesn’t happen often, so, pay attention to what I’m saying because you probably won’t hear it again. If you don’t want to talk to Draven, fine. If you don’t want to go back to live with the Order, I’m happy to have a roommate for a little longer. Just don’t bring shitty assholes back to our neighborhood, okay? Otherwise we’re gonna have a problem, and I don’t want that with you.” 

I nodded. “Okay…” I said, trailing off. I sighed. “I feel like I wasted tonight. And with Corax gone… he probably had a lot he could tell me.”

“Oh, he’s not gone, gone. He’s right over there.” She pointed at the cabinet.

 “You stole his soul… his body turned to ash. Are you saying he can come back?” 

She shrugged. “There’s no instruction manual for what I am, not one I can learn from. Like I’ve already told you, I only know of one other person like me in the whole world. Maybe his body can come back, maybe it can’t. What I do know is, he can’t get out of that jar, and as long as he’s inside it… he can probably still tell you what you want to know.”

“You’re kidding…” 

Bastet shook her head. “Not about this. Soul talk is serious talk.”

“I need to know whether Valoel got his hands on the fifth stone yet or not. I have no idea where it is, but I also don’t know if he has it.”

“Seems to me that little morsel of information would probably get around…”

“Probably, but I need to be sure.”

“And you think Corax knows?”

“He was one of Valoel’s lieutenants. If anyone knows, it’ll be him.”

She got up and stretched, yawning at the same time. “What about the other stone you got? The blue one… has that been useful?” 

“No,” was all I could reply, because Draven had taken the stone back to the Black Fortress for safe keeping after we’d found it, and I hadn’t had a chance to analyze it yet. Not that I hadn’t wanted to, the stone was powerful, I’d felt as much when I touched it for the first time. I also knew it held secrets inside of it that I maybe wasn’t ready for.

In truth, I’d been avoiding it.

“Maybe you should go and find out?” 

“Probably, but now isn’t the time. If you think you can get information from Corax, please… I need to know what he knows.”

In my periphery I noticed a cat slinking its way into the apartment through the kitchen window. A small, silver tabby with bright blue eyes, licking his lips, his tail twitching. Rey.

Bastet perked up and craned her neck around. She must have sensed Rey entering her place. A smile decorated her lips. “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” she said.

“Bastet…” I called out, and she turned to look at me. 

“What?” she asked.

“I need you to focus… can you help me find out what I need to know?”

“Oh, right… yes.”  

Bastet stood and walked over to the cabinet. She turned her head to look at me and I caught a flash of ghostly blue in her eyes. The sight of it made my blood turn cold. The magic left delicate strands of blue smoke in the air, rising above her head and disappearing.

“Let’s see what song this birdie will sing for us,” she said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

The red vapor swirled and moved inside the mason jar like it had a purpose. I kept trying to find a face, something that may have hinted this cloud of smoke was once a living, breathing thing. Every once in a while, I’d catch a hint of what I thought were wide, angry eyes, or a mouth screaming silently.

A shudder worked its way up and along my spine.

“Curious thing, isn’t it?” Rey asked. 

The silver tabby sat on the edge of the coffee table, an arm’s length away from the jar. Red light from inside reflected off of Rey’s blue eyes, creating a strange, magical purple. He wiggled his little pink nose at it, then backed away, shaking his head. 

“Curious isn’t the word I’d use,” I said.

“How would you describe it?” 

“Morbid comes to mind. There’s a soul in there. If ever you needed a little proof about the afterlife, you’re literally looking at it.”

He arched an eyebrow. “I’m a magic, talking cat. I didn’t need proof about the afterlife.”

I rolled my eyes. “You know what I mean.”

“Sometimes, I really don’t.”

Bastet returned to the living room and planted herself on her knees at the edge of the coffee table. In front of her she set down a curved knife, still in its sheath, and what looked like an amulet in the shape of a scarab. It was beautiful; a deep blue that reflected the light that touched it in a wide variety of blue, pink, purple, and green tones. 

I waited for her to speak with a breath held in my lungs. I thought I was going to pass out, but then she opened her eyes and looked across at me. 

“Alright,” she said, “I’m gonna need you to both back away from the soul jar.”

“Not that I feel the need to ask why,” I said, doing as Bastet had asked, “But… why?”

“Because, kitty-girl… my magic is a storm, and we wouldn’t want your soul to get caught up in it, now do we?”

Rey hopped off the coffee table and sat on the couch. “I think I want to keep hold of my soul if possible.”

“Do cats have souls?” I asked.

“Of course they do, silly,” Bastet replied, “Now, don’t ask weird questions and let’s focus on trying to get information from this angry little Serakon.”

“Pretty sure he’d take issue with being talked about like that,” Rey put in.

“That isn’t helping,” I said.

“Hey, I just don’t want to give him more reasons for being angry. Who knows what he can do while he’s in that state?”

Bastet put her hand up. “I do, and I can tell you, he can do a lot. As soon as I open this jar, I’m going to need to contain him so that he doesn’t worm his way into your bodies. I want you to ask him what you need to ask him, and then when you’re done, I need you to perform a little ritual to get him out of me.”

“Wait a second, out of you? What are you talking about?”

“Oh, sure. I mean, if I were the one asking him questions, I wouldn’t need to allow him into my body, but you’re the one asking questions here, and I’d rather not be a middle-person.” 

“So, what you’re saying here is you’re taking the lazy option?” Rey asked. “Isn’t what you’re going to do… dangerous?”

“Not if you do exactly as I ask.” She slid the knife and the scarab amulet across the table. 

I caught them and examined the amulet in my hand. “What do I have to do?”

“Easy. Feed a little blood to the scarab, and say my name three times. The scarab is my anchor, it’s what’s going to make sure my soul doesn’t go anywhere while Corax is in here.” She tapped her chest. 

A pause hung in the air. The mason jar on the coffee table jumped on its own. The thud made my skin crawl.

“Okay, this sounds really dangerous, Bastet,” I said, “I’m not sure I can do this.”

“If you want the information you’re after, you’ll do it,” she said, “Just, please… please. I don’t want to have to use my magic like this again. Make this the last time.”

I had never truly asked her why she took such an issue with using magic, but her resistance was right there for me to see. She hated using magic. Something had happened to her to make her that way, I could tell, but I didn’t know what it was. The one thing I did know was, Bastet had decided to put all of that aside for me right now, and that must have been tough for her. The least I could do was accept her help.

Staring at her, I pressed my lips into a thin line and nodded. “Okay,” I said, “Let’s do this.”

“Good. And what did I say you needed to do?”

“Feed blood to the scarab, and say your name two times.” 

“Three times!” 

“I know! A monkey could follow those instructions. Let’s do this before I change my mind and decide to find another way to get the information I need.” 

Frowning, Bastet pulled the mason jar closer to herself and held it between her hands. She glanced at me, then at Rey, then back at the jar. “This guy is really pissed,” Bastet said, “Like, supernova pissed. He can’t believe I killed him.”

“I almost can’t believe it,” I said, “You made it look so easy…” 

“Life is fragile. Taking it from someone is easy. The part that comes after is what’s really complicated.”

“I want to ask you about all that,” Rey said, “But I feel like we’re probably a little tight for time?”

“Too tight,” I said, unsheathing the knife and setting it down on the coffee table. The blade itself was clean and sharp, shining with the red light from the glowing jar on the table. It was curved, and short, and inscribed into it were… Ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics. There were some on the handle, too. The whole thing had distinctly Egyptian vibe to it—the scarab too, obviously.

“Ready?” Bastet asked.

I nodded. “Ready.” 

After taking a deep breath, Bastet began to whisper. I couldn’t hear the words she was saying, it all sounded like a string of quick, babbling murmurs with no meaning. There was plenty meaning behind her words, though. Almost as soon as she’d started talking, a soft breeze had started pushing through her living room. 

Invisible fingers moved through my hair, the air itself turned cold; so cold I could see my breath forming in puffs of steam around my lips. The hairs on the nape of my neck prickled, sending a shudder through my body. Inside of my chest, a ghostly pull was drawing me toward Bastet, toward her words. I had to grab the edges of the coffee table to stop myself from drifting toward her.

Bastet suddenly unscrewed the mason jar, opened her mouth above the rim, and inhaled the red mist that spilled out from inside. Her eyes flashed blue as she took in Corax’s soul. Her body shook a little, it looked like she was having trouble at first, but then the mist was gone. Bastet shut her eyes and tucked her chin into her chest, her hair falling limply around her face and shoulders.

Even Rey didn’t have words. The cat was just as mesmerized as I was. 

A moment passed, then another, and another, but nothing was happening. Swallowing hard, I grabbed the knife and prepared to prick my finger with the tip, hoping if this hadn’t gone the way it was supposed to have gone, that I could undo this before it was too late. The thought of Corax running around wearing Bastet’s skin was enough to make me fear for my life, and that was saying something.

“Bastet?” I ventured, carefully pushing the question over at her.

Slowly, Bastet turned her eyes up at me. They were no longer flashing blue. Now they had an almost reddish tint to them. “What… is this…?” asked a voice that didn’t fit the face it was speaking from. The voice was deep, and gruff. A man’s voice. 

“Corax…” 

“What did you do to me?”

“We put you away, somewhere you can’t hurt people anymore.”

“Release me from this… now.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that. I don’t know how it all works, but I know I don’t have that kind of power.”

Bastet almost lashed out at me, I could see the muscles in her arms twitching, the veins on her neck popping from the stress, but she held herself. “Release me,” he said again, this time his voice was a low rumble in his throat. 

“I’m not sure you’re in a position to make demands, buddy,” I said. 

“If you do not release me, I will cut out her tongue and feed it to you…” 

“That’s a serious threat and everything, but I think you’re gonna find it pretty difficult to do what you want from where you are. I think the best thing you can do right now, is do what I need you to do. Maybe you’ll be a little more comfortable when this is all done.”

Bastet—Corax—didn’t seem to have a reply to that. Instead he watched me from across the coffee table, a Serakon wearing the skin of a mage. Or was it trapped inside the skin of a mage? The thought of what was going on behind the scenes, what Bastet was doing, was enough to make my head spin a little.

I tried not to think about it.

“Alright,” I said, “Now that we have some kind of understanding, I have some questions for you.” 

“I already told you before, you will get no answers from me.”

“Yeah, but that was when you had a life… a body… freedom. You have none of those things right now, and the way I see it, loyalty to Valoel and whatever secrets he’s keeping won’t make you any happier. We, on the other hand, probably can make you happier, so it’s in your best interests to cooperate.”

“Not to be that cat,” Rey said, “But we should probably make this all go a little faster? She didn’t give us a time limit, but it would probably be prudent to exercise a little haste.”

I nodded at Rey, then turned to look at Bastet again. “Where is Valoel now?” I asked, cutting right to the chase. 

“I don’t know,” came Corax’s reply. Low, deep. A predator’s growl.

“Yes, you do. But we’ll switch to an easier question, if you prefer… does Valoel have the fifth stone?”

It looked like he was about to say no, but Corax suddenly grimaced like he’d been hit with… brain freeze? He shut his eyes and turned his head to the side, sucking in a breath of air through his teeth. “Bitch,” he grumbled. Bastet must have done something to him, must have hurt him somehow. 

“See?” I said, “She can make things difficult for you, but I’m willing to bet she can also make things easier for you, if you’d just tell me what I need to know. This doesn’t have to take long.”

Corax stared at me from behind Bastet’s, glowing with dim, red light; a killer’s eyes. “No,” he said, exhaling. “He doesn’t have it.”

“Are you lying to me?”

“I… cannot lie. Lying is pain like I’ve never known in my life.”

I gave Rey a sidelong glance, then looked at Corax again. “So, he doesn’t have it… does he have any idea where it is?”

“No. The stone eludes him. There are rumors it has been entirely lost, but he does not believe them.”

“Of course not. He can’t. If he believes the stone is lost, then he’d have to admit he can’t win. Watch his army fall apart then.”

“He does not need the stone to do what he wants to do next.”

I narrowed my eyes. “And what’s that?”

Corax grinned. “He is going to find you… and when he does, he’s going to rip your tongue out and feed it to that little cat of yours. He’s going to tear off the rest of your limbs, one at a time, so not having wings will be the least of your concerns. He won’t kill you right away, instead he’ll let you exist as a mute little stump for a while, let you watch as he burns this world and everyone in it.” 

I rolled my eyes. If he’d used fewer words, maybe I’d have been moved by his attempt to intimidate me. Now he was just being ridiculous, and I couldn’t take him seriously. The urge to laugh was pretty strong, but I held it back. 

“Where is he now?” I asked.

He tried to resist the question. I could see it on his face, the way the veins on his—Bastet’s—forehead pulsed. The other mason jars in the cabinet started to thump and bounce behind the locked door. The sound made me almost jump out of my skin. As I watched the cabinet, wondering if I should do something, a strange smell caught my notice.

Not fire, or smoke… but ash. 

I pressed the tip of the knife against my finger, my hand trembling with the frantic pumping of my heart. In an instant I could stop this whole thing. I could shed my blood onto the scarab and send Corax back into his mason jar prison. I didn’t know if Bastet could hold him. Had she underestimated him? It was hard to tell whether or not she was winning the fight taking place behind her eyes, but I needed Corax to tell me when the attack was going to happen.

“Tell me!” I yelled. 

Corax snapped his head toward me and snarled. “He’s coming for you, bitch,” he yelled. His voice bounced off my bones, a thundering bassline vibrating through me like I was hollow. I had what I needed now, so I pressed the knife deeper into my skin, drawing blood. I swabbed my bloody finger against the scarab’s back, and after repeating the word Bastet three times, it fluttered to life. 

Gorgeous, pearlescent wings extended from under its shell. They fluttered, buzzing wildly and sending wispy trails of sparkling dust into the air. The dust circled around the scarab, then moved rapidly toward Bastet like it was drawn to her. I watched it slip into her nose, her mouth, even her ears. 

She twisted her head to the side, groaning and gripping the edges of the table. “No!” Corax yelled, and at the sound of his voice, the whole apartment started to tremble. It wasn’t just the mason jars now; plates, cutlery, bowls of cat food and water, they all started wobbling and clinking. 

“Seline?” Rey asked, arching his back. Lowering his ears, he hissed and backed away. 

“What’s happening?” I asked, “Why isn’t it stopping?” 

“I don’t know. This is outside of the realm of my power.”

“Really? I thought nothing was outside of your power.”

“There are some things even I don’t have dominion over, as much as I hate to admit it.” He hopped onto the back of the couch, his hackles up. I went to stand, holding the knife in my hand like a weapon now, ready to fight Corax if he managed to beat Bastet. But the moment passed. The wobbling and vibrating stopped. The mason jars returned to normal. The smell of ash disappeared, and the scarab’s wings returned to their original place. 

Bastet grabbed the jar in front of her, brought it up to her mouth, and breathed the red mist into it. When it was all out of her body, she shut the lid, sealed it, and casually fixed her hair. I couldn’t tell if she was shaken up by what had just happened, or if she wasn’t exactly bothered by it either way. 

“Are you okay?” I ventured.

“Oh, I’m fine, sweetness. Did you get what you needed?”

“You mean you weren’t following that conversation?” Rey asked.

“He was fighting me, and a lot stronger out of his body than he was in it. It took all my concentration just to keep him from slipping out of my control. I’ll need to keep an eye on this one.”

“I thought you said they couldn’t break out of the jars…” I said. 

She shrugged. “I’ve never trapped a Serakon before, but you leave that to me. He’s my responsibility now.” 

Bastet walked over to her soul cabinet and set the glowing red jar in with the others. She then shut it, placed her palm against the door, and turned around to look at me and Rey. Neither of us had moved from where we were. 

“So?” she asked.

I shook my head, snapping myself out of the daze. “I need to get out of here. Right now.”

“And go where?”

“I don’t know, but Corax said Valoel is after me. I have no idea of knowing where he is or how far away… for all I know, he could be in another country, or maybe he’s right outside.” I headed for the door to the apartment, grabbing my leather jacket and slinging it over my shoulder. “I thought it was safe here, but maybe it isn’t.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to—” Bastet perked up, then, like a cat that had heard a distant noise. She scanned the room, her eyes wide, her attention focused to a laser point. 

“What… is it?” I ventured, dreading to hear her answer. 

Bastet turned her wide eyes on me. “Run…” she said, “Now.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

I bolted out of Bastet’s apartment, made a sharp left at the stairs, and exited the building like a bat out of hell. The streets were cold and wet, even now I could smell the pizza in the air. Pizza and, sometimes, piss. Ah, the scent of the city. I had no idea where I was going, all I knew was I needed to get away from Bastet’s place before Valoel found me, and I needed to do it fast. 

A pang of anxiety settled into my stomach, and for an instant I stopped walking. What if Valoel had gone to Bastet’s apartment? What if he was there right now? What if she had to somehow fight him off? He had two stones, two God stones. The stones were powerful things, and of all five, he had the strongest one.

I wondered if even Bastet with her incredible magic could stand up against their power. Maybe, but definitely not without breaking a sweat at least. Dammit. The choice in front of me was simple. Go back to Bastet’s place, ignoring her order to run, or keep moving and hope Valoel was too busy chasing me down to even care about Bastet. 

I turned away from the apartment building and crossed the street, keeping my head low, my hands in my pockets, and my eyes sharp. Concentrating on the power of the stone, I shut my eyes as I walked and whispered. 

“Serala.”

I hadn’t used this word of power before except in training. As soon as I uttered the word, it was like the world suddenly became clearer, brighter, louder. It took a second to rein my enhanced senses in, to tame them like they were a wild stallion, but when I did, everything around me came into focus.

Concentrating on the bar across the street, I heard a conversation taking place inside. A guy was hitting on a woman with the did it hurt when you fell from heaven line, and I could’ve thrown up from the cheese of it. Did people really still use that line? Was that a real thing? Did women fall for it?

Ahead of me, about a block away, another guy was watching a video on his phone while he waited for the bus. Cartoons. He was watching cartoons. The guy sitting next to him was watching, too, although they were complete strangers to each other. 

With my enhanced senses buzzing like they were, the chances that Valoel could surprise me plummeted to the ground. I should’ve used this magic before, the only problem was I couldn’t keep it active for too long at a time. The sounds, the smells, it would overload my brain and give me a splitting headache at least, or make me pass out at worst.

I must have walked four blocks before the hairs on the nape of my neck prickled up, and I found what I was waiting for. Or rather, he found me. Valoel wasn’t swooping down on me on silent wings, trying to stab me from behind. He was perched on the roof of a building on the corner of the block I was heading towards, watching the street like a vulture, his wings unfurled behind him.

I stopped in my tracks when I saw him, and just stared at him. He had brought both of his stones with him. They were in his hands right now, pulsing with light, with power. I knew what they could do, now. I knew what they were. He had two of them, and I only had one. Already I was at a disadvantage, but if I could beat him here, and now, I could end this.

I had one more shot at finishing this all before it got any worse.

“Hello, Seline,” he said, his voice little more than a whisper against my enhanced ears. He must have anticipated I would be watching out for him, or maybe he could sense my magic. “I’ve been looking for you.” 

“Well, you found me,” I said, keeping my voice low. 

“It would appear that I have. Why don’t you come up here and we can talk like two civilized people?” 

“Fat chance of that. Corax told me what your charming little plan for me was.” 

“Did he? I trust I won’t be seeing him again?” 

“Nope.” 

“Shame… he was a good soldier, and he did what he had to do—he told me where you were. I’ll have to find someone else to replace him.” 

“Or you could stop this whole stupid thing before you get yourself killed.”

“I think it’s too late for that. Either I kill you, or you kill me. That’s the only way this ends for the two of us.” 

“Alright… well, you’ll have to catch me, first.”

I ducked out of sight and into an alley. Even though I couldn’t see him, I could hear the sound his wings made as he launched himself into the night sky. That probably meant he could hear me, too. That was fine. He was going to catch me; of that I didn’t have a doubt. I wasn’t going to make it easy for him, though.

I needed to remove his aerial advantage like I’d done with Corax. This time, I headed for a construction site I’d spotted from the rooftops earlier on. A shell of a building, hollow and dark, stood half-built against the surrounding neighborhood. A tall, black, metal border had been erected around the perimeter with the name of a construction company written all around it. 

Luxury apartments would be going up there, it looked like. 

As soon as I reached the wall, I bounded over it letting my wings of light carry me over the wall. When I landed, I made a dash for the building itself, noting just how close Valoel had already gotten. He was behind me and swooping low, but instead of a sword in his hand, he had magic. 

“Veshrim!” I heard him shout, his voice echoing through the construction site like a shotgun blast. 

I leapt again, spun around in the air, crossed my arms in front of my face and yelled in return. “Duras!” 

His energy blast met my magic shield with an explosion that shot me the rest of the way into the hollowed-out building. I landed on my back and slid along the floor, slowly coming to a halt inches in front of a wall. I picked myself up in time to watch Valoel make a perfect, graceful landing at the edge of the building, his wings carrying him delicately down. As he walked, he drew a longsword from a sheath on his back.

“Where is the Hope stone?” Valoel asked, his words leaving a deep, dangerous echo within the shell of the building we were in. He flipped the stones between his fingers like they were coins.

“Like I’d tell you,” I said.

“I’m sure all I’d need is a guess, maybe two, but I’m giving you a chance to hand them over willingly… otherwise there will be deaths on your shoulders.” 

“You really think you’re gonna kill your way to these stones?” 

“If I must.” The wrath stone burned in his hand and pulsed with deep, blood-red light, like a slowly-beating heart. 

I had little choice but to believe him. With that stone in his hand, there was no telling what he’d do, what limits he’d go to, in order to get what he wanted. Wrath. Tenacity. He was resolute in his anger, justified in it. The stones didn’t just offer us power, they also filled us with their emotions, enhancing what was already there. 

“Look, I know you’re pissed right now and all you wanna do is hurt me. Corax told me all about what you’ll probably want to do to me if I gave you the chance. But it doesn’t have to be this way. You don’t have to let the Wrath stone drive you.” 

“You think the stone is the reason for my anger? Do you not think I haven’t been angry my whole life?” He pointed at me. “Angry that you lived the life I should have lived?” 

“Valoel, I had no control over—”

“Shut up!” he yelled, and the force of his voice sent cracks through the concrete. Dust fell from the ceiling. “You weren’t discarded like a dirty rag. You weren’t cast out of the light and sent to live in the dark. You haven’t spent your whole life wondering what it would’ve been like for you if you’d been given even half a chance to prove your worth to the people who didn’t want you. You’ve been sheltered, protected, and showered with privilege while I had to claw my way through life like a rat fighting for scraps in the dark. I wanted you to know what that felt like well before I had this stone in my hand.”

I frowned at him, my eyebrows pinching in the middle, angry heat rising into my chest. “You think I don’t know what it’s like to live like a cast-away?” I asked, keeping my voice low. “Did you forget I fell too, Valoel? Did you forget that the House of Night invaded my home, killed my family, cut off my wings and threw me off the side of my city to die?” My grip around my dagger tightened as I spoke. “I had to claw my way out of the dirt too. I lost everything too. I’m broken too, but unlike you I won’t take my pain out on other people because they don’t deserve it.” 

“You see, that’s where you’re wrong… there are some people who deserve your pain. Draven, for example. He allowed the attack to happen—he was instrumental, in fact.”

“Draven was lied to.” 

“That’s what he told you, but can you trust that? I honestly never could trust anything that came out of his mouth—that was, until he told us where the secret entrance to the city was.”

I swallowed hard. “What did you say?” 

“I was there, Seline. I was one of the men who stormed the city that night. I was one of the men who helped contribute to the destruction of your house. I was the man who—”

“—cut off my wings…” I said on the back of a pitched breath. 

His sword. I remembered it now. There were markings on the sword of the man who had swung the sword moments before I was thrown off the side of my city. Thanks to my enhanced senses, I saw those same markings on the flat edge of Valoel’s sword now. 

My hands started trembling, my heart didn’t know what to do with itself, and my body warmed and cooled all at once. I hadn’t seen his face in my dreams, I never did when I dreamed about that moment, but I always saw the sword. It was always there, my blood slithering along the etchings in the metal. 

I hadn’t realized it, but I was shaking my head no. “W… why?” I asked. “Why would you?” 

“Haven’t you been paying attention?” he paused, then pocketed his stones. “How does it feel to lose everything you have?” 

“You… you…” my breaths were catching in my throat. I couldn’t breathe. The world was spinning out of control, spiraling. In the back of my mind, I could feel a pull, a tug, something drawing me toward anger—toward the point of losing my grip on my own actions. It was the stone, I knew it was, but I couldn’t do anything to stop it. 

I had already become a runaway train, the only thing I could do now was follow where the tracks would take me.

Roaring, I ran at him from where I stood, my dagger poised and ready to strike, my right hand aimed directly at him. “Veshrim!” I yelled, and golden magic erupted from the palm of my hand and raced toward him, but Valoel effortlessly deflected the attack with the edge of his sword, and by the time I reached him, he was ready to defend himself.

Steel rang out against steel as our blades clashed—his, a longsword, mine a dagger. I pulled back and went for him again, moving swiftly, my attacks like viper bites. But Valoel was quick, and a master swordsman. I was having trouble finding a weakness in his defense. Maybe if I hadn’t been so consumed by the need to kill him… 

I lost my footing for an instant, and Valoel took the opportunity to launch the heel of his boot into my chest. I fell back a few feet and landed on my shoulder, rolling along the floor. That hit had knocked the wind out of me, but after an instant of recuperation, I was back on my feet and going for him again.

It was a dance of edged blades, and feet, and fists, and wings. Valoel was swift and strong, his footing was perfect, his sword-strikes accurate and difficult to deal with. Until now, I hadn’t really encountered someone quite as disciplined a fighter as him. I was starting to wonder if I’d met my match.

His sword cut a deadly arc through the air. I ducked and rolled out of its path, and the blade struck a concrete column and wobbled from the force of the impact. Valoel turned to look at me, his eyes glowing furiously red. He growled at me and threw his elbow into my face, but I was too quick for that. I blocked his elbow-strike with my forearm and kicked him in the back of the knee, forcing him to kneel. 

I aimed my dagger at his throat. I had him, for an instant I had him. But then he flicked his wrist and something shot out of the cuff of his jacket and struck me in the shoulder. The round, weighted end of a tiny knife stuck out of my leather jacket. Even though I couldn’t immediately feel the pain, underneath my jacket, I knew, I’d already started bleeding.

The momentary distraction was all Valoel needed. By the time I turned my eyes back on him, he’d already gotten up, and his fist was mid-swing. I couldn’t avoid it. His fist smashed into the side of my face like a brick. I staggered to the side, reaching with my hands for a nearby column to stop myself from toppling over. 

The world shifted and swayed around me like I was underwater. On my cheek, a bright flower of pain had started to bloom. I could taste blood in my mouth, and when I spat on the floor, I saw it. Red and thick. Gritting my teeth, I spun around and went on the offensive, launching a series of furious kicks, swipes, and punches at him, but he dodged them or blocked them all like he wasn’t even trying.

Another hit caught me in the ribs, this time from his boot. I lost my footing and fell to the floor, but before I could get up, he was on me again, delivering another kick to my abdomen. I coughed blood, and groaned from the pain. 

“So, this is Seline,” Valoel said as I clutched my abdomen. The wound I’d taken earlier thanks to Corax had opened again. Valoel was a lot stronger than me, but that wound wasn’t helping me one bit. “Did you know that your name has been heard in just about every corner of the city? It’s surprising, really, that such a pathetic, broken creature could have a reputation of any kind besides the obvious.” 

“What’s the obvious?” I managed to say, though speaking was painful. 

“That you’re an Aevian without wings, a joke of your species. It’s fascinating, really, how word of your deeds has reached others from our side of the rifts, mages, even the odd vampire or two. Have you truly done anything of note since you fell besides find that stone around your wrist?” 

I thrust my dagger up at him, but I wasn’t close enough and he batted it away with his sword. It clattered to the floor too far away for me to reach. I was defenseless now, bleeding, injured, and he had a sword in his hand. I put my hand out, as if it alone could stop him from swinging that sword and killing me.

“Please,” I said, “I’m your half-sister.”

“Don’t go holding onto the illusion that you’re actually important enough for me to spare. That we happen to be related by blood is a trivial detail, and only useful as it allows me to wield the stones. You have no idea what these stones really do, what they’re capable of in the right hands.” 

“Your hands?” 

“Indeed. My hands.” He knelt before me and picked my right hand up. I struggled, but his grip was vicelike, and even though it was sitting in his pocket, the power of the wrath stone was… affecting me, sapping my will to fight, draining it out of me. He pulled the cuff of my jacket up to reveal the armlet wrapped around my wrist, the golden stone sitting inside it. “Courage…” he said, trailing off, “This stone is the only reason you’ve done anything of note. Without it you’re nothing.” 

I stared up at him, the glow from my golden stone illuminating the side of his face, his eyes. “Ditto,” I snarled. 

It took every ounce of fight I had in me, but I managed to spin around on the floor, grab his neck between my thighs, and pull him to the floor. He slammed down on his back and lost his grip on his sword. While he recovered, I got up, raced over to it, and took hold of the handle, but his foot fell on the blade before I could pull it off the ground.

He punched me again, this time on the opposite cheek. I saw stars this time. My vision darkened around my eyes, and as I fell to the floor, it blackened entirely. I didn’t feel the impact, but when I opened my eyes again, my head was throbbing and, I thought, bleeding, too. I touched the side of my face, and my fingers came away wet and sticky with blood. 

Gritting my teeth, I summoned what was left of my energy to get myself off the ground again. Even as Valoel approached, his sword in his hand, the tip of the blade aimed directly into my midsection, I wasn’t going to let him just kill me like that. If I was going to die, I was going to die on my fucking feet.

Valoel shook his head. “Why do you insist on fighting?” he asked. 

“Because assholes like you still exist.”

The stone around my wrist buzzed and glowed, vibrating with power. Valoel sighed and readied his sword. I knew what he was going to do even before he’d started swinging the sword toward me, but I didn’t care. I’d already started mouthing the word of power I was going to use to send him spiraling into the wall behind him. The only question was, was his sword faster than my words?

“Vesh—” a clang of steel on steel rang out through the hollowed-out building, cutting my evocation in two. Something had moved in front of me, something dark and large enough to push me back. Feathers. Wings. Another clash of blades echoed through the building, and as the light around me settled, I realized, Valoel was locked in a swordfight… with Draven. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Valoel and Draven exchanged furious blows with each other. Each clash of their swords created little explosions of light that briefly illuminated their faces. Both men were scowling at each other, although Valoel had hatred on his face, while Draven showed only an intense concentration and focus. 

All of the strength in my legs suddenly left me, and I fell to my knees. I had to stick my hands out to stop my face from hitting the floor, otherwise it would’ve. I felt weak, depleted, and that was to say nothing about the injuries I’d sustained. Valoel was a lot stronger than I was, a better fighter, and he had the more powerful stone. 

Blood dripped from my lips to the concrete floor beneath me. I watched them fall, and then I saw a shadow move over the pool. Turning my eyes up, I saw Rey sitting in front of me. He stared at me, his bright blue eyes almost glowing from within. 

“You… did this?” I asked, though the pain made me struggle through my words.

“Someone had to go and get help to make sure you didn’t get yourself killed,” he said.

“Took… t—ook…” I wanted to tell him he’d taken his sweet time. I wanted to crack wise, make light out of a bad situation, but I couldn’t make the words form. 

“I’m sure whatever you’re going to say is hilarious, but there’s no way lover-boy over there is going to beat Valoel on his own, so… be a dear and stay where you are.”

“You’re going to f-fight?” 

“No, I’m going to get you all out of here before that maniac kills us all. You can’t die on me now. Not when you’re so close.”

“Close to… what?”

Rey bounded off, and I didn’t have the strength to follow him with my eyes. Valoel had kicked the crap out of me, but he was going to also kick the crap out of Draven. What the hell was Rey thinking? Draven didn’t have even a single stone. Valoel had two. What hope did he think he had of beating Valoel? 

An explosion of blue light rocked the inside of the building. I shielded my eyes from the brightness. Everything hurt. My body was screaming. I had to wonder whether Valoel had cut me more times than I thought, because this wasn’t normal. 

A pair of hands grabbed me by the arms, another set by my feet. I turned my eyes up but only saw wings; large, feathery wings, and the portal I was being dragged into. The dizzying sensation of moving through it was enough to make me lose my grip on consciousness again. By the time it returned, I was somewhere quiet and dark, but I was alive. 

I tried to sit up, realizing immediately that had been a mistake. Every inch of me cried out with pain. I had to grit my teeth and suck in a deep breath of air just to hold on to wakefulness. All the blood had rushed to my head, causing it to start spinning. It was Draven who placed a hand on my chest and pushed me gently back onto the bed. 

“Schh… stop,” he said, “You’ve been badly injured.”

“Yeah… no shit,” I almost couldn’t speak. My voice was hoarse and weak.

“You need to rest.” 

Scanning my surroundings, I realized I was in the medical center. “Is anyone else hurt?” 

Draven shook his head. “No. We were able to get you out before Valoel could hurt any of us.” 

“You fought him off…” 

“Not just me. I had help.” 

“Rey…” 

“Yes. Feisty little thing… I had no idea.” 

“Is he…?” 

“He’s fine, but he told me there’s something he must do before you return to full strength. The healer says you’ll make a full recovery in a day or so… I should probably give you some space.”

I remembered, then. I remembered what he’d done; he was the reason I’d lost everything. It was so easy to forget what he’d done to me when we were near each other. That was why I’d decided not to see him, not to speak to him, since the very last time; when we found the Hope stone. 

I needed to let the truth sink in, I needed to let myself process it away from him.

Shutting my eyes hard, I turned my head away from him and let it rest against the pillow. The sting of tears pushed behind my closed eyelids, but I fought them back, held them down. It was one of the hardest things I’d had to do, given the state I was in. The effort necessary to hold them back was almost unbearable, but I did it.

By the time I opened my eyes again, Draven was already almost through the door.

“Draven…” I called out.

He stopped. Turned. “Yes?” 

I swallowed hard. “Come back…” 

Hesitating only for an instant, he shut the door to the medical center and walked over to my bed. There were only a few candles scattered around the room, each providing enough of a glow with which to see, but little more. This low lighting enhanced all of Draven’s features—his cheekbones, his chin, the fullness of his lips; the darkness of his eyes. 

“I’m here,” he said.

I swallowed again. “Thank you,” I said. 

“You don’t have to thank me.”

“I do… you risked your life to come out and get me. Valoel could’ve killed you and the others you brought with you.” 

“Aaryn and the most recent graduates. Rey thought they’d be needed, and he was right.” 

The pain that came with breathing was almost too much to bear, but I held it inside of myself and tried not to let it show. “That little shit is always right about everything,” I said, summoning a weak smile.

Draven approached a little closer, angling his head to the side. “How long have you known that he can talk?” 

“Pretty much since we got here… he talked to me the night of the Caretaker.”

“Huh…” 

“What?” 

“That’s around the time he first showed up.” 

“What?” I shuffled around on the bed a little, but my body felt stiff as a board. My joints wouldn’t work unless I made them work, and they resisted by flaring up like each of them had swollen to the size of grapefruits. What the hell had Valoel done to me? 

Draven rushed closer to me and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t move, Seline… please. The magic the healer used to heal you is still trying to work on you. Moving will only make things worse.”

“Yeah… I figured that one out too.” I let myself relax. 

A long pause hung in the tense air between us. I wasn’t sure what he was thinking, that was something I’d never been able to do. Draven’s facial expressions were always hard to read. Right now, though, I wasn’t trying to figure out what was on his mind. I was too hurt for that.

“I know I’m probably the last person you want to be spending time with…” Draven said, “I can go and get Fate for you, I know she’s waiting to come and visit.” 

“Why did you do it?” I asked, turning my eyes on him.

Despite the darkness of his eyes, I could tell he knew exactly what I’d asked. Draven took a deep breath, perhaps to brace himself for what was about to happen. It wasn’t like I could get up and hit him, though. If he was going to tell me the whole truth about what happened that night as he remembered it, then right now was probably the best time for him to do it.

“Our houses were at war,” he said, “You and I both knew that someday, possibly, we’d find each other on the opposite ends of swords. I’d tried to talk to you about that possibility, tried to make plans, contingencies… but you never wanted to discuss it. You always seemed to think the war would be over before… before one of our Houses won over the other.” 

“I really believed that…”

“You did. And you made me believe it, too. When I was with you, I forgot the world outside of you even existed. I hated having to leave you every time we parted ways. I hated even more that I’d go for days, even weeks without seeing you because my unit would be sent to fight some battle or other against another of the House’s enemies. The House of Night had its fair share.”

I watched him silently for a moment, my eyes boring into his like I could shoot lasers out of them. “That’s a great history lesson, but you still haven’t told me why you did what you did.” 

“I’m trying to give you context.” 

“I don’t want context. I want to know the truth… I want to know what would make the man that I loved decide to give away our best kept secret so that his House could win the war. And not only win the war, but murder innocent Aevians and then cut…” I couldn’t finish. 

Draven shook his head. “I want to tell you it wasn’t me,” he said, “But it was. I told them about the secret entrance. They had told me about what your father had done to my father and brother, they’d told me he’d cut their wings off… I didn’t know they were going to do that to you.” Again, he shook his head, like the memory was hurting him. “But I don’t know exactly why I gave the secret away. I love…” he paused. “I loved, you with every ounce of myself. Nothing short of magic could’ve driven me to betray you the way that I did.” 

Loved. I wasn’t sure why his decision to change what he’d said had stung the way it had, but there was the sting anyway. I swallowed the feeling down like that hard pill everyone talks about, and took it for what it was. 

“If tonight’s taught me anything,” I said, “It’s that we can’t do this by ourselves. We can’t achieve what we want to achieve if we aren’t working together. So, I’m going to work with you.” 

“I would like that.” 

“But that’s all this is. I’m going to work with you to bring Valoel down, and because I believe in what the Obsidian Order can be. Do you understand?” 

 “I do…” 

“Good. I’ll get my rest, and as soon as I’m ready to do so, we’re going to figure out our next move.”

“Do you have any idea where Valoel may have gone after our fight? Where he may be operating out of?” 

“No. He only came for me because I was in the open and on my own. He thought he could take me, and if you and Rey hadn’t helped, he would’ve. I don’t think he’ll fall for the same trick again, not if we set it up as some kind of ambush. He’s driven by a deep desire to kill me, but he’s not stupid.” 

Draven nodded. “Get some rest. I’ll make sure you’re taken care of.”

“I’m sure Siren can handle that.” 

I hadn’t meant for the words to sting, but even Draven’s stone-cold wall of emotion cracked at that. It was his lips. They were the tell. They parted slightly, then shut tightly, pressing into a thin line. He didn’t speak again. Quietly, he left the room where I would be spending the next twenty-four hours or so.

When he was gone, I allowed myself a moment to breathe. Being so close to him had kicked up a tornado of emotions inside of me that I had been trying to avoid. I didn’t want to be so overwhelmed by what I was feeling and thinking, that was why I’d given myself enough space from him. Being next to him was all it took to bring everything up.

It was easier when I didn’t know what we once meant to each other, but those memories were so fresh now, so raw, they felt… recent. Like what happened to me only happened a few days ago. Like our love was only blooming, and rich, and warm, and wonderful a week ago. And now all that was left of it was this cold, barren, dead field where nothing could grow. It was… horrifying. I’d easily take another swordfight with Valoel over the burden of my memories.

No such luck for me, though. And hadn’t I wanted my memories back to begin with? Be careful what you wish for was right on, here. 

I settled into the bed, shuffling around until I found a position that didn’t hurt so much. It wasn’t easy. I had no idea how I was going to get any sleep in my current state, but whatever Valoel had done to me couldn’t be easily healed with magic, so I was left to endure it all—every second of pain. 

In the end, the thought of delivering every ounce of this pain back to him was what got me to finally fall asleep. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Maybe I snuck out of the medical room a little sooner than the healer would’ve liked, but I had good reason to. I wanted to train. I’d learned a lot about Valoel’s techniques in combat yesterday, how he moved, which was his dominant side, how strong his strikes were. He was stronger than me, faster than me, and more capable than me. I needed to spend every moment I could training, and not just with daggers, either.

Today, I had a sword in my hand. 

I’d never been good with a sword. I always preferred delivering quick, lethal thrusts to my opponent from short range. But ever since I started having dreams about who I was before the fall, who I really was, it was like I’d rediscovered some lost talent I’d always had. A talent for wielding and using a longsword. 

The Obsidian Order had a decent selection of blades to choose from. I’d gone for a slightly lighter version of what Valoel had been carrying, but I had no doubt in my mind this sword could take a hit from his and not fall apart in my hand. It was strong, and sturdy. When I aimed at the one of the target dummy’s limbs, the sword would cut clean through and sever it. 

Using it made me feel strangely like I was at home, at ease, in my element. I had to wonder what else about myself I’d discover in the coming weeks. Maybe I’d suddenly enjoy the taste of fish? I hated fish, unless it was tuna, and only if it was on a pizza. 

“You’re alive,” came Felice’s voice from the edge of the training room. 

Shafts of morning sunlight beamed through the high-up windows, highlighting the glittering motes of dust dancing in the air in front of her. Her plum hair looked more vibrant in this light than ever, her chest prouder, her stance somehow more… regal. Regal? Maybe that wasn’t quite the word I was looking for, but there was something about her that felt different. Distinguished. 

Maybe it was the fact that between the two of us, she looked a lot more like someone who’d graduated to become a full member of the Obsidian Order. She looked like she had authority, clout, and failing that, the ability to beat you into the dirt. In other words, Felice looked like someone not to be fucked with. I was proud of her. We’d come a long way.

“Looks like that,” I said. My forehead and chest were slick with sweat. I was still in a little pain, but the adrenaline coursing through me right now helped keep most of it at bay.

“I’m glad. You gave us a scare.”

“It’ll take a lot more than Valoel to put me down.”

“Looked to me like he beat you to within an inch of your life.”

I rolled my eyes. “Okay, that’s an exaggeration.” 

“I don’t know…” she walked a little closer. “What the hell were you thinking, Seline?” 

I frowned. “This is what you’re gonna do? Did you come here to scold me?”

Felice pressed her lips into a thin line. “Why didn’t you call for backup? Any one of us could’ve been with you in minutes, but you decided to go it alone. What would’ve happened if Valoel had killed you?” 

“But he didn’t.” 

“No, because you were lucky enough that someone else took matters into their own hands and made sure you had someone looking out for you. If that cat hadn’t talked, we’d have been scraping your remains off of that concrete floor, and Valoel would have three stones instead of two.”

“I thought I could take him…” 

“Well, you thought wrong, and it almost cost you your life.” 

I stared at her, slowly pointing my longsword at her. “I get it now… this was the kind of thing Draven probably wanted to say to me but couldn’t because he’s still walking on eggshells.”

“Draven should’ve said all of this to you already, but I’m not surprised he hasn’t.” 

I dropped my head and shook it. “I thought I had a shot. I thought I could finish this.”  

“I want to finish it too, believe me. It’s all anyone talks about around here. It’s exhausting.” 

I looked up at her. “I promise not to do something stupid like that again.” 

Both of her eyebrows slowly raised. “You really expect me to believe you won’t do something stupid again? Like, literally anything stupid?” 

A grin spread across my lips. “I promise I’ll try.”

“At least that’s honest.” 

“So, is that all you came here for, or are you going to train with me?” 

“I can’t stay right now, I have a couple of things I need to do, but Fate is looking for you. Ness, too. I can go tell them you’re alright, but you need to promise to go and talk to them… that’s the only way I’ll get them off my back.” 

“Another promise? I think you’re asking a lot of me today… I’m injured, remember?” 

She rolled her eyes, turned around, and started walking toward the door. “Just go talk to them, okay?”

“Alright, maybe after another set or two…” 

Felice stopped at the door and glanced at me from across her shoulder. “I really am glad you’re okay. You’re just about the only person around here I give a shit about.” 

I swallowed hard and just stared at her. I’d known Felice for what felt like a lifetime, and I knew she didn’t open up about her feelings much. Hell, in the time I’d known her, we’d maybe had a handful of deep conversations where she’d had to give up something personal and intimate about herself. 

I understood well what had just happened was a big deal, and not something to be taken lightly. “Thank you, Felice…” I said, “Be careful out there, okay?” 

She nodded, then left me alone in the training room again. Tiny, pulsing orbs of light encircled me—dust motes moving through the air, cutting in front of the shafts of sunlight. I was going to pick up my sword again and go for another couple of rounds, but then I thought about Fate, and Ness. They were worried. 

Maybe if I’d been confined to a bed, keeping them waiting would’ve been justified, but I had no reason to, now. I picked the sword up and walked it over to the rack. My back muscles, slowly cooling, complained about the pain they were in, but I ignored them as I made my way out of the training room and toward Fate’s room. 

It wasn’t like I could do much about it, anyway.

The fortress itself was quiet this morning. Most people hadn’t properly woken up yet, I guessed, though they’d be getting up soon for breakfast and morning training. I decided to hurry along so I’d catch Fate before she left for breakfast. As I walked over to her room, however, a thought hit me. Rey. Where the hell was that little cat? I hadn’t seen him since last night, and I at the very least had to thank him for saving my life. 

I also had to ask him about what he’d said before I’d been dragged out of the fight. “Not when you’re so close.” 

Close to what?

A shudder filled me as I considered the question. There wasn’t much to go on other than what he’d said, though. If Felice was someone who didn’t open up, then Rey was easily ten times more closed off. He was a cat that could speak, but only when he wanted to, only when it suited him, or only when he wanted to flaunt his expert level sarcasm. 

When it came to making sure the people he was talking to had all the information they needed, Rey was all sealed lips. Damn tabby. 

I knocked on Fate’s door and waited. Already I could smell the delicious, mouth-watering aroma of freshly baked bread wafting out of the dining hall. My stomach grumbled. There was something I hadn’t done properly since easily yesterday afternoon. Eat. 

Fate must have hurried to open the door, because when I saw her she was all messy hair, squinty eyes, and ruffled pajamas. Her silver eyes widened, the mercury inside of them expanding as her pupils dilated. She didn’t speak. Instead, she threw her arms around me and wrapped me up in a tight hug. Several bones inside of me clicked. More than a couple of muscles groaned. But it was a pretty decent hug. I returned it, sighing deeply into her shoulder. 

“Holy fuck you’re alright…” Fate said, though her voice was hoarse and raw.

“Careful, everything hurts.” 

Fate pulled away a little. “Oh, right, sorry…” she stared at me, the silver in her eyes seeming to dance inside of the little pools they were in. “So, you’re not healed yet? What are you doing out of medical?” 

“I couldn’t stand being in that bed any longer.” 

“Really? Because when we lived together, you used to be able to sleep whole days away.”

I shrugged. “I’ve grown up,” I said, smiling brightly. 

“Yeah, maybe… come in.” 

Fate let me into her room. It was darker and cooler in here than it was anywhere else. Small candles cast their light on the walls and the ceiling. On her bed, her cover looked full, thick, and inviting. “Did you make it this cold in here?” 

“Yeah, turns out this is how I like to sleep—in a cold room, under a heavy cover.” 

“Huh… makes sense, I guess.” 

“It’s how I grew up. On the mountains, I mean.” 

I sat down on a chair by her writing desk. “Have you been dreaming more, too?” 

“Every night.” Her bubbly disposition deflated a little, and I noticed.

“What is it?” 

She pulled her grey hair out of her face and tried to keep it under control, but it had a mind of its own and wouldn’t settle where she wanted to keep it. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you.” 

“Me? About what?”

“About what happened the night you fell…” 

That cold thing happened to my stomach. I found it insane that simply mentioning the night of the attack could do that to my body, but that was my life, now. “Oh,” I trailed off. “What about it?” 

She paused. “I know why we ended up together.” 

I stared at her, not speaking. “Oh…” I said again, because I had no idea what the hell else to say. 

For me, my memories just about ended the moment I was pushed off the side of my city. Those aren’t the only memories I was missing, but no matter how hard I tried, no matter how deep my dreams went, I could never get past that point. Fate and I had, however, travelled through the rift together and wound up in New York. 

We both understood she’d basically saved my life, but neither of us had any concrete details we could pull from the night we fell.

“Well, don’t keep me in suspense,” I ventured.

Fate took a deep breath. “These could just be dreams, it could be nothing—nonsense—but it feels pretty real to me, so just hear me out.” 

“I’m listening.” 

She nodded. “So, the House of Mist, my House… we retreated to the mountains not long after the fracturing. We weren’t fighters, or diplomats. We weren’t politicians, we didn’t have any interest in waging wars or taking control of the Aevian race—we just wanted to learn the secrets of the world and write it all down in books. You and I should’ve never met, but the night that we did… I was breaking my House’s rules.” 

“Why does that somehow not surprise me?” 

“I have always identified more with rebels, haven’t I?” She shook her head. “Anyway, just listen. So, the House of Mist values patience and prudence as virtues, which means there wasn’t a lot of fun to be had in the mountains. And when something exciting did come along, like whenever someone discovered a new artifact that needed studying, or a new cave to go explore, the Elders would take ownership of the discovery. They’d then be the ones to decide what would happen with it. Fucking buzzkills.”  

“Let me guess, you found something worth investigating and the Elders took it off your hands, so you decided to fly the coop?” 

“I was the one who discovered the rift.” 

“Wait, what?” 

“I didn’t know what it was at first, it was only a shimmer in the sky. I remember approaching it and trying to throw my magic senses at it, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. When I got back to the mountains, I had to decide whether I wanted to tell the Elders what I’d found or if it would be more exciting for me to examine the thing on my own.” 

“So, you didn’t tell anyone about this gaping hole in the sky?” 

“It wasn’t a hole when I found it, and it had been the first discovery I’d ever made. My people revere explorers and scientists.” She shrugged. “I wanted to be able to make a decision on what it was for myself before bringing it up to the attention of the Elders.” 

“What would’ve happened if they’d found out what you were doing?” 

“Withholding a discovery was a big deal. Not death penalty big, but still pretty big. I knew I needed to act fast if I wanted to analyze the rift before presenting it to the others, so I snuck out at night, broke curfew, and headed over to where I’d found it, only… it had tripled in size since the last time I’d been there.” 

“Tripled?” 

“It wasn’t just the size of it, either. There was lightning around it, the winds went crazy, and I could smell something really weird in the air. I can still smell it now, even if I can’t describe it. It smelled something like a fire chewing through old tires—rubbery, almost. I watched it for a while, and the more I watched it, the larger it got until eventually I had to move away from it. I could tell it wanted to suck me inside. I managed to get away from the pull of the rift, but then I saw you falling… bleeding.” 

“Fate…” 

“I raced up to catch you, but the rift caught me again, and every time I tried to fly away from it, it was like I was pulling the rift open further.

“Like a zipper.” 

“Exactly like that. By the time I caught you, the rift had gotten so big… it had us both. It sucked us through. There was nothing I could do, I just wasn’t strong enough.” 

I took a deep breath and let the information sink in. Slowly I set a hand on her shoulder. “Fate, you did everything you could for me…” 

“I brought us here.” 

“And if you hadn’t been there to do that, my injuries would’ve killed me.” 

“You don’t know that.”

“Going through the rifts makes us look human, right? Our bodies change to fit this world… if that hadn’t happened, how do you know I wouldn’t have died from blood loss?”  

“Because the actual fall wouldn’t have killed you, and I know you’d have found a way to survive. If not for me, you’d still be on the other side.” 

I shook my head. “No… if not for you, I’d be dead. I’m always going to have you to thank for my life.” 

She let her head slump. “Nobody else knew about the rift but me. If I’d told someone, maybe they could’ve done something about it. I fell before I could get the word out.” 

“There’s nothing you can do about that now, Fate. Please don’t beat yourself up about this. You did a good thing that night.” 

She looked up at me and nodded, smiling. “It’s weird, getting my memories back. I don’t feel like the same person anymore.” 

I sighed. “Tell me about it.” 

“What about you? Have you had anymore dreams?” 

I hadn’t told her about the stones yet. Not everything, anyway. The only people who really knew anything about them were Draven and Bastet. Telling Fate that the stones were powerful things given to our entire race by Gods and entrusted upon my bloodline to protect was probably going to blow her mind. 

“Some stuff,” I said, “I’m still trying to make sense of it all.” 

“And Draven?” 

I shook my head. “I’ve barely seen him since the night I found the blue stone. Last night I saw him for the first time since then… I don’t know what to do, or how to act around him. I need to figure it out.”

“You always do. Just…” 

“Just?” 

“Whatever Draven was, he’s not that anymore. Neither are you.” 

“Are you saying I should forgive him because the guy he is now isn’t the person who destroyed my home?” 

“Look, I’m not even going to pretend I understand just how messed up your relationship with Draven is, but you two had something. Have something. What happened back then was terrible, but it’s not who you are anymore, and it’s not who he is.” 

“I miss them now, Fate… my wings. I’m dreaming about flying, something I was really good at, and then I wake up and I want to go out and stretch my wings, and they aren’t there. It’s like they were taken from me yesterday.” 

Fate nodded. “That’s… something else I can’t hope to understand. When I rediscovered my kithe, it was like I’d gone my whole life without feet and suddenly I had feet. It was awkward, and weird. Flying didn’t come naturally to me.” 

“Do you wish you’d never found out the truth?” 

She shook her head. “No. But the burden of knowledge is usually pretty tough to bear. I know this is hard for you right now, but you’ll get through it and you’ll be better for it. I know you will, because you’re Seline, and you can do anything.”

I smiled at her. “Thanks, Fate... I mean it.” 

A knock at the door stole both of our attentions. I stood, walked over to it, and after waiting for Fate to give me the go-ahead with a little nod, opened it. Ness was out there, her red hair falling wildly around her face. She looked pissed. 

“Everything okay, Ness?” I asked.

“Yeah, except, I heard you were up and around again and nobody told me. I figured I’d find you here.”

“Oh… shit, sorry Ness, I was gonna come and see you.” 

She stuck a hand out at me. “Save it. I know where I’m not wanted.” 

I grinned at her. “Come on inside.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

“I heard about what happened last night,” Ness said, settling down next to Fate.

“Felice made sure the news got around,” Fate put in.

“How are you feeling?” Ness continued.

“Better, I’m still sore as hell, but it was close.” 

“Do you want me to do something for the pain?” 

I waved my hand. “You really don’t have to do anything. I’m fine. It’s just residual aches and pains. I’ll get over it.” 

“Are you sure? If it’s sores you have, I can fix you up quick. I can also help you sleep, if that’s what you need.” 

“No, nothing like that… I actually wanted to talk to you anyway.” 

She angled her head to the side. “Okay? What is it you need?” 

“I had another vivid dream yesterday. I mean really vivid.” 

“Do you want to document it like we’ve been doing with the others? I think we’re making really great progress with them. What was it about?” 

I took a breath. “It’s about… the day it all happened for me. The day Draven, you know.” 

“Right. Bastard.”  

Fate cocked an eyebrow. “That’s an exaggerated response, isn’t it?” 

“Not if it’s true,” Ness said.

I couldn’t help but crack a grin. Ness didn’t share Fate’s opinion about Draven. 

“Anyway,” I said, “I learned a couple other things about that day. I was about to turn eighteen, my birthday was in two days, and on my birthday I was going to recite a speech.” 

Ness nodded. “That kind of thing isn’t uncommon among royals… of, well, any race. People gather to celebrate the day their liege was born, they eat, they dance, they drink, and at some point they get to hear their liege speak. It’s a party for everyone.” 

“Right, but this was more than that. There was magic in the speech I was going to give, an incantation that I had to recite perfectly.” 

She tilted her head to the side. “Incantation?” 

I took another breath and let the pause hang in the air. “What I’m about to tell you I’ve only told two other souls, but I’m telling you because you’re probably the only person who can help me figure this out.” 

“And because we’re your best friends?” Fate asked. “I’m a little pissed I’m not one of those other souls, by the way.” 

“I had to be careful about who I told. Don’t take it personally.” 

Fate grumbled something incoherent, while Ness pretended to run a zipper along her lips. “Our lips are sealed. You know whatever you tell us, we won’t repeat.” 

“I know,” I said, nodding. “Okay… so, I know what the stones are.”

I started explaining to Ness, in as much detail as I could, what I’d learned from the dream I’d had. This wasn’t my first time explaining a dream to Ness. In fact, we’d started documenting them, which was why when she pulled her sketchpad out and had started doodling scribbling things down, and then doodling on the page, I wasn’t surprised. 

She kept notes on everything I told her, drew pictures to match my descriptions, and handed pages to Fate as she went. It was like automatic writing. She wasn’t looking at me, she wasn’t talking—she was only writing, like a girl possessed.

I saw my city. I saw the dome. I saw a vague impression of me soaring through the clouds, with my dragon-shaped shadow chasing behind me. I saw my mother, and I could’ve cried at how beautiful she was. Ness was incredible at this. I was only telling her a story, and it was like she was reaching into my mind and pulling the details out, enough not only to draw a picture of what I was describing, but to do so in detail. Details I hadn’t even told her about.

By the time I reached the end of the part where my mother had explained what the five stones were, Ness had finished one of her latest sketches. It was the podium on which all five stones sat. Each seemed to be pulsing with light, the biggest and darkest of them pulsing the hardest of all. 

There they were. “The God stones,” I said.

Ness flexed and clicked her fingers, then set her pencil down. “You dreamed a lot more this time than you did the last time.” 

“I don’t know why this time was so vivid.” 

“It’s whatever that Romeo mage gave you. It has to be.”

“Maybe the Hope stone has something to do with it, too?” Fate put in. “My dreams are getting stronger, too.”  

“Could be that both of those things combined have sent your brain into, like, overdrive,” Ness said.

“I just wish I didn’t have to get at my memories through dreams.” 

“It’s not the easiest way to recover them, I’ll give you that. But it’s something, right? Progress is good.” 

“Progress is slow.” 

“I think you need to be a little less tough on yourself,” Fate said. “Besides, seems like there’s something more important you need to be focusing your energy on, like trying to remember that incantation.” 

“What’s the use? I don’t have all five stones.” 

“No…  but maybe you don’t need them all.” Ness said.

I perked up and watched her. “What did you say?” 

She shrugged. “Maybe you don’t need all five stones. Maybe you don’t need any of the stones. Maybe just the fact that you’re you and you’re saying the words is enough.” 

I stared at her blankly for a long moment. “No way,” I said, shaking my head, “No. It can’t be that easy. Can it?” 

“Why can’t it? You’re always looking for the most complicated solution to things, but maybe it’s not that complicated. Your mom said the stones belong to you, she said you were the custodian, right? And the stones followed you through the rift to Earth. I don’t know how, but they’re here. Maybe all you need to do is remember the words…” 

I could’ve kissed her. What she was saying had holes in it, sure. Like, how did we know the stones followed me of their own accord? How did we know the stones even had that ability? One of them had been embedded into the snow in Norway… that didn’t exactly strike me as a stone that could take off and fly, otherwise, wouldn’t it have just freed itself?

Unless it couldn’t, but for another reason.

“So, remember the words, say them aloud, and maybe we win?” Fate asked.

“That’s an awesome idea,” I said, shooting to my feet. “If I can just figure out how this damn incantation went… maybe this could all be over. Maybe the stones will just fly into my hand like obedient birds.”

“Frist things first,” Ness said, “You need to find Romeo. You need more of that stuff he gave you.” 

“Are you sure that’s a good idea? I mean, first of all, you’re ignoring breakfast which is a hugely important meal of the day. And second of all, you don’t know what more of his powder stuff will do to your brain. What if it makes things worse?” 

“But what if it makes things better? I have to take that risk, Ness. I don’t have any other options right now.” 

 “Alright, just don’t go getting yourself killed. After what you’ve just told me, you should be walking on eggshells if we want any shot at surviving all of this.” 

I nodded. “Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine. Go, get some breakfast. I have to talk to Draven.” 

Ness scowled. “Good luck with that.” 

I left Ness in her room and made tracks toward Draven’s tower. After all that, I needed to talk to him. He needed to know what we’d learned, as well as what I was planning on doing. But it was morning and the sun was up, so there was going to be no getting him out of his room—not until nightfall. 

That was inconvenient, to say the least, but I understood it. The light didn’t just hurt his eyes, it made it almost impossible for him to see anything at all. He’d be useless on an expedition until the sun went down or clouded over, but I needed him to at least know what I was planning on doing.

It didn’t take long to reach the door to his room, but I hesitated before knocking. I couldn’t quite understand why this hesitation happened, but I had to breathe through it before I could tell my body to work. The decision to knock was taken away from me, though. The door opened before my knuckles could tap on on the wood. There was Draven, standing in the archway wearing a set of black trousers and a black t-shirt. He looked tired, worn out, like he’d been up all night… but still hot as all hell. 

“You look like shit,” I said, omitting the rest of my thought.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Have you eaten anything? Or slept?” 

“No, and no. Why are you here?” 

I took a deep breath. Being in his presence required more of my composure and concentration than I’d expected. It felt like every few seconds I’d catch a flash of memory swimming through my mind; the pain from having my wings cut, the sound the sword had made when it sliced through muscle and bone, the smell of the blood. 

I pushed it all down and swallowed it.

“I have an idea, and I need your help carrying it out,” I said.

Draven narrowed his eyes. “My help? I wasn’t expecting those words to come out of your mouth anytime soon.” 

“Let’s not forget we made a truce. Whether I want to or not, we have to work together. Trust me, there are at least three other people I’d rather be talking to than you, but you are the best choice, and I believe in sucking it up when life deals you a bum hand.” 

“I suppose I’ll take that for what it is.” 

“Good. Now, are you going to let me inside so we can talk, or would you prefer I stay out here?” 

Draven stepped aside, and I walked into his bedroom for the first time since the night I’d picked up my armlet. It had been there, on his workbench, the thing now sitting on my wrist. His workbench was empty now; or, at least, he didn’t seem to have an active project going on. Draven shut his bedroom door and walked over to his bed, where he stood and turned to face me. 

“Well?” he asked, “What’s this idea of yours?” 

“I need to go out there again and find Romeo. I’d go on my own, but I don’t want to risk Valoel thinking he can come and pick me off while I’m vulnerable. So, I want you to come with me.” 

Draven seemed to consider what I’d just asked. Maybe he also didn’t like the idea of teaming up with me, for the same or possibly for different reasons. I mean, we’d teamed up just fine before the truth came out, but… there was no going back after what had happened. Everything was different, now. Part of me, the part of me inside of which pumped the royal blood of House Dawn, saw him as an enemy now.

An enemy I had to ally myself with for a greater good, but still an enemy.

“Exposing yourself again so soon after Valoel almost took your life is a big risk,” he said, “What’s the endgame, here?” 

“There’s a spell hidden somewhere inside of my mind,” I said, “An incantation, a powerful one. One I memorized a long time ago. I don’t think I’ve forgotten it, not really. I know it’s in there, somewhere, and I need to get more of the magic Romeo gave me. I need to shake that memory loose, and I need it to happen fast.”

“This incantation has something to do with the stones?” 

“It does. I think they followed me through the rift after I fell. The incantation I was supposed to give on my birthday was going to open the door to the chamber of the Gods for me… I was going to sign my name and claim the stones’ power and the responsibility of being their custodian.” 

“And you know this through your dreams…” 

“It sounds insane, I’m having a hard time believing I’m important too, but the dreams are vivid, Draven. I believe what I’m seeing. I think if I can only remember that incantation, all I’d have to do is say the words, and the stones might just fly right into my hand.” 

“Just like that? What about Valoel?” 

“The stones’ aren’t his. They’re mine. If they followed me through a rift across worlds, then maybe they can fly out of his hands and into mine, and then this is all over. Done. Finished. No more stones, no more rifts. We can all go back to living normal lives.” 

Draven paused again, examining me from where he stood. “Normal lives…” he said, “Look around you. This is normal for me. I don’t have anywhere else to go, or anything else to do. The Order is my life. When this is all over, I will go back to running it—fulfilling our mission.” 

“I didn’t mean it like that.” 

“Then how did you mean it?” 

“I don’t know…” 

“Do you still cleave to the idea that we can all go home, somehow? That we can just pick up where we left off on the other side of the rift?” 

I shook my head. “I have no idea, Draven. I couldn’t tell you. But I’m warning you… tread carefully with your words, because you know as well as I do, all I would have to go home to is ash and ruin thanks to you.” 

I could taste the poison in my own words. I’d meant for them to hurt him, and while I didn’t know if they had or not—Draven’s expression was stone, hard to break—it felt good to let them out. Better to put them out there than let them fester inside of me. That’d probably just make things worse in the long run.

Draven took a deep breath in through the nose, as if my words had knocked the wind out of him. His lips pressed into a thin line, and he nodded. “I apologize,” he said, “I didn’t mean to imply that.” 

I nodded. “Good. It’s daylight out, so, we’ll do this at night. Get some rest.” 

“And you. You still haven’t fully recovered, yet.” 

“I think I’d need a good week’s worth of rest before I’m back in top shape, but I don’t have that kind of time.” I headed for the bedroom door. I was about to open my mouth to speak again, but I didn’t. Instead, I kept walking and shut the door behind me as I left. The longer I spent with him, the more my chest tightened around itself. 

I wasn’t sure when those feelings would subside, but I knew they needed to go away. Otherwise Draven and I were going to have a hard time working together.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

The portal orb dropped Draven and I about two blocks away from Romeo’s studio. Neither of us wanted to attract the attention of the local mages before it was necessary, so we decided to keep a low profile and go the rest of the way on foot. In silence. In the rain. It was coming down hard tonight, bathing the streets, the cars, the people and buildings.

The rain forced me to take a little more cover than usual, making our approach a lot slower than I wanted it to be. But there was something beautiful about rainfall on a big city that made me not mind the delay much. The way the water made everything glisten and shine under the city’s artificial lights was almost artful, calming. 

And the Gods knew I needed all the calming I could possibly muster considering who I was standing next to.

It was hard not to look at him, but it was also hard to look at him. I wanted to see the guy I’d fought alongside, the guy who really did want to help the rest of us fallen even if he had a strange policy about it all at first. Part of me thought maybe I could again. It was easier to forget, to pretend like what had happened to me had happened to someone else.

But I didn’t want to forget. That was no way to start something new, something strong, something that would last. Gods. Was that what I really wanted? To build something with Draven that would last? Focus, Seline. Focus on the task at hand. Draven glanced at me, and I turned my eyes away from him, putting my head down and moving out into the rainy street. 

From there, a quick dash across put me at the doorstep to Romeo’s studio. The reception desk was empty, but the lights were on. Nodding at Draven, I let myself inside, shrugging off the worst of the rain coating my leather jacket. My hair was soaked, too, but I didn’t want to wring it out all over the studio’s plush, crimson carpet, so I left it alone.

“Hello?” I called out once I’d reached the reception desk. 

The desk stood like a quiet sentry, barring the path to the doors behind it. Even though there wasn’t anyone around, walking into the back like I owned the place didn’t feel right. Like using someone else’s bathroom for any longer than three minutes. 

Scanning the reception area, I was met with pictures of rap and hip-hop icons, chipped paint, and plaques with inspirational quotes from stars long dead. Romeo’s studio wasn’t exactly a triple-A place, it sat a couple of blocks away from a strip club, but it had the charming quality of an underdog that wanted to make it big.

I was half-way through reading one of the quotes when an attractive young woman with deep, dark skin, thick black hair, and a body fit for a Victoria secret catalogue, walked through one of the doors. She plucked her phone from the desk, scrolled along her social media for a couple of seconds, and then decided to take a selfie. 

She was human, and neither Draven or I had moved or spoken, so she couldn’t even see us.

“Ahem,” I said, once she was done taking her selfie. 

The receptionist jumped so hard her phone flew out of her hand. Draven caught it in mid-air and handed it to her. She was about to say holy shit, but she stopped herself just shy of shit. I had to admire her professionalism. 

“I’m so sorry,” she said, shaking her head and composing herself. “I didn’t even see you there. Welcome to Romeo Records. How can I help you?” 

I smiled at her. “Yeah, I’m looking for Romeo. Is he around?” 

“I’m sorry, but Romeo isn’t available right now. May I ask what your name is? I can take a message for you and be sure to pass it through to his PA.”

“I really need to speak to him urgently. Is there any way you could get a message through to him now? I’ll wait if I have to.” 

The girl scanned my eyes, then Draven’s. To her, his eyes wouldn’t be the black pools I was used to—they’d be dark, possibly deep brown, but they’d look entirely human. This moment on hesitation on her part was enough for me to pick up that there was more to this than met the eye. I decided to press a little further.

“Is Romeo okay?” I asked, concern that was all too real showing on my face. 

“Mister Romeo is unavailable,” she repeated, “If I could take your name and a message down, I can make sure that he gets it when he returns.”

Before I could say anything further—better yet, before Draven could pressure the poor girl anymore than she already was—one of the doors behind the reception desk opened and a man tentatively walked through. He was a big guy wearing the frame and face of a boxer, and a black suit that made him look like more than just hired muscle. 

“Everything okay, Shanti?” he asked as he moved a little closer to the reception desk. Right away I felt the instinct to either fight him, or run away from him. It was an animal thing, part of my lizard brain or whatever it is humans called it. With this instinct bubbling up, I knew, this man was some kind of supernatural—probably a mage, given where we were. 

Lucky for me I’d been living with Bastet for a while, and I’d developed a little immunity to the urges that came with meeting a native for the first time.

“Yeah, everything’s fine,” Shanti said, “This is… I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.” 

“Seline,” I said, “I’m looking for Romeo. Is he around?” 

The boxer glanced at the receptionist, who looked easily to be about half his size. He then turned his eyes on me, gestured with his head toward the door he’d just stepped through with his hand, and nodded. “Come with me,” he said.

I followed him through the door and into a quiet corridor. I must’ve walked past three recording studios, all empty, before we were finally brought to what looked like a small lounge. There were couches here to relax on, a coffee table covered not in magazines, but in tablet computers each flashing with a different music video. 

The boxer gestured to the couches, and I sat beside Draven. “Is everything okay?” I asked.

“Your name is Seline, right?” the boxer asked as he sat down.

“That’s right.”

“My name’s Mercutio. I don’t know much about you, but I know you and Romeo have been in contact before—more than once.

Mercutio. The word burned on my tongue, waiting for me to set it loose and ask why? Was it a coincidence? Had they planned to name themselves after Shakespearean characters? Were they being ironic, or did they really enjoy Shakespeare?

“We have,” I said, composing myself. “We’ve done business before. Where is he? I really need to speak with him.” 

He paused. “I was hoping you could tell me.”

I frowned at him. “What?” 

“None of us have seen Romeo in days. He ain’t answering his cell, he hasn’t been home, hasn’t checked into any of the hotels he likes. He also hasn’t boarded any planes or boats that we know of. He’s just disappeared.” 

“Disappeared…” I looked across at Draven, then back at Mercutio. “When was the last time you saw him?” 

“Four days ago. He was in there, busting out a new track. After he was done, he listened to the track getting mixed, then he headed into his office to make a phone call. I left him alone for the most part, but when I went in to bring him his caviar and chili fries, he wasn’t there. No one had seen him leave.”

“Were there any signs of a struggle in his office? Forced entry or exit?” 

“There’s only one way into or out of his office unless you know magic, and that’s through a single door.” 

I stared at him. “You’re a mage…” 

Mercutio nodded. “That’s how we know he’s missing, missing. We’ve tried looking for him using magic, but we keep getting blocked out like someone’s hiding him from us.” 

“Is it possible he’s hiding himself from you?” Draven asked.

“Don’t see why. We’re his people, his crew. This isn’t like him. Everyone’s pretty shook up. I know him and you have been in contact… did he tell you he was going anywhere?” 

I shook my head. “Romeo and I have done business, but we’re hardly at the point where we tell each other what our schedules are like. He didn’t say anything to me about wanting to go anywhere… do you mind if I look at his office?” 

“There’s nothing to find there, we’ve looked. The only thing we found was a garbled voice message he left. Couldn’t make sense of it.” 

“Wait, he called his own office phone and left a voicemail?” Draven asked. “Do you still have it?” 

“We stored it, yeah. We’ve been analyzing it using the equipment here, trying to filter out some of the voices we heard. No one we recognize.” 

“Do you mind if I take a listen?” I asked.

Mercutio stood and opened the door. “Go right ahead. It’s down the hall, follow me.” 

“I don’t like the sound of this,” Draven said, keeping his voice low. 

“I don’t either,” Mercutio said. “I didn’t know Romeo too well, but I could tell he loved this place, his music, and probably his people, too. I don’t think he’d have just up and disappeared like that.” 

“We’re running dangerously close to being in over our heads here. I don’t think we should pursue this, not with Valoel possibly on the hunt for you right now.” 

I shook my head. “The only reason Valoel knew where I was last night was because he’d been told, and I need Romeo if I’m going to have a shot at unlocking more of my memories in a hurry. We need to find him, and we need to do it fast.” 

Draven sighed. “Mages make me jittery.” 

“Feeling’s mutual,” Mercutio said. He was a good few feet ahead of us, but he could clearly hear us talking.

“He didn’t mean it like that,” I said, trying to salvage the situation a little. The last thing I wanted was to start a fight with a mage over a misunderstanding. 

“Don’t worry about it. Just because your kind makes me jumpy doesn’t mean I haven’t learned to live with you. Guess that’s the difference between me and most.”

Mercutio pushed open a door to a room that looked like a miniature space center. There were computers everywhere, panels covered in dials and knobs, and monitors showing tracks, times, and wavelengths. This is where the magic happens, I thought as I walked deeper into it. This was where rough tracks straight from the studio were cleaned and cut into real diamonds. 

“Over here,” Mercutio said. He was leaning over a computer and tapping the screen with his giant fingers. 

I watched him pull an audio file up onto the main display. When it opened, it translated onto the program as a wobbling line going along a track. Mercutio hit play, and the audio message started playing. It wasn’t long, barely seven seconds worth, but every second was a nightmare of chaotic sound that made no sense at all.

It sounded like Romeo had unintentionally called his office; or maybe intentionally, if he’d been taken by someone and used the speed-dial function on his phone instead of typing out a number. Inside of the message I could hear voices, wind blowing, and something constantly brushing up against the microphone. It was difficult to make anything out with any clarity, though.

When it finished playing, Mercutio played another file. “This is the one we cleaned up a little.”

“Convenient that you have a sound studio,” Draven said.

“Yeah, pretty useful, although I can’t say it happens often.” 

The recording started playing, and immediately I noticed the difference. It was way easier to listen to, the chaos having died down to a low hum in the background. It still sounded like something was brushing up against the microphone, and while there were people talking somewhere, what they were saying was difficult to make out.

“Far as we can tell,” Mercutio said, “That’s Romeo talking right here.” He pointed at the track line, following it with his finger as it moved. I could hear Romeo’s voice, it definitely sounded like his phone was in his pocket; it also sounded like he was talking to someone. He wasn’t struggling or fighting, he wasn’t screaming for his life—he was having a casual conversation about…

“Is he getting ready to fight someone?” I asked.

“That’s what it sounds like… like he’s psyching himself up for a fight.” 

“Maybe he’s talking to himself, and what we’re hearing is an echo,” Draven said. 

I shook my head. “No, that’s another voice right there. Is there any way we can enhance it?” 

“We’ve tried. This is about as clear as we can get it.” 

I spotted a pair of headphones hanging off a clip and I picked them up. “Could you play it on these?” 

I slid the headphones over my ears and listened closely as the message started playing again. Gibberish. I wasn’t having much luck with it, although the second voice was starting to sound familiar. 

“Play it again,” I said, even though I couldn’t really hear myself say it through the headphones. 

When the audio came around again, I concentrated heavily on that second voice, trying to pin it down. I’d heard that voice, I knew I had. I asked Mercutio to play the message again, and again. I could see the impatience building on Draven’s face, but I was almost there, I could almost place the voice I was hearing.

“Holy shit,” I said, pulling the headphones off my ears. 

“What?” Draven asked. 

“It’s Darkshard. Romeo is with Darkshard!” 

“Are you sure?” 

I couldn’t believe it had taken so long for me to remember the voice of the guy who’d made Draven jealous, but I had it now. “I can bet my life on it. Wherever Romeo is, or wherever he was when this message came through, he was with Darkshard.” 

“Who the fuck is Darkshard?” Mercutio asked. 

“Some other mage we know,” I said.

“Is Romeo in danger?” 

I took a breath. “That I don’t know. He could be, but then again maybe not. Darkshard’s a shady character, though, and he’s working with a world-class asshole. If Romeo is there against his will, then yeah, he’s in danger.” 

“But he was able to make a phone call,” Draven said, “And it came through yesterday. If he was there against his will, they’d have taken his phone from him.” 

Mercutio straightened out. “Look, if my boy is in trouble, it’s my job to get him out of it. That’s how it’s always been.” 

I turned to look at the much larger guy. “And I get that, but the situation’s… really delicate. We have no idea where Darkshard is, only who he could be with. If he’s with the guy I think he’s with, then we’re going to need to be really subtle about what we do next. The last thing we want to do is attract attention when we mount a rescue.”

Draven’s eyebrows arched up. “So, this is a rescue mission, now?”  

“Of course it is. Romeo needs our help. I refuse to believe, after everything he told me, that he’d suddenly side with Valoel and Darkshard. Something happened to him, and somehow, he managed to call for help. We need to answer that call.” 

“I don’t like the sound of any of this.” 

“I don’t either, but we have a responsibility, Draven… and we need him, remember?” 

“Hey, now,” Mercutio interrupted, “You guys aren’t going to do anything to him when you find him, are you? You aren’t bounty hunters or anything?” 

I shook my head. “Romeo has something I need. If he’s in trouble, I want to get him out of it so he can help me. Trust me, I don’t want to see him hurt anymore than you do.” 

He took a deep breath, filling his substantial chest with air. “What can I do?” 

“Good question… I need to figure that out. Just because I know who Romeo is with doesn’t mean I have any idea where they are, but I do know where we can start.”

“Oh yeah? Where?” 

“The Glittered Goddess.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Romeo’s bodyguard, Mercutio, insisted on coming with us, and that was only going to cause problems. Having a mage working so closely with us—with Draven—didn’t sound like a good idea. Not to me, anyway. Draven disliked mages, didn’t trust them, and I couldn’t blame him. 

Mages were notoriously shifty characters, especially when it came to finding some new morsel of knowledge. If they couldn’t bribe the information out of someone, they’d use invasive magic to pry it out of them. That made being friends with a mage, or even trusting them, very difficult; especially if you were an alien from another dimension, which Draven and I were.

Mercutio, however didn’t seem too interested in pulling us apart one thread at a time to learn what we were made of. His concerns were more in the immediate, in finding his friend and bringing him home safe. I could tell the anxiety of trying to find Romeo and failing at every turn had started to get to him, even though I’d only known him for a short while.

I felt for him, could sympathize with him, and I guessed that was why I couldn’t say no to bringing him along. Luckily, the Glittered Goddess wasn’t far from Romeo’s studio. By the time we arrived, the lights were on, the door was open, and clientele were steadily trickling into and out of the place. 

The bouncer standing guard in front of it, a tall, bald, built like a house kind of guy, eyed us from behind deep shades that reminded me of Crag. A little pang of hurt came up as I remembered the way he’d sacrificed himself so others could live.

It felt like a lifetime ago that happened.

He didn’t ask us for ID, or if if we were on a list—this club wasn’t that kind of place. It was, however, the kind of place run by a mage, and that meant suspicions were high from the moment he’d set his eyes on us. He put his hand out in front of Draven, stopping us all in our tracks. 

“What do you want?” the bouncer asked.

Draven glanced at me, then back at the bouncer. “To see some naked women,” he said. 

“She here to watch women dance, too?” 

“A girl can’t appreciate the feminine body?” I asked. 

One of two things was happening. If he was a mage, he was surely scanning us, trying to figure out what we were. I had a feeling that probably wasn’t a very quick process, hence the stalling us with idle conversation. If he wasn’t a mage, though, then was genuinely thrown out by a woman entering the strip joint. It said a lot about the kind of place this was if a woman walking through the door to watch, instead of to dance, was enough to rouse suspicion. 

The bouncer eventually let us through. He either wasn’t a mage, or he wasn’t good at scanning us for strangeness, but he let three supernaturals walk into the place like nothing was up. Trap? Naturally that was where my mind went, and it was entirely possible Darkshard had given his people a description of me and instructed to let me right into the lion’s mouth. 

If this was a trap, though? Well, that just meant I’d have to get my hands dirty to get out, and I didn’t have a problem with that.

As soon as I walked in, I was hit by a barrage of smells. Perfume, alcohol, sweat, testosterone, and even baby powder. The Goddess was dark inside, all of the walls covered in what looked like reflective tinsel that sparkled under the constantly strobing lights. Aggressive rock music blared out of the speakers, and on the main stage, a girl barely out of her teens and clad only in underwear was giving one hell of an acrobatic display on a pole for all to see. 

It was impossible to tell whether Draven’s eyes were wandering, but then what did I care if they did, really? 

“We need to get into the back,” I said, “You go to the bar and get a drink or something, I’ll try to find the entrance.” 

“Why you?” Mercutio asked. 

“Because I won’t be stopped by girls looking to take me into the champagne room.” 

Okay, that logic wasn’t entirely sound. One, I had just as much of a chance as they did at getting stopped. And two, the odds of them being approached at the bar was super high. What I wanted to do was get into the back on my own, without the two of them. The last time I spoke to Darkshard was moments before a fight. Things hadn’t exactly gone well. But I was pretty sure he still wanted to get me in the sack, and I was going to use that to my advantage.

“Alright,” Draven said, “We’ll be over there, but don’t do anything crazy.”

“Is that something she usually does?” Mercutio asked. 

“Don’t answer that,” I said, before Draven could speak. “Just make sure no big looking dudes suddenly rush into the back behind me, okay?” 

Draven nodded, and our single group broke off into two. I watched them head over to the bar as I meandered my way around circular tables all arranged in front of the stages. Waitresses wearing little more than g-strings and nipple tassels moved around me bringing drinks to a large booth filled with businessmen. 

The MC’s voice suddenly filled the room, busting through the speakers above the sound of the music playing. 

“Gentlemen, please give it up for Kandi. And that’s Kandi with a K and an I so you know she’s willing to get freaky!” 

The girl on stage—Kandi—made eye contact with me while she danced. Her body was snakelike, fluid in the way it moved and writhed around on that stage. Even in stiletto-heels she could do things with her body I probably would’ve struggle to do barefoot. 

Then came the moment I knew I was being scanned. It hadn’t been the bouncer at the door, or the guy behind the bar; it was the stripper. Hers were the eyes that fell on me, hers were the magic senses now probing my body, looking for answers to the questions she was asking. It didn’t take long before she knew. I didn’t really have a way to defend myself against a magic scan, not that I knew of anyway. 

I could only hope the fact that she was up there, making customers happy, and I was down here was enough to keep her from acting on what she’d just learned about me. 

I walked around the stage, looking for a break in the tinsel walls that looked like a door, or a curtain to somewhere else. When I found it, I headed straight for it, pushing the curtain aside like I had a purpose. I’d entered a backstage corridor, one which seemed to lead to a dressing room. Already I could hear the gaggle of girls getting ready for their next trip onto the pole. 

Carefully I approached the open door, watching the shadows as they played out against the wall in front of me like a hand-puppet show. All of the women in the dressing room were gorgeous, and young, save for maybe one or two—the club’s more veteran dancers. 

Slowly, I emerged from the shadows to cross in front of the door, hoping none of them would notice me. None of them did. That meant they were all humans, and I could let go of the breath I’d kept held inside my lungs. 

From there it was only a short walk to the back corridor where Darkshard’s office was. I recognized the corridor straight away. The backdoor was at the other end of the corridor. Good to know in case things go south. 

I reached for my dagger and pulled it out of its sheath. With my dagger in one hand, ready to strike if necessary, I opened the door to Darkshard’s office and pushed it open… to find it completely empty. The bed was made, but looked unused. In the air I sensed a faint lemony smell. The fish in the fish tank bobbed quietly inside. 

No Darkshard, though.

Lightning flashed through the window behind Darkshard’s mahogany desk, stretching the shadows in the room and highlighting just how empty the space was. I waited, counting, but no thunder followed, no rain, either.

A door opened somewhere behind me. Acting on instinct, I spun around on the spot, grabbed the girl that had walked through the door, and pinned her up against a wall. With my forearm pressed against her throat and my knife’s edge touching her bare midsection, I stared at her. It was Kandi.

Instantly I understood this girl was way more dangerous than she looked.

“You scream and it’ll be the last thing you do,” I warned.

“I’m not gonna scream,” she said. Her composure was cool, calm, and collected. Ice cold. I guessed you had to have a great poker face if you stripped for a living. “But you’re wasting your time. He isn’t here.”

“I can see that. Where is he?”

“Hell if I know, but he hasn’t been here in a while. Maybe a few days.”

I shook my head. “What the hell is it with you mages going AWOL?” 

She angled her head to the side, frowning. “What?” 

“Forget about it. Dammit. I need to find him, and I need to find him right now.”

“Why? He in some kind of trouble?” 

It was like she didn’t care I was holding a knife to her belly. I felt my conviction start to slip away, her lack of a reaction sapping my momentum. “I think he has my friend,” I finally said, “I don’t know where either of them are, but I need to find them, and I need to do it tonight.” 

“Maybe if you pulled the knife away from my stomach, I’d be willing to help you.” 

“Why would you help me? Don’t you work for him?” 

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I love the guy. Anyway, the manager in charge while Darkshard is away wants us to fuck the customers, and I don’t wanna do that. Darkshard would never ask that of his dancers, so the sooner he’s back, the less likely it is I’ll have to sleep with anyone I don’t want to sleep with.” 

I swallowed hard… and pulled the knife away from her stomach. I was well aware she could probably zap me with her eyes, or turn me into a chicken, or whatever the hell it was mages could do with their magic. I’d seen Bastet do some weird, powerful stuff, but I’d also heard her tell me mages needed to be able to concentrate if they wanted to use their magic. 

Having a knife to your gut was probably wasn’t enough to break a mage’s concentration so much that they couldn’t do magic, but it wasn’t hurting me either. Now, with my instinct to fight surely squashed, and Kandi’s full concentration returned, I was opening myself up to a potential attack and trusting that she wouldn’t take the opportunity. 

A moment passed, then another. Kandi took a deep breath and relaxed, but she didn’t rain fire on me, didn’t make me grow a penis on my forehead, didn’t make me think I was a lizard. I felt like, for the moment, I was safe. Of all the people who could’ve found me sneaking into this place, Kandi was probably the best.

“Thank you,” she said, “I knew you weren’t just going to murder me here.” 

“I hope you’ll return the favor?” 

“I will. Like I said, I want the same thing you want.” 

I shook my head. “I don’t think so. Darkshard may have just gained a point or two with what you just told me, but he’s sided with one of the biggest assholes in all the known worlds and he probably kidnapped my friend. When I find him, I’m going to wring him out.” 

“That doesn’t work for me,” she said, opening the door to Darkshard’s office. Once inside, she headed over to his desk like she was letting herself into her own house, helped herself to a cigarette, and lit it. She offered one to me. 

I shook my head. “I don’t smoke.” 

“Suit yourself,” she said, taking a long, deep drag.

I narrowed my eyes. “You look way too smart to be working here… how old are you?” 

“What does my age have to do with anything?” 

“Probably nothing, I just figured you don’t look a day over twenty.” 

“I choose to work here because I’m good at it, and I like the attention. I don’t love it, but do you have any idea how much those suckers are willing to throw at me if I show them a little skin? A few months working here, and I make more than most make in a year. If anyone tries to get a little too close, I make them suddenly see me as a withered old crone they wouldn’t want to touch with a dead man’s dick, and they leave me alone.” 

“Can’t you do that to the guy who wants you to fuck the customers?” 

“He’s a mage, too, and a lot more experienced than I am.” 

“Why don’t you quit?” 

She took another drag of her cigarette, the red light from the tip blazing brilliantly. “And do what?” she asked, after exhaling. “Go work at a deli, or waiting tables?”  

“Nothing wrong with that.” 

“Yeah, except I’ve gotten used to a certain standard of living, and waiting tables won’t cut it. It’s not like I want to work here forever, just until I can save up enough money to get out of the projects.” 

“Pretty sure that’s what some of the older strippers back there said to themselves ten years ago.” 

Kandi shook her head. “You should be offering to help me if you want my help finding Darkshard, not trying to talk me out of working here. Like I said, it’s fine most of the time, but with the boss gone, things are changing and I don’t like it.” 

I shook my head. “I hate to break it to you, but your boss isn’t coming back. When I find him, he’s going to want to kill me. I’ll have to kill him first.” 

She narrowed her eyes, considering what I’d just said. “Those guys you walked in with…” 

“What about them?” 

“Get them to rough the manager up a little, make it so he changes his mind about us sleeping with the customers, and I’ll tell you how to find him.” 

I angled my head to the side. “I thought you didn’t know where he was.” 

She shrugged. “I don’t, but I know how I can find him. Anyway, you were holding a knife to my belly. I panicked.” 

“It sure didn’t look like you were panicking.” 

Kandi pointed at her eyes. “It’s the dead stare trick. All the dancers know it.” She stubbed what was left of the cigarette out. “Get your friends to change his mind, and I’ll tell you how to find him.” 

“If you know how to get to him, why haven’t you gone to see him?” 

“Because I know my place. If Darkshard has skipped off somewhere and hasn’t even bothered to come back to his club, to his people, then there must be a reason for it. And me showing up unannounced to talk to him about a workplace grievance won’t go down well.” 

“Trust me, you don’t want to worry about currying favor with this guy.” 

“You know, you might have your opinions about him, but it’s really easy to look in through the window and make sense out of what you’re seeing in your own head even if the truth is far from it. You aren’t like us. You aren’t from here. You don’t understand our culture anymore than I understand yours. To you, he’s an enemy—someone you’d rather see dead. To me, he’s stability and protection; someone who’s made sure I don’t get exploited while I work here. There’s no good and evil, no black and white. Only grey. The best you can do is hope you have the gift of perspective and context.” 

Who the hell is this girl? I was being schooled by someone who looked barely out of her teens. By someone wearing a bra and a thong, and nothing else. By Kandi. “That’s probably one of the wisest things anyone’s ever said to me.” 

She grinned. “They don’t call us mages wise guys for nothing. So, will you help me?” 

I took a deep breath. “Show me how you can find him…” 

Kandi surveyed the room, then walked over to Darkshard’s chair and sat down. Delicately she ran her fingertips along the length of the armrests on the chair, along the sleek mahogany table surface, along the keys of his keyboard. She shut her eyes, took another series of deep breaths, and… I could’ve sworn I felt a presence enter the room. 

It was the strangest feeling. A kind of keen, unseen awareness, like suddenly there were three of us in the office instead of two. I’d felt this around Bastet before, only with her I could never know if what I was feeling was the presence of some kind of horrifying ghost with misshapen, terrifying features and a whole lot of pent-up anger. 

Bastet did often talk to this presence, though Kandi, not so much. She was completely still, now, her body stiff and tight save for her fingertips and her hands gliding delicately along the surfaces nearest to her. When she opened her eyes, they were glowing with deep, purple light. A light that faded after less than a second. 

“I know where he is,” she said. 

“Just like that?” I asked.

“It’s up to you to decide whether you trust me or not,” she said, reaching for a pen and a set of yellow post-it notes sitting on the table. She started scribbling something on it. “But if you do, I can promise you, you’ll find Darkshard here. Only problem is he probably knows I’ve reached for him, so… I kinda want you to kill him, too. Otherwise he’ll probably not be too happy with me, and I really don’t wanna deal with that.” 

I nodded. “Fair enough… who’s the manager I’ve gotta beat up for you?” 

“You’ll find him outside. He’s a tall guy, well-built but he wears cheap suits and even cheaper cologne. Careful with him, he’s no punk in the magic department.” 

“Oh, don’t worry about me. I’m gonna let my friends do the hurting while I figure out where you’re sending me.” 

She brought the post-it note over to me. “I’ve never been to this place, so I don’t know where I’m sending you. But it looks like it’s near the East River. Probably one of the poorer parts of town. I’d be careful over there… he’s not alone.” 

“You know that for a fact?” 

Kandi shrugged. “I felt other presences around him, other mages… but also other beings, too.” 

“Beings? Like me?” 

“Maybe, but maybe also vampires… Darkshard has business with some. I see them come in sometimes looking to feed on the girls. Darkshard doesn’t let them… not always, anyway.” 

Vampires. A shudder pulsed through me like a cold chill had caused it. I could only hope I wouldn’t find any, where I was going. Everything I’d heard about vampires painted them as sophisticated murderers that were notoriously difficult to be killed. Their weaknesses, however, were fire and sunlight, and the latter, at least, I knew I could call if I needed.

“Thank you,” I said, “I wasn’t expecting this when I walked in here.”

Kandi stared at me from behind cold, grey eyes. “Don’t judge a book by its cover.” She eyed me up and down, then ran her fingertips along my shoulder as she walked past. “And if you ever want a dance… drop on by.” 

I watched her leave, one eyebrow cocked, then I looked at the address she’d given me. She’d been right about the location. I’d lived near the area when I was on the streets with Fate. It was all criminals and thugs, and no cops. On the back of the note, Kandi had written her name along with a phone number, with hearts instead of zeroes.  

I grinned at it, pocketed the note, and headed out to find Draven and Mercutio, hoping neither of them had abandoned their posts for a lap dance.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Draven shoved the bar manager through the backdoor and out into the cold alley. I followed the two men with Mercutio behind me, watching from across Draven’s shoulder as the mage prepared himself for a fight. He’d told the girls working at the club, and just about everyone else, to call him Daddy, but I decided I was going to call him Dick instead. 

Dick, who wasn’t exactly a tiny guy, pulled his suit jacket off and tossed it onto the wet ground at his feet. “You wanna fight, you son-of-a-bitch?” he asked Draven. It had started to rain, and his hair was sticking to his face the same way his shirt stuck to his skin. “C’mon, I’ll fucking fight you. You have no idea who you’re messing with.” 

“And neither do you,” Draven said. He produced a short-sword out from under his jacket and readied it in front of him.

Mercutio took position beside Draven, leaving a gap wide enough for me to fit between them. There were three of us and one of him, but Dick wasn’t going to let a little thing like maths hurt his ego. His eyes flared up bright orange. From inside his shirt, an amulet started to glow to mimic his eyes. Around him the wind kicked up, causing the rain falling near him to swirl like he was in the middle of a vortex. 

Draven prepared a defense, crossing his arms in front of himself in an X gesture at the same time I did. We looked at each other for a brief instant, then focused our attentions on Dick again who looked about ready to launch balls of flaming orange magic at us. 

He never got the chance. Mercutio jumped out in front of us, waved his hands around, and all of the light and power surrounding Dick died out like a candle fighting against a strong wind. Magic symbols drew themselves into the air at Mercutio’s command. They then hurtled toward Dick and wrapped themselves around him like they were strung together with ropes. 

“What the hell is this?” Dick said, clearly not understanding what had just happened to him. I didn’t either, but then this kind of magic wasn’t my wheelhouse. 

“Pretty simple binding spell you’re taught at Dark Willow,” Mercutio said, “Let me guess, you never went to the Academy?” 

“Fuck you, Academy brat. What the hell do you want? Why are you in my club? Is it money you want?” 

“I think you should stop asking questions and listen,” Draven said, his voice a low purr. “We could end you right now if we wanted to, but we don’t want to because that would disrupt the lives of the people in your employ. That’s why we’re here.” 

He stared at Draven like he was from another planet; and not just an alien, either, but a horrible green thing covered in tentacles and antenna. He was half right about Draven, but I wasn’t sure if he even knew that. I was starting to wonder if Dick knew anything about, well, anything. Or, at least, anything that didn’t involve bullying people beneath him. 

“You’re… what? Why do you care about the people that work for me?” 

“Because you’ve been asking the girls to sleep with the some of the jerkoffs that come to this place,” Mercutio said, “And that shit doesn’t fly with us.” 

He shook his head like he couldn’t believe what we were saying. “Wait a second… you’re here because you heard some of the girls were fucking the guests and you want that to… stop? Oh wait, I get it… you want discounts, right? Or maybe you want in on the action? I can cut you in if you can find a couple more girls to…” 

His eyes fell on me. 

Oh, hell no.

“You burn that thought out of your mind right now,” Draven said, jumping to my defense before I could even mount one of my own. I wasn’t sure whether to accept the gesture or be upset by the fact that he hadn’t let me defend myself. Given the situation we were in, I wasn’t about to stop this whole moment to say anything about it.

“We don’t want anything to do with this place,” Mercutio said, “You’re gonna run it, and you’re gonna run it well. You’re gonna pay your employees what’s theirs, you aren’t gonna cheat them out of their money, and you aren’t gonna force them to sleep with the clients. You’re gonna take that off the table right now, and make sure everyone who walks into that place knows that kind of shit will get their teeth realigned.” 

Dick scowled. “If you knew who I worked for, you wouldn’t be talking to me like that.” 

“Darkshard,” Draven said, “We know him well. After tonight, you’ll never be seeing him again, so this place is yours. Consider it a promotion, but remember what we’ve told you.” 

The mage watched us all, trying to figure us out. I could see his mind at work, the cogs in his brain turning and turning. He had been presented with a decision to make; take our threat seriously, or don’t. It was a tough one for Dick. On the one hand, he had his hard, inflated ego. On the other hand, we could beat him the hell up and leave him lying limp and flaccid on the ground. 

“What if I don’t?” he asked, “What if I just do what I want anyway? You gonna kill me?” 

I took two decisive steps toward him, forcing him to back into a wall. With a quick flick of my wrist, I spun my dagger around and tossed it at him. Dick put his hands up to shield his face, but I hadn’t aimed the dagger at his face—I’d aimed it just between his prized jewels. The dagger slid between his legs and struck a wooden crate stacked against the wall. 

“No,” Draven said, “She’s going to kill you.” 

I grinned at him and extended my hand. “Now, be a good boy and give me back my dagger.” 

“You… what?” 

“You heard me. I want my dagger back. Give it to me.” 

Dick swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat. He reached for the handle and pulled as hard as he could until, finally, he managed to release the dagger. Slowly, carefully, he walked it over to me, handle first, and set it into my hand. I started at him, letting him know only with my eyes that I was capable of killing him if I needed to.

Dick got the picture.

“Fine,” he said, throwing his hands up, “But if any of you ever show your face around here again—”

I waved a finger at him. “—I’ll be coming in to check on my girl, Kandi, from time to time, so you will be seeing me again.” 

His aggression deflated like a balloon that was slowly being rid of its air. I glanced at Draven, nodded at him, and then the three of us were heading out of the alley, leaving Dick to his own devices. He’d called out after us, something about having his magic bindings removed, but Mercutio didn’t reply. 

By the time we were clear of the alley, the rain had started coming down hard enough it forced us to run to the next train platform. I hurried up the stairs, quick to find a little shelter, and waited for the others to arrive. 

“That was probably the most interesting trip to a strip club I’ve ever had,” Draven said. 

“Probably? You been to many in your time?” I asked.

Draven stared at me, eyebrow cocked and probably a little sheepishly. “No…” 

I grinned at him. 

“Did you get much to go on?” Mercutio asked, “Or did we put the hurt on someone for nothing?” 

I pulled the piece of paper Kandi had given me out from my back pocket and handed it over. “Darkshard is there,” I said, “Romeo is with him, and probably others, too.”

Mercutio’s eyes widened. “I know this place…” 

“You know it?” 

He looked at me. “I know of it. They call it the Arena.”

“The Arena?” Draven asked. “Sounds ominous.” 

Mercutio shook his head. “I’ve never been there, I’ve only heard stories of what goes on down there. Mostly from Romeo.” He shook his head. “Romeo would never go to this place on his own.” 

I was starting to remember something Romeo had told me, but Draven gave the same thought a voice before it could manifest in my head. “Fight club…” 

“Oh shit…” 

The memory came back at me, now. Romeo had told us, the first time we met, about a place where supernaturals go to fight each other, underground-style. Many of the fighters were the kinds of people who liked getting into brawls with other people, others were completely unwitting participants who were being coerced into fighting with magic. 

Others were… us, our kind, the ones who fell through the rifts and woke up with no memory of anything at all. Scared, alone, they would be forced to fight not because they were being made to with magic, but simply because of their instinct for self-preservation. It was one thing to hear Romeo tell us that kind of thing happened. You could almost push it to the back of your mind, hide it behind a thin veil of disbelief. 

Now we had an address, and we were going to be heading there. Who the hell knew what we were going to find? 

“It’s dangerous there,” Mercutio said, “That entire hood is crawling with supers, and none of them want to have their business intruded on by outsiders. If we’re spotted, they won’t ask questions. They’ll come at us hard and try to kill us, or worse, turn us into fighters.” 

“We have to go over there,” Draven said, “It’s not just about Romeo anymore, it’s about everyone that’s being exploited. We have to do something. Do you have friends you could call?” 

“Wait a second, are you thinking about mounting a whole-ass rescue? Tearing the place up and saving innocents? We’re never gonna pull that off, not even with an army.” 

“What about two armies?” I asked. 

“You don’t get it. No one will go. I don’t know one man, even in my crew, who will go near the Arena. They say there are spells all around it that’ll turn you insane well before you even get to the pits. By the time you reach it, your brain is so fried, the guys in charge don’t have to try very hard to turn you into puppets.” 

“We have people we could call,” Draven said, “I’ll get them out here right now.” 

Mercutio shook his head. “You aren’t listening. This isn’t something you can throw a brick at, man. If you want any chance of pulling this off, we need to be subtle.” 

“So, no backup,” I said, “We go in, just the three of us. Do you think you could protect us from the spells around the place?” 

“I don’t know… I’ve never tried.” 

“I’m trusting you. We both are.” 

“This is fucking crazy…” 

“It’s this, or leave Romeo to his fate,” Draven said. “You decide.” 

Mercutio hesitated for a long moment, clearly weighing things out in his head. He had a lot of loyalty to his friend, and I didn’t think he was hovering on the line of, do it or don’t. It was more a case of, do I do it right now or do I try somehow to find a little help? In an ideal world, we’d bring a whole gang of mages and Aevians to mount a rescue mission, but I was always one to prefer subtlety.

“I think I can do it,” Mercutio said, “No promises, though.” 

I nodded. “That’s good enough for me.” 

The train we needed pulled up only after a few minutes of waiting for it. Lucky, really, since I wanted to get to the Arena as quickly as possible. Romeo was there, and he had the stuff I needed to unlock the rest of my memories in a hurry. But that wasn’t all. Darkshard was there, and I was itching to wipe his face off the map once and for all.

Bastet had already managed to take Corax out of the fight. If I could get to Darkshard, I could cut off Valoel’s most powerful magical ally, and that would be another blow to his forces. Then what would Valoel do? I had no idea, but with the Wrath stone in his possession, he’d probably lash out in a fit of rage; and an angry opponent makes mistakes.

New York quieted around us as the train took us nearer to the Arena. It was like we’d left the city behind, like the city itself had said I’m not going in there with you. I couldn’t blame it. We hadn’t even pulled up to the platform and already I’d seen a bunch of guys jacking a car in the middle of the street—a car stopped at a red-light. Its owner lay on the floor with his hands splayed out, trying to deflect the boots angrily striking at his body. 

Alleys that should’ve been dark glowed with the light being cast up by barrel fires. Around them, entire groups of homeless people huddled together for warmth and safety. I had to wonder if their numbers actually did anything to stop criminals from harassing them, because I was sure as shit it wouldn’t stop supernaturals from preying on them.

I didn’t want to be here, but I had to push deeper, I had to find Romeo.

With Mercutio walking alongside us, whatever natural stealth our kind had against humans was gone. Even if I couldn’t see them all, I could feel hundreds of pairs of eyes on me, watching me from the shadows and dark crevices. I wasn’t exactly difficult to miss, what with my white hair and blue eyes. 

Draven threw a couple of hard glances at people who walked a little too closely to him, and they scurried away, giving him plenty of space. All he had to do was look at them and they’d move out of his path. It wasn’t even magic, either. Draven just had that aura about him; he gave off that don’t fuck with me vibe, and humans, at least, responded to it.

Mercutio wasn’t spooked by this place, either. He was a big guy, taller than Draven which made him way bigger than me. He also had magic at his disposal, magic I didn’t really know the extent of. But it wasn’t the magic that made him seem almost comfortable here. He walked like he knew this neighborhood, even if he said he’d never been here before. 

He stuck his hand out at a street corner, inches before crossing the road. I stopped, Draven did, too. 

“There’s magic here,” he said.

“What kind?” Draven asked.

Mercutio stared at the floor and seemed to follow an invisible line with his eyes. “A boundary. If we cross it, whoever put it here will know a bunch of non-humans had tripped it.” 

“Can you do something about it?” I asked.

“Sure as shit gonna try. I’ll see if I can make it ignore us. If I fuck up, though…” 

He didn’t have to say it. If he screwed the spell up, then the person who put it there wouldn’t just know his boundary had been crossed—he’d know it had been tampered with, and that was way worse. 

“Don’t fuck up,” Draven said.

Mercutio frowned. Clearly, he wasn’t too impressed by Draven’s suggestion that fucking up was a choice. Breathing deeply and slowly, the mage seemed to concentrate, elevating his hands a little so they were parallel to the ground. Inside of me I felt a rumble; a faint, vibration like an earthquake miles away. 

Strange runes I had no hope of recognizing appeared around his fingertips. They floated and danced around his hands, pulsing and throbbing with inner light like fairies. Whatever he was doing, it was all over in a manner of seconds. He lowered his hands, then crossed over the invisible line, gesturing for us to follow.

I went ahead and followed him, watching the ground for signs of that line but not finding any. 

“Did it work?” I asked.

“Maybe, maybe not. I don’t know how good the mage that cast it was, but if I did my job right, the magic didn’t recognize us.” 

“How did you manage that?” Draven asked.

“I made it think we were rats. Rats don’t usually trigger alarms.” 

Nodding, I followed Mercutio across the street. From here, we’d only have to walk a few minutes before reaching the Arena. Already I could smell the East River, I could hear water lapping against a stone wall, and I could see the lights coming from inside a ruined drydock. That was where we had to go.

There, we’d find the Arena.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

“What do you know about the Arena?” Draven asked. 

We were keeping to the side streets and alleys to mask our approach. Mercutio had detected two more boundaries like the one we’d crossed earlier, and I’d watched him work his magic on them like he had the first. I could only hope whatever he’d done was working, and we weren’t being lulled into a false sense of security.

“Not much,” he said, “I’ve heard stories, rumors.” 

“Any that keep coming back?” I asked.

“Only one. Far as I can tell, the Arena has a strict rule—all challenges must be accepted. They aren’t. They aren’t picky about who fights, but nobody wants to see someone turn down an opponent. The rule is enforced by the magic of the Arena.” 

“That’s brutal,” I said. “Why would Darkshard run to a place like that?”  

“Because he’s someone who craves power,” Draven said, “What better place to feel powerful than in an Arena where everyone else is either mind-controlled to do your bidding or fighting it out like barbarians? I think Darkshard has had a change of priorities since the last time we saw him. Maybe there’s something here for him.” 

“People gamble on these fights. Romeo told me.” 

“He must be making money, then.”

“We’d better hurry. Romeo was alive when he sent that voicemail, but something could’ve happened to him since.” 

Draven insisted we move to the rooftops to better scout the Arena, but we had Mercutio with us, and he didn’t have wings. Neither did I, but I could at least hop from building to building without too much effort. So, we stuck to the streets, arriving finally at the edge of the old dockyard only to find ourselves facing a tall concrete wall topped with barbs and spikes. 

“This place looks like a prison,” I said.

“It’s not meant to keep people inside,” Mercutio said, “The people on the other side of this wall would breeze over it in a heartbeat. It’s to discourage humans from wandering inside.” 

“Humans don’t fight?” Draven asked.

Mercutio scoffed. “Like a human would last three seconds against a werewolf.” 

Vampires, werewolves, mages… there was a time when we others called Earth the human world. I was starting to learn that the truth was far from it. There were more dark creatures that stalked the nights of this planet than was probably safe from the humans that lived in it. 

On our world, Aevians weren’t the only race. We had the Naga, the Trolls, the Spriggan, Elementals, and the Merfolk, to name a few. We, however, at least had magic, and wings to defend ourselves with. What could humans use as protection when a hungry vampire came rushing for them from out of a dark alley?

I thought about these beings now because it was entirely possible I was about to run into one or two of them, and very soon. I had no idea who or what was on the other side of that wall. I couldn’t even say with any certainty whether Romeo and Darkshard would definitely be over there. This trip could turn out to have been for nothing.

“There’s the gate,” Mercutio said, “That one’s probably protected by magic, the kind I probably don’t have a chance in hell of tricking.” 

“I should do a little reconnaissance,” Draven said, “Take to the skies and circle around the area.”

“We don’t know what kind of capabilities these people have,” I said, “For all we know, you’ll be detected as soon as you cross over the wall.” 

“Yes, but we’re going to be found out the moment we cross through that gate—if we can even get it open. We may as well get a little information while we still have the element of surprise.”

“And what are we supposed to do?” Mercutio asked.

“Find a dark spot and hide. I won’t be long.” 

Draven stepped back, turned around, and bid his massive, black wings to unfurl from out of his back. He rolled his shoulders, shaking his wings out, and then he took to the night sky, becoming one with the darkness almost instantly. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get eyes on him. Good. I could only hope that would at least mean everyone else was going to have trouble, too.

Mercutio and I found a quiet nook in the side of the building nearest to the wall, and hid inside it. I kept my eyes around the corner of the building, watching the gate for movement, but nothing happened for as long as I was looking. The entire neighborhood was silent, save for the sound of the water lapping against stone.

“How is it so quiet out here?” I asked.

“Quiet?” 

“The rest of the city is always so… loud.” 

“Were you expecting gunshots and screams?” 

“No, but I wasn’t expecting to find a perfect oasis of silence out here. Do you know how fucking annoying the constant noise can get?” 

Mercutio’s eyebrows rose. “Uh… yeah. I live here… lived here my whole life.”

I shrugged. “I guess I thought you were gonna tell me there was some kind of magic in place to keep the sounds of the fighting away from the people out here.” 

“Oh, nah, there’s magic stopping sound from getting out. I know there is, I can feel it. I don’t know what that place sounds like inside the bubble, but it’s not gonna be pleasant.”  

A shadow passed overhead, blotting out the light from streetlamps nearby. Mercutio and I both tucked ourselves more closely against the wall of the nook we were standing in. I held my breath and waited for an instant, then another. I had no idea what had caused that sudden dip, but it hadn’t been Draven. 

He wouldn’t have done that. He would’ve shown up by now, or announced himself to us somehow. This was something else. Someone else. My hackles went up, my skin prickling all over. It had only been minutes since Draven took to the skies. Had he already been seen? 

Dammit. I had to do something, but staying put was probably safer, especially if that shadow was more of a coincidence than something sinister. 

“Did you get anything from that?” I asked.

“Get anything?” Mercutio asked.

“Any magic reading. I don’t know how your kind works.” 

“It was going too fast for me to get a good look.” 

I peeked out from around the corner of the nook we were in and scanned the alley. Quiet, deathly quiet. At the mouth of the alley, the tall, grey, barbed wall loomed; warm, orange light dancing behind it.

“I need to get over that wall… right now,” I said.

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea… we should wait for Draven.” 

I pulled my phone out of my pocket and dialed Draven’s number, but the call went straight to voicemail. Dammit, dammit. I had no way of reaching him with magic, no way of reaching him at all unless I decided to climb to the top of the building and start waving my arms at the sky.

Not exactly the sneakiest of approaches.

“Can you do anything to put yourself over the wall?” I asked.

“You mean, can I fly?” Mercutio asked. “Nah. I can’t get over that thing. I could put a hole in it and go through it, though, but that’ll draw too much attention we don’t want.” 

“I need to get inside. Do you think you could go through the gate?” 

“If you wanna go ahead and do this suicide run, sure, I’ll go in through the front gate. But I’ll go in hot—spells armed and packing heat.” He reached into his jacket and pulled a Glock out from inside. He cocked the pistol back, examined the bullet in the chamber, and as he did so, the bullet started to glow with eerie, blue light.

“That’s a nice gun. What… did you do to the bullet?” I asked.

“This thing will put a hole in whatever I shoot at—mage, vampire, even werewolf. Give me your dagger.” 

I did as he asked without hesitating, then watched him enchant my blade. Magic shimmered across its metallic surface. I could feel it around me, the magic. It moved like the wind, whispering through my hair and moving through my body like I wasn’t even there. My dagger started to glow with the same blue light, and when Mercutio handed it over, the handle was way colder than it should’ve been considering he’d been handling it a moment ago.

“Remind me to give you a call in the future when I have to stab somebody else,” I said.

Mercutio moved into the alley, and I walked alongside him until we reached the wall. From there, we followed the wall all the way to the gate. I’d considered jumping over it, but leaving Mercutio to fend for himself didn’t sit well with me. We were going to try stealth, and if that didn’t work, at least there’d be two of us to fight off whoever decided to come running.

The gate itself was as tall as the walls, black, and made entirely of iron. Tall spikes rose well above the walls, the wrought iron bars as thick as my arms. Between them, I saw what looked like a small control room where a guard might sit. It was empty, and the lights were out. Off in the distance, the massive drydock building loomed, sinister, like a temple to a dark power.

I read the many signs plastered around the gate. NO CIVILIANS BEYOND THIS POINT. DANGER, NO ENTRY. RESTRICTED PERSONNEL ONLY. A picture of a dog, its wide-open mouth filled with sharp, nasty teeth, stared back at me, warning me not to come any closer. In my mind, that thing wasn’t a dog, though, but a werewolf.

“What happens if we piss off a werewolf?” I asked.

“You got any silver on you?” Mercutio asked.

“Not that I know of… will your magic bullets do anything?” 

He shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out.” 

“Great.” There was nothing like leaping into a fire head first to get the blood pumping. 

Keeping the gates shut was a huge chain with an even bigger lock hanging off it. I started trying to figure out ways of picking it, but I’d need a pick the size of my fingers to jimmy the mechanism. Mercutio was already on it, though. He wrapped his hands around the lock and more of those symbols appeared around them. 

They glowed and danced over his hands, under the chains, through the gaps between links. An instant later I heard a click. Mercutio worked the lock in his hands, and it didn’t just fall off—it fell apart. Pieces of it thudded to the ground like there was nothing holding it together. The chain followed, snaking through the iron bars to fall into a heap on top of the lock.

The sound made my insides freeze. Someone, somewhere, had heard that. There was no question. Turning around on the spot, I scanned the area for signs that we’d drawn attention to ourselves. The streets were quiet, and dark. Empty. A light went on in an apartment window near to where we were, but no on opened the shutters or the window itself.

The moment passed, and I let myself breathe again.

“Holy shit that was loud,” I said, keeping my voice low.

“Sorry, I should’ve caught that,” Mercutio said. “I don’t know if there are mages listening out for tampering, but I just straight up unbound that lock. Someone felt it.” 

“So, you’re saying the element of surprise is gone?” 

“I’m saying we should keep a low profile, but we’re on a timer. It won’t be long before someone finds us no matter where we are.”

Mercutio pulled the gate open and I slid through, heading straight for the control box—the only available cover. The mage followed me, not bothering to even shut the gate behind him. What good would it have done? The chain was broken. If anyone came out here, they were going to see it. The gate being shut wouldn’t make a lick of difference.

My heart hammered against my chest. The drydock was only a sprint away from where we were standing, and I couldn’t spot any guards, sentries, or patrols roaming the area. I guessed they relied on their magic protections to keep the place free of intruders. That, and the kind of people that came here probably wouldn’t want to miss fights on account of guard duty.

I nodded at Mercutio, and together we sped closer to the drydock. There was still no sign of Draven, and that gave me reason to worry. Had he been caught? Killed? As I drew closer to the Arena, I started to run through the possibilities in my head, and I found myself… feeling. For all the animosity I had against Draven, all the hurt he’d caused me, I couldn’t stomach the thought that he might be dead right now.

I didn’t want that for him.

By the time we reached the drydock’s outer wall, it sounded like we’d breached the spell containing the sound floating out of this place. Already I could hear the roar of a crowd, the thuds of fists flying and bones snapping, and the ripping chords of classic rock guitars. There wasn’t just sound pushing out of the drydock, but also heat. It was already so hot, and we hadn’t even gone inside yet.

“Can you sense if Romeo is in there?” I asked.

Mercutio put his hand against the wall and shut his eyes. There were no glowing sigils this time, no floating lights, only a man trying to concentrate on seeing something with his sixth sense. His eyes shot open after a moment and he sucked in a deep breath of air like he’d just woken up from a nightmare. 

“He’s inside,” Mercutio said, breathing deeply, “But he’s hurt real bad. I need to get in there.” 

I grabbed him by the shoulder. If I hadn’t, he’d have burst right through the metal door into the Arena and who knows what would’ve happened to him? “I know you want to save your friend, I do too, but we need to be careful. We don’t know what’s in there.” 

“I do. Bunch of assholes and punks preying on the people weaker than them. They probably already know we’re here, so fuck it, let’s blow this place open.”

“But we don’t actually know if we’ve been spotted yet. Have you seen any guards? Anyone heading to the gate to check things out? No. That means they either didn’t spot us, or they’re all busy doing something else. Just follow my lead, okay?” 

Mercutio agreed to follow me, but I could tell he wasn’t happy about it. I inched along the wall, getting closer to the door that looked like the only way into or out of the drydock—at least, without going all the way around it. I made another quick scan of the sky hoping to spot Draven and his black wings, but he wasn’t up there. 

Dammit, Draven. Where the fuck are you?

Carefully, with my heart pounding against my throat, I reached for the door handle and turned it. Before I could push it open, someone yanked it hard from the other side. I let go of the handle before it pulled me along too and pressed my back against the wall, hoping whoever had just opened it hadn’t seen me.

Someone came charging out. No, not charging; stumbling out. A big guy, easily six foot, bare chested, and covered in scratch marks and blood started to topple like a tree about to fall, until finally gravity won the fight and he stumbled to the floor. From the other side of the door, a whole gaggle of laughter burst out. 

An instant later, a second guy came rushing through the door. He was also huge, he was covered in blood and scratch marks, and also… bite marks? I watched this guy, this massive, ginger-haired beast wail on the guy on the floor as he tried to get up. Knuckles were flying, knees were smashing, and blood was going everywhere. 

I didn’t know where to look or where to move to, but then instinct took over, and I acted.

“Voyda,” I whispered. My stone powered up, magic worked through me like a rush of adrenaline, and my mantle of invisibility descended upon me. It wasn’t until the two brutes stopped fighting and looked directly at me, their mouths and fists covered in blood, that I realized. 

It wasn’t me they were staring at. I was invisible to their senses—I could see it in the way their eyes weren’t directly fixed on me. 

Though I was invisible, I’d left Mercutio out in the open.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

“Who the fuck are you?” the burly, ginger guy blurted out. 

Fuck, fuck, fuck! Mercutio was on his own, and now more people were filing out of the main door to the Arena, no doubt wondering why the fight had stopped. With every fresh body that joined us out here, things got a little further out of control. I had to find a way to de-escalate things before it all got wor—Mercutio raised his gun and aimed it at the guy speaking to him. 

Great. 

“Stay back,” he warned. 

“Or you’ll shoot me with that pea shooter?” ginger guy barked. He sniffed the air. “Not even silver!” 

“It might not be silver, but it sure as shit is magic, and it’ll fucking hurt.” 

He pointed at Mercutio and started advancing. “It’ll hurt me, but I’ll kill you.”

Mercutio fired a round at the ground, and that made the ginger guy—werewolf?—stop, at least for an instant. “I’m looking for Romeo. Bring him out here, and we’ll just leave.”

It occurred to me suddenly, while these two guys were having a pissing contest, that I’d lost sight of the original guy who’d come stumbling out of the Arena. He had been on the ground getting beaten to a pulp a moment ago, but he wasn’t there anymore. Shit. Where had he gone? How had he gotten up so fast?

Armed with the knowledge that, at least for now, no one could see me, I stalked around Mercutio and moved a little closer to the ginger guy. I had my blade in my hand, my stone was pulsing with power at a rhythm to match my own heart, and my footing was light and quick. And yet… ginger guy looked over in my direction and sniffed the air.

I froze in my tracks, watching him as he watched me. He sniffed the air again, this time with a little more intensity. Blood trickled down the side of his face and dropped to the floor at his feet. “There’s someone else here,” he growled. For the first time, I saw his teeth—they were huge, and pointed. His canines were way bigger than they should’ve been, and sharp enough to rend flesh. His lower canines, too.

A wolf’s teeth, I thought, a little grimly. Had he really smelled me? Was his nose so sharp it could punch a hole through my magic? I moved again, testing the theory by skirting around him so I was behind him, now. Slowly, the ginger guy turned around, always sniffing the air.

“Give me Romeo!” Mercutio roared, and that seemed to snap the guy’s attention away from me.

I slid closer to the small crowd that had gathered near the door, searching frantically for signs of Romeo, Draven, or the other brawler that had disappeared. His lack of being there was making me nervous. Where’d he gone, and was his sense of smell as good as his opponent’s? 

“I’m gonna count to two,” the ginger guy said, “Which is one more second than I’d give anyone else. If you don’t put the gun down, this is gonna end badly for you.” 

Mercutio pulled his other hand up and stretched it, palm out. Burning sigils etched themselves into the skin of his hand and started to glow like embers. I had no idea what he was doing, but I could feel his power vibrating through me, and I knew I didn’t want to be anywhere near him when whatever he was cooking inside of himself finally spilled out.

“All I have to do is say three words, and you’ll be dead,” Mercutio warned. “I’m gonna give you one final chance to give me my friend back before I say them.”

“One…” the ginger guy counted. 

That was when I saw him. Not Romeo, but Darkshard. He was wearing a black suit with a hint of blood red. A feather stuck out of the fedora sitting on his head. His fingers and wrists were covered in silver rings and bangles, and in one of his hands he held a cane with a serpent’s head. In other words, he looked like a total douchebag, and every bit the bad guy he really was.

He’d appeared in the crowd like he’d always been present, but I knew he hadn’t been. I’d checked the crowd thoroughly only moments ago. He’d come out to see the commotion… and to break Mercutio’s spell. His lips were moving, like he was muttering something under his own breath. 

Worse, I caught sight of something moving towards Mercutio—something small, but incredibly quick… and hairy. Mercutio was going to die in a manner of seconds, either because the ginger guy was going to get him, or because that other thing was going to get him, or because Darkshard was going to make his magic explode in his face. 

Crap. 

I let the stone’s magic fill me, taking a deep breath to channel it into my body. It was Darkshard who looked across at me first, his eyes curious more than threatened. I stretched my palms, aimed at the ginger guy and at the swiftly moving wolf—yes, it was a wolf—and yelled, “Veshrim!” 

Twin beams of magic erupted from my hands and shot towards their targets, both finding their marks. The ginger guy tumbled and fell. The wolf yipped and stumbled, but it didn’t fall to its knees. Mercutio heard its approach now, though, and he turned around and shot it with his pistol until it stopped coming for him.

They could all see me, now; the crowd of people gathered to watch what was going on. I stood before them, my golden wings glowing as bright as the sun, my hands charged with magic. One woman stared at me and hissed before scurrying back into the building, shielding her face from the light. The man next to her rolled his shoulders, pulled his t-shirt off, and all of a sudden grew a six pack on top of his six pack—only this new one came with a ton of extra hair.

Darkshard stared at me from where he stood. He was the coolest of them all. Not a flinch, not an ounce of concern in him. He was confidence embodied, but his eyes were like daggers, and they were both on me. Though the guy next to him was, right in front of my eyes, transforming into a huge, bulky, hairy monster, Darkshard looked the most dangerous of them all… and that was why I hated what I had to do next.

“I challenge you, Darkshard!” I yelled, before anyone could make a move on me.

My voice echoed through the dockyard like it was the only sound for miles. Everyone had shut up as soon as the words left my lips. I felt something move through me, then. Something like an invisible force, as if I’d invoked some kind of ancient magic, summoned it up from the depths of the earth and brought it up here, to the surface, to affect us all.

The monster next to Darkshard slowly returned to human form. All of the excess hair that had grown on him fell to the ground like he was shedding it. His muscles twisted and shifted rapidly, like they were breaking and snapping, then rearranging themselves right in front of me. In only a manner of seconds, he was human again, as if to emphasize the mood of the place.

All eyes were on Darkshard, now—even Mercutio’s. “Fine,” Darkshard said through gritted teeth, “I accept your challenge.” 

The dockyard remained silent for maybe a whole minute, though it felt like an hour. Finally, it was the ginger guy who spoke. 

“Fight!” he yelled, and then he excitedly rushed back into the drydock, taking the rest of the now eager crowd with him. They pushed past Darkshard who remained entirely still, watching me from where he stood. 

I was about to take a step toward him when movement at the very edge of my vision caught my attention. Turning my eyes up slightly, I saw him. Draven. He was perched on the edge of the drydock, his wings curled around his body making him almost invisible against the night. I could see him, though, and I had a feeling that was because he wanted me to.

Though I couldn’t usually read his expression, the one he wore right now was plain as day. What the fuck are you doing? 

Darkshard turned around and headed into the building, and I took the opportunity now that his back was turned to shrug at Draven. I mouthed the words “I didn’t know where you were!” at Draven, but I doubted if he’d have caught my meaning. 

I didn’t know where he was. I’d thought he’d been captured, so I acted. Now I’d made this bed, it was time to sleep in it. I was going to fight Darkshard one on one, and after what I’d seen Bastet do to Corax, I would’ve been lying if I said I was confident about my chances. Sure, I had a God stone with me, but he was a mage. I’d never fought one of his kind before.

Mercutio met up with me at the door to the drydock. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” he said. 

“I don’t, but feel free to throw out suggestions.” 

“Win. If you don’t, we’re all dead and so is Romeo.” 

“Thanks for the pep-talk.” 

“Thanks for disappearing on me.” 

“I reacted, okay? I didn’t do it on purpose, and arguing with you about it isn’t gonna help either of us.” 

“Agreed. That’s why I’m gonna find Romeo while you kill Darkshard. We’re all better off without him running around.” 

“Trust me, I know that.”

I also remembered what Kandi had told me about him. While he was running the Goddess, the dancers felt safer. They felt like they weren’t being exploited. That was something I could give him credit for. The world wasn’t black and white, no card-board villains and heroes here. Only people doing what they feel is right. 

Unfortunately for Darkshard, his morals looked like they were all over the place, so he had to go.

Stepping into the drydock was like stepping into an industrial music rave. The walls were covered in graffiti, there were flaming barrels scattered all over the place, sending deep, dark shadows into the vaulted ceiling above, and the music from the tiny boombox sitting on a platform seemed to reach every corner with ease. That was to say nothing about the motley crew of people hanging around. 

Everywhere I looked I saw pale faces. Many of the people around me were clad in black and covered in piercings. Some had crazy, punkish hairdos that looked like something out of an 80’s music video, while others were totally bald and so inked up, even their tattoos had tattoos. The worst part? Everyone was staring at me.

I wasn’t stopped as I walked through the crowd. In fact, they stepped aside for me like I carried a mad virus they didn’t want to contract. Pushing deeper into the drydock, I noticed the ground dipped into a kind of valley that looked almost like a half-pipe for skaters 

At the very end of the valley was the massive door that led directly into the East River. If that thing opened, it would flood the entire pit with water. Once inside, the water would be pumped back out into the East River, and the ships would be propped up with massive beams. 

I’d thought about opening it, finding a way to bring the river into this place, but I just didn’t have the kind of strength necessary to operate the cranks. Maybe if the machinery actually worked, though it looked rusted together, like it hadn’t been used in years. 

Darkshard was waiting for me in the pit. Nobody spoke as I approached. It was like a thick mantle of anxiety had settled over the Arena, causing tensions to rise but voices to fall. I could feel it in my chest, that anxiety. The apprehension. I had no idea what Darkshard was capable of, and I hated that. 

Usually when I went into combat with someone, I had a rough idea of what I was getting into. Serakon? Big, muscular, magic, flying. Naga? Small, nimble, magic, fangs. Mages, though… there was no telling what they could do because they were all different in their abilities, and maybe that was where some of their true power came from; the unknown factor.

Just as I started moving down the slope into the pit, I spotted Romeo. My heart lurched. He was covered in blood, he looked thin, beaten up, but he was sitting up and conscious, so hopefully he wasn’t in any immediate threat. I still cringed when I saw him, though. It looked like he’d been through the ringer. 

The worst part, though, wasn’t that vacant stare he had. He could see me, I knew he could, but there was no recognition in his eyes—no acknowledgment that I was even there. Only a cold, blank stare, like he wasn’t even present. The worst part was all the others sitting with him. Many of them were caged up, others were shackled to iron spikes dug into the ground. They were being kept here like animals; animals that were being forced to fight each other for the viewing pleasure of others.

I had to shut this place down, even if I had no idea how I was gonna do that.

“I see someone informed you about our little rule,” Darkshard said, his voice cold and low. 

“Honestly, I was pretty against the idea of dressing up like a total asshole, but I see you’ve fully embraced it.”

Darkshard grinned. “There’s that wit I enjoy. Have you considered my offer further?” 

“Offer?”

He cocked an eyebrow, and in my mind, I saw a vision of this man looming over me like a dark cloud. I shook my head. “Number one, get the fuck out of my head. Number two, go fuck yourself. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but only one of us is making it out of here.” 

“Not unless we come to an agreement.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Well, by invoking the challenge you have earned the right to ask something of me, and I of you. Whoever the victor is, the Arena will respect their wishes and give them what they want. Now, who decides the victor is up to us. We could fight and kill one another, or we could call this a draw and both get what we want.” 

“Let me guess, you want to get me in the sack? Pretty shallow, if you ask me.”

“Oh, I want more than that, dear Seline.” He started to approach. “I don’t just want to get you into my soft, comfortable bed. I want to dominate you. To own every inch of your body. To have you every way imaginable until such a time that I grow bored and decide to cast you loose.”

I stuck two fingers into my mouth. “Barf.” 

“You may say that, but one night with me and you’ll know pleasure like you’ve never experienced before in your miserable little life.” 

I frowned at him. “Miserable, huh? You know what, I’ll accept your terms if you accept mine. When I beat you, I want this whole Arena thing to dissolve.”

“Dissolve?” 

“Cease to be. End. Everybody goes home, and the Arena gets torn down.”

“I’m afraid you can’t ask that of the Arena. Requests must be personal.” 

I scanned the crowd watching us from high above. Most of them were wearing human forms, but among them I could see some with wings curled behind their backs—some white, some black, some leathery. There were Aevians here, and if I could rescue them all, I would. “I’d say this is pretty personal.” 

“Ask something else. The Arena cannot be dissolved after one fight.” 

I took a deep breath. Shutting the Arena down wasn’t going to happen from beating Darkshard—that would have to come later. Pick your battles, Seline. “Fine, then Mercutio and Romeo go free. You release them both.” 

A long pause. “Done,” he said, and at his word, a soft breeze pushed between us, and then it was gone. “The terms are agreed. Should you choose to surrender, I will give you what you want. Magic itself will strike me down if your end of the bargain is not upheld.”

I grinned at him and readied my dagger. “You know what? I considered it. I really did. But I’d rather beat your face into this solid stone floor. I wonder if you’ll still be as suave with a few missing teeth.” 

“Then we will fight…” Darkshard slid his hands into his pockets. “I will allow you to make the first move.”

I took an offensive stance, stared at Darkshard, and widened my grin. “With pleasure… Voyda.” The stone pulsed with magic. As soon as I’d spoken, my mantle of invisibility fell around my body, wrapping me up and stealing me away from the senses of the people gathered around. Darkshard’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t move—he didn’t even take his hands out of his pockets.

I stepped to the left, then to the right, then to the left again, circling around him like a shark. His eyes weren’t following me, but they were moving around, searching, scanning, alert. I decided I’d come at him from the side, and I’d come at him hard and fast; throwing as strong an offense as I could, one he wouldn’t be able to recover from.

I sped toward him, my footing light and swift, my blade ready to strike like a serpent’s mouth. With his attention turned the other way, I lashed out at him with my dagger, aiming for the spot just under his ribs—a lethal strike. He turned at the last second, stared at me with wide—white—eyes, and flung me aside with a wave of his hand. 

The whole world tilted on its side. My stomach turned inside out. It was like I was weightless. I raced toward the wall and slammed against it, then fell to the ground on my front. A round of cheering erupted around me as the viewers got into the spirit of things. My back ached and throbbed, bright flowers of pain already opening, but I got to my feet and cracked my neck.

“Alright,” I said, “So, you’ve got a few tricks.”

“More than a few, I think you’ll find,” he said, sliding his hands into his pockets again. “Shall we try a second time?” 

“You bet your fucking ass.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Darkshard wasn’t as quick as I was, he was quicker. His mind was sharper, his senses more advanced. It was like he could anticipate what I was going to do before I did it. I’d go in for a swipe with my dagger, and he’d already be half-way to dodging the attack, always with his hands in his pockets. 

It was infuriating, launching strike after strike only to watch him casually lunge out of harm’s way. He was easily dodging my attacks while looking cool and collected the whole time. Arrogant fuck. When I realized I wasn’t going to land a blade attack on him anytime soon, I decided to switch up my tactics. 

Darkshard stared at me from across the pit, his white eyes keenly focused on mine. I could tell heh was using magic to analyze me. I could feel it probing my body, my mind, like an octopus tentacles reaching out and wrapping themselves around my private thoughts. 

There, he had an advantage over me. I couldn’t read his mind, and I had no way of anticipating his next move other than by reading his body language. Unfortunately for me, his body language was mute. He was stone, impenetrable, unknowable. A chisel wasn’t gonna cut it—I needed to be a hammer.

“This is boring,” he said, “I’d much rather be bending you over a bed right now—you’d probably enjoy that, too.”

“You talk a lot of shit, don’t you?” I asked. “If you want a real challenge, you’ll quit being a little bitch and actually fight me instead of dodging my attacks with your hands in your pockets. Who the hell does that?” 

“Someone who wants his opponent to tire themselves out.” 

“That’s pretty cliché. Too bad for you, I don’t tire easily.”

“That’s fine. I have all night.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “Yeah, that’s true…” 

Even with the barrel fires, the inside of the drydock was relatively dark, especially the pit itself. It wasn’t exactly that it was difficult to see in here, but the shadows were long and dark, and there were many spots where the light couldn’t reach. I decided to fix that.

Twisting my wrists so my palms were facing out, I concentrated hard on the power of the stone and drew it into myself. With a thought and a flex, my golden wings erupted from behind my back, flooding the Arena with light. Just like before, several of the people gathered around the pit began to hiss and pull away from the light, while others just complained. 

Darkshard turned his face to the side and shielded his eyes with his hand, giving me an opening I could exploit. 

“Veshrim!” The beam of pure magic shot out of my hand and struck the mage in the gut. Darkshard staggered from the hit, and couldn’t right himself until he hit the wall with his back. Groaning, he touched his hand to his side and inspected the damage. There was blood, and a little smoke rising from the charred suit. 

“Cheap trick,” he said, scowling.

“I’ll be honest, I’m totally surprised you fell for it.” 

His scowl transformed into an angry glare. He’d tried to get into my head, but in the end it was I who’d gotten into his. “Tell me, how is your cat mage friend?” 

“Cat mage?” 

“Bastet, is it? She changed her name a long time ago, but she can’t hide from the things she’s done.” 

I frowned at him. “You’re not gonna make me fall for that bullshit.” 

“What if I were to tell you she knows more about what’s happening than she’s told you?” 

“I’d tell you you’re full of shit.” 

“Maybe, maybe not.” With his free hand he made a sweeping gesture through the air, and I felt my body lift off the ground like an invisible hand had grabbed me—not by my back, or my head, but by my stomach. 

That pulling sensation was uncomfortable as all hell, and almost worse than the pain of being flung up into the air fast enough I hit the stone ceiling. I’d managed to cross my arms in front of myself and called up a Duras shield to soften the impact, but I still groaned loudly enough that everyone would’ve heard. 

Darkshard’s magic released me all of a sudden, and I felt myself plummet. Though I was dazed and hurt. As he fixed his hair, confident that I’d splat all over the ground as soon as I hit it, I whipped my dagger around in front of me and threw it at Darkshard. 

The blade struck him hard in the back, and this time he fell to the ground on his hands and knees. I rushed up to him as soon as my feet touched the ground, but before I could launch my foot into the back of his knee, he’d broken apart into multiple copies of himself. A whole army of Darkshards rolled out of him and took up defensive positions around him.

They were all identical, they all even had my knife stuck in their backs. The legion of mages stared at me, and while I knew the one in the middle was the real Darkshard, that knowledge didn’t last long. He was quick to get up and off his feet, and then he joined the circle of clones. I lost him in an instant, not because I couldn’t physically keep track of him, but because there was some kind of magic at work that would make my eyes not want to stay on him. 

I couldn’t tell which was the real him, and they were all starting to circle around me. Voices floated down from above, all of them cheering the fight on. They were enjoying this, enjoying it more perhaps because Darkshard looked like he was about to get the finishing blow on me. His clones were creating a perfect circle around me—more than that, they were pulling the knife I’d embedded into their backs, and now they were turning those blades on me.

Kneeling, I grabbed a chunk of broken stone and tossed it at one of the clones. I was hoping it would move right through it like it wasn’t even there, but the rock hit the clone hard in the gut, and he fell to the ground. They were real, which meant those blades were real. Fuck. I was going to have to fight my way through them, and if I was going to have to do that, I was going to do it on my terms. 

I rushed at one of the clones. He swiped with the dagger, but he was slow—too slow. I ducked under the arc of his swing, pressed the palm of my hand against his ribs, and screamed the word of power. Veshrim. The bolt of magic shot through him and struck another clone. Both fell to the ground, then disappeared. 

That was only two of them, though. Before I could recover, another two were coming at me, their knives drawn. One of them almost clipped me in the arm. I twirled out of the knife’s path, spun around him, and smashed the back of his head with my elbow. The one in front of me, I kicked in the gut and sent him to the ground. 

Two more came, and then two more, and then two more. They were everywhere, and it seemed like every time I dropped one, another two would pop up. Like a hydra. I can’t win like this. Something metallic clattered to the ground near where I was standing. I turned to look, and saw it was a short sword covered in weird marks and etchings, but I had no idea where it had come from.

In the short span of time I had before another clone was on me, I scanned the crowd to see the face of the culprit—the person who had thrown the sword into the pit—but nobody stood out. Fuck it. I raced for the sword, dropped into a roll, and grabbed it just in time to swing it at the clone racing toward me. The blade pierced his chest, and he exploded into a million little shards of light. 

This time, two more didn’t show up.

Magic? I had no time to try and work that out. I lunged at another clone, running him through with the tip of my sword and watching him burst apart like a glitter bomb. These guys were no match for me, not now that I had a weapon in my hand. I made short work of all of them to the tune of the cheering crowd above me until there was only one left, the real Darkshard.

He had pulled the knife out of his back too, and it was dripping with blood. His blood. I aimed the tip of my sword at him. 

“You’re done,” I said, “Any last words?” 

He shook his head, raised his hand toward me, and made glowing glyphs appear around his fingertips. I didn’t like the look of them. They were pulsing with red and purple hues, the kind of light that immediately made me think of danger, of possible death. 

I didn’t have a choice. I doubted if my Duras shield would protect me against the kind of arcane magic these mages had at their fingertips. So, I bull-rushed him, hoping I could reach him before he could get his spell ready. I had seconds to reach his chest with the tip of my sword, less than seconds, and I wasn’t gonna make it. 

So I cut off his hand. 

The cut was clean and perfect, the edge of the sword slicing neatly through skin, muscle, and bone. There was a moment that hung, right after I’d cut his hand off but before it fell to the floor, where everything seemed to slow to a crawl. The roar of the crowd died to a whisper, the ambient light dimmed and brightened; all I could hear or feel was myself, my own heart, my own breathing. 

Then Darkshard’s hand hit the ground with a thud, and the blood started spurting out of the stump. Some of it sprayed me across the cheek and lips. It was hot and smelled metallic. I wiped it off my mouth with the back of my hand while Darkshard cradled the wound. 

He fell to his knees, screaming, staring at what had once been his hand. The veins on his neck and temples popped, his throat reddened from the yelling, then his eyes rolled into the back of his skull and consciousness itself slipped from him. Darkshard fell on his side, his arm dropping limply next to his severed hand. 

Blood continued to pour from the wound, and I found myself having to fight that urge to help, to save his life. But I didn’t. I couldn’t move even if I wanted to. It wasn’t until the crowd erupted with a roar that I finally regained my ability to think. The sound was like a slap in the face that somehow made the smell of blood become even more potent. 

I turned away from it and glanced up at the riled-up watchers. Some were salivating, at the sight and smell of the blood, long fangs poking out of half-opened mouths. Others were bouncing around like excited apes, pumping with their fists and calling my name. They loved this. The carnage, the brutality of the Arena. 

This was what they lived for. 

I knelt over him and pulled my knife out from his back. It was dripping with hot blood.

“I’ve beaten Darkshard!” I yelled, my voice shooting off the walls. “Now I want what I asked for.”

The collective howls and yowls quieted down, a shuffle of feet and people replacing it. Romeo, battered and bloody though he was, was picked up and brought over to Mercutio. I walked up along the ramp to ground level to meet them both, amazed at how the barbarians of this place were honoring the result of the fight. 

I thought for sure they’d kill me if I managed to kill Darkshard.

“You okay, Romeo?” I asked.

“Never better,” he croaked, throwing me a thumb’s up.

I started moving with Romeo and Mercutio behind me, and the crowd parted like the biblical red sea… all except for that ginger lumberjack looking guy. He stood defiant ahead of me, an immovable rock, his muscles rippling and tense as he stared at me. He pointed. “You’re not going anywhere,” he said.

“I won, so I get to leave,” I said.

He waved his finger at me. “That’s not what you said. You said they’ll go with you, and that we’ll release them both. You never said anything about being able to leave yourself.” 

“So, you’re gonna keep me prisoner?” 

“We don’t keep prisoners, but you’re not leaving until I get a piece of you. I’m gonna challenge you.”  

My stomach sank. Why hadn’t I seen that coming until the last possible second? I wanted to say no, but already I could feel something working inside of me, some ancient, powerful thing that was way stronger than my ability to resist it. I licked my lips, hesitating, fighting the fact that I had to accept this thing with everything I had. 

“I—”—an explosion rocked the Arena, sending huge, jagged pieces of rock flying in all directions. I hit the dirt and covered my head, hoping to hell one of those things didn’t hit me. Another explosion ripped through the drydock. It was so powerful, it made my ears pop and shook my chest. I thought the drydock was being bombed! 

Someone picked me up by my arm and lifted me off the ground. It was Mercutio. He had Romeo thrown over his large shoulders like a rag doll, and it looked like he was getting ready to carry me out of the Arena, too. 

“I’m fine,” I said, shrugging out of his hold. I hadn’t meant to sound ungrateful, but the sky was literally falling.

Looking up, I saw two great big holes had opened up along one of the longest walls, some of the stone and glass was still crumbling and falling to the floor. The night spilled in through the damaged sections of the walls, but that wasn’t all. Draven was there, his massive black wings beating against the stark blackness behind him. 

We could see him only because he wanted us to, and with good reason; he’d brought backup. He gestured with his hands, and at his command, large half-broken sections of the wall collapsed into themselves and crumbled. As the wall fell in on itself, Aaryn came blazing in behind him like a meteorite—her hands wreathed in fire. 

Aaryn swooped into the Arena and breathed fire from her hands, scorching the ground like she was armed with flamethrowers. Fires sprouted all around me, the smoke instantly becoming thick and difficult to breathe. It was time to go. 

“This way!” I yelled to Mercutio, who followed me through a gap in a tall stack of metal crates. I helped Mercutio make it through to the other side first, then made a mad run for the metal door we’d come in through only to find it blocked out by the stampede of supernaturals trying to flee the burning Arena. 

“Fuck!” Mercutio cursed, “There has to be another way out.” 

“There’s no way out,” ginger guy called out, “And I want my challenge!” 

I spun around and found him standing there, his body glistening with sweat, his muscles easily twice as bulky and hairy as they’d been a moment ago. Ruddy brown fur was starting to grow all over his body, covering his forearms, his pecs, his sides, and of course, his face. He still looked mostly human, but a human that hadn’t shaved in ten years and was easily twice my size. 

I didn’t know if I had another fight in me, but I gripped my dagger and grit my teeth. “You want your challenge?” I called out, “Come and get it.” 

Grinning like a hungry wolf about to rip up a piece of meat with his teeth, he charged at me, his mouth open and his fingers splayed. His fingernails had turned to wickedly sharp claws that looked like they could easily rip whole gashes in my skin. I wasn’t about to let him do that. 

“Get Romeo out of here,” I said to Mercutio. 

“What about you?” he called out above the noise. 

“Just go!” 

Deciding to face the wolf head on, I charged at him, roaring in the same way he was. I could see the desire to murder me behind his eyes. It was a kind of hungry, predatory ferocity he had that I knew was going to be more than I could handle, but right now my priorities had changed. I wanted to make sure Romeo got out, that he was safe, even if it meant giving myself up for it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

The werewolf leapt into the air, and I leapt to meet him, my knife ready in my hand, my wings of light glowing at my back. An invisible sledgehammer suddenly slammed into the werewolf’s side, sending him crashing into, and through, the drydock’s outer wall. Bits of rock and concrete went flying, kicking up a massive cloud of dust. 

Draven swooped in ahead of me just as I landed and ducked through the hole the werewolf had made, effortlessly slipping through despite his large wingspan. 

“Hey!” I yelled after him, “That was my fight!” 

I sped after Draven, vaulting through the hole and out into the cold night. Already Draven had the werewolf where he wanted him, on the defensive, dodging and blocking Draven’s sword attacks. Even though the werewolf didn’t have anything to block the attacks with, only its massive fleshy forearms. Looked to me like they were made of metal, though, because they were blocking the hell out of those sword swings. 

They were fighting for a few seconds before I managed to join the fray, swiping at the werewolf where I could and dodging those nasty claws. But with every second that passed, the werewolf looked like he was getting bigger, faster, and way hairier. I looked up at it, searching for its jugular, but now instead of a hairy human face looking back at me, it was a huge wolf’s head with impossibly large teeth and glowing green eyes.

The seven-foot monster didn’t show any signs of slowing down or getting tired. It looked like with every hit it took, it gained a little more momentum—a little more speed. Draven was all lightning moves and dark wings, his feet never touching the ground, his sword always finding its mark. He could’ve just taken off, and the werewolf would’ve never caught him, but now I was here too, and he had to fight this hairy, ginger killing machine.

It didn’t speak, it didn’t taunt. Instead, it moved with deadly swiftness and precision, making me work harder than I’d ever worked to stay out of the path of death. I managed to sink my knife into its leg, but I doubted if it had even felt the knife go in. The beast didn’t yelp, didn’t even recognize I’d hit it—it was focused entirely on Draven, swiping at him from the ground, leaping into the air and trying to grab his wings.

Fire suddenly erupted all around us. A huge wall of flame went up between the werewolf and me, forcing me away from it. Draven took to the air, and then the werewolf was alone, and surrounded by flames. Aaryn maintained a high enough altitude that the werewolf wouldn’t be able to reach her if it jumped. Her eyes lit up bright orange, and fire spilled out of her hands like dragon’s breath. 

The werewolf shielded its face with its forearm as the flames washed over its body. It roared, I could smell burned fur and singed flesh, but the beast didn’t fall. Instead, it leapt out of the flames and went running across the dockyard. I watched it flee, its fur aflame, until it jumped over the wall and disappeared into the night, howling at the half-moon hanging above us.

“Perfect timing,” Draven said.

“Almost perfect,” Aaryn replied, her eyes returning to normal.

I placed a hand on my hip. “Again, that was my fight,” I called up. 

“Sorry I spared you from having to fight it,” Draven said, “Where’s Romeo?” 

“With Mercutio. I’m gonna go find them.” 

“You go, we’re not done here yet but I won’t be far behind you.” 

“Not done here yet? What are you going to do?” And where did you learn that kind of magic? I left the question unasked. It was better that way. 

“We’re going to burn this place to the ground,” Aaryn said, before shooting off like a dart. Draven, wordlessly, followed her, though not before giving me a long, hard look. The kind that said be careful. The sentiment wasn’t lost on me, even if it had come from Draven—the most notoriously difficult man to read on either side of the rifts. 

Nodding, I started running away from the drydock building, heading for the gate I’d come through in the first place. I used my magic to try and keep a low profile as I moved between what was left of the crowd trying to escape the burning wreckage of the Arena. I only realized after I’d moved through the gates and all the other people had cleared that I hadn’t asked Mercutio to meet me anywhere in particular.

I checked the nook we’d hidden in before we stormed the gate, but he wasn’t there. The only other place I could think of was the studio, so I headed out, taking care to keep my invisibility spell up until I thought I was safe. Humans wouldn’t notice me no matter what, but it was everything else I needed to keep hidden from.

The studio was dark when I arrived, the front door closed and locked. I tried around back, and found it unlocked. I let myself inside, careful to check around behind me, making sure I hadn’t been followed. As far as I knew, I hadn’t been. The coast was clear. 

Once inside, I shut the door and called out. “Mercutio?” 

“In here,” came his voice, floating out from one of the open doors. 

I walked over to it, turned inside, and there was Romeo lying on a sofa, looking like total “Shit…” I said, trailing off. It was worse in the light. The fluorescent lights hanging overhead emphasized the purple of the bruises on his skin, and the reds where the skin had split. He didn’t just look beaten up, he looked crippled.

Mercutio had a wet towel in his hand and a bucket on the floor. The bucket was filled with water and ice, but it was already starting to turn red. Gently, Mercutio applied the wet towel to the worst parts around Romeo’s face. Romeo would flinch from time to time, then he would take a swig of the bottle of whiskey in his hand to help numb the pain.

“Are you…?” I asked, but the rest of the sentence didn’t form on my lips.

“Alive?” he croaked, “Yeah… barely.” 

“What the hell… what did they do to you?” 

He shook his head, winced from the pain of moving, then drank. “I wish I could tell you…” 

“He doesn’t remember much,” Mercutio put in, “As far as I can tell, it’s like his consciousness has been suppressed for as long as he’s been gone.” 

“What do you remember?” I asked.

It looked like the simple act of staying awake required great effort on his part, but he pushed through like a soldier. “I got jumped,” he said, “Best I can remember, I was on my way home from busting a track down here and someone came at me. I know I tried to fight him off, but fuck man, he was powerful. I’d never seen anything like it.” 

“Did you see who it was? Was it Darkshard?”

“Sure as hell was that prick Darkshard. Someone else, too. Some grey haired, dude.”

Valoel. “Do you have any idea where he is now? The grey haired guy…” 

“No. I can’t remember shit after that night. It’s like I’ve been in a coma. Last thing I remember is getting hit with magic, and now I’m here, beat up as shit. Guess I should thank you for saving my life…” 

“You don’t have to.” 

“I want to. Means a lot that you got me out.” 

“I tried to find you, Romeo,” Mercutio said, “Tried every damn spell in the book when everything else failed. They had a strong wall of magic up around you, one I couldn’t get past.” 

“Should’ve studied harder at Dark Willow instead of spending your time trying to get with that chick,” Romeo forced a grin. “We should’ve called you Romeo.” 

“Mercutio all the way.”

“I’m glad you’re okay, Romeo. I don’t know if you stuck around to see it, but the Arena’s gone. We tore it down.” 

Romeo smiled faintly. “That’s good… but you can’t get rid of the Arena like that. It’ll come up again soon enough, don’t you worry about that. It’s just a fact of life out here.”

“This should disrupt things a little, at least. Help some people recover. But some other asshole will take Darkshard’s place and start another one. We’ll just be on the lookout for it, and shut it down when it rears its head again.” 

“If you need help from the Order, just give me a call.” I swallowed. “I know I probably shouldn’t be asking for anything given your condition…” 

“You kidding? You saved my life. You need something?” 

“Yeah… I need more of that memory trip powder you gave me. Do you have any?” 

“Shit, not on me, but I can get you some.” 

“Are you sure? You look really banged up.”

“I’ll bounce back. Take a load off for now, Mercutio’s gonna patch me up, then I’ll get you what you need. You planning on deep diving into your mind again? That shit can make you really trip if you do too much of it.”

“Believe me, I’m way past tripping. And what you gave me really helped clear up all the amnesia… I don’t know if it’ll work with all of us, but I know my Order—fuck, my whole kind would owe you big time if you were able to make more of it for them.” 

Romeo breathed in deep, but that seemed to hurt. He grimaced, then coughed. “Shit… I’m not used to making bulk batches, but I figure I owe you a big one, so, I’ll do my best.” 

I walked over to the other couch and sat down. It felt good to sit after all that had happened, but I couldn’t relax, not while the incantation was so near I could almost reach out and grab it. Lucky for me, Mercutio was a pretty decent healer. The process took about an hour, and I saw more glowing sigils and flashing lights in that hour than I had in all the time I’d known Bastet…

Bastet. 

If I wasn’t thinking about the incantation, I was thinking about her and what Darkshard had said. She knew more than she was telling me. What the hell did that mean? Knew more about what? Why’d he have to be so damn vague? I had no idea what he was talking about, not a clue as to where to start asking questions, or even what questions to ask.

If what he’d wanted had been to sow the seeds of distrust between me and Bastet, then to a point he’d succeeded. But only because I was a paranoid creature by nature. Living on the streets of New York for a few years at a time tends to do that to a person. You learn to always look over your shoulder and never take anything at face value, because you never know who’s waiting behind the garbage dump or around the next corner.

I had to speak to Bastet, I had to know what Darkshard meant. I also had to be careful about how I approached it. Bastet had been… so important to me. So important to this whole thing. I didn’t think I’d have gotten nearly as far as I had without her, so I didn’t have a reason to believe she was anything other than an ally.

Still, Darkshard’s words haunted me, and that already wasn’t a good sign.

I headed outside to find Draven waiting for me around back. He’d been standing under a makeshift porch to keep out of the rain that had started to fall. “Everything okay in there?” he asked.

“Romeo’s alive, and he’s gonna make a recovery,” I said. I showed him the bag with the powder in it. “Also, he gave me this.” 

“Do you think that’ll be enough to unlock the right memory?” 

I shrugged. “I hope so. If it doesn’t… I don’t know what we’re gonna do.” 

“We’ll figure that out when we get to that point. You did great tonight, by the way… I was impressed.” 

I grinned at him. “You weren’t so bad yourself. Where’d you learn that kind of telekinesis?” 

“You aren’t the only one with secret powers no one else knows about.” He pulled a teleportation orb out of his pocket. “Are you ready?” 

Ready to unlock my memories? Yeah. Ready for what came after… I wasn’t sure.

“Let’s go.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Draven and I portal-orbed directly into his bedroom, something I wasn’t exactly ready for. He hadn’t told me that was where we were going, but I guessed it made sense we bypass any potential distractions at the fortress. Both of us understood just how important it was I regain as many of my memories as fast as possible. 

I just hadn’t expected I’d be coming back to his bedroom so soon after the last time. Certainly not with him.

Draven walked over to a hook on a wall and hung his sword and sheath. After a silent pause, he turned to look at me, his dark eyes settling on mine like black holes about to pull me in. “Are you alright?” he asked.

“Alright?” 

“From tonight… are you hurt?” 

“Not more than usual. I’ll be fine.” In my hand I had a little bag of that powder Romeo had become famous for. I fidgeted with it while we spoke. “Aren’t you gonna chew me out for not waiting for you?” 

He shook his head. “No.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because I may have done the same. You didn’t know where I was.” 

“Right… where were you?” 

“Evading a mage. I hadn’t been spotted, not entirely, but a mage had flown a little close to me and caught a whiff of something. I tried to shake him in the air, but he was like a bloodhound. By the time I’d lost him, you were already gone.” 

“Wait, a mage? In the air?” 

“Some of them can fly, I guess. Anyway, that’s old news, now.” 

“I’m not upset about how things worked out. We saved Romeo, we have this, and the Arena has been torn down. All in all, I’d say we had a pretty good night.” 

“That remains to be seen. We have no idea how tonight’s events will impact New York as a whole.” 

“I guess not, but disrupting a fight club where supernaturals are kidnapped and forced into taking licks for the audience’s viewing pleasure is hardly doing a disservice to the community.” 

Draven nodded. “Let’s hope you’re right.” 

I took a deep breath and looked at the bag of powder in my hands. “I don’t know what this is going to do to me,” I said. “The last time I took it, I tripped out like I was on acid.” 

“Do you think it will work?” 

Looking up at him. “I don’t know… I really want to say yes, but with stuff like this… it’s unpredictable. I need to find that incantation. I know it’s in my head somewhere. I also know we’re running out of time.” 

“We shouldn’t waste any, then.” Draven moved over to his bed and pulled the covers down. “Get in.” 

“What, here?” 

“Where else?” 

I couldn’t come up with a quick enough excuse, a real reason as to why I didn’t want to get into his bed. It wasn’t that I couldn’t outright say no. I knew I could. He wasn’t about to force me into his bed and I wasn’t about to let him. But because if I’d said no on the basis that I didn’t want to, it would’ve been a lie. 

Draven’s bed looked comfortable as hell. The blanket looked warm and thick, like it could keep the cold out in the middle of a blizzard, even if that was all you had to wrap yourself with. Not to mention the fact that it was Draven’s bed… 

Draven’s bed.

“I don’t know…” I said, trailing off. “That’s your bed.” 

“I won’t be joining you. I’ll be standing right here, making sure nothing goes wrong.” 

“I very much doubt you’ll be able to do much if something goes wrong inside my brain.”

“I doubt it also, but I don’t want you to be anywhere else right now.” 

“You don’t… want?” 

Draven didn’t have a reply. Instead he watched me from where he stood, his body taut and tense. I stared at him for a long moment, and in that moment allowed the rush of feelings bubbling under the surface to make themselves known. It wasn’t just anger I felt, it had never been only anger. 

I’d loved this man once, and since then I’d at the very least come to like him, to see potential in him. I wasn’t sure if I could exactly say things had been going well before I learned the truth about what he’d done, I couldn’t speak for Draven. But I knew how I felt, and I felt like I had feelings for him. Powerful feelings that transcended the divide between worlds. 

I swallowed hard. “Draven… do you have any idea what it’s like to be me right now?” 

He shook his head. “I don’t.” 

“Look, I’m not gonna be the kind of person that lets herself be defined by the shitty things that happen to her. If you know me at all, then you know I’m trying to find strength in this. I don’t want to be pitied; I don’t want to be coddled. I want to move forward, not back.” 

“That’s what I want also. I don’t know how to apologize enough for what I did, for what I allowed to happen to you, but…” Draven took a step toward me, and I almost flinched away from him. Almost. Didn’t. “I have had nothing but time to think since you’ve been gone… unlike you, I don’t have access to many memories from my past. I can’t experience… us… before the fall. But I feel like my heart remembers. It remembers you, remembers the way you made me feel. If that were all there was, maybe I could get past this and move on should you decide you no longer wish to be close to me. But there isn’t only the distant past, there’s the now also.” 

“What… do you mean?” 

“I can’t deny the way I feel about you any longer. I know this isn’t the right time, I know we have to get you under so you can remember the incantation, but I don’t know what’s going to happen to you when you take that powder. I don’t know what will happen to us after you wake up. I have to tell you now.” 

I tried to swallow again, only this time nothing happened. “Draven…” 

He stepped closer. “I’m in love with you, Seline. I always have been. I was then, I am now. Falling through the rift is nothing compared to the way I’ve fallen for you.” 

My chest tightened. The edges of my vision started closing in, and I realized I wasn’t breathing. I took a breath, fixing that problem and bringing a little more clarity to my mind. What? I shook my head. It sounded like he’d said he loved me, but that couldn’t have been right. Draven didn’t love me. Draven didn’t love anyone. Not anymore. Not after all the stuff he’d been through. 

Draven was all cold stone to anyone who tried to get close, a closed book no one would ever read. And anyway, even if he could love, this felt like it had come out of left field. But had it? I tried to remember what things were like between us before I discovered the truth about what he’d done. The details were fuzzy, so much fighting had happened since then, but I remembered us kissing… I remembered the intimacy we shared. 

He hadn’t been such a closed book, after all. Not to me, anyway. And none of what had developed between us had been born out of the ashes of what we were. It was all new, and fresh. We were who we were now, and we were still close. Still on the path to something more than… whatever we were.

I could sense those feelings inside of me, if I reached deep enough, only now they were closed away behind a tall wall. One I couldn’t jump over or climb over. A wall I couldn’t sidestep. A wall without a gate or door. The only way I was going to get through that wall was… well, by going through it; by smashing a hole in its side and shouldering my way through.

Only I wasn’t ready for that; there was something much more important that needed doing first, and that wall was going to have to wait.

I hadn’t spoken in some time, and Draven hadn’t tried to push, he hadn’t tried to get me to speak. I admired that about him. He was comfortable enough in silence and darkness, and the fact that he was a stone in the shape of a person meant he had worlds of patience at his disposal. He’d let me think things through without interrupting, and now, at least, I was ready to speak.

“Draven…” I said, my voice barely a whisper. I shook my head. “I can’t say it back… not because it’s not true, I don’t know if it is or if it isn’t, but because this isn’t the time. I know you had to get this off your chest, but you have to trust me when I tell you, I’m coming back from this… and when I do, we’ll have the weapon we need in order to beat Valoel.” 

“And after?” he asked. 

“After what?”

“After we’re done with him… will you leave us?” 

“I don’t know what I’m going to do after… but I’m not someone who abandons her friends or her responsibilities.” 

I walked a little closer to him, reaching for his hands because to not touch him would’ve caused me more pain than I wanted to feel right now. There’d been enough pain between us already. Now, all the cards were on the table. It was time to start healing.

“I don’t expect you to feel the way I do,” Draven said, “And I know the timing wasn’t right, but I had to say it. I don’t know what the next few hours will bring. I don’t even know if we’ll see another day dawn over the fortress.”

I squeezed his hands. “It will… I’ll make sure of it.” 

Draven nodded. “Will you stay here, at least?” 

I glanced over at the bed. There was no reason for me not to stay, so I walked over to it and sat down. I explained to Draven what I needed in order to make the powder work, and Draven prepared it. I watched him throw a few scraps of paper and twigs into a bowl. He lit the paper with a candle, and slowly the twigs caught fire, too. 

Draven brought the bowl over to where I was sitting on his bed. I opened the bag of powder Romeo had given me and got myself mentally ready to go on this journey. Breathe in through the nose, I thought, out through the mouth. Slowly I calmed myself, allowing my mind to settle into something like calmness—what calmness I could find considering what I was about to do—and then dropped some of the powder into the bowl. 

Immediately the powder caught fire, sending tufts of green and purple smoke into the air. I inhaled deeply once, then again, and then a third time. By the third drag my lungs were full of smoke, my head had started spinning, and I was already falling into the pillow. And not just into the pillow, but deeper, and deeper, until it felt like I was falling away from myself, away from Draven.

It was like I could see him growing more and more distant, a tiny pinprick of light in an otherwise dark tunnel I was descending into. I could hardly feel my own body anymore. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t process any of what was happening. 

I only wanted to sleep. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

“Seline…” a voice called out, one I recognized but couldn’t pinpoint. “Seline, wake up… you must wake up.” 

I tried to open my eyes, but they were heavy. Too heavy. It felt like I’d been asleep for years, like I’d forgotten how to open them. I squeezed them shut even more tightly, remembering the way eyes should feel, and then finally opened them. 

The light shining down on me was impossibly bright. I couldn’t see anything, not even the hand in front of my face. I turned away from the light, but that didn’t help either. It burned my eyes, and shutting them didn’t help. The light was everywhere. All I could do was ride it out, hoping it would fade away on its own. 

Slowly, eventually, the light began to die down. I blinked hard as my surroundings came into focus. I could feel the wind brushing past my nose. On the back of that breeze I smelled something like strawberries, ripe and ready to be eaten. I realized then that I wasn’t lying on my back, but slumped over a wooden desk. 

I’d fallen asleep on a scattering of papers. I peeled myself off them, leaving a little drool behind as I sat up. I was in my bedroom, my old bedroom. The sun blazed in through the open balcony window. Thin, white curtains fluttered with the breeze. On the table beside the papers was a bowl filled with fruits, some of them half-eaten. 

“Finally,” the voice said. It was a man’s voice, serious in tone but also kind and familiar. 

Who said that? The question burned on my lips, but I didn’t ask it. “I fell asleep,” I said, looking around my bedroom. It was opulent, and beautiful. My bed was huge, a massive four-poster draped with fine silk sheets on each corner. Everywhere I looked was white and gold, from the walls to the furniture, to the sunset and the clouds. 

“How long was I sleeping?” I asked.

“For some time,” the voice responded. It left a little echo in my mind, his words lingering for an instant after he spoke. I turned my sleepy eyes up, and then I saw it. Him. He was magnificent. A tall creature covered white fur run through with black stripes. He stared back at me from behind a set of jade green eyes, his feline features thick and stocky, but also graceful and full of something like finesse. 

This creature standing in front of me was a griffin. White and black, with the head and body of a lion and large, feathery wings at his back. Around his neck he wore a golden collar, beautifully decorated with colorful gems and designs. He was regal, a royal of his kind, just like me. Looking at him, I felt all those familiar emotions rising, filling me with warmth.

Safety. Comfort. He had been there ever since I was a child, watching over me, playing with me, teaching me the way of the world. He had the ability to shapeshift. One minute he wore his natural shape, the next he could become a huge dragon with massive, leathery wings. He could even mimic the form of an Aevian, if he wanted to. 

That had gotten us both into trouble before, especially in my younger years when I wasn’t allowed out of the castle. He would pretend to be my mother or father, and order the guards to let me through. 

“You do enjoy being lazy on these especially warm days, don’t you?” he asked.

“I’m not lazy.” 

“I beg to differ, young lady, and so would your mother.” 

“When did you become my tutor? You’re meant to be the person I slack off with, not the person that makes me work.” 

“Yes, but this is important, Seline. Your birthday is soon, and your mother has asked you to memorize your speech and your incantation. You have barely started either, and both are incredibly complicated pieces.” 

“You’ve read them?” 

The griffin circled around the desk, his long nails clacking on the marble floor. “I may have peeked over your shoulder… there are lots of words in there for you to commit to memory. The speech you could probably take a little liberty with, but the incantation must be performed perfectly, otherwise…” 

“What? The world will explode? Give me a break.”

“I don’t think you understand exactly what’s being asked of you.” 

I took a deep breath and turned my attention to the page on my desk. My stomach flipped into itself when I noticed the patch I’d dribbled on. Lucky for me, this wasn’t the incantation I was supposed to recite. This was only my royal coming of age speech. Something to say to the people of our city, to inspire them, to help them see that I was well on the path to becoming a queen they could count on, and not just some lazy slacker.

Though the latter would probably end up being the more fun life to live.

“Is the speech really necessary?” I asked, “I mean, why can’t I just talk from the heart?”

“Because your heart is in the right place, but your mind isn’t. This speech has been meticulously prepared for you. It is unique to you, showcases all your strengths, speaks only to the truths about you that are already there. It is also properly toned and paced to make sure the people hearing it receive an inspiring experience.”

“All that in a speech, huh?” 

I turned my eyes onto the page again and looked at the words… but the page under my nose wasn’t the right one. I stared at it for a long while, confused, then I started rifling through all the pages scattered around my desk. One after the other I looked through them, trying desperately to find the page with the incantation on it, but it wasn’t there. 

“Something wrong?” the griffin asked.

“It’s not here. Damn, it’s not here. My mother’s gonna kill me.”

“Kill you? Why?”

“Because it’s the only copy!” I snapped. Frantic, my heart racing inside of my chest, I stood and paced around my bedroom. “Where the heck is it? I know I had it a moment ago… didn’t I?” 

“Do you mean, before you dozed off? I can’t recall.” 

I moved around to my bookshelf and started pulling books down, tossing them on my bed when I was done searching through each of them. It was crazy, yes. Why would my incantation be sitting inside of a book on a shelf? But it wasn’t on my desk, and at the end of the day, that thing wasn’t any old piece of paper. 

It was a piece of paper with an ancient and incredibly powerful magical spell written on it. The Gods only knew what it could do. For all I knew, it had disappeared into another universe, never to be seen again. 

“You should look over there,” the griffin said, pointing at a shelf on the wall. 

Frantic, I rushed over to it and started feeling around with my fingers, lifting small marble sculptures to look underneath them, feeling around behind them. I tried the dresser, next, pulling out all of my clothes and tossing them on the floor. 

“Where is it?” I yelled, “How could it have just disappeared like that?” 

“Oh, well, you know how unpredictable magic can be sometimes… an important item such as that one was something you should’ve probably been keeping a close eye on, just in case something like this happened.” 

I spun around on my heel, my finger cocked and ready to point sharply at the griffin trying very hard to hide the smugness in his voice. Then I saw it, the page. It was hanging from his lips. “Is that it?” 

The griffin set the page down on the desk and stared at it, angling its head to the side. “You know what,” he said, “I think it just might be.” He turned his big eyes at me and grinned. 

Whatever anger I’d been feeling then quickly dissipated, floating away on the evening breeze. “You’re the worst, you know that?” 

“What can I say? You’re usually so cool and collected, it’s fun to make you squirm a little sometimes.”

I walked over to the desk, sat down, and pulled the page toward me. “That was totally not funny.” 

“It was from where I’m sitting. Now, you should concentrate on memorizing this, because you’re going to need to get it absolutely right when you say the words. One mispronunciation and the entire universe could implode.”

I looked up at him, my eyes wide. “Are you serious?” 

He shrugged. “Maybe? Now, read.” 

Nodding, gave my attention to the words. I didn’t need to read the entire page. I didn’t even need to read more than a sentence. The entire incantation came rushing back to me like a flood. Every word, every syllable, every nuance of language and color… every ounce of magic. It was all there. It had all been there all along, and once I’d touched the memory, it was mine like it had never left. 

I opened my eyes and shot bolt-upright, gasping for air like I’d been holding my breath for hours. In my mind I held the incantation of the God stones, and the memory of that creature watching over me; looming over me like… like… 

“Hello, Seline,” Rey said. 

He’d been sitting on my stomach, and was the first thing I saw when I opened my eyes. I stared at him, wide-eyed, like I was bat-shit insane. “Y… you…” I struggled.

“Me.” 

“But how… how did you? How are you…? I have, like, tons of questions.” 

“I can answer all of your questions now.” 

I swallowed hard and stared at the little tabby. He was hardly a griffin anymore. I could remember, now, how many countless nights I’d curled up into his huge, furry body and slept there. They’d been some of the best nights I’d ever had, sleeping next to my Guardian. I very much doubted I’d be able to do the same with Rey as he was now, but at the same time…

I reached for him and snatched him up. Rey struggled, but I pulled him close to my chest and hugged him tightly. 

“I don’t appreciate this,” Rey said.

“Liar!” 

Rey stopped struggling and started to purr. “Okay, maybe I can accept this.” 

“I’m so glad you’re here… I wish you could’ve told me sooner.” 

“Me too.” 

I released Rey and let him settle on my lap, then I remembered. “Where’s Draven?” 

“Here,” Draven said. He’d been standing so still I hadn’t even noticed he was in the room at all. “How are you feeling?” 

“I know the incantation now, I can feel it flowing through me like fire. I need to say the words.” 

“All in good time,” Rey said, “I have a strong feeling those words are going to change you forever… change you in ways even I can’t predict. You’ll want to know what I can tell you before you take the plunge. Trust me.” 

Trust me. Those were the same words he’d said to me in my dream. Trust him. Trust him because he’d been there for me from the beginning, and even earlier than that. I didn’t know how any of this was possible, but Rey was right, of course. I wanted answers, and if he was willing—and able—to give them to me now, I wasn’t about to pass the opportunity up.

“Okay…” I said, after a long pause. “I’m ready to hear it.” 

“Good, but before I do that, there’s something else.” 

“What?” 

Rey looked up at me a little sheepishly. “You might want to, uh, turn away for this…” 

“Turn away?” 

The silver tabby hopped off my lap, made a circle at the foot of the bed, and then started to… lurch. Repeatedly. It was almost like… he was about to throw up. “Seriously?” I said, “On this bed?” 

Draven didn’t know what to do with himself, so he stood where he was, watching, in two minds about whether to grab the cat and throw it off the bed or not. Rey throwing up on his comfortable bed was likely to be high on his things that’ll royally piss me off list, but Rey didn’t spit up a hairball. What came out of his throat was a chunk of glowing green light bright enough to touch the ceiling and multiply the amount of shadows in the room.

Rey’s throat swelled and grew, until finally… a God stone fell out of his mouth. It landed on the bed and sat there for a time, sending its light around the room. Rey licked his lips and sat upright. “Sorry about that…” he said, “But it was the only way.” 

“Is that…?” I asked, of course it was a stupid question.

“It is. Now you have the fifth stone.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

I almost didn’t wanna touch it. I didn’t touch it, in fact. I just left the stone there, sitting at the foot of the bed. Rey sat upright next to it, his stripy tail curled around his front paws. He angled his head to the side and narrowed his eyes, eyes that shone green when they caught the light from the God stone.

Wisdom. That was the stone by my feet. The fifth stone, granted to my people as a gift from a God whose true name nobody ever knew. If they did know what it was, nobody had ever told me. I was confident in that knowledge now, given all I’d learned about my past. 

It was all there, now. As if unlocking the memory of the ritual spell I was to cast on the day of my birthday had opened a whole bunch of other previously closed doors in my mind. My mom, my dad, my home, my family… Draven. I remembered them all. I didn’t think I’d need Romeo’s magic anymore. 

“Are you going to touch it?” Draven asked.

“I don’t know if I should…” I said.

“Why not?” 

“Because she’s in shock,” Rey said, “Give her a second…” 

He wasn’t wrong. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to touch the stone, not really. Touching it was only going to be good for me, in the long run. But I couldn’t move. My muscles and joints were all frozen, like they’d all turned to ice. Even my breaths were shallow and short, so short I was having difficulty holding onto consciousness. 

“Are you alright?” Rey asked.

“You’ve been carrying the stone… this whole time…” I said, staring at the stone, not at him. “Why didn’t you say anything?” 

Rey shook his head. “Haven’t you been paying attention all this time? How many times have I told you there were rules I had to follow, most of which are too complicated for me to try and explain them to you.” 

I frowned at him. “Pretty sure you just called me an idiot.”

“I didn’t. The rules that bind me are cosmic in their complexity and scope, most of them are metaphysical, abstract, with conditions so specific my ability to act in this world has been pretty much hamstrung ever since I crossed through the rift. I was never supposed to come here. I was never supposed to swallow that stone, either. I sacrificed my own freedoms and most of my power to make sure I was with you when you needed me.” 

“You’re saying you chose to go through the rift?” Draven asked. 

“The night of the attack…” he bowed his head. I could sense the hurt inside of him. “I wasn’t able to help you, Seline. I couldn’t. My powers, my abilities, they were always weakened during the night. I would rarely leave the confines of your bedroom while the sun slept. That was my weakness, but I got over that by learning how to dive into your dreams and help you sleep more comfortably through the nights. When the soldiers came, I could sense you… I knew you were fighting them, I knew they were hurting you. When it… happened… I felt the pain rip through me like fire.” 

Rey moved across my lap and sat down. “But that wasn’t all I could sense. The rift… I still don’t know what exactly caused it to open as quickly as it did, but I felt it happen, and I knew you had fallen through it. I raced to the stone room, but your mother had beaten me to it. She was in so much pain… she’d sensed what had happened to you also, she was hurt deeper than she’d ever been…” 

My chest tightened. I shut my eyes, but that didn’t stop tears from forming. “Mom…” I whispered. 

I felt Rey’s paw touch my hand. “But she was a fighter, Seline. The most formidable woman I have ever known. She knew what had to be done, so she relinquished her ownership of the stones and pleaded with the Gods that they send the stones after you. The Gods agreed and decreed the stones would find their way to you, but it would be for you to claim them as yours, the way you were supposed to on your birthday.” 

“What… what happened to her?” 

Rey paused. “She died… I saw her fall after she said the words. I’m sorry.” 

Tears spilled from my closed eyes and trickled down my cheeks. I shut them tighter, but that didn’t stop the tears from falling. 

“I didn’t have long,” Rey continued, “I saw the stones rise from their podiums and start racing toward the open balcony. I shot after them, pushing against the limits my curse had placed upon me just to keep pace. The green stone was the slowest of them, and when I caught it, I swallowed it whole and let it drag me through the rift with the others.”

“It… didn’t kill you?” I asked, opening my eyes and wiping my face with the back of my hands. 

Rey shook his head. “It would’ve killed a lesser creature, but I’m… very much like you.” 

“Like me?”

“Shards. Inside of us are tiny pieces of the Gods. In my case, one God in particular; the God of wisecracks.” 

I stared at him, my eyes widening with disbelief. “What?”  

“That was a joke…” Rey said. 

Despite it all, Rey had forced a smile. “Your God would’ve been pretty disappointed if that were true.” 

“The shard inside of you belongs to the God of the Sun. Strongest of them all. You were meant to rule over everything and everyone under the Sun God’s domain. That’s why the stones are yours, only your bloodline can handle their power. Unfortunately, that’s why Valoel can handle them, too. He carries your mother’s blood. But he doesn’t know the incantation. You do.” 

I nodded. Paused. “If you could shapeshift into whatever you wanted, then why’d you choose to be a cat?” 

“Well, in this world, griffins are creatures of myth and imagination. I figured I’d attract too much attention that way, so, I decided to go with the next best thing.” 

“A cat is the next best thing to a griffin?”

“Cats have been worshipped as Gods for thousands of years. We’re literally the closest thing to Godliness incarnate this world has.” 

“You know… you actually make a really good point.” 

I stared at the stone, now, glowing gently at the foot of the bed. Draven hadn’t said a word since Rey had started speaking. He was a dark statue in the corner of the room, his arms folded around his chest. I wasn’t naïve as to why he hadn’t spoken, though. This was all a delicate subject. None of this would’ve happened, none of it would’ve been necessary, if not for his actions. 

All of this was on his shoulders, and there was nothing anyone could say to change that terrible fact… but I could make it hurt less for all of us.

“Draven,” I called out to him. 

From the shadows he shifted and moved slowly into view. “I’m here,” he said, keeping his voice low. 

I froze. Now that I had his attention, I wasn’t exactly sure what I was going to say to him. I knew what I wanted to do; I wanted to help him. I would never be able to take away the guilt he was feeling, but if I could say something to him, anything to him, to make him feel like he could find some kind of redemption, then I had to try.

“I…” I started, pausing again, “I feel like there are powers at work here that are way bigger than the two of us. I don’t think I’ve totally processed everything Rey has said yet, especially that whole thing about me carrying a piece of a God inside me. So, while I’m still me, the me I’ve always been, while I’m still thinking…” I took a deep breath, “For everything that I can, I forgive you.” 

That was harder to say than I’d thought it was going to be. The words rang in my head, in my chest, the weight of them pressing down on me. But after a moment, the weight was gone, and that was it. I watched Draven from where I sat, saw the way the light reflected off his black eyes and almost, almost, imagined they were glistening slightly. 

Draven nodded. “I was never blessed with the right words to express myself,” he said. “I can only thank you…” 

I smiled at him. “I must really be able to remember more than you, then, because the Draven I knew was a poet.”

His eyebrow went up. “A poet?”

“You never wanted to fight. You only did because you’d been conscripted. All young men of your House were. You wanted to write, and you wrote to me—the only person you ever trusted with that side of yourself.” 

“I… don’t know what to say.”

I shrugged. “Don’t say anything. Maybe I’ll recite some back to you one day, see if that won’t help jog your memory a little.” 

A pause. “Is it cringeworthy?” Rey asked.

I shot him a hard look. “Why would you ask that?”

“Because… if it is, I wanna hear it. Draven’s poetry. That sounds incredible.” 

“If I have things my way, it will never touch your ears.” 

“We’ll see about that.” 

“Boys,” I cut in, “I know I have a ton more questions, but I also have an incantation burning on the tip of my tongue. I need to say the words… and I need to do it soon.” 

“I won’t disagree with you there,” Rey said, “I just wanted you to know everything I could tell you before you walked down that path.” 

“You said before it would change me… what did you mean?” 

Rey paused. “I don’t exactly know what happens. I only know you’re about to go through something only a handful of people have ever gone through. I can’t tell you what you’ll find when you say the words, I can’t tell you how you’ll come out on the other side. I only know, everything will be different. Best we can do is hope you’re still mostly you.” 

I shook my head. “I don’t know if I’m ready to give myself up… I don’t want to not be me. I like being me.” 

“This is bigger than you, though. We need those stones, otherwise Valoel has them, and knowing what you know about them now, do you really want him having that kind of power at his fingertips?” 

“No…” 

“I know it’s a lot to ask, but we’ve all made sacrifices.” 

“Are you suggesting I haven’t?” 

It was Draven who stepped in. “No, he isn’t,” he said. He squatted next to the bed and looked up at me. “I know this is scary. I don’t have his insight, so I can’t even begin to predict what might happen, but I do know one fact.” Draven took my hand. “I’ll be right here throughout, and after. No matter what.” 

I stared at him, then, overpowered by a sudden urge to let myself fall back into those feelings I knew I had for him. Those feelings bubbling under the surface. Those feelings I’d tried to put away and had just… failed miserably at doing so. I swallowed hard. I knew full well what I had to do. It didn’t matter what the incantation did to me, in the grand scheme of things. 

I was supposed to do this, only I could do this; I was born to do this.

“Alright,” I said, “Let’s get it done.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

Draven decided it was best to say the words in the vault. The vault would provide at least some protection from external forces, should things go wrong. It was also where the Hope stone was being kept. We, I, didn’t know if having all the stones in the same place was necessary for the ritual to work. I didn’t think so. But it was always going to be better to collect all the stones I had and keep them nearby, just in case. 

Unlike the other two stones, the Wisdom stone didn’t trigger any kind of strangeness when I picked it up. Besides being a little cold to the touch and buzzing like it was full of bees, the stone was no different from any other beautiful gem—except for the fact that it was glowing with its own light.

“Are you sure this is the right stone?” I asked Rey.

“I’ve been carrying it literally since I left the palace,” Rey said, “It’s the right stone.” 

“I don’t… feel anything.” 

“That’s because Wisdom is subtle, and quiet. Hope and Courage, on the other hand, are loud concepts that overpower the heart. Trust me, even you’ll learn a bit of wisdom in time.”

I walked over to the door to Draven’s room, paused, and looked at Rey. “You know, I’m starting to remember you more, and you were a bit of a wise-ass even before you swallowed the Wisdom stone, but you would never have said something like that to me.” 

“Yeah, I know. This world taught me sarcasm, though. Now, I’m downright dangerous.” 

Draven made sure the path was clear for the three of us to make it to the vault without interruptions. The last thing I or any of us wanted was to run into anyone who might have questions about what happened to me. 

Down in the vault, standing in front of the blue God stone—Hope—I couldn’t help but feel a sense of dread creeping in. I was about to do something I knew I had to do, but also knew nothing about. I was about to dive off a precipice without looking, hoping there was water deep enough at the bottom that I could land in and not jagged rocks I’d break myself on.

I was nervous, and it showed in the way my heart fluttered against my chest, the way I couldn’t keep still even when I was supposed to be standing still. I shut my eyes and breathed deep to try and fight the nerves back, and in my mind, I saw the words I was supposed to say. They flashed brightly in front of my eyes, almost like an urgent message, never letting me forget that they were there, and that they needed to be said.

It was like they were prisoners desperate to be freed.

“What if I say the words and nothing happens?” I asked.

“Then we’re back where we started,” Draven said, “But we have three stones instead of two, so already the balance of power has been tipped in our favor.” 

I shook my head. “Valoel still has Wrath. Wrath is the strongest of all of them. Even armed with these three stones, he can still beat us.” 

“Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it,” Rey said. “Now, concentrate… you must speak every word exactly as it was meant to be said. Don’t deviate, don’t improvise. Take pauses only when the words allow it. Feel them out, let them fill you, let them guide you. You don’t want to get anything wrong.” 

“And if I do?” 

“Don’t.” 

“Geez, no pressure,” I mumbled. 

I took another deep breath, exhaled loudly, and began.

The vibrations in my chest reached a point where I was sure my ribs were going to pop off one after the other, or maybe explode all at once. My hands were trembling, my heart thundering, my head pounding. All around me, the lights continued to flash—arcs of lightning went shooting through the room, some of them striking me, others striking Draven and Rey.

I hoped they were okay, but I couldn’t stop speaking the words. I was almost done, only a few more left. I’d never used so many words of power one after the other. I remembered there was a time where saying even one word would cause ripples of pain to tear through me, back when I thought my kithe were dormant and not… gone. 

I felt it now, that same crippling pain, only it was worse—and not even the Courage stone could protect me from it. I fell to my knees, struggling through the words while at the same time fighting desperately to hold onto consciousness. My back pulsed and ached; pain far worse than getting my wings severed in the first place. Finally, I spoke the last word, screamed it at the top of my lungs. 

A magic explosion shot through the vault, sending me hurtling toward a wall. I struck it hard, the impact making the pain I was in way worse than I could’ve imagined. I fell to the floor and didn’t even have the strength to put my hands out in front of me. I hit my head on the ground, and the world turned black.

Silence. Darkness. A strange ringing in my ears. It didn’t last long. I opened my eyes slowly, blinking hard to fight the daze. My vision was swimming. Around me, everything was bright, too bright. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust, but I knew, even before they did, that I wasn’t in the vault anymore.

If I was, then the vault was probably on fire.

A soft breeze pushed past my head. On the back of it, I heard faint whispers, like distant voices talking amongst themselves. Ahead of me was a long corridor. White marble, brightly lit but not by torches—by sunlight. There were arches in the walls, curtains fluttering across the corridor as if to touch each other. 

I turned my eyes on myself and noticed I wasn’t wearing jeans and a t-shirt, but a gorgeous, flowing white dress. On my wrists were gold bangles and bracelets. My hair fell in soft, white curls around my shoulders. I was barefoot, the floor cold beneath my feet. I swallowed hard, pinched my skin to make sure I was alive. 

It felt like I was. 

Carefully, I took a step forward. Then another, and another. I started walking along the corridor, wondering what was on the other side of it, wondering where Draven and Rey were. Wherever I was, wherever I’d gone, they weren’t with me. I thought maybe I was dreaming, I thought perhaps I’d fallen into another memory, but this didn’t feel like a memory. 

My memories, were usually separate from the me that existed on this side of the rift. They played like movies in my mind, cars that drove themselves, with me only as a passenger with her hands tied and her mouth sealed shut with duct tape. This was different. I was me, the real me; the me that had lived with the Obsidian Order for months. The me that had fallen through a rift between worlds. The me that had just spoken the words of an ancient and powerful magical ritual.

What the fuck have I done? 

“What you were supposed to do,” came a voice, soft and feminine, distant but also close to my ear. 

My heart lurched into my throat, and I stopped walking. “Mother?” I called out. 

“Come closer, Seline,” she said. “You’re almost there.”

I wanted to ask her more questions. I wanted to figure out where I was, what I was meant to be doing, and whether she was real or just a figment of my imagination. Instead, I kept walking, drawn to her like a moth to a flame. If following the sound of her voice was something I would regret doing, then I was sealed to that fate. 

There was no going back now.

I kept walking, only now it felt like I was floating. The curtains fluttered as I sailed past them, the air felt warm and smelled like the summer, somehow. And at the end of the tunnel, someone was standing there. Someone lithe, and slender, and draped in sunlight. Someone wearing a long, white dress. Someone with a set of gorgeous white wings at her back. Someone who looked a great deal like the person I saw when I stared into the mirror. Someone I’d lost a long time ago and never thought I’d see again, except for in painful dreams.

The last few curtains parted, and I saw my mother standing before me. She was radiant, a vision of the divine. There wasn’t a single hair out of place, not a blemish on her skin. She stood in the center of a circular room, with a huge, vaulted ceiling held up by massive, white, marble pillars. Behind her were five chairs, although they were more like thrones. 

These gargantuan golden things were arranged in a half-circle along the far side of the room. Each was identical to the other, except for one feature. On their crowns, each throne had a stone; one blue, one green, one was purple, another gold, and another blackened red.

My mother smiled at me from where she stood and stretched her hand. “Take it,” she said, her voice a delicate whisper, as if raising it would cause offense to the world itself.

I couldn’t believe my own eyes. Was I dead? Had it finally happened? This place looked a lot like the heaven humans were always talking about; all brightness and gold, and people with massive wings at their backs. 

Hesitantly, I reached for her hand and took it. It was real. Warm. Soft… everything I remembered. A shudder moved through me. She was there, standing right in front of me. My mother, the woman who gave birth to me, who raised me, who taught me to be strong and find my calling, my place in the world; whatever it was.

“How is this…?” I said, my words trailing off.

“You said the words,” she said.

“I… did. Am I dead?” 

Smiling, she shook her head. “No.” 

“Are you… real?” 

“I am real.” 

“I don’t understand. Rey said—”

“—Rey told you the truth.” 

“So, you’re…” 

Her eyes saddened. “I have moved beyond the mortal plane and come here, to this place.” 

I had to skirt around the issue of her being dead. I didn’t think I could talk about it without breaking down entirely. “What is this place?” I finally asked.

“This is the chamber of the Gods… and it has been waiting for you.”

“Waiting for me to say the words.” 

“Yes. I could not have known the rift would seal your memory away when I relinquished my power and begged the Gods to send the stones to you. I had hoped you would come to this place much sooner, before…” she paused, but I could sense the words hanging in the pause she’d created. 

“Valoel.” 

My mother lowered her head. “My poor child. I took the shame of what I had done to my grave. Nobody but he and his father knew the truth. I wanted better for him… I could not have known what would happen to him.” 

“I’m sorry… I can’t even begin to imagine what you went through.” 

“It’s because of me that he’s in pain, and it’s because of me that he’s using that pain to hurt others.” 

I squeezed her hand. “I wanted to help him.” 

She turned her bright blue eyes up at me. “He is beyond help. The Wrath stone has entirely consumed him… whatever was left of my son died long ago. Now the thing that is Valoel will stop at nothing to get what he wants.” 

“What does he really want?” 

“To burn everything to cinders. If you do not kill him, countless people will die. No one will be safe, not even the divide between worlds will stop him.” 

Saying the words was painful for her. I could see it on her face, the hurt, the deep regret at knowing what had to be done. She was talking about her own son, a child she’d carried in her own belly, a child she’d given birth to and brought into the world. I couldn’t imagine what she was going through… at the same time, I also couldn’t truly believe it was her I was talking to.

Was this really my mother, or was I inside of my own head, telling myself things I already knew?

My mother shook her head. “No, dear daughter,” she said, “This is real. This is where you will come when it is your time to join us.” 

“Join… us?” 

She made a soft, sweeping gesture with her hand and, moving around the thrones, I saw more winged women. They were all dressed in white, all wearing gold necklaces, rings, bracelets… and they all had the same color hair. It was as white as snow. My mother’s hair. My hair. I’d never seen these women before in my life, and yet in some way they all looked familiar.

They all felt like… family.

“Are they?” I half-asked the question.

“Our ancestors,” she said, “My mother, and my grandmother, and her mother, and her mother beyond her.” Each of the women arranged at the foot of the thrones smiled in turn. “We all said the words, we all pledged ourselves to the Gods, and so we all are graced with the opportunity to live out our afterlives here, together…” 

I hadn’t noticed, but my mouth had fallen open slightly. I closed it. “So, you’re saying… when I die…” 

“You’ll get to see us all again. You’ll take your place here, with us and the Gods… but right now is not your time. You have been brought here for two reasons. One, so you may see what has been promised to you; your ultimate reward for the responsibility you have chosen to take. And two, so that you may sign your name there, beneath mine, and inherit your rightful power. You are a child of the Gods, Seline. Their blood runs in us, in you.”

“What will happen to me? After, I mean…” 

My mother gave me a smile I hadn’t seen with my own eyes in over a decade. A smile I’d forgotten for the longest time. “Come,” she said, “The Gods are waiting.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

My family, my extended, ancestral family, all stepped aside as I approached the thrones. There were so many of them present, maybe a hundred women, maybe more. Each had a smile and a comforting nod for me, some sign of encouragement, some offer of reassurance that everything was going to be okay.

As my mother approached the thrones, the stones on their crowns began to glow, and hum. That hum became a melody that slowly rose high enough to move through the open chamber and touch every corner of it. The stones weren’t only singing, they were harmonizing with each other, creating a beautiful ballad of sound no human instrument could ever reproduce. 

Shimmering orbs of light descended on the thrones, each in a color to match the stones attached to them. I watched the balls of light expand and shrink, expand and shrink, getting larger every time they grew in size. Slowly, these incredible, glittering orbs began to take shape, filling the seats they were descending upon. 

My insides shifted and twisted. My entire body warmed at the sight of these half-invisible creatures, these Gods, as they slowly pushed themselves into existence, becoming more and more real with each passing second. My mother knelt, as did all of the women in the room. I followed them, kneeling and dropping my head low enough that I wouldn’t be able to look at them directly. 

I could hear my mother speaking, praying to the Gods, thanking them for being here, for blessing us with their presence. I almost couldn’t believe any of this was happening. I remembered clearly hitting my head and passing out. Did that mean I was still lying on the vault floor, unconscious? Was all of this going on in my own mind? Or had I disappeared the moment I hit the ground, only to be flung across worlds to wherever this place was?

What was Draven thinking? What was Rey thinking? Neither of them could reach me, wherever I was. Draven had promised he would be there, by my side, no matter what. But he wasn’t here now, when needed a little reminder that I was, in fact, still alive—still with them on Earth. 

The ground started to vibrate, like it had its own electrical current. I wanted to turn my eyes up, but instinct told me to keep them low to the ground—keep them down until my mother stopped talking. She was praying, I could tell; being reverent to the Gods. When she said my name, I couldn’t stop myself from glancing up slightly, casting my eyes across to the other side of the room.

There were beings sitting on those thrones, now. I could see their legs, some slender, some muscular. My heart started to race, my palms started to sweat, and my chest tightened. 

“Rise, now, child,” a deep, booming voice called out, a voice so powerful I wouldn’t have been able to resist it even if I’d wanted to. Not that I did. That would’ve been dumb. 

I got to my feet, slowly turning my eyes up at the thrones, and there they were, these larger than life beings surrounded in shimmering auras of light and color. These were creatures that looked like Aevians only because it was going to be more comfortable for my mind to accept them as such, rather than to see them for what they really were.

Wisdom, Hope, and Tenacity appeared to me as women; gorgeous, stunningly perfect women wearing elegant, silken dresses to match the color of their stones. The wings at their backs were long and tall, full, and shivering with pearlescent colors. Their eyes blazed with the light of a thousand suns, one green, one blue, one purple—and they were all fixed on me. 

Courage and Wrath, however, were muscular men, though the word muscular probably didn’t cut it. I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen real men with bodies as exquisitely toned and muscle-bound as theirs. Courage had long, flowing, golden hair, while Wrath wore jet back locks that hung around his shoulders. His eyes blazed deep red, his face was twisted into a scowl, and around him, the very air itself seemed to vibrate and shake, like his very skin was scalding hot.

My mother stepped aside and asked me to walk toward her, extending her hand toward me. I approached and then took it, standing beside her in the middle of a large circle at the center of the room. The circle lit up around me, symbols and sigils glowing up from out of the ground. I couldn’t help but look at them as the light cascaded around me; looking up at the Gods was too much.

“You have said the words,” Courage said. 

“Go on…” my mother whispered.

I turned my eyes up at him, but it was like staring into the sun itself. I couldn’t hold his eyes. “I have,” I said.

“But you do not possess all of the stones.” 

“I don’t. Two of them were stolen.” 

“Brother…” Wrath’s voice was forced, like he was speaking through gritted teeth. “He defiles the power of my gift as we speak, desecrates the stone’s true purpose. What have you to say for yourself on this?” 

“I… I don’t…” I was pretty sure I was about to start arguing with a God. I hesitated at first, but then I decided to call on a little courage of my own. “He took it,” I said, “I couldn’t stop him.” 

“Because you are weak. Too weak to wield the stone. What makes you think you can sign your name here, next to us?” 

“I’m not weak,” I snapped. 

“You dare speak to me like that, insolent child?”

“Let her speak,” came Wisdom’s voice, cool and calm, but authoritative. “Tell us, child… tell us what you intend to do.”

I looked up at her, and immediately found myself awestruck at how perfect she was. She looked like every beautiful woman I had ever seen, and also like none of them. It wasn’t that her features would change as I looked at her, but more like my mortal brain couldn’t fully process what I was seeing.

“I have to find him,” I said, “I have to find him, and then I have to take the stone back. Both of them.” 

“He is powerful, your half-brother. He possesses the Wrath stone. With it alone, he is strong enough to defeat you, if you were to be given our blessing.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “I have to… what?” 

“You must prove yourself to us,” Courage said.

“But… I said the words?” 

“Saying the words brought you here, but now you must earn the right to wield our power.”

“If you had all of the stones, it would be different,” Tenacity finally spoke, her purple eyes boring into me. “But you do not.” 

“I have three,” I said. 

“Three is not enough,” Wrath hissed. “You must have all five stones. Only then can you sign your name here.”

I shook my head. “No…” 

“No?” Wrath stood, now, and the entire room quaked. “No? You dare stand before a God and say no?”

“I do,” I said, though my hands had started to tremble a little. “I have been through all the hells and back to get here. I’ve done everything that was asked of me, but I can’t finish this until I have your blessing. I need your power if I’m going to retrieve Wrath and Tenacity and bring them all under my protection again.” 

“You should have thought of that before you wasted our time.”

“Settle down,” Courage said. “There is no need for this.” It was difficult to keep my eyes on him, but I almost sensed something of a twinkle in his burning, golden eyes. 

“She comes to us with only three stones,” Wrath growled, “We cannot give her our blessing. There are rules.” 

“Rules are meant to be broken,” Wisdom said, “In breaking them, new, better rules can be put into place.” She looked at me. “Child, do you think you are up to this task?” 

“I know I am,” I said, “I can get the stones back.”

“The last time you faced your half-brother, the confrontation did not go in your favor.”

“That’s why I need this blessing, this power. I’m begging you. I know I can put everything right again if you’d only believe in me.”

I’d never said those words aloud before; I’d never asked anyone to believe in me. Saying the words made me quake harder than being scolded at by Wrath itself. I was shaking. My knees were getting weaker by the second. I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to stand for much longer. And then, Hope spoke.

“I believe,” she said, her voice low, and innocent. Almost like a child’s voice. “I believe in you, Seline. I believe in your own, inner power. Your strength. With our blessing, I believe you will achieve what is required of you, and more. I believe you will truly be a great custodian of these gifts we have imparted upon your kind.” 

“I don’t know how to thank you for your kind words,” I said, “I don’t know how… I fit into any of this. For the longest time, I didn’t know who I was, I didn’t know where I came from. I now know I have a duty to you, to my mother, to these stones, and I accept it freely. I will take this responsibility back with me, and I will make sure your gifts are not misused any further.” 

“That is all I needed to hear,” Courage said, raising one of his hands. “Come forward, child, and write your name where it belongs.” 

My mother handed me a feather quill. “It’s time,” she said.

Nodding, I took the quill and walked toward the throne. The heat coming off him was immense, and he was easily twice my size. I felt small compared to him, like dust to a ball of fire. But I wasn’t small. I only had to say those words to myself once before I believed them. Maybe it was the presence of Hope, and Courage, or maybe I was just seeing what was always there; that strength I’d always had.

As I reached the throne, a platform raised itself out of the ground. On it was a book, thick with pages and perfectly bound. It opened on its own, the pages flicking as if they were being pushed along by a phantom wind. Flecks of golden light sparkled off the pages as they spun, until finally the spine settled, and I was presented with a page of names.

Each name had been written in a beautiful, calligraphic style I was pretty sure I couldn’t match. Not with my chicken scrawl. Slowly I read the names, following them until, finally, I found my mother’s name. The last name written into the throne.

It occurred to me then that, until now, I hadn’t known her name. I hadn’t said it once, I hadn’t heard it in my dreams, I hadn’t felt it trying to punch a hole in the wall that had been keeping me away from my memories. It was like her name was gone. Her name, the name of my city, the name of my kingdom. They were all gone.

Or, at least, they had been until now. It was as if reading her name had unlocked a door, allowing other important names to follow.

Amalia was her name. Together we had lived in the city of Morning, floating high above the Amber Vale, on the continent of Uyunor. Once upon a time, these names had meant everything to me. They had symbolized my home, stability, what I knew as safe. Now they were words I associated with loss. 

Safe or not, New York was my home, now, and it was going to stay that way. 

Swallowing the anxiety, I put the quill to the page and wrote my name into it. The feather did most of the work, forcing my hand along a path that would see the word Seline etched perfectly onto it, in flowing gold text. The word suddenly began to shine from inside, each letter flashing separately, and then the word as a whole.

A wave of warmth suddenly filled me, a feeling almost like I was being lifted off the ground. Something was happening to me and around me, though I couldn’t understand what. My instinct was to call for my mother, but I bit my tongue. I was in the presence of Gods, and I’d just given a speech about how I would do what had to be done. 

Calling for my mommy probably wouldn’t look good in front of them.

“It is done,” Courage said, “With your name inscribed into our book, you have sealed your fate. You will return to your world and do what is expected of you. You will honour us in your deeds, you will be wise, you will be brave, you will carry hope within you, you will possess the drive to be better, and when necessary, you will have the strength to defeat your enemies. This is the will of the Gods.”

A powerful bolt of magic struck me, though where it had come from I didn’t know. There wasn’t any pain, only more stomach-twisting warmth. I squirmed, purely because my instincts told me to, but then I realized what was happening, and I stopped squirming.

It was my wings… they extended from behind my back and curled around me, bringing about a feeling like coming home after being away for a long time. Every time I’d felt my wings at my back, I’d been dreaming. It was like I was feeling them through someone else’s body. This time, though, I was me—I was real—and so were they. 

Too bad it’s all a dream.

“They’re beautiful,” I said. 

“They are yours,” Courage said, “Now go.” 

The world tilted on its axis. My stomach lurched, my brain too. When I regained myself I wasn’t standing upright, but lying on my back. I opened my eyes, and the brightness was gone—replaced by a soothing, cool, blue light. I smacked my lips and started stirring, trying to get my bearings. 

The vault, I thought. I’m in the vault. 

It took a moment before my brain confirmed that, yes, I was in the vault right now. I remembered hitting the wall, and then the floor. I remembered passing out. But I also remembered… everything that had happened after. It wasn’t like a dream. It wasn’t slipping from my mind. It was all there. My mom, my ancestors, the Gods. 

None of it was going away, like dreams and memories often did.

I blinked back the haze, the dizziness, and fought to get myself upright. Draven. He was lying on the floor, and his eyes were closed. Near him was Rey, the little silver tabby on his side, his eyes also closed. I rushed toward them both, crawling on my hands and knees to get to them. 

“Rey,” I croaked, “Draven, are you alright?” 

It was Rey who roused first, his ears twitching as he came into consciousness. He shook his head. “That was… something,” he said, stretching his back. 

Draven wasn’t moving, but he was breathing—even if his breaths were a little too shallow for my liking. I stroked his face and tapped his cheek, then I pressed my ear against his chest, checking for the sound of his heartbeat. It was slow at first, but then it started to speed up just as Draven began to stir. 

I held his face. He opened his eyes, and he opened them wide. “Seline…” he managed. “What… happened?” 

“I don’t know,” I said, “I spoke the words and… are you hurt?” 

He shook his head. “No, but, Seline—”

I hadn’t noticed his finger. He was pointing at me, his hand shaking slightly. I followed the line of his finger across my shoulder, and then I saw them, arching over me. My kithe. The light from all of the stones in the room caught on each white feather, making them look like they themselves were prismatic. I couldn’t speak, I couldn’t move. The only reason why my wings shook was because I’d started to tremble uncontrollably. 

“Well, what do you know,” Rey said. 

I snapped out of the daze and shook my back. My wings mirrored the movement, the feathers ruffling, muscles flexing. It was like I hadn’t forgotten, like I’d never lost them at all. Draven’s hand lightly brushed against my cheek. Tears had started to fall from my eyes, and if not for Draven, I wouldn’t have known. 

I turned to look at him and saw myself reflected in his dark eyes. My lips parted, I took a short breath, and then I fell against his lips. Draven ran his fingers through my white hair, his lips parting just enough to receive my searching tongue. I wanted to taste him, to drink deep of him. In that moment, every inch of me was filled with hope, and passion, and want. 

I wanted to get this done.

I wanted to do my mother proud. 

I wanted to let go of my pain. 

I wanted Draven.

Unfortunately for the two of us, Rey was in the room. He coughed, loudly, though it sounded more like a hack. “This is all well and good,” Rey said, “But we have a sociopath to catch, and I don’t think we can push that down in the schedule.”

“Right…” I said, pulling away from Draven.

“Do we even know where to start?” Draven asked. “Valoel could be anywhere. Maybe we could go back to the Arena…” 

I shook my head and stared at him. “No. I know where he is.”

“What?”

“I know where Valoel is.”

“Forgive me,” Rey intruded, “But how is that possible?” 

“Because I can feel all of the stones. They’re calling to me, all of them—even the ones he has. As long as he has them in his possession, I know how to find him.”

Rey bounded toward the vault door and called out. “Then what the hell are we waiting for?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

I hadn’t had to explain the reason why I wanted the Order to rally every fighter available. All I did was ask, and Draven listened. It was only once the orders had been given to summon the fighters that Draven wanted to know why; he wanted to know what the plan was, if there was one. 

Of course, there was a plan. I knew where Valoel was now, so we were going to storm his castle and cut him out of it. But having the plan didn’t necessarily mean it would be easy to carry out. Valoel had the Wrath stone, the strongest of all the others. Though I could feel my newfound power buzzing under my skin, desperate to show itself to the world, I knew, Valoel would make short work of me if I went in alone, just like he had last time.

I needed help. 

“It shouldn’t take long to get everyone out here,” Draven said, “Do you have an idea of where he is, or do you exactly know where he is?” 

“Do you have a map?” I asked.

Draven pulled a cellphone from his pocket, opened the Maps app, and handed it over. I let my hand wander across the screen, feeling the stones out with my mind, pinching and rotating on the display with my fingers almost as if they were working on autopilot.

It was like I could hear the stones calling out to me, reaching for me. They were singing distantly, like sirens wailing from across a dark and unknown sea. The closer I got to the right spot on the map, the louder their voices became, until finally, my fingers settled on a point and the voices stopped.

“Here,” I said, “This is where Valoel is.” 

Draven looked at the screen. “This is… there’s nothing there. It’s just barren ground, nothing’s been built on it.” 

“I don’t know what to tell you. That’s where the stones are.”

He took a deep breath. “Maybe we should scout the place out.” 

“And risk Valoel spotting our scout? We can’t let him know we’re coming. Whatever this place is, wherever he’s hiding, he’s counting on it being the one place in the world where he feels safe. We need to make sure it stays that way until we’re ready to strike.” 

“And if he has Serakon with him?” 

“Then we have to be ready to fight.” 

A thud nearby caught my attention. Felice had landed only a few feet away from where Draven and I were standing out in the courtyard. She watched me from where she stood, approached slowly, and reached for my wings with her hand. She touched them, ran her fingers through them, as if to check they were real. 

“Did you think I’d put prosthetics on?” I asked.

She cocked an eyebrow. “Knowing you? Anything’s possible.” 

I grinned at her, but said nothing more about them. There was a time and a place for that, and this wasn’t it. “Are you ready for this fight?” 

She spun around and showed me the sword strapped to her back. “Feels like I’ve been waiting years for this.” 

“Me too…” I trailed off. 

It truly was the fight to end all fights. Alright, maybe not all fights, but it was an important one. Maybe the most important one we’d ever fought. The worst part of it was, I had no idea how it was all going to go down. I’d said the words, I had three God stones, but Valoel still had the upper hand—and as far as I knew he still had an unknown number of Serakon under his control.

There were no guarantees, here. I wanted to tell everyone as they started showing up that they’d be okay. I wanted to reassure them they had nothing to worry about, but I couldn’t, because I was worried. Valoel had royally kicked my ass the last time we fought, and it didn’t even seem like he’d broken a sweat. 

Was it going to be the same this time?

Fate and Ness arrived, then Six, Aaryn, and even Ferrum. None of them could believe what they were seeing. I had my kithe back. They’d all heard the story, they all knew what they were seeing was impossible—Aevian wings don’t just grow back. We aren’t reptiles. And yet there I was, standing on the edge of the Aevian fountain, with my wings tucked away behind me and three God stones in my possession. 

“This is everyone who is going to be useful to us,” Draven said. Over a hundred members of the Obsidian Order stood in front of me, watching me from where they were. It wasn’t a fighting force, it was an army. “We’re ready when you are.” 

Rey nudged my leg with his back and looked up at me. “I’m ready, too.” 

I shook my head, knelt beside him, and stroked his chin. “No…” I said, “I can’t risk losing you.” 

“I don’t want to wait here while you go to war. Not now that I can help it, now that I have a choice.”

“If something happens to me, I’m going to need you to carry my memory. You’re the only one who can.” 

“If something happens to you, I’m pretty sure we’re all dead.”

“Maybe, and maybe not. You’ve watched over me my whole life. You’ve taught me, you’ve protected me, you’ve kept me safe. Let me do the same for you now.” 

Rey’s eyes sparkled. He nodded and sat down by my feet, curling his tail around his legs. “Just so you know, I’m not happy about this.” 

“If I die, you get to go live with Bastet.”

A pause. “That’s… yeah, that actually makes things a little better.” 

I raised myself up again. From where I was standing, I could see the eyes and faces of everyone assembled. Once upon a time, most of the people standing in front of me had been a fresh-faced, wide-eyed Prospects competing in trials and tests to prove their worth. Now most of them were graduates of the Order’s training program, and the others were well on their way.

They were young, still, but so was I. We all were. And we were about to embark on an insane mission to try and stop a sociopath from burning the Earth to ash. No pressure, right? I took a deep breath and took their faces in one more time. I knew what they needed, now. I knew what I had to be; what I was born to be.

I needed to be their leader.

“I’m not gonna lie to you,” I said, “I’m not gonna sugar coat this. You’ve been called because you’re the Obsidian Order’s best and brightest. You can fight the hardest, you can out-think your enemies on the field, and your powers are among the best in the entire Order… but there’s a good chance we’re all gonna die tonight. I can’t force you to come with us, we can’t make you fight. But I need you one more time. We all do.” 

Silence moved through the crowd like wind. Felice was the first to step up, though I knew she would be. “Just tell me where the bad guys are.”

I nodded. “I know a lot of you are probably going to have a hard time deciding—”

I was interrupted by the sudden shuffle of feet and bodies. It looked like… everyone was stepping forward, joining Felice in her decision to fight. Fate smiled at me from where she was, her mercurial eyes shifting with the light. Six, who stood beside her, grinned a predatory grin, her amber eyes glowing against the darkness around her. 

Seeing them all come forward like that, watching them step up for me, filled my heart with something like pride. The last time I’d been here, I’d aired all of Draven and my dirty laundry for everyone to see. It had been a spectacle, one that didn’t paint Draven with any flattering lights, but didn’t do me may favors either. 

Though no one had ever said it aloud, I knew my approval ratings around the Black Fortress had fallen a little. It wasn’t that anyone thought I’d done anything wrong, but any admiration they’d felt for me, any merit I’d earned in their eyes, had been tainted by… pity. People around here felt sorry for me, sorry for what had happened to me. 

It had felt weird, walking around the fortress that first time since the night it all happened. I could still remember the way some people looked at me, the hushed conversations that took place as soon as small groups thought I’d moved out of earshot. I tried to spend as little time here as I could for that reason. 

There was none of that, now. No pity, no sadness… only hope, and courage; faith in the woman standing in front of them. 

“We’re all obviously gonna fight,” Felice said in her sarcastic way, earning a laugh from the crowd. “Tell us what to do, and we’ll get it done.”  

I nodded. “We know where Valoel is, we know where the stones are being kept. The plan is to go down there with everything we’ve got, tear down his castle, and take the stones from his fingers. We don’t know exactly what we’re gonna be dealing with—maybe just him, maybe him and Serakon. He may also have some mages under his spell. Either way, with enough of us attacking from all sides, they shouldn’t be able to react fast enough.” 

“Lightning raid,” Ferrum said, stepping up next to Felice. “I like it. Strike like fire from the sky.” 

“Exactly. Now, the sooner we do this the better, but I need to make a couple of pit-stops, first.” 

“Pit stops?” Draven asked.

“Don’t worry, I won’t be long. Get everybody ready, and in exactly an hour, bring them here.” I set a waypoint marker on the Map app on his phone. “I’ll be there.”

Draven frowned. “I don’t like that we’re splitting up. Where are you going?” 

“I’ll be fine, trust me. I’m going to get us some backup.” 

“Backup?” 

Grinning like I knew a secret no one else knew, I pulled a teleportation orb out of my pocket. “I think I know a few people who could help us tip the scales in our favor.”

“And you’re sure this is a good idea? Moments before we saddle out and ride to war?”

I clasped him on the shoulder. “Do what you do best; make sure they’re ready to fight. Trust me, I’ll be fine.” 

I was about to turn away from him and use the teleportation orb, when Draven grabbed my arm, pulled me toward him, and kissed me… in full view of everyone standing in the courtyard. There’d been a mumble of voices moving through the crowd, but now there was silence. Everybody was staring… of course, that didn’t mean the kiss wasn’t a good one.

Draven’s lips were firm, but soft. He’d kissed me with so much intensity, it’d almost taken my breath away. I shut my eyes, forgot all about the people watching this happen, and allowed myself to enjoy the moment—to enjoy him. We still had a long way to go, but already I was starting to feel those old, familiar feelings rising up from inside of me. 

The kiss broke off, and I stared into his deep, black eyes. We were going to get through this together. We had to. We just had to.

“I’d tell you both to get a room,” Fate called out from the back, “But we’re a little strapped for time, so, if you could hurry this whole thing up?” 

I shot her a look, and with a held breath in my lungs, I tossed the portal orb into the air, waited for it to form, and jumped through it. We had no idea what kind of defenses we’d be dealing with as we got nearer to Valoel. We also didn’t know exactly who would be fighting on his side. I had the Obsidian Order behind me, but we needed a little more firepower, and I knew exactly where to get it; even if she’d repeatedly told me she refused to take part in confrontations anymore. 

I needed to speak with her, anyway—and what I had to ask her couldn’t wait until after this was over.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

I found Bastet exactly where I’d left her—in her apartment, surrounded by invisible things that made my skin twitch. Sometimes I couldn’t understand how I’d been able to successfully live at her place or a whole week and still managed to get any sleep. It was like living in a haunted house. All you had to do was walk through the front door, and right away you’d feel like you were being watched.

Of course, I knew the reason why I’d been able to put up with it… it was her. Just by being around, she made me feel safe. We’d had fun this week, watching TV, eating whatever the hell we wanted, and just trying to pretend like our lives were as normal as anyone else’s, and not the dumpster fires they were.

That was probably the reason why going over to her place now had filled with me a sense of dread. I trusted Bastet, I truly did, but Darkshard had planted a seed in my mind, and I couldn’t get away from it. What did she know more about that she wasn’t telling me? Was there really something she’d been keeping from me, or was Darkshard full of shit?

I couldn’t believe after all this time, that Bastet was anything other than genuine with me. We were friends, now. We’d been through enough together that, I liked to think, we at least had each other’s backs. And still… Darkshard’s words rang in the empty spaces of my head like church bells in the night, filling the gaps when my mind fell silent.

“Seline, honey, I don’t think you understood me the last time I told you I’m not getting involved.” 

I’d barely said a word, and already she knew why I was here. I wondered if she could also sense the rest of what I was carrying with me. “I wouldn’t be asking you if I thought we didn’t need you,” I said. “But we’ve almost got him. I know where he is, and once we find him, that’s it. It’s over.” 

“You sure of that, kitty cat? Valoel’s a slippery one, and even now that you’ve powered up, he can slip through your fingers.” Bastet stared at me from across her kitchen. Her eyes narrowed, then flashed bright blue for an instant. “I can sense them working through you, you know.” 

“Sense what?” 

“I guess you’d call them Gods…”

“They are Gods.”

“To you, perhaps. To me they’re alien beings from another dimension. Gods I don’t have much personal experience with, but the other thing I said? I know a bit. What does it feel like?” 

I shrugged. “I don’t feel much of anything, except maybe a desire to boss people around like it’s my job.” 

Bastet angled her eyes to the side, cocked an eyebrow, and smirked. She looked back at me. “Bubastis wants to know if you can see them right now.” 

“Bubastis?” 

“I’ve never told you about her?” 

“You’ve told me you’ve got an invisible friend. Wait, no, let me rephrase. I’ve gathered that you have an imaginary friend, but I’ve never heard its name before…” 

“She doesn’t like being called an it.” 

“Okay…? And is she here right now?”

Bastet gestured with a nod across the room. “Right over there.” 

I glanced. I couldn’t help it. “There’s nothing there…”

“That you can see, but she’s there.” 

“And is she… a ghost?” 

She chuckled. “Ghost? Honey, no. Bubastis is… let’s just call her my Guardian, and she’s also one of those alien beings from another dimension I mentioned earlier. She’s also telling me you’ve got the mark. The same mark mages get when they find their Guardians. I guess that makes us sisters, now!” She made a love-heart shape with her fingers and smiled, brightly.

“Remind me to ask your Guardian a bunch of questions, then. Personal ones. About you. Like, was Bastet always a crazy cat girl growing up? Or what even is her real name?”

“You don’t think Bastet is my real name?”

“Bastet and Bubastis are both Egyptian Gods. You carry a shiny scarab, a scimitar, and a canopic jar with a cat’s head on it. Also, the jar is covered in Egyptian hieroglyphics. I’m pretty sure you took the name Bastet on later in life. Either that, or your parents saw the future, knew you’d end up like this, and chose your name to fit the life they saw for you.” 

Bastet nodded, impressed. “You know your Ancient Earth history… that’s very interesting, especially seeing as until tonight you knew nothing of your own.” 

“A long time ago I thought maybe, if I learned more about this world, I’d remember more about my own. I always took a shine to Gods and the occult. Also, canopic jars are gross. Isn’t that where Ancient Egyptians would store the remains of people’s organs to bury with them?” 

“That’s right.” 

“I mean, I get the whole scarab and scimitar thing... wizards in books and movies carry weapons and amulets around. But a jar of mummified organs? I mean… why?” 

A sly grin broke across her lips. “That, my dear—as well as my real name—is a story for another day. Right now, though, I feel like you should be scurrying over to your fight. Your friends waiting on you—and I don’t only mean Draven and the Obsidian Order.”

She knows about Mercutio and Romeo. Of course, she did. This was Bastet’s neighborhood. Nothing happened within its boundaries without her knowing about it. The fact that right now there was a car outside with Mercutio, Romeo, and even Kandi sitting inside of it wasn’t going to escape her notice, not in a million years.

“Alright, I get it,” I said, “You want to live on the sidelines now, and that’s fine. If you don’t want to help, I can accept that. You wouldn’t be refusing unless it was better for me if you did. But before I go, there’s something I want to ask you.” 

Bastet examined me from where she stood, as if she were sizing me up. “Go on?” she asked.

“I don’t know if you’ve heard, but Darkshard is dead.”

“I did hear, as it happens. I also heard that his circus was attacked and set ablaze. Your doing?” 

“Yes. I was the one who killed Darkshard. I cut his arm off and watched him bleed to death in front of me.” 

“You fought in the Arena?” 

“I did. Killing him didn’t bring me any kind of enjoyment, but we can all sleep a little easier knowing he isn’t around. But he said something to me before he died… something about you.” 

Bastet stiffened up, a cat with her hackles raised. “What did that snake say about me?”

I paused, watching her. “He told me you knew more than you were letting on… about the rifts. Now, I don’t know if you are or if you aren’t keeping something from me, but there’s a very real chance I won’t make it out of this alive tonight, so I’m asking you to tell me what you know.”

She walked out of her small kitchenette and went around her couch, watching me the whole time. “You believe him?” she asked.

“I don’t know… but I wouldn’t be being true to myself if I didn’t ask you.” 

“True. You had to ask me, otherwise the question would’ve sat inside of you like a hairball that needs to come out. I can’t have that kind of thing damaging our relationship.”

“So… do you know something you haven’t told me yet?”

I watched her jaw clench. Her dark, sharp features accentuated by the dim light in her apartment. “I might.” 

My heart started to thump against my chest. “What do you know?” 

She pointed a finger as she circled me, like a big cat about to pounce on smaller prey. “You have somewhere to be.”  

“Yes, I do, but I need to know what you know about the rifts. If you don’t, you’d owe me.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Would I? How so?” 

“If you don’t tell me what I want to know, I’ll take that as a sign that you don’t value our friendship enough to trust me with it. I’d be willing to let that slide, though, if you come with me tonight and help me fight Valoel. So, you have a choice. Tell me, and stay here, or don’t tell me… and get ready to fight.” 

Bastet considered my words carefully, though she continued to walk around me, forcing me to turn to meet her eyes. She scratched under her chin with her fingernails, narrowed her eyes, and finally stopped. 

“Okay,” she said, “I’ll tell you.”

That was the better of the two choices she could’ve made, but her decision didn’t make my heart stop racing. If anything, it sped up with the anticipation of what was about to come next. “So?” 

She took a deep breath. “What I’m about to tell you was something I was planning on taking to my grave. There are only a small handful of people who know. Some of them are dead, some of them are still alive today. It’s a source of… great shame for me. I can call it one of the, if not the, worst failing of my life.” 

I was starting to wonder if I really wanted to know or not, but I needed her to continue. I nodded.

“I know how the rift that swallowed you up and spat you out here opened. I know how it opened, I know why it opened, and I know who opened it.” 

I swallowed hard. “What?” I asked, because a more intelligent question didn’t make itself readily available. It was like my brain couldn’t process what I was being told.

“Ten years ago,” she said, “I started out as a student at a magic Academy called Dark Willow. It’s a place where only mages go to learn the art of magic, the Magus Codice, and all the other stuff us wise guys need to know to be good, responsible mages. While I was there, I uncovered a conspiracy to open portals to different realms… this kind of thing wasn’t forbidden, but special permissions needed to be taken before it could be done. The people doing it were trying to keep their deeds a secret, but I found out. I knew what they were trying to do, I knew where they might want to go with these portals, and I couldn’t let them go through with it.” 

I shook my head. “I don’t understand. Are you saying mages opened the rift that brought me here?” 

“I’ve been to realms besides this one, there’s a reason opening portals requires consent from the Magistrate. It’s dangerous. And the way these people were doing it was… reckless. Undisciplined.” She paused. “I tried to stop them. Twelve portals were going to be opened. I shut them all down except one… the one to your world.”

“Bastet… what are you… you’re telling me you were there the day it happened?” 

“I may have seen you fall; I don’t know. It was a long time ago, and so much was happening… I know you’re gonna want to sharpen your claws and go and find the people responsible, but trust me, they’ve been dealt with.” 

She glanced over at her soul cabinet, leaving me to wonder if she’d stolen the souls of the mages who opened the rift that brought me here. The rift that stole me from my world. The rift that… probably saved my life. That was one of the first thoughts that came to my mind. I wasn’t angry at Bastet. She’d tried to stop it from happening. If it weren’t for the rift, though… I wouldn’t be the woman I was today.

I walked over to her, but she backed off like I was about to attack. “Wait, no,” I said. 

“Sorry…” she said, watching me from behind razor sharp eyes. “Instinct…” 

I shook my head. “What you just told me… why didn’t you tell me any of this before?” 

“I didn’t know how you’d react. Sure, you’re being cool about it right now, but you’ve been through a ton of shit. You’ve grown up from when I first met you.” 

“You tried to stop the people who wanted to open those rifts. You didn’t open them yourself. I can’t be pissed at you for that. I should be thanking you. You almost pulled it off.” 

“If I had, you wouldn’t have fallen.” 

“Pretty sure I’d have kept falling… I would’ve just hit the ground somewhere miles below my city and been forced to live the rest of my life a wingless Aevian. That is, if Valoel and his men didn’t feel like following me and finishing the job… and if the blood loss didn’t get me first. If I hadn’t fallen, I wouldn’t have met Felice, Ness, or the Obsidian Order.” 

“Or me?” 

I smiled. “Or you. The House of Night would’ve destroyed my city regardless. My coming here after it all happened was probably the best outcome. Besides…” 

I rolled my shoulders and extended my kithe from behind my back. They were too large to fit in the room comfortably, their tops just about touched the ceiling, but I’d gotten the point across. Bastet’s eyes never did relax. She approached, now, examining my wings from a distance. 

“How?” she asked.

I showed her the stones. “These? It’s a long story, one I don’t have time for right now. Anyway, you’re off the hook. You can stay here while we go out and deal with Valoel.” 

Bastet frowned. “You’re making it sound like I’m some kind of scaredy cat. I’m not.” 

“I don’t mean to make it sound like that.” I headed for the door to her apartment. “I get that you have a thing about using magic, and I’m not going to be the person who forces you to break that rule.”

She took a deep breath, then lowered her head. “I’ll help,” she said, “After everything that’s just gone down, I can’t sit on my paws and pretend like tonight is any different to any other night. I owe it to you to help.” 

“You don’t owe me anything, just so we’re clear… but thank you.” Bastet marched toward the door to her apartment, but I stopped her just before she reached it. “Aren’t you forgetting your canopic jar?”

“I’m not gonna need it tonight. When we get rid of him, he’s gone for good.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

I’d never seen so many people spill out of a blue portal at the same time before. Back at the fortress, when I’d been addressing the crowd, it had looked like a huge gathering of eager faces. Here, as I watched the Obsidian Order move through the portal and into the neighborhood we’d come to, it looked like an entire army. 

They marched two by two, blue light enveloping them as they stepped through the wormhole that connected two places in space and time. They were all armed, many of them were wearing armor of some kind—all of them were clad in our Order’s black jumpsuits. I could feel a sense of pride welling up inside me, especially once Fate, Felice, Ness, and Six made their way through the crackling portal. 

We’d all come a long way. The longest way. And now we were here, together, getting ready to stare down the mouth of a dragon and shove a sword into its throat. I wasn’t gonna lie, a great sense of dread snapped closely at the heels of whatever pride I was feeling, but I knew we were going to make it out of this.

All of us.

Draven was the last of the Obsidian Order’s troops to make it through the portal. He collapsed it with a thought, the portal itself shrinking to become a small blue orb that floated into his hand. He pocketed it and looked around at where we all were, then headed over to where I was standing. Behind me were Romeo, Mercutio, Bastet, and Kandi. 

“I see you brought backup,” Draven said. I could see it in his eyes, the fight or flight instinct we all had rearing its head. I placed my hand on his shoulder and squeezed it, trying to keep his eyes on mine. I nodded, doing my best to soothe his nerves, and he nodded in return.

“Backup?” Kandi called out from across my shoulder, her eyebrow cocked. “Baby, we’re the main event.” 

“I thought we could use the help,” I said, then I scanned the spot I’d brought us to. 

We were in the heart of one of the poorer neighborhoods in the city, standing near a construction site that looked like it had been abandoned years ago. There wasn’t a worker in sight, not a cop for miles, and no wandering eyes from passersby, either. The mages had put up a magic field around the area to keep the general population from seeing any of what was about to happen, and to keep anyone from fleeing. I had a suspicion that had probably been enough magic to tip Valoel off to our presence, but it was also necessary. 

In all the time I’d been here, I hadn’t seen anyone enter or leave the construction site. I hadn’t felt any sudden spikes in magic. I hadn’t been attacked by an army of Serakon. I could, however, feel the Wrath and Tenacity stones. They were nearby. They were, in fact, directly in the heart of that jagged, abandoned construction site. 

Valoel was still here. He hadn’t left. That could only mean he was preparing himself for our assault. 

“We can use all the help we can get,” Draven said, which struck me as a little odd. Draven? Accepting help from mages? 

“Good. As far as I can tell, he’s in there somewhere. I don’t know how many are there with him.” 

“I’ll get some of the Aevians to take up positions in the sky and scout the area… and to watch for signs of external threats.” 

“Do that. I’m going in.” 

“Going in? Already?” 

Nodding, I extended my hand and opened my palm. Inside, were Hope and Wisdom. “He won’t come out to get them if I wait with all of you. I need to go in on my own.” 

Draven stared at the stones, then looked at me. He reached into his pocket and produced what looked like a small necklace. “You’re gonna have a hard time fighting with those things in your hand.” He passed the necklace over to me. 

“Draven...” 

“Here.” 

He opened the small, gold locket attached to the necklace. Inside, there were two small chambers—each just large enough to house one of the stones comfortably inside. Carefully, making sure neither of the stones touched him, I placed them in the locket and closed it. Immediately, the locket’s top turned translucent, allowing me to see the stones as they rested inside. 

Draven walked around me, pulled my hair up, and waited while I clasped the necklace around my neck. “Thank you,” I said, glancing at him from across my shoulder. 

“You’re welcome.” 

I maintained eye contact with him probably for a moment longer than I’d expected to, but when the moment passed, I set myself back to focus on the task at hand. It was time to become bait. “Are you guys ready to go?” I asked the mages.

Bastet arched her eyebrows at me. “Are you kidding? You’re kidding, right?” 

“Watch my back. As soon as I start fighting, send in the cavalry.”

Taking a deep breath, I started walking into the construction site, stepping from the cold concrete of the sidewalk onto the rough, gravelly dirt ahead of me. 

The deeper I went the less light would reach me from the streets. As far as I could tell, this was going to be some kind of shopping mall, a huge complex that seemed to go on forever. Some of it had been built—maybe a quarter of it—and that section of the mall stood at the far end of the site. If Valoel was going to be anywhere, it was going to be in there; inside that shell of a building. 

The irony that the last time Valoel and I had faced off had been inside a construction site wasn’t lost on me. Life was just full of little coincidences, wasn’t it? I wasn’t going to let him beat me again, though. Not this time. This time I had three God stones and their blessing. That had to be enough to beat him and the Wrath stone.

It had to be. Hundreds of people were counting on me; that was to say nothing of the many countless thousands of people Valoel’s magic would touch if I didn’t win tonight. I had to win. I had to beat him back into the darkness and take the stones from him, no matter the cost. The comforting sound of feathery wings moving overhead filled me with hope and courage; exactly the kind of fuel I needed to continue pressing deeper into the construction site. 

If I was being honest, it was starting to get a little crowded. There weren’t any machines around here anymore—they were long gone by now—but a lot of the materials that were going to be used to build the mall were still present. The deeper I went, the more they seemed to be forcing me to walk between them, like they were funneling me down a certain path.

A metal clang rang out through the silence, a sound that made my skin crawl. I stopped walking and looked around, scanning my surroundings for signs of movement. The wind kicked up a clod of dirt that floated in the air and dissipated, but that was it. Then I heard another, like a small, lead pipe being smashed against a much larger pipe. 

I spotted a stack of them and decided to move closer, drawing my dagger and getting ready to fight whatever was down there. Was it Serakon? Mages? I had no idea how many layers of protection I’d need to get through before I got to Valoel himself, but I was ready to cut through all of them if I had to.

As I moved closer to the stack of long tubes, I noticed a figure standing on the other side of them. It was dark, and it was difficult to see the person through the mess of construction equipment, but I recognized his hair anywhere. That grey hair, with those dark features, those black eyes. It didn’t look like there’d be many layers of protection for me to cut through. 

Valoel was already here.

“Hello, Seline,” he said, his voice amplified and made more sinister by the tubes he was speaking into. It sounded like he was speaking through gritted teeth, like there was anger in his voice—repressed anger. 

“Valoel,” I said, watching him through the tubes. “Where are all your friends?” I asked.

“You should know. You’ve killed a few.” 

“I didn’t want to have to kill anyone. You made me do that.” 

“Have I? I don’t think I have the power to make you do anything.” 

“That’s funny, because you can make other people do your bidding whenever you want them to. Where are the Serakon under your control?” 

A pause. “Waiting.” 

“Waiting for what?” 

“For me to tell them to murder your friends. We’ve been watching you ever since you left the fortress. I knew it was only a matter of time before you came here to get… these.” He flashed the stones at me, their light dancing against the insides of the pipes between us. 

“So, you let us gather our army and come here? Are you insane? Do you actually think you can beat us?” 

“I know we can. And we will. Because you don’t have this.” 

The Wrath stone pulsed, its magic shooting through the pipe and striking me hard against the chest. I could feel its power working through me, its tendrils reaching into my brain, trying to root themselves in there so they could take control of me. But Hope and Wisdom flashed against my chest, and between them they deflected the majority of Wrath’s power. Enough that I could beat the rest with my own mind.

“You found the fifth stone,” Valoel said, “Impressive… but it won’t save you or your friends. I know it, and you know it. There’s only one way you’re all making it out of here alive.”

“Let me guess… I hand them over? I’m getting pretty tired of that request.” 

“Maybe so, and for that reason, this is the only time I will make it. Enough blood has been spilled, wouldn’t you agree?” 

“I would, if you weren’t about to go on another killing spree of your own as soon as you get all five stones.” 

“There are those who must be cleansed, yes. But we want the same things, you and I.” 

“Oh? And what do I want?” 

“To make this world a better place to live in. You and I both know we can’t go back. Not even the God stones can grant us that power. The rifts are more powerful than even the Gods themselves. So, while you’re here, you want to make life better for you and the people you care about. It’s a noble goal, and one I share with you.” 

I scoffed. “Really? You care about someone other than yourself? Spare me.” 

“I care more than you think. Do you not believe we share the same capacity for compassion? For love?”

“Not when you’re holding the Wrath stone. Maybe if you were to hand it over to the person who is supposed to have it, you’ll think straight again. Until then, I’m willing to bet my bottom dollar that inside, you’re one-hundred-percent selfish asshole.” 

He pressed his hand to his heart. “Dear sister, your words sting me. But the time for talk is over. If you will not hand the stones over to me, I will have to pry them from your cold, dead fingers… though not before you watch your friends die.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong. There are hundreds of us and only one of you.” 

“You forget, I have friends also.” 

Valoel raised his right hand, as if displaying the Wrath stone to the night sky. It pulsed with light once, twice; the third time, it sent a shockwave ripping through the air. It was like a psychic scream I could hear with my mind, instead of my ears. I wanted to turn away from the sound, but there was nothing I could’ve done to stop it from drilling itself into my head. 

With the scream still ringing in my ears, in my brain, Valoel took to the skies on his black wings, raising himself over the ground and watching me from above. “You were wondering where my friends were,” Valoel said. “Ask no longer.” 

The first of the Serakon swooped past him on huge, batlike wings. Roaring at the top of his voice and carrying a longsword that glimmered with dark and dangerous magic, the Serakon whooshed overhead and made a run at the Obsidian Order’s position. I was about to go after it, but then more Serakon moved in, seeming to almost manifest from the dark skies above us. Ten of them. Twenty. Fifty. I lost count, and that was the point when my nerves kicked in. 

What if there were too many of them?

“You wanted a fight,” Valoel said, “You have one. But first, you’ll watch your friends die from the ground, like the worm you are.”

I turned around, and already I could see the flash of magic, I could hear the ear-splitting sound of steel ringing against steel. The battle had begun. I could only hope they would be able to hold their own against the Serakon. Looking at Valoel again, I couldn’t help but grin.

“You’re right about one thing,” I said, “I have my fight, and I’m looking forward to kicking your ass. But I won’t do it from down here.” 

Arching an eyebrow, I rolled my shoulders and bid my kithe to stretch out of my back, the feathers ruffling gently with the breeze. Valoel’s eyes widened. He hadn’t been expecting that, which meant he wasn’t expecting what I was about to do next. 

“How did you…?” he asked, stunned. 

“It doesn’t matter how I got them,” I said, pushing myself off the ground with my wings. It was like I’d never lost them in the first place, as if my body had never forgotten how to use them. Each and every muscle worked in harmony with the others to hoist me into the air and keep me aloft. It was as easy as breathing, as easy as walking. “What matters is that this time, I’m not injured. And this time, I have these.” 

I focused my power and energy through all three of the God stones, and it was like a flood of magic I almost wasn’t prepared to receive. My body hummed like a string plucked by the Gods themselves. Magic filled me, and then whirled around me like a small storm, lightning arching out of my fingertips, my shoulders, even my feet. 

I could feel them working through me; the Gods, the stones. More than ever, I felt the pull of the Wrath stone, the Tenacity stone. They were calling to me, desperate to come back to me, but neither of them could escape Valoel’s grasp on their own. I would have to wrestle them from him myself. 

Fair enough, if that was what it took.

Valoel’s frown settled, and he looked cool and collected again. “No matter,” he said, “It’s still not enough.” 

“We’ll see about that,” I said, and at my thought, each and every one of the feathers on my wings ignited, transforming into small tongues of flame. Valoel put his hand up to protect his eyes from the light, and I saw my opening. 

On wings of fire I lunged at him, and the fight to end all fights began.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

 

The last time I faced off against Valoel I’d been injured, and he’d gotten the better of me. This time, I wasn’t injured. I had three God stones, I’d received their blessings, and I had my wings back… but he was still no walk in the park. Valoel recovered quickly from the sudden brightness caused by my wings erupting, and he was able to parry my dagger with the edge of his sword. 

He tumbled back, stabilizing quickly with his wings, and then he came at me. His eyes were red, his face twisted with anger, with malice, but I was quick. Quick as a dart. I zipped out of his path and shot off into the night sky, heading toward the ruined quarter building on the far side of the construction site. 

Valoel gave chase, calling out to me from behind, taunting me. Beyond him I could just about hear the battle taking place. The Serakon were vicious fighters, and there’d been so many of them. Fate, Felice, Six—they could all fly, and they could all fight. Ness, though? She couldn’t fly, but her magic was incredibly strong. 

I had to trust that they had this under control, that they wouldn’t let themselves be killed by mind-controlled slaves. I had to trust them, because if I didn’t, then I’d want to go and help them… and that was a sure-fire way to make sure Valoel won this fight. I needed to focus, concentrate on flying, on sticking low to the ground and weaving in and out of discarded construction equipment. 

If Valoel had been thinking straight, he’d have soared up into the sky and watched me from above instead of risking his own safety by following me where the sharp turns and even sharper metal objects were thickest. But he wasn’t thinking straight. He was fueled by Wrath, and as much as it made him strong—stronger, even, than me—it also made him predictable, and prone to making mistakes.

I pulled a hard right at a stack of crates, knocking them down with my foot as I went, and Valoel crashed right into them. He cursed loudly, but he was back on his feet, back in the air, in only a few moments. 

I aimed my hand at him and yelled. “Veshrim!” 

A pulse of prismatic magic shot out of my hand and streaked toward him at the speed of light. It struck him in the shoulder, the pain of the impact causing him to groan, but he didn’t slow down much. In an instant he was coming for me again, soaring toward me on black wings, his sword gleaming against the moonlit sky. 

I fired another beam of magic at him, only this one he deflected with the Wrath and Tenacity stones, which he kept held in his left hand. When he reached me, he launched a flurry of furious attacks with his sword that I had a hard time keeping up with. 

I could see my fiery wings reflected in his wide, black eyes—the light wasn’t affecting him much anymore. Maybe he was using magic to protect them from me, or maybe the stones were protecting him from the light. I didn’t know, and it didn’t matter. His attacks were accurate, hard, and fast. It took all that I had just to keep his blade from biting into my skin. 

Finally, I managed to parry him in such a way that it threw him off balance. I used the opportunity to fly away from him so that I could right myself, so I could actually breathe and plan my next attack. He was stronger than me, just as fast as me, and incredibly clever. He probably knew what I was going to do next before even I’d thought of it. 

I knew what I had to do—I had to get the stones out of his hand, somehow. Of course, that was much easier said than done. His grip on the stones was vicelike and handling them didn’t seem to impair his ability to fight. My magic also wasn’t working as well as I thought it would. Even with the blessing of the Gods, Valoel was still proving very difficult to beat.

I was going to have to get creative. 

“Alright, asshole,” I said, “Let’s make this a little more interesting.” 

I turned around and shot away from him, willing the fire around my wings to burn out. Once the flames were gone, I made a rapid turn around the hollowed-out building whispering the word, “Voyda.” 

By the time I emerged on the other side, my magic invisibility had fallen around me like a mantle, bending the light as it touched my body so I wouldn’t be seen. It seemed to throw Valoel off, but only for a few seconds. 

It was enough.

“Do you really think you can hide from me like that?” he asked, already swooping toward me, “Pathetic.” 

I didn’t reply. Instead, I headed straight for the battle taking place at the front of the construction site. Already I could see wings, and swords gleaming, and magic flashing… and bodies. Some Serakon had been dropped, but so had some members of the Order. My heart leapt into my throat at the sight of what could’ve been friends of mine lying dead on the cold, gravelly earth. 

Where’s Fate? Felice? I couldn’t see them among the bodies on the ground, though I’d have no chance of spotting them from out here, anyway. Maybe they were still up in the air, fighting in close quarters with the Serakon. I wasn’t sure, but as much as the thought that either of them could be hurt, or dead, terrified me, I had to push past it and complete my mission.

Valoel was hot on my heels and gaining on me—but only because I was letting him. I shot past a Serakon about to bring his blade down on an Aevian of the Order and slid my dagger into his side. The Serakon froze, and the Aevian blasted him with Veshrim magic powerful enough to send him hurtling from the sky and into the ground. 

I turned around to tell the Aevian to flee, but no sooner had I turned around that I saw Valoel’s sword sticking out of the Aevian’s neck. Blood spilled out of the sides of his mouth. When Valoel pulled the sword back, the Aevian fell like a wet rag to the earth, spiraling as he fell out of the sky.

“Bastard!” I screamed, and I went for him, striking at him with my dagger like it was a fistful of snakes. Each attack was quicker than the last, and while he was able to deflect most of them, one of them made it past his guard and cut a straight line through his right bicep. He dropped away, cradling his fresh wound. 

“That will be the last time you injure me,” he growled.

Though I was panting from the exertion, I still had plenty of energy to flip him the middle finger. “How’s that, asshole?” 

Valoel came for me again, and this time when I lunged away from him, I headed for the ground. I was better than him in the air. That much I’d been able to tell from the last few minutes of fighting with him. But as long as I was up there, grabbing the Wrath stone was going to be impossible. I needed him on the ground, where he was slower. 

“Seline!” Draven called out just as my feet touched the ground. “What are you doing?” 

“Keep the Order back!” I yelled, “Valoel is mine.” 

The battle raged around me like a storm. 

Above, the sky was thick with winged Serakon fighting Aevians of the Order. It was a mess of feathers, and leather, and swords, and magic, but at the same time it was like a dance. Where the Serakon were strong and tough, the Aevians were swift, and this balanced the two sets of combatants out. Who beat who all came down to that one lucky hit, whether it was a longsword that cleaved into an Aevian or a carefully placed strike to a Serakon’s fleshier parts. 

From the ground, the more magically inclined of our fighters were there to lend their support, firing bolts of magic into the sky. Kandi, Mercutio, Romeo, and Bastet had formed a protective dome of magic that kept the Serakon from getting in, but allowed anyone inside of it to fire up into the sky. Ness was there, standing alongside the mages, only she wasn’t trying to hurt the Serakon—her magic was targeting our own people, healing their wounds as they fought. 

And then there was Draven, the fastest and strongest among us, the best fighter we had. His hair was plastered to his face, his hands and his sword were covered in blood and he had cuts on his arms and shoulders, but he wasn’t falling. Enemy after enemy came for him, and with a quick parry and riposte, he brought them down hard and fast. 

It was mesmerizing to watch him fight… but I had my own fight to tend to. I spun around just as Valoel landed behind me, my dagger whipping out expecting an attack from a longsword, but he didn’t strike me with his sword. His hand moved just as my necklace swung toward him… and he grabbed it. 

He’d completely forfeited his own defense so that he could grab the stones, and he’d paid by allowing me to dig my blade into his ribs. I was frozen. I didn’t know how strong the necklace itself was, but I had a feeling he’d be able to rip it off me with a single tug. 

For a long moment we stared at each other like that, our eyes locked, pulses racing. A trickle of blood spilled from the corner of his mouth. When he grit his teeth at me, I saw more blood in his mouth. The stones hung between us, the locket dangling under Valoel’s closed fist. The Wrath stone seemed to hiss into my mind, drawing my attention to it, and I realized two things as soon as I looked at it. 

One, Valoel was unarmed… and two, his grip on his own stones had weakened from the injury I’d inflicted. 

I thought, maybe, if I was fast enough, I could grab both stones out of his hand. But if I did that, I’d be sacrificing my own stones, and hoping I succeeded. If I failed, then Valoel would have four stones, and I’d be left with one. Suddenly, we all lose. Just like that.

“This is it,” he said, blood staining his lips. “This is how I beat you.”

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but my dagger is in your ribs,” I said. “If I twist it right now, you’ll never survive.” 

“You underestimate the power of these stones.” 

“Maybe, but it’s more likely you think you’re tougher than you are.” 

“We’ll see about that.” 

I saw the intention to pull in his eyes before he did it. In that split second I had a choice—protect my own stones, or go for his. I pulled my blade out of his ribs and kicked him hard in the stomach, hard enough that when he fell back, he yanked the necklace free from my neck and took Hope and Wisdom with him. 

The feeling of disconnect was instant, and painful. It was like having a limb ripped off. Roaring, I fell to my knees just as Valoel tumbled onto his back. I watched him scramble to get to his feet, with one hand on his wound and another hand on the stones he’d just taken from me. Laughing, he pushed his fist out toward me, showing me he’d beaten me. 

“It’s over, Seline!” he yelled, “I have the stones, now.” 

Hot anger rushed into my chest. My entire body tightened like I’d been grabbed by a giant. I almost couldn’t move, or breathe, let alone speak. I found the strength inside myself to force a grin and turn my eyes up at him, and I watched his excitement deflate. 

“Why are you smiling?” he asked, and then he realized. He was able to apply pressure to the wound on his side because he wasn’t holding his own stones anymore. 

Slowly, my body shaking from the effort of containing the stone’s power, I opened my palm. Sitting inside were Wrath and Tenacity. The last time I’d held Wrath, its own power had been enough to tear my skin apart. Phantom cuts bit into every inch of my body, some of them painful, some of them painless. 

That wasn’t happening now. The Gods’ blessing had gifted me with the endurance necessary to control it the way Valoel had been able to. To tame it, to bring it to heel under my own willpower. And that meant I could now do exactly what I’d wanted to do.

“Dropped something?” I asked, and with a thought, I severed Valoel’s hold on the Serakon.

A pulse of psychic magic exploded from me and shot out in all directions. I could feel them with my mind; not just the Serakon, but everyone under the stone’s control. I only had to visualize the desire in my head, and the stone released them all at once. Every single psychic chain shattered, and as they did, I watched the Serakon fighting our side suddenly stop fighting entirely. 

Many of them dropped their weapons, others handed them over to the people they were fighting against. Valoel watched, his eyes wide, the smug smile gone from his face, my stones still dangling from his closed fist. I raised myself up, keeping my eyes on him the entire time. If I hadn’t, I would’ve missed him falling to his knees and clasping his hands together. 

“Please,” he begged. He tossed the locket with the stones at my feet. “Please, don’t kill me…” 

I stared at him from where I stood. He looked so small, now. He’d tucked his wings in behind his back, and he was holding his hands out like he was praying. They had blood on them from his wound. I watched a line of it dribble into the cuff of his shirt. He was pleading for his life… I hadn’t expected this.

I picked my stones up from the ground and immediately felt their power rush through me again. It was as if my entire body had started to sing, every inch of my being harmonizing with the stones. I felt whole, complete, stronger than I’d ever felt in my entire life. 

“Of all the things I thought you’d do tonight,” I said, “Begging was the furthest thing from my mind.” 

“Don’t kill me…” he said, “I’ll go away. You’ll never see my face again. I swear it.” 

Draven walked up beside me and dug the tip of his sword into the ground. “He doesn’t deserve to live,” he said. 

“I know,” I said, “But the choice isn’t mine…” I turned my eyes up at the Serakon hovering above us. “It’s theirs.” 

The Serakon watched Valoel from their vantage high above us. In my periphery I saw Six moving closer to Valoel. She had her wings stretched out behind her back and blood on her face. Her skin was paler than usual, her eyes burning with amber light. She’d had to fight, and maybe even kill, members of her own kind today. People who otherwise she wouldn’t have had to kill. 

I could sense the anger in her, as if the Wrath stone were acting like some sort of psychic receiver. She didn’t say anything, neither did any of the other Serakon. Instead, they descended on him like piranhas. I didn’t shut my eyes. I didn’t turn away. I watched the Serakon fall on Valoel and tear into him with their claws, their teeth. 

I’d never seen a more brutal display in my entire life. This was a scene I would never forget. But I could accept that. No one should forget the kind of atrocities people are capable of committing upon others. If we do, we open the door to letting it happen again, and I wasn’t going to stand for that. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

 

I set the Wrath stone down on the podium next to the others and watched it glow. They were beautiful, these God stones, each possessed of its own inner light. Like little stars were trapped inside of them. 

“You okay?” Fate asked, her voice echoing.

We were in the vault underneath the Black Fortress. Above us, a funeral had just taken place for the souls we’d lost in the battle against Valoel. It had rained, and I’d spoken about their bravery, and the sacrifice they made for us. This wasn’t the first time we’d had a big funeral at the fortress, it also wasn’t the first time we’d had one thanks to Valoel.

Thankfully, it would be the last.

“Yeah,” I said, “It just feels weird leaving them here.” 

“Your mother hardly carried the stones around with her,” Rey said. “She also entrusted them into a vault where they would be safely kept.” 

“I know… we just spent so long trying to get them all together, I guess I was kind of preparing myself for a life where I’d have to carry them at all times.” 

“That was before you got your kithe back,” Fate said. 

She was right. Without my kithe, I’d felt entirely incomplete. Less than. The Courage stone filled that void a little, offering me my wings of light. Now that I had my wings back, though, that void I’d felt inside of me was gone. For the first time in… as far back as I could remember, I was whole. I was me, the real me. 

I would never be able to go back home, but that didn’t matter, because looking at Fate—at the Order, at the fortress—I knew, I was already home.

I took a deep breath. “Yeah,” I said, turning around to look at them both. “So, this’ll probably be the first day in a long time where we aren’t facing some kind of ridiculous, external threat.” 

“Yup…” Fate said, letting her response hang. “Now what the hell do we do with our time?” 

I laughed, probably for the first time in this vault. “Now,” I said, “We have to start working on the Order itself.” 

“Working on it?” 

“C’mon, you can’t tell me the Order is exactly being the best organization it can be. Remember the way they brought us in?” 

“They basically kidnapped us, yes. How could I forget?” 

“We need to get them to stop doing stuff like that. We need to turn this place into a place where people like you and me can be brought not as forced recruits, but as people who are willing to learn more about our kind, expand their abilities, and help other people like them. That kind of change doesn’t happen overnight.” 

“The Serakon sure changed their tune about us overnight.” 

“In their defense,” Rey said, “Their entire species was being mind controlled by a sociopath with a God stone. Their kind wasn’t always violent.” 

“It wasn’t?” Fate asked, “That’s not what I heard.” 

“Compared to how long I’ve been roaming this universe, you’re little more than a newborn barely crawled out of the womb. I think I know a thing or two more about our history.” 

Fate pointed a finger at the little silver tabby. “Yeah, about that. All this time you could’ve told us a whole bunch of stuff about our past and you didn’t. I don’t understand much about these rules you’ve told Seline you had to live by, but I think it’s a pretty shitty thing to keep our histories from us.” 

“I don’t know everyone’s individual history, but I promise, I will help Seline and Ness write a detailed history about our world. Together we’ll build a library of information that we can give those wandering souls we find. We can show them that not only are they not alone, they come from a rich and vibrant world that still exists… and may one day allow them to return.” 

“I don’t think we’re gonna get their hopes up on that idea,” I put in, “But I like everything else you’ve just said.” 

“I should hope so. It’s going to take months, if not years.” 

I smiled at him and scratched under his chin. “Who’s a good little kitty?” I said.

“Stop that,” Rey warned. 

“Who’s a good boy, huh? Who’s a good boy?” 

“Me…” he grumbled, already starting to purr. 

The vault door opened. A moment later, Draven stepped through, though he waited by the door—he didn’t come inside. “Am I interrupting?” he asked.

I straightened out again. “No,” I said, “We’re just about finished in here.” I pointed at the stones sitting comfortably on the platform that had been created for them. 

Draven nodded. “Six and the Serakon ambassador are waiting for you upstairs, we should go and talk to them about their living arrangements.” 

“Oh, yeah… of course.” I started heading for the door, but he stuck a hand out. 

“Actually, I was wondering if I could talk to you first.” 

I nodded at Rey and Fate. Rey bowed his head and bounded off past Draven. Fate winked at me as she walked by, then she left the room, leaving Draven and I alone. He shut the door and walked over to me, slowly. 

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

“Yes… in fact, for the first time in a long time… everything’s fine.” 

“That’s a relief, huh? I was starting to wonder if we’d ever find a decent normal around here.” 

“Me too…” 

I could tell there was something on his mind. Draven was rarely this impatient, rarely this easy to read. I took his hand. “What is it?” 

“Last night was intense,” he said.

“I know. I’m sorry some of us had to die so that we could be standing right now.” 

“They knew what they were getting into. They chose to fight, and they died with honor. We’ll never forget them.” 

I nodded. “Rey, Ness, and me are going to literally write the history books. I’ll make sure they aren’t forgotten.” 

“Don’t let history forget what I did, either.” 

I had to breathe deeply in order to fully absorb the weight of what he’d just put out there. “Draven… you weren’t yourself.” 

“I know I wasn’t. I know Valoel had a hand in making sure their lies embedded themselves in me like a poison. But my actions were still my own.” 

“Just like every action you’ve taken since then has been your own. You are not the same person anymore, Draven. None of us are. You need to give yourself credit, you need to see yourself the way I see you.” 

“I didn’t come here to find sympathy.” 

“I know you didn’t, I’m just saying you need to remember who you are… you need to see the man I fell in love with.”  

His jaw clenched tightly, but he didn’t speak, so I decided to continue.

“I remember us more clearly than I ever saw us before,” I said. “The sneaking around, the gifts we’d give each other, the way you looked at me under the moonlight. You helped me understand the world was bigger than my home. You opened my eyes, Draven, in a way no one around me had ever done before. Not even my own mother.”

A pause. “You were a little naïve, if I remember things right.” The most playful little smirk appeared across his lips.

I arched an eyebrow. “Seriously? I just told you that I love you, and you—”

He didn’t let me finish the sentence. Draven plunged his hands into my white hair and kissed me with the force of the sun. I surrendered to it fully, wrapping my arms around his neck and giving myself up to the kiss. It was deep, and passionate. My lips parted for his, and his did for mine, and I knew not only that this was real love, but that this was love in a way we never would’ve reached if not for the way our lives had played out.

This was the kind of love that had crossed the barrier between worlds. The kind of love that had survived unimaginable pain. The kind of love that had been lost, and then found again. It was forged in fire, and it would burn until all the suns in all the universes died. 

When the kiss broke, we simply stared at each other for a time. Neither of us spoke for what felt like whole minutes. Finally, it was I who broke the silence. 

“Where’d you learn to kiss like that?” I asked.

Draven grinned. “Is that a trick question?” 

“No tricks, just… wow.” He released me, and I regained my balance a little. “What were we supposed to be doing again?” 

“Serakon ambassador.” 

“Oh right, and Six is with him?” 

“Yes, Felice also. She and Aaryn are making sure our new guests get settled in properly, so she should be present in these meetings too.” 

I nodded. “Okay… well, let’s make sure we don’t keep him waiting much longer, right?”

Draven gestured at the vault door. “After you, princess.” 

“Please don’t call me that. I was going to make Felice do it, but it just sounds weird.” 

“Whatever you say, princess.” 

“That’s Goddess to you.” 

 

 

THE END.
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