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By Katerina Martinez 

 

 

I have an exceptional talent, and it's going to get me killed.

 

Let's be honest, things haven't exactly gone well from me ever since I stole from Becket, the red-eyed Demonologist. You could almost say that single act of dumbassery started this whole mess. But even though I'm a mage, I can't exactly reverse the course of time, so here we are.

 

We're hiding.

 

Why? Because a big-time crime-boss is out there, waiting for us to make a mistake that'll let him clamp down on us like a hungry wolf on the leg of a wounded deer. Now, hiding sounds easy, right? You get to shack up somewhere with a fireplace, a couple of books, and a whole bunch of mage friends? Not quite. You see, we've kind of been forced to shack up with Becket, and he doesn't keep a horde of cats as pets like a normal person; he keeps demons, and it's creepy as hell.

 

But even if I could live with the demons, I can't sit on my hands and do nothing. The scroll we retrieved from the Magister's vault is fraying, and if I don't enter the Tempest and find my Guardian soon, it'll probably turn to dust and we can kiss any hopes of learning more about the drowned Queen's treasures goodbye. I have to get my act together and do this, because I'm the only one who can. The problem is, the Tempest isn't opening its doors for me, and I'm running out of time.

 

The weight of the world is on my shoulders, and I don't know if I can do this, but I have to try.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

They call it the Precipice; I call it suicide. Tonight was perfect for it. Better than any other night this week had been. The sky was filled with clouds charged with bubbling lightning, rain had been falling an hour ago, cleaning the streets and giving the air that damp, wet scent. And yet, as I stood on the edge of the rooftop I was about to hurl myself from, the urge to do it still wasn’t there. 

I’m not talking about the urge to commit suicide, but the pull toward the Tempest. They—RJ, Danvers, Karim, even Axel—had all said they’d felt it before taking the plunge themselves. RJ had described it like the adrenaline rush at the apex of a good workout, while Danvers had likened it more to the thrill of doing something you absolutely know you shouldn’t be doing.

It was slightly different for everyone, but they’d all felt something. Me? The only feeling gripping my throat was fear. Fear that I was about to kill myself up here. Fear that I’d jump and the Tempest wouldn’t open for me because I’d waited too long, because it was too late, because my Guardian didn’t want me to come for it anymore.

“Could we get this moving?” Karim asked, “I’m freezing my bollocks off over here.” 

“She’ll do it this time,” Danvers said. “I know she will.”

“That’s what you said yesterday. And Tuesday. And last Saturday.” 

I wanted to tell Karim to quit whining, but I couldn’t speak. I was afraid if I spoke, my heart would finally jump out of my throat and take its own dive off the side of the building. Anything to get away from me and my crippling anxiety about what I was about to do. The irony was, it was safer inside of my chest, because simply put? I was too scared to jump. 

The building we were on was twenty stories tall. It had to be. A shorter one wouldn’t have worked. From my vantage point, looking down, I could see the street below and the rooftop of the—much lower—building across from this one. There were no clothes lines, no dumpsters to fall into, not that they’d be much help at the speed I’d be going. There was only the jump, and blind faith that it would all work out.

And I’d never been good at the whole faith thing. 

“Could y’all just give her a minute?” RJ asked. 

He was standing by my side, making sure none of the others got too close. He was like a Guardian himself, with his hand on my shoulder, making sure I wouldn’t accidentally topple over and fall to my death before I meant to. I caught him out of the corner of my eye looking down over the ledge, and then casting his eyes across the horizon. 

Manhattan glimmered like a bed of jewels there, lights twinkling, skyscrapers kissing the low hanging clouds. When the clouds lit up from the inside, so too did the glassy, reflective windows on the buildings themselves, making the light dance across almost the entire island. 

“I’m wasting everyone’s time,” I said, keeping my eyes on the city. “This isn’t gonna work.”

“You don’t know that,” RJ said, “You’re only telling yourself that because it’s more comfortable to believe it than to face the truth.”

“Truth?” I turned my eyes toward him. 

“That you were meant to do this. Nobody wants to do the difficult thing even though they know it’ll make them better for it. People just wanna sit around where it’s safe and comfortable, and wait for greatness to come to them. That’s not who you are.”

“I hear what you’re saying, I really do, but you’re not the one about to throw yourself off this thing.”

“I’ll do it with you. You know I got you.”

I narrowed my eyes. “I do… but I still don’t understand why.” 

“Why?” 

“You said you’d be done after we finished the job. Why are you still here?” 

“You want me to go?” 

“No, I’m just…” 

“Questioning everything. I get it. This ain’t no game—this is the Precipice. It’s meant to turn you against yourself. It’s meant to make you doubt everything you know. Once you fall into it, you’ll never question yourself again. So, why don’t you just focus on getting through this instead of wondering why I’m still here?” 

I nodded, then I turned my eyes toward the horizon again. This wasn’t the first time I’d found myself at the Precipice in recent memory. It wasn’t even the fifth time. We’d been trying this for a few weeks, coming to the same place, trying to get me to enter the Tempest. None of them had to come. They’d signed up to do a job with me, not to help me achieve a spiritual awakening.

But here they were. Danvers, RJ, Karim. Axel was the only one of us who was missing tonight. None of us knew where he was, but then none of us questioned him much on his whereabouts. We were all on Asmodius’ shit list, but out of all of us he was probably being surveilled the hardest. 

Then there were the crows. I hadn’t seen them since the night of the heist, almost three weeks ago. The last time I’d seen them, both had been in bad shape. RJ had really done a number on them. But they were Vivimancers; not only were they naturally tough, but they could stitch torn skin and mend bones with their magic. 

They were fine, they were out there somewhere, and they were waiting. 

I took a deep breath and watched the street again, feeling vertigo’s dizzying pull pinch the pit of my stomach. I could see the colors of the cars from up here, the yellow cabs, the people on the streets—some with umbrellas up. Still, that pull wasn’t the same feeling as the one I was told I would get when the Tempest was ready to open for me. 

It was a human feeling, something normal and natural. Looking down, I was sure I’d end up as a blue-haired pancake on top of somebody’s car. In my mind I kept telling myself, this is suicide, Izzy. It’s suicide. You’re just gonna die if you do this. They were hard thoughts to ignore, because they were true. This wasn’t some deeply rooted insecurity coming up to stop me from doing what I needed to do; it was logic and reason trying to save my life.

“I don’t know if I can do it,” I said.

“Great,” Karim said, “How about we all go back to the house and I’ll fix us a cuppa?” 

“Once she jumps,” Danvers said, “You can go and make some for all of us.” 

“I would, except I’ve pulled first shift again. Those straws are rigged.”

“Oh, boo-hoo. So, you’ve gotta sit up here for a few hours and wait for Izzy to come out of the Tempest. Tell you what, I’ll take first shift if you make me a cup of tea.”

“And why would you do that?”

“Because despite being a stiff-upper lipped kind of asshole, I never knew what a good cup of tea tasted like before I met you.”

“Well… you’re not as bad a b—”

“—I’m doing it,” I said, my words cutting through the banter like a hot knife through butter.

RJ squeezed my shoulder, then he let it go. The only thing tethering me to the building was an antenna stem, and my knuckles were turning white from the vigor I was holding onto it with. I took a deep breath, followed by another one, and then another one. Strangely, I thought of Becket, the infernal mage who had taken us under his wing; the infernal mage we had no choice but to trust more than most people.

He hadn’t only taken us under his wing, he’d also invited us into his home and allowed us to stay there. I, for one, knew how difficult it was to break into his place and get past his defenses, so I wasn’t about to pass up the opportunity. Even if the Magistrate wasn’t after us—they didn’t know we’d hit the Magister’s vault—it was comforting to know we were safe from Asmodius and his cronies, at least.

Slowly, I let my grip slip from the metal pole I was holding onto. As the seconds passed and my hold on solid ground loosened, my heart raced harder. It was well and truly wedged inside of my throat and hammering like it was about to explode. I felt my orientation tip past my center of gravity… and immediately I tried to grab the pole and swing myself back around. 

“Shit!” I yelped, as my fingers couldn’t quite get a good grip. My body swung from left to right, and as I toppled over the building’s ledge, my arms stretched, my fingers splayed out, I caught a glimpse of Axel arriving on the rooftop where I’d been standing a moment ago. My breath caught in my throat, I thought I was about to scream, but I didn’t. Instead, I slid out of his view and off the side of the building. 

Falling was like nothing I’d ever felt before. It was as if my insides, all of them, surged up and into my head all at once. My stomach filled with butterflies, my entire body started to tremble and vibrate as the rush of adrenaline hit me all at once. It was like riding a rollercoaster, that first drop after the climb. The anticipation of the fall is the worst part, but the fall itself is exhilarating—almost liberating.

For a moment, a slight gasp of breath, I almost thought I could give myself up to the feeling. I thought I could surrender myself to faith and, if I did, that the Tempest itself would open for me. But then the reality of what was about to happen tore into me like a hungry lion into a wounded gazelle, and I regained my senses. 

The Tempest wasn’t going to open like some safety net. I’d ignored the Journey for far too long, my Guardian wasn’t calling out to me anymore, and I was about to die. 

The people and the cars on the ground beneath me were already starting to look much, much bigger than they had been a minute ago. With my heart thundering inside of my chest, blurring my vision, I called to the Tempest and begged it to give me my power, even if it wouldn’t open its doors. 

Lightning ripped through the clouds as the realm of magic responded to my call, my entire body began to vibrate. With what little of my sensible, non-panicked, mind would allow, I pushed magic into our world.

I wanted to stop myself from falling, to project a wall of force ahead of me strong enough to break my rapid descent. That didn’t work. I wasn’t strong enough to do anything nearly as epic, but I was able to slow myself down just a little and push my flight-path close enough to the building I’d just jumped from. 

Frantic, I searched for something I could hold onto—a balcony, a gantry, anything. I couldn’t have been more than three floors from the asphalt when I managed to grab hold of a drainpipe that snapped straight off its joints as soon as I touched it. A flower of white-hot pain bloomed from the hand I’d used to grab it with, but I couldn’t think about it. The pipe had come loose from the wall and had started to swing wildly around the front of the building. 

I was about to free-fall again. The pipe was about to come around and smash against the corner of the building, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold on after that. I saw my one and only chance a split-second before the window of opportunity closed, and I took it, using my feet to push off the building and launch myself toward the gantry on the building across from me. 

I don’t know how I managed to catch it. Maybe luck, maybe magic, maybe grit—maybe a little bit of all three. I’d just about lost my ability to breathe by the time I pulled myself up and onto it. But I was alive. 

I rolled onto my back, desperately trying to catch a breath but failing miserably. My hand throbbed. When I saw what I’d done to it, I cringed. It was red all the way to my elbow. I’d opened a gash in my palm when I’d grabbed that pipe, a gash so deep I was sure I could see bone under the broken skin, and it was bleeding like I had an infinite supply.

Turning my eyes away and gritting my teeth, I held my injured hand up in the air, pinched my wrist with the other to stop from bleeding out, and waited for RJ to find me. I’d tried to make it into the Tempest, and I’d failed. Again.

Dammit.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Learning to live in a house full of demons hadn’t been easy. Becket had tried to reassure us all that they were harmless so long as no one touched anything inside of his inner sanctum. But in the dead of night, things would happen in that house… things that kept you up most nights, and gave you nightmares when you were lucky enough to find sleep.

Bumps, knocks, and shuffling sounds were as common as the crickets that would abruptly stop chirping at exactly midnight every night. A kind of perpetual cold existed, the kind that finds a way to get into your bones no matter how many layers of clothes you’ve slapped on your back. And don’t get me started about the whispering walls. It was bad enough that they talked, but when they started repeating your secrets to you, that kind of thing made the blood run cold.

Still, it beat having to move from place to place, or having to sleep with the constant threat of being picked up by Asmodius, or the crows. 

After my failed attempt at entering the Tempest, we’d come back to Becket’s place, to our temporary base of operations. RJ had swooped down on me in an instant, and another instant after that, he’d put me into a stable condition using only his magic. But the wound in my hand was deep, and I’d lost a lot of blood. There was only so much magic could do. The bleeding had, at least, stopped, but for now I had a throbbing hand and I was a few harsh movements away from sliding into unconsciousness. 

I walked over to the plush, velvet sofa in Becket’s living room and sat down. Everyone was there, shadows from the crackling fireplace dancing across their faces. They’d been waiting for me to clean up and come back downstairs. Of course, they’d first insisted I go to bed and get some rest, but like hell if I listened to them. Even with the blood loss, there was no guarantee I’d be able to get any sleep, not after what had happened tonight.

They watched me slowly sit down, then kept watching me as I allowed myself to relax. They were like statues whose heads would move when no one was looking directly at them. After taking a deep breath to expel the tension, I stared around the room. My eyebrows rose. 

“You guys are creeping me out,” I said.

“How are you feeling?” Danvers asked.

“Like an elephant wearing ice skates just did jumping jacks on my hand, but I’ll be fine. For the record, I don’t want to talk about why tonight didn’t work. We’ve been having this conversation for three weeks and we’re still exactly where we started.” 

“Not exactly,” Karim said. 

I looked over at him and angled my head to the side. “No?” 

He shrugged. “Well, you finally jumped. So… there’s that.” 

“Hardly think that counts as progress. I almost killed myself.”

“If you don’t want to take the credit, don’t take it. I just thought I’d say something nice, for once.”

“That makes a change,” Danvers said, “And I’m still waiting on that tea.” 

Axel stood up, walked over to the fireplace, and poked it with the iron poker. The logs fell into themselves, kicking up a flurry of embers and tiny sparks. “This is a difficult situation,” he said, his voice low and cool; almost distant. “But we can’t abandon the pursuit now.”

I hadn’t openly said I wasn’t planning on trying again, but Axel, perceptive as ever, had managed to figure me out. “Look, I already said I don’t wanna talk about what happened, but if you twist my arm, no, I don’t want to do this again. We’ve been trying for ages and it’s getting us nowhere. There has to be another way; a spell, a ritual, something.”

He shook his head, then turned around. His entire body was shadow against the light from the fire, except for his eyes. They shone clear and blue despite the gloom. “There is no other way,” he said, “Our Guardians close the door to the Tempest the moment we find them. Only mages without Guardians can enter, and they can only enter once. When the doors open for you, you’ll be on your own, and you’ll only have one shot at coming out on the other side.”

“Except the doors aren’t opening. That feeling you keep telling me I should get? I’m not getting it anymore. I used to, years ago, but it stopped, and it doesn’t make any damn sense because the Tempest is the only reason why I’m still alive right now. If I hadn’t been able to use magic to slow myself down, you guys would be scraping a pancake off the road.”

“That’s an elegant representation of what you would’ve looked like.”

“Using magic and getting into the Tempest are different things,” RJ said, “One of them is like trying to suck air through a keyhole, the other is like trying to kick open a door made of twelve inches of steel. You can’t force it open. The door has to open for you.” 

“We don’t have the time to wait for it to open for me. The crows could come in on us at any moment. Hell, Asmodius may suddenly decide to tell the Magister who was really responsible for breaking into his vault, and then we’d have Legionnaires knocking on Becket’s door.”

“A fate most unfortunate for those poor Legionnaires.” 

Becket’s voice was as smooth as silk. None of us had seen him standing by the door to the lounge, but there he was, lurking by the edge of the room like a red-eyed monster wearing human skin as a disguise. He stepped out of the shadows and pushed deeper into the living room, where the light from the fireplace reached his face. 

I didn’t feel the need to ask him to explain what he’d meant. He had, in fact, made himself perfectly clear. Anyone stupid enough to assault his home was probably going to have to deal with one hell of a demonically induced headache if they wanted a chance at getting anywhere near Becket himself. Not to mention, it wasn’t like he’d just sit and wait for them to get through. 

There was a reason why he, the Magister’s brother, an infernal, could simply… be. Infernal practices were forbidden by the Magus Codice. Demonologists found to be summoning demons could face punishment by exile, at best. Those found to have made pacts with demons would be made to deal with worse fates than that. 

And there was Becket, a man the Magus Codice couldn’t—or wouldn’t—touch; and we were his guests.

“I don’t think anyone would be stupid enough to come here,” I said. 

Becket cocked an eyebrow. “I seem to recall you breaking into my house once… it feels like a lifetime ago that happened.”

“Yeah, well… we’ve gone over that.” 

Please don’t make me apologize again.

“We have,” he said, after a pause, “And I see no reason to go over it again. I also see no reason to continue along this particular line of discussion. No one is going to hurt any of you while you’re under my care. There is, however, something I feel like I should bring to your attention.” 

“What is it?” Axel asked. 

Becket gestured toward me. “If it would please you all, I would prefer to discuss this matter privately with Isabella.” 

“Uh… is everything alright?” Danvers asked, slowly starting to stand. 

“There’s absolutely nothing anyone needs to worry about right now,” Becket said, “I would simply like a moment of her time. We won’t be long.” 

Danvers stared at me with the kind of stern-faced look only another girl could understand. Do you want me to go with you? I shook my head, then groaned from the effort of getting back up off the couch, and sighed. “Alright,” I said, “I was feeling woozy sitting down anyway. Karim, if you’re making tea, I’d love one.” 

“I didn’t say I was,” Karim said, “And I resent the role of kitchen-wench that’s been thrust upon me… but fine.” 

I walked over to Becket, who led me up the stairs and toward his study. The house was quiet, and cool, as it always was. Outside, crickets were chirping. In a couple of hours, they’d just stop, and no one knew why. Well, maybe Becket did, but I hadn’t asked him, and I probably wouldn’t. 

Puffs of condensation formed around my mouth and my teeth started chattering. I must not have been doing a good job of hiding it because Becket threw a warm, woolen blanket around my shoulders once we’d entered the room. I wrapped myself up in it and rubbed my chest with my hands. 

“I apologize,” Becket said.

“For what?” I asked.

“About the cold. It took me a while to get used to it, too.” 

“You got something against central heating?” 

“It would be useless even if I turned it on,” he said, pointing at a thermostat. “Demons, you see, suck the warmth out of their surroundings.” 

I started scanning the room. “Is there one in here right now?” 

Becket, smiling, shook his head. “No, they’re all safely locked away, I can assure you, but there are enough of them in the house that, well… they keep this place cold. It doesn’t help that you lost a great deal of blood tonight. How are you feeling?” 

“Rough, but I’ll make it through.” 

“Of course you will… please, have a seat.” 

“A seat?” 

“Unless you’d prefer to stand. However, sitting will prevent you from toppling over once the strength in your legs gives out. I can see them buckling already.” 

Becket’s attention to detail was infuriating at times, and unnerving at others. Very little escaped his red gaze. Sometimes I wondered if he could read thoughts, the way Axel could. I didn’t know much about Demonologists, except that some of them kept demons as… pets? Prisoners? Trophies? I wasn’t sure exactly for what reason anyone would want a demon for a roommate, but I was sure I didn’t need the answer. 

As a mage, I was curious; as a human, demons could stay the hell away.

I decided to sit down on the chair across from him. Becket then produced the small brown box we’d retrieved from the Magister’s vault and set it on the desk in front of him. He ran his fingertips along the top of the box, then turned his eyes up at me. I watched him, saw the way the red rom his pupils seemed to almost swirl and shift, like the color was alive.

“What did you need to tell me that you couldn’t say in front of the others?” I asked.

He angled his head to the side. “I wanted you to learn what I’d discovered first.”

I frowned. “Discovered?” 

Becket slowly opened the box and turned it around so I could see inside. I leaned over, panic pinching the back of my throat. For a moment I thought he was about to tell me it had been stolen, but no, the drowned Queen’s scroll was still sitting inside its box, the magic seal unbroken. 

“Have you figured out a way to open it?” I asked, hope now replacing the panic.

“Unfortunately, no,” he said, “I believe only you have the power to do that.” 

“So… what is it?” 

“Do you know how old this box and the scroll inside are?”

I shrugged. “About a thousand years? If you believe the stories, anyway.” 

“If the records are accurate, then yes, this is at least a thousand years old… and if that’s true, then the box, and the scroll inside, should be in much worse condition than this.” 

“What are you saying?”  

“I have a strong suspicion when you removed this box from the Magister’s Vault, you also removed it from any protective spells designed to keep it from deteriorating.” 

“A strong suspicion… but you don’t know?” 

“The scroll is fraying at the edges. At first, I thought I hadn’t properly examined it, but I have been closely monitoring the box and scroll for the time I’ve had them, and I can tell you, they are both rapidly falling apart.” 

My stomach went cold, like I’d swallowed a whole block of ice. 

“How…?” 

“Days. Maybe a week.” 

“A week and… what?”

Becket paused. “A week and maybe we will never know what was written on the other side of this parchment.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

“Tell me there’s a way to stop it,” I said, “There has to be a way.” 

“If there is, it’s beyond my expertise,” Becket said.

“But the Magister is your brother… you’re both Demonologists… if he could whip up a spell to keep this thing intact, then so could you, right?” 

“You’re making the assumption that my brother likes to get his own hands dirty. No. Whatever spell, or series of spells, was keeping this box in pristine condition was concocted by another. Possibly an Elemancer, such as yourself—perhaps with the help of a Necromancer.”

“A Necromancer?” 

“Necromancers have dominion over death, yes, but also over decay itself.” Becket closed the box and drew it back toward his side of the desk. He then turned his red eyes on me, narrowed them, and angled his head to the side. “You seem anxious.” 

“Anxious?” I asked, realizing just at that moment I’d been bouncing my knee. “Why wouldn’t I be anxious? You just told me I have maybe a couple of days to unlock this scroll or I may never find out what’s written inside it.” 

“We have plenty of time.” 

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’ve failed every single attempt I’ve made at entering the Tempest. It’s not working, and if it doesn’t work, I’ll never open that scroll. Why are you not anxious?” 

Becket shrugged, a slight smile forming at the corner of his mouth. “Anxiety isn’t a flattering look for me. I would rather be calm, instead, and be able to use my full mental faculties at any given moment. In any case, I have faith in you.” 

I scoffed and showed him my injured hand. “Misplaced faith. I’ve been trying for weeks. Another couple of days isn’t going to make a difference. We need another way of doing this.” 

“There is no other way, but again, I know you’ll succeed. Forcing your way into the Tempest hasn’t worked. Fine. I’m confident a door will present itself to you, as it does for every other mage who truly wishes to brave a journey into the realm of raw magic itself.” 

I arched my eyebrows. “So, you’re telling me I have to do… nothing… and a door will open for me?” 

“That’s not what I’m saying. I am, however, suggesting you may not truly want to enter the Tempest. If that’s true, it’s something I cannot help you figure out. It has to come from you.” 

I shot to my feet and slammed my hands against his desk. “Of course, I want to do this!” I snarled… and then the world started swimming. Becket was on his feet and around the desk in an instant. My vision tilted to the side, but Becket was able to help me back into the seat. After a couple of seconds, everything was right again, except for my heart thundering against my temples. 

“Here,” Becket said, handing me a glass of water. 

I took the glass and drank. It was ice cold, like the air in the room, but that was good. The coldness of the water sliding down my throat was a shock to the system powerful enough to jolt my mind back into the present. 

“Alright,” I said, “That outburst was dumb.” 

“You’re a passionate woman,” he said, returning to his seat. “No one can fault you for that, however you should learn to control them. Channel that passion before it devours you from within.” 

I took a breath, and then another sip of water before setting the glass down. “I don’t know if I’m in the right frame of mind to be taught anything,” I said, “What I want is to know what we’re gonna do about this scroll thing. I can’t go back out there and tell them this whole thing is over in a couple of days because of me.” 

“We’re not going to do that… what I want you to do is to forget about the scroll and the box, and instead focus on what I’m going to tell you next.” 

“Next?” 

Becket slid the box back into the drawer inside his desk. He shut the drawer and locked it with a key, which he then slipped into his breast pocket. “I have a job for you,” he said.

I narrowed my eyes. “You have a job… for me…” 

“You are a thief, are you not?” 

“I’m not a… dammit, yes, I’m a thief. But not the bad kind.” 

He put one of his hands up and shook his head. “You can relax, Isabella. I’m not here to judge your morals. What I would like to know, however, is if you and your team would be interested in working for me.” 

“I can’t speak for anyone else, but I’m already living in your house, and you did kinda save my life on that rooftop the night of the heist. Pretty sure I owe you a bunch.” 

“On the contrary. You owe me nothing.”

“Nothing? I find that hard to believe.”

A playful grin swept across Becket’s face. “And why’s that?” 

“Well… you’re a Demonologist, right? I don’t know much about your kind or the beings you treat with, but one of the things I knew you and they have in common, is you like to make deals. It’s like you’re programmed to expect something in return for what you give, and woe to anyone who thinks they can take advantage of you.” 

“I’m afraid that’s where you, and likely many other mages, are mistaken. You are right to suggest that I, like my demonic subjects, enjoy making good deals. However, since the night I pulled you from the rooftop no deals were made, I have nothing to hold against you. Even my putting you up in my house came without strings.” 

“I don’t believe that.”

“Did you sign any contracts?” 

“Wasn’t accepting your help enough? Isn’t that how it works? It’s all in the fine print…” 

“It’s not. In order for a deal to be struck, one with lasting effects—one with the power of magic behind it—both parties must know exactly what they’re putting in and what they’re getting out. Otherwise the deal is null and void. I made no deals with you, I simply offered you shelter from the storm raging around you, and that’s why now I’m asking if you and your team would like to do a job for me. There would be pay involved, and spoils… and yes, probably a contract.”

Maybe it was the blood-loss… or maybe it was just him, but I couldn’t get a good read on Becket. He wasn’t just a Demonologist, he was an infernal. Just by his red eyes, I knew, he’d made a deal with a demon in exchange for power of some kind. Exactly what kind of power, I didn’t know, but every mage worth their salt understood demons didn’t make deals for anything less than a piece of a mage’s immortal soul, and a mages soul was a sacred, almost holy thing.

The story went that mages are born into this world with only half a soul. That emptiness, that incompleteness, draws the supernatural to them like blood to sharks—predators can sense it, and they mistake the mage for vulnerable prey. But that same incompleteness gives the mage access to the Tempest, to magic; it gives them a way to defend themselves against the dangers lurking at every corner of their lives. 

At the same time this mage is born, somewhere in the Tempest, a Guardian awakens from slumber, and they start calling through the void across worlds. That Guardian holds another half of a soul—a soul it is entrusted with protecting until the end of time. When a mage finds their Guardian in the Tempest, the two halves are joined, and become one.

They say a Guardian would never let a mage give away a piece of his soul to a demon, but clearly they are wrong… because people like Becket exist. I had no idea how or why he’d done what he’d done. I tried to keep the thoughts away as much as I could, because the idea that he had at some point gone against the natural way of things made me uneasy. 

But he was right. He hadn’t asked anything of me, and he’d saved my life; the life of a person who had violated his sacred sanctum and stolen from him. Who was I to judge based on what I could see on the outside?

“Okay,” I said, “I guess doing a job for you beats hurling myself off rooftops every other night… but I’ll have to ask the others.”

He shook his head. “Of course,” he said, “Although, as the ringleader of this little circus, I feel they will follow a request of mine more readily if it came from your lips.” 

I shuffled around in my seat. “I’m listening…” 

“Do you recall how our paths converged in the first place?” 

“You saved our asses on a rooftop…” 

“Yes, but before then, you stole from me.”

“The key… let me guess, you want me to get it back?” 

“Certain… extenuating circumstances have prevented me from finding the right moment of bringing it up, but it seems like we’ve reached a good point now.” 

I angled my head to the side. “Have we? I don’t exactly see how.” 

“Well, let’s see. You’ve failed at forcing your way into the Tempest for the past few weeks, you’re no closer now to success than when you started on this quest, and tonight you’ve suffered a serious injury that could’ve resulted in the loss of a hand. These factors combined, I feel, will probably keep you from another attempt for at least a few days while you recover, both physically, mentally, and emotionally.” 

“You really don’t mince your words, do you?”  

“I don’t believe in coddling someone. I also don’t feel like I’m saying anything you don’t already know. What I do know with a fair degree of certainty, however, is this; you are not the kind of person content to sit on her… hands… for any amount of time.” 

“How do you know I won’t try getting into the Tempest again tomorrow?” 

“Because I can assure you it won’t work.”

I leaned closer to him, anger flaring inside of my chest. “How can you possibly be sure of that?” 

Becket crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Well… if you did manage to make it into the Tempest by forcing your way through, you’d join a very exclusive club of people who have succeeded over the course of human history.” 

I paused. “How exclusive?” 

“One, perhaps two in a generation.”

“Two in a generation? And you knew this from the beginning?” 

“I thought I’d indulge you. If you were going to succeed and join the annals of history, I didn’t want to be the one who took that from you. But now that it doesn’t seem likely, I can encourage you to pursue a different, more material goal… and retrieve my key.” 

“I’m trying really hard to hold it together right now… you knew what I was doing probably wasn’t gonna work, and you let me do it anyway.” 

“Would you have taken my advice if I’d asked you to stop?” 

I stared at him, then narrowed my eyes. “Probably not. But that’s beside the point. I don’t need people keeping things from me right now.” 

Becket’s red eyes seemed to deepen against the dimness of the room. “So… will you do what I need you to do?” 

“Break into the home of the very man who is trying to find ways of hunting us all down and killing us?” I shrugged. “Yeah, okay. It could be fun.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Even though Becket had tasked me with a mission to do, I decided it was too late in the night already to fill the others in. At least, that’s what I told myself. Once the anger-high had settled, I wasn’t sure how I felt about breaking into Asmodius’ place. I’d done it once before, but I’d done it alone. Now I had a bunch of people who I was going to have to either involve or lie to.

I headed up to my room after my meeting with Becket. I’d told the others I would come back down, but in truth I was still feeling a little nauseated after tonight. All I really wanted to do was get into bed, where it was warm. Seeing Axel standing at the door to my room cut that dream in half. 

I froze at the sight of him, my muscles tightening up for an instant. After a moment to compose myself, I kept walking toward my bedroom door and stood by it. Axel had his hands in his pockets, and despite it being late, despite all we’d done tonight, an exotic, musky cloud of cologne seemed to envelop him, the scent exciting my nostrils. 

“Hey,” he said. 

I nodded. “Hey.” 

“I didn’t mean to ambush you here, I just wanted to find out how you were.”

“I’ll be fine.” 

“I know it’s late and you’re tired, but do you mind if I come in?”

I scanned his piercing blue eyes, then glanced over at the door. Inviting him in would mean sleep would have to wait a little longer, but I couldn’t say no. I opened the door, gesturing for him to follow me in with a nod of my head. Once inside, I shut the door, walked over to the bed, and sat down. 

My room in Becket’s place was ample, with a big bed and a large window overlooking the backyard. It was dark inside, and that darkness seemed to amplify the natural coldness of the place. Without wasting another second, I switched the electric blanket on and sat down on the bed. It’d take a couple of minutes to warm up, but it was literally the only way to stay warm in the entire house. 

I ran my fingers through my blue hair, shaking it out and letting it fall behind my shoulders. “What’s up?” I asked.

Axel didn’t sit, instead he stood across from me, one hand in his pocket, with the other lightly touching his lips. “I wanted to apologize,” he said, “For not being there tonight when you fell.” 

“More like jumped… like a crazy person.” 

“Right. Still, I know it’s important that I be there, and I wasn’t.” 

I shrugged. “I didn’t think anything of it. I don’t need or want everyone holding my hand while I try and do what I need to do, but you all insist… and since you’re insisting on making a deal of it now, where were you?” 

“My father has had all of my assets frozen, including all those I managed to liberate from him the night of the heist.” 

“You’re broke?” 

“Not just broke. He’s gone to great lengths to track down my safes, my safehouses, and just about anything linked to any of my names.” 

Names? Plural? He’d just said a whole bunch of words that needed proper processing, but I didn’t have the time nor the brainpower to process them. “I’m sorry… I guess you really hurt him when you flew the coop.” 

“My father is a God-damned sociopath. He doesn’t feel emotional pain. But he did lose an asset when I left… that’s pissed him off.” 

“He must’ve expended a lot of his own resources in trying to cut you off like that, though, right? That could be a good thing for us.” 

Axel shook his head. “He has more money and manpower at his disposal than I care to try and describe. Suffice it to say, cutting me off didn’t really make a dent in his bank account.” 

I paused, staring up at him in the darkness. Filling the silence between us, crickets. “I guess you still didn’t answer the question,” I said. “What kept you?”

“I had a storage locker just outside of town… I got tipped off to a possible raid happening tonight, so I raced over there to try and move whatever I could out of it. By the time I got there, it was too late.”

“A tip off? Like, you have someone on the inside?” 

“My father has a lot of resources, but not everyone under him is entirely loyal. Some of the people who work for my family have watched me grow up. There are some people who value personal relationships more than whatever they’re being paid.” 

“Aren’t they putting themselves in danger by leaking information to you?” 

“Grave danger. I try to limit my contact with them as much as possible. The only reason why I haven’t cut all contact entirely is because they could serve as an early warning system… if Asmodius ever decides to move in on us.” 

I rolled my eyes. “If you talk to Becket, that if becomes a when. He’s convinced your father will storm this place one day. And soon.” 

“I’m inclined to agree. In all my life, I’ve never seen my father let go of a grudge. He will hunt us down until he gets what he wants from us.” 

“And what’s that?” 

Axel shrugged. “Servitude for some of us, death for the others.” 

I nodded. “Charming.” Another pause. I swallowed hard. “For what it’s worth… I’m glad you’re on our side.” 

“Glad?” 

“You’re nothing like him… I don’t see it, anyway.” 

“I don’t think you know either of us well enough to make that judgment.” 

“Maybe not, but when you spend as much time as I have sitting on the laps of strangers, you pick up a couple of survival instincts. Your father sets off every last one of them. You… only a few.” 

Axel’s eyebrows went up. “Only a few?” he asked, “I’m not sure if I should be pleased or disappointed.” 

“Alright, let me put it to you like this… when I’m near your father, my skin crawls. It’s like I can feel his need to possess, to dominate, to own me. I’ve felt that before from other guys just by looking at them from across a club. Those are the ones I stay away from, because those are the ones more likely to have black, unmarked, tinted SUV’s waiting out-back.” 

“Waiting for what?” 

“For him to drug me and toss me inside.” 

“Is that… something that’s happened to you before?” 

“Only once. Some guy decided I was easy prey. He didn’t even try to roofie me, you know? Once we’d gone into a quiet room, he just grabbed me and wrapped a chloroform-soaked rag around my mouth. Obviously, he didn’t know who he was dealing with. If I’d been human, I’d have gone down in an instant, but I didn’t. It took all of two seconds for me to stab my stiletto heel into his foot and break his nose with my elbow. Then I zapped him unconscious and dragged his ass outside. The SUV took off in a hurry when they saw us.” 

“Holy shit… what did you do with the guy?” 

“I stole the contents of his wallet, took his watch, his jewelry, his phone, and left him out in the rain. He never came back.”

“That’s very impressive… I may have dealt with it differently.” 

“What would you’ve done?” 

“I would’ve made sure he never tried that on any woman again in his life.” 

“I get that. I’m not confident he hasn’t gone out and tried his luck again, but the world is full of monsters you can’t kill or maim… because they’re protected by law.”

“That’s one way of putting it…” 

I took a deep breath and let my hands stretch along the top of the duvet. Despite the demons infesting this house, despite the way they liked to suck the cold out of the very air, the bed itself was warming up beneath my fingertips. It was an inviting feeling, one I was struggling to resist succumbing to. But I’d just made a decision, and I had to carry it out before I could relax.

“Becket wants me to steal from your father again,” I said.

“What?” Axel asked, his body stiffening. 

“The key Asmodius has… he wants it back. I don’t know if it has anything to do with me trying to enter the Tempest, probably not, but I’m not having any luck doing that anyway so I figure I may as well do something I’m good at.”

“Wait, you accepted?” 

“I did. I wasn’t gonna tell you or any of the others, I was just gonna slip out one night and do it on my own.” 

Axel shook his head. “But… why?” 

“Because I’ve done it before, because I’m good at doing things on my own, and because I’d rather not see any of you get hurt because of me.” 

“We’re in this together, Izzy.” 

“Yes, but I’m the one who stole that damn key in the first place; retrieving it is my responsibility.” 

“So… why have you told me?” 

I shrugged. “It suddenly occurred to me that if your father is putting time and effort into isolating you from your resources, then he’s probably beefed his security up around his place and getting in might not be as easy this time.” 

“You didn’t consider that before you accepted Becket’s mission?” 

“I was flustered and in the moment, okay? Anyway, I’m seeing an opportunity here… a way we can get the key and stick it to your dad at the same time.” 

“I’m not interested in sticking it to my dad. I want all of us to stay as far away from him as possible, and I’m going to object to any plan that involves going to his mansion.” 

“No, listen to me. You said you’ve got someone on the inside who provides you with information. Do you think you could find out just how jacked up your dad’s security is? If we knew that, it would help me come up with my plan.” 

Axel hurried across to the edge of the bed and took a knee in front of me. “Izzy… please,” he pleaded, “It’s too dangerous.” 

The moonlight filtering through the large window behind me picked up the sparkle in his eyes, the shape of his face, his jaw. I stared at him for a long moment, watching his eyes, drinking in every second of this closeness. Even though it was quiet between us, the bedroom was still alive with ambient noise coming from outside. The wind rustling the trees and bushes, the owl across the street somewhere, the crickets. 

Then it all suddenly stopped, leaving a silent, eerie void. Spiders crawled along my back and arms, making the tiny hairs on my skin stand on their ends. Axel had noticed, too. I could see it on his face. 

“I can do this,” I said, “I’ve already done it once on my own, I know I can pull it off. Anyway, Becket is our host, he saved our lives. I can’t refuse him.” 

The fight went out of Axel’s eyes, and his expression softened. He sighed, let his head drop a little, and shut his eyes. “I can get the information you need,” he said, “But I’ll need a little time.” 

“How much time?” 

“Maybe a day.” 

“I can give you a few hours.” 

“Hours? Why hours?” 

I told Axel everything Becket had told me. Keeping it from him didn’t seem like a good idea anymore, especially considering he was in a position to help me with this little mission. Now that the cat was out of the bag, not telling the others was out of the question. I was going to have to fill everyone in, which meant involving them in the theft I was already planning in my head, but that was the hand I had been dealt. 

All I could do now was play. 

Even though it was after midnight, as soon as we were done talking, Axel headed out of my room and got on the phone to whoever he had on the inside. We were racing against the clock, now. Every minute counted. And that meant sleep was going to be light tonight, no matter how warm and inviting my bed was.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Like any good predator, sleep eventually found me and wrestled me to the ground. I woke up with a start the next day, and with one hell of a headache, but the injury I’d sustained the night before had become little more than a gnarly bruise that, if I’m being totally honest, looked badass. 

Gotta love that Vivimancer magic. 

But the night hadn’t been entirely fruitless. Axel had made us coffee to help us both coordinate a little better during the moonlit hours, and shortly after lunch, Axel’s contact on the inside had given him a solid swath of information about Asmodius’ defenses in exchange for instant refuge, which Becket was able to provide. 

We didn’t only know where the snipers were and how many were around at any given point, we knew who they were, when their shifts rotated, and where the blind spots were. Unfortunately, there weren’t many blind spots, but knowing when the shifts changed helped me figure out exactly when the best moment to strike was.

After getting something to eat, I called everyone down to Becket’s the living room so I could discuss with them what I’d been talking about with Axel all night. He still wasn’t entirely convinced this was going to work, he was didn’t think we should be doing this at all; one, or all of us, would wind up captured. But with a plan worked out, he at least wasn’t complaining about it so much.

Izzy one, Axel zero.

Danvers who, lounging on one of the couches with a thick woolen blanket draped around her like some Persian princess, was the first to speak. “And… you want to do this tonight?” she asked.

“Pretty sure I was clear on just how little time we probably had,” I said, “But if I wasn’t, I can say it again.” 

“No, I don’t need you to repeat yourself. I just wanted to make sure you knew what you were asking.” 

“I know what I’m asking, and believe me, I wouldn’t even be considering this if I thought there was another way.” 

“She wanted break into my father’s mansion on her own,” Axel put in. 

“Why am I not surprised?” Karim asked, rolling his eyes. 

“I didn’t want to get you all deeper into this mess.” 

“Hate to break it to you,” RJ said, “But we’re shit deep in this already. You’re gonna have to start using our skills. We’re meant to be a team.” 

“Speak for yourselves,” Karim scoffed, “Don’t count on me to hold you upright when the magic mafia catches you and breaks your legs.” 

“Is that really necessary?” Danvers asked. 

“Not necessary… necessarily. But helpful all the same.” 

“Not helpful, either, but you have a point,” I said, “I don’t expect anything from any of you. You signed on to do a job with me, and the job is done. I can’t ask you for more than I’ve already asked.”

“Because there’s no way you can pay us enough, right?” Danvers asked, “Don’t answer that, it’s a rhetorical. Also, don’t listen to Basil Fawlty over here. Listen to RJ. We’re here, we’re in this… assuming you have a plan?” 

“I wouldn’t have called you down here if I didn’t. Axel?” 

Axel grabbed the folder we’d been working from last night and set it down on the coffee table. RJ reached over, opened it, and started skimming the first page. “This is a detailed outline of what we’re planning on doing,” Axel said.

Karim edged across RJ’s shoulder and glanced at the document he was reading. “Did chickens write this?” he asked, “Because it looks like you threw this paper into a coop and let them scratch all over it.” 

“It was late,” I said, “And I’d hurt my hand, and I’d had a lot of coffee. Not that I have to defend my penmanship.” 

RJ shuffled through the pages, skimming them all as he went. There were only three, each detailing an obstacle to our goal and a way around it, including who the major players in clearing that obstacle would be and how they’d accomplish it. I was nothing if not thorough. Of course, if I’d been the only one going in to retrieve the key, I’d probably have been a little lighter on the planning phase. 

Every thief knew there was a certain amount of luck involved in every heist. 

“Thirty snipers,” Danvers said, “I mean, sure, why not? I wonder why he stopped at thirty, though. What was the cut-off point?” 

Axel shrugged. “My father has always taught me looking like you could dominate your opponent was half the battle won. The snipers are meant to serve as a deterrent to anyone considering what we’re considering.” 

“No,” I said, “The snipers are there to stop someone from trying to attack his mansion. I’ve already broken in once before, remember? The snipers aren’t the biggest problem we’ll have to deal with. In fact, they’re probably gonna be the least of our worries.” 

“Tripwires,” RJ said.

“Exactly. The mansion is filled with them, all the sensitive areas, anyway. There are also pressure sensitive sensors scattered around the grounds, hidden under sections of the grass, the path. If they go off, then we’ll have to worry about being shot at.”

“Do you know where they all are?” 

“Not all of them. Axel’s contact told him his father had installed more of them after Axel’s sudden ex-communication from the family. They’re literally everywhere. But there’s two ways we can get around this.” 

I asked RJ to hand over the documents and laid one with a rough map of Asmodius’ property on the table. 

“It looks a lot smaller on paper…” Danvers mused. 

“Like a labyrinth,” Karim said, “They always look less intimidating than they are.” 

“There are pressure pads and tripwires all around the estate,” I said, “But, they don’t all get activated until after nine at night. I guess Asmodius doesn’t want them all going off at all hours of the day.”

“Right, because that would be mental,” Karim said.

“So, we strike before they all get turned on?” RJ asked. 

“That’s the plan, but there’s a little problem with that. We only have a ten-minute window.” 

“Ten minutes?” Danvers asked, “Why so tight?” 

“Because the snipers change their shifts at eight fifty, and I want us to go in and get this all done while they’re busy high-fiving each other in the lockers for being such awesome mafia people.” 

Axel shook his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m pretty sure that doesn’t happen.” 

“Irrelevant. The point is, there are only ten minutes in the entire day where the mansion will be at its most vulnerable.” 

“Can’t we go in earlier?” Danvers asked.

“The next ten-minute window is at three… two hours from now, and in broad daylight. It has to be later. There’s also a high chance Asmodius won’t be present in person to deal with us if something goes wrong.” 

Karim’s eyebrow arched. “And how do you know that?” 

I turned to look at Axel. “My person on the inside,” Axel said, “They’ve told me he’s meeting with someone tonight, outside of the mansion.” 

A pause moved between us like a cold breeze. 

“Alright, since no one’s gonna say it,” Danvers said, “Doesn’t that seem a little convenient? I mean, I’m not trying to get your contact in trouble, but sixteen hours ago the idea of going back to Asmodius’ place wasn’t even on the cards, let alone the table. Now things look like they’re lining up to make this doable for us.” 

“Every job has an element of luck to it,” I said.

“We’re gonna need a little more than luck if we want that key,” Karim said, “Asmodius’ mansion is locked up tighter than my mum’s coin purse.”

“You stole from your mother?” RJ asked, glaring at Karim from across his shoulder. Family was everything to RJ. 

“Well, my mother was a tight arse to begin with. But it was the alcoholism that kept me from seeing any sort of pocket money growing up.” 

“That’s dark, man…” Danvers said, then the room fell silent. 

“And, just so we’re clear,” Karim asked, “We’re doing this for a key?” 

I nodded. “Becket wants it back, and I don’t think I’m in a position to say no. I don’t think any of us are, considering all he’s done for us.” 

“True,” Danvers put in, “A few weeks ago we were all strangers to him, but he took us all in.” 

“I’m still not convinced we’re not part of some demonic experiment of his,” Karim said, “But I’ll give him the benefit of the doubt. I do have a question about the scroll, though.” 

“What is it?” I asked.

“You said a Necromancer probably put the spells in place that kept it from being ravaged by time, right? Could I have a look at it?” 

I angled my head to the side. “Do you think you can stop it from falling apart?” 

He shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not, but I don’t like working with time limits, and I just so happen to be a Necromancer. I may be able to help.” 

“I don’t know… you could make things worse if you aren’t careful. That thing’s delicate enough as it is.”

Karim flipped his middle finger at me. “Yeah, cheers for that delightful vote of confidence.” 

“No, I just mean—”

“—do you honestly think I would do anything to damage the scroll? I’m not some hack.” 

“That’s not what I meant—” 

“—and between the two of us, I actually have a Guardian, which makes me more qualified to be handling the scroll at any rate.”

“That’s enough,” Axel’s voice smashed through Karim’s ramblings like a sledgehammer, and not a moment too soon, because that last dig had sent fire into my chest. Fire I was going to hurl at Karim, if he wasn’t careful. “If you think there’s something you can do to help with the scroll, fine, but you’ll do it under Becket’s supervision. Understood?” 

Karim simmered down, and I took a deep breath in through the nose. I nodded. “Alright,” I said. 

“Where’s this guy been?” Karim asked under his breath.

“Now,” Axel continued, “There are more parts of this plan we need to discuss, and precious little time discuss them in, so let’s get to it.” 

“I actually have a real question,” Karim said. I glared at him, warning him against saying something stupid with just my eyes. 

“What is it?” Axel asked.

“Do you know if anyone was killed on the property?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Like a pack of wolves, we emerged, all five of us, from the tree-line near Asmodius’ manor. We’d picked a natural blind-spot to approach from, not that the mansion had any true blind-spots. It was the closest we could get to the outer walls on foot before being instantly spotted by the snipers guarding the perimeter. 

It was quiet outside, the air crisp, and cool, and rich with the smell of wet foliage. Ahead of me, the walls with their barbed tips looked more like penitentiary walls than anything else. Seeing them brought back the very real notion that, even though it may not have felt it at times, I was once a prisoner behind those walls. 

That wasn’t something I wanted to do again.

“Time check,” I said, “Eight forty-five. We made it with five minutes to spare.”

“Enough time to turn back around and go home?” Karim asked, “I’m starting to have second thoughts about this whole thing. Also, I can’t be sure, but something may have licked me, just now.” 

“Do all Necromancers complain like you do?” Danvers asked. 

“It’s not a complaint, only an observation.” 

“Observe more quietly,” RJ said, “We need to keep sharp out here, because you can bet your ass they’re not slacking.” 

RJ gestured with a nod toward the parapets at the top of the manor. There were snipers there, three of them, each staring down the scope of his rifle. One of them looked like he was swinging the rifle toward me, and I backed deeper into the tree-line, hoping he hadn’t seen me. After a couple of seconds passed with no alarm raised, I allowed myself to breathe again.

“We’re only gonna get one shot at this,” I said, “We get in, we find the key, and we get out.” 

“Right,” Karim said, “Well, if you’re all quite finished talking, I think it’s my turn to step up to the plate, is it not?” 

“That’s right. You said you had a plan to get us all in without worrying about having to worry about subtlety or being caught.” 

“And I do. Now, if you’d kindly step back, I’ll get started.” 

“I still don’t know what your plan is.”

“Perhaps if you waited,” he said, scowling, “Then you’d know.”

“You know I’m not one for secrets,” I warned.

“And you know I’m one for theatrics. Your plan was good, I appreciate the work you did in trying to figure out just how tightly locked up this place was and that information will probably come in handy… but my plan is better.”

Reluctantly, I stepped away from Karim. Danvers and Axel followed, giving the Necromancer a wide berth as he approached the edge of the tree-line. With every step he took, I worried a sniper would catch sight of his gaunt cheeks, his intense eyes, or the huge ego strapped to his back. My heart thundered through second that passed, beating like a hammer against my ribcage. 

Karim was readying a spell. A big one, too. For someone who claimed to have a love for the theatrical, there were no sparks, no shifting wisps, no cracks of lightning—only a lanky British guy waving his arms about like a crazy person. But then came the cold. 

It wasn’t the same kind of cold I’d become so familiar with living at Becket’s place. It also wasn’t a natural cold, the kind you could keep away from your bones with layers of clothes and a coat. It was a draining, debilitating kind of cold. Icy tendrils found their way into my very organs, and once they’d wrapped themselves around my innards, they squeezed at once making me stiffen up like I’d been suddenly frozen from the inside out.

I wanted to speak, I wanted to tell him to stop whatever the hell he was doing, but my throat wouldn’t work. I managed a squeak, but that was all. I could only watch as a thin mist coiled itself around Karim, following the shape of his body all the way to his arms, and moving with them like he was directing it.

I heard a snap somewhere in the woods behind me, then a voice. It was little more than a whisper. I thought for sure we’d been discovered, but even if we had, there wasn’t much I could do about it. Something was gathering here, a force like nothing I’d ever felt before. It didn’t feel like the calm before a storm—it felt more like that moment of breathlessness before a massive explosion.

When the explosion came, it happened in an instant. 

Karim thrust toward the mansion with his hands, and the mist coiling around him streaked toward it like a giant snake lunging at its prey. The ephemeral creature struck the side of the building like a wrecking ball, and all the lights in the mansion went completely dark. I watched, a deep breath held in my lungs, as the snipers on the roof disappeared, rushing away from their posts and opening the way for us to approach the manor without being seen.

Already I could hear voices yelling from inside, some people asking questions, others barking orders, no one really knowing what the hell was going on. I was among them.

“What the hell did you do?” I asked.

Karim glanced across his shoulder. “Well, I had a word with the local ghostly population,” he said.

“A… word?” 

“Turns out, as I thought, the vast majority of them have several bones to pick with young master Axel’s family. They were quite eager for the chance to wreak a little havoc.” 

“Wait a second,” Danvers said, “Did you just unleash a whole bunch of ghosts into the manor?” 

“Oh, they were already there. I just gave them a little magic juice to help them vent their frustrations. We should probably get going while everything’s chaotic inside.”

“I’m… not even gonna try to argue with you on that,” I said.

“Will I be safe?” Axel asked, “Considering they hate my father…” 

Karim made a face like he’d just realized he’d forgotten to put on pants. He zapped Axel with a bolt of pale, blue light that left a cloud of glittering dust in the air. “There,” Karim said, smiling, “Now you’re good to go.” 

Axel coughed and patted the dust off his body. “Thank you,” he said.

“Thank you for reminding me. There’s no telling what they’d have done to you once you set foot inside.” 

“Danvers, you’re up,” I said. 

The pixie-like teenager sauntered on over to where I was standing and cast her eyes over at the wall. She reached her little backpack and produced a small phial filled with a glittering blue powder. The spell she’d infused into the little phial in her hand was a clever one meant to create an invisible doorway through an otherwise solid wall. I watched her mark the edges of the portal with her fingertips, then she poured what was left of the dust into her hand and she slapped her palm against the wall.

A section of the wall shimmered and wobbled like it had turned to jam. After a few seconds, the wall slowly steadied itself slowly until it started looking solid again. “Boys and girls,” Danvers said, gesturing toward the wall, “If you’d like to follow me.” 

She turned into it and disappeared, the wall shimmering as it swallowed her, then returning to normal. 

“That’s still only the second craziest thing I’ve seen all day,” I said.

“It’s about to get a whole lot crazier inside,” Karim said, “Just try not to touch the ghosts. A lot of people try to touch them, and they don’t appreciate it.” 

Karim stepped through the portal behind Danvers, leaving Axel and I alone for a moment. I turned my eyes up at him. “How are you feeling about this?” I asked.

Axel had his eyes on the manor itself. “I’m not sure,” he said, “I grew up in this house… now I feel like a stranger to it.” 

“You’re better than this house and the people who live in it… don’t forget that, okay?” 

“I won’t.” He inhaled deeply, then exhaled. “We should check my father’s study first. The door will be locked, and I don’t have a key. We’ll have to force it open.” 

I shrugged. “Subtlety has already gone out the window. What’s a smashed door compared to everything that’s going on inside that house?” 

Axel nodded. “You’re right,” he said, walking toward the wall. He waited for me and extended his hand, like a true gentleman. 

I took it and smiled at him, then I moved through the portal, emerging on the other side of the wall after a moment of stomach-twisting dizziness. Good thing I hadn’t eaten anything today. I hurried over to meet Danvers and Karim, already standing by the side of the manor. 

“Ready?” Danvers asked.

There was shouting going on inside, not only people giving orders now but screams. 

“Ready,” I said. 

In three seconds flat, she picked the lock to one of the manor’s side doors, and then we were inside.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Inside was the realm of chaos itself. The manor’s huge, almost labyrinthine hallways carried the sounds of screams and shouts to every corner of it, bouncing all the disparate voices off the walls like ping pong balls. The lights were out, and the air reeked of burnt filaments from all the lights that had shorted out all at once. 

The worst part, though, was the very real feeling that there were dead people running around unchecked. I couldn’t hear them, I couldn’t see them, but all the hairs on my arms and neck were standing on their ends. A message came through on my comms unit from RJ—he was on the roof; the snipers were all gone. 

I asked him to keep an eye on the perimeter and make sure they didn’t come back onto the roof. We’d need him to help cover our escape, but the device fizzled out and screeched in my ear. I yanked it out and tossed it to the ground as if it was a spider that had dropped on my head.

“What the hell?” I yelped. 

Karim glanced at the earpiece still shrieking on the floor. “Demons suck the heat out of the air,” he said, “Ghosts suck the juice out of electronics.” 

“Which means we’re not gonna be able to communicate… great.” 

“Don’t sweat it,” Danvers said, “We’re gonna be together anyway, right?” 

I shook my head. “Change of plans. With the house in chaos like this, I need you two to make sure nobody uses this exit but us.” 

“Is splitting up really a good idea?” 

“Axel and I are gonna go and get the key. Asmodius’ office is on the next floor up. We won’t be more than five minutes.” 

“And if you take longer?” 

“Leave.” 

Danvers nodded, and Karim didn’t put up a fight. I didn’t think he would. Guarding the door was more his speed. 

Without wasting another moment, Axel and I started heading through the mansion. We walked briskly, keeping our eyes and ears peeled for signs of movement. If we could avoid coming across any guards, we were going to. The last thing I wanted was to be on the wrong end of a sub-machine gun, especially considering the human holding it was likely to be panicked out of his mind.

We reached the foyer and the grand staircase. From here, we only needed to climb the stairs and we’d be able to see the door to Asmodius’ office, but there were guards in the foyer. They weren’t so much watching for threats as they were trying to regroup and make sense of the nightmare unfolding around them. 

I ducked behind a corner with Axel by my side and watched the guards in the foyer. “Have any of these people ever seen a mage do magic before?” I asked.

“All of them. They do most of the patrol work around here, a lot of them are also placed as security for the mages my father has on his payroll.”

“Where are your father’s mages, now?” 

“Dealing with the situation… if what Karim said was true, then my father hasn’t been told of what’s happening here, but that won’t last. Captain Greaves will get a message out to him.”

“Greaves?” 

“You never met him, but he’s a Psionic and an ex-Navy Seal. He’ll try to contain the situation first. If he can’t, he’ll shoot a telepathic message off to my father with a single thought.” 

“Pretty sure the situation has already gone to hell. Your father already knows.” 

Axel shook his head. “Greaves is a proud man. We have a little time.” 

“I still think I preferred my plan to employ subtlety.” 

“Well, this is where we are, now.” 

Peering around the corner, I watched one guard shake another one by the shoulders and yell at him to snap out of it. But the other guard was in hysterics, screaming about three headed monsters, blood falling from the sky, and how he didn’t want to die. The doorbell started violently ringing, and all the guards spun around at once, their rifles trailed. 

“What the fuck is going on!” one of them yelled. 

“Hold your fire!” the commander barked, and he approached the door, his rifle trailed carefully on it. 

A chorus of pounding fists then joined the sound of the doorbell, a disjointed cacophony of noise that made it feel like there were ten people on the other side of it, all desperate to get in. When the guard reached the door, he decisively opened it. A cold breeze wafted in from the other side, but there was no one there. 

The guards standing by the base of the stairs had all been shaken up by what they’d just seen, but none of them were moving—they were still blocking the way up the stairs. 

“Is there another way up?” I asked.

“Of course,” Axel said, “But it’ll take a few minutes for us to go around—this is the most direct route.”

“And the longer we spend navigating the halls, the more likely we’ll be spotted by a guard anyway.” I shook my head. “Dammit, looks like it’s time to go in swinging.” 

“I’ll take the two on the left, you take the two on the right?” 

I cocked an eyebrow at him and grinned, magic already racing toward me from the Tempest. “That’s the spirit,” I said, and then I took to the corner like I had somewhere important to be, and I hurled a bolt of lighting at the first guard on the left. 

The magic struck him in the shoulder, but he spun around like he’d just been smashed with a hammer and fell to the floor. Axel came around behind me and with his right hand snapped an iridescent beam of purple energy into another guard. The guard staggered a few steps back, dropped his gun, and then started barking like a dog. A second shot directly into the chest sent him sprawling to the floor.

Now that they had something to shoot at, the remaining two guards looked a little less panicked. They tried to run for cover behind the marble columns, but Axel and I were too fast for them. We took them both down like we’d planned to do it in synchronicity; streaks of magic erupting from our fingertips and easily finding their marks. 

By the time the guard at the door turned around to figure out what the hell had just happened, his men were all down. 

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

The guard hesitated only for an instant, but then he opened fire, his machine gun spitting a hail of bullets in our direction. Unlucky for him, I was already prepared. With a quick-step to get into their path and a wave of my hand, I created a wall of telekinesis that stopped the bullets in the air. The guard looked on, horrified, his eyes wide. The deafening roar of his gun turned to flaccid clicks, his magazine spent, and none of the bullets had touched us.

Beads of sweat popped all along my forehead from the strain of keeping the wall of magic up. I was pushing the boundaries of what I, a mage without a Guardian, could do, and I knew it. But that guard didn’t. 

He thought about reaching for his spare clip, I watched his hand twitch toward it. Instead, he bolted out of the open door. He’d obviously had enough of ghosts and mages. Releasing the spell, I let the bullets clatter to the floor like hailstones. “Good choice,” I said. 

“That was very impressive,” Axel said.

“Don’t be too impressed. C’mon, we have to get that key.” 

Nodding, Axel followed me up the grand staircase to the floor where we’d find Asmodius’ office. The way was clear, and I raced over there, halting as soon as I reached the door and trying the handle. Of course, it was locked, just as we’d thought. 

“Keep a lookout,” I said, magic coalescing around my right hand. 

A guard came racing down a hallway, sprinting, his eyes wide, his gun gone. Axel snapped a bolt of purple light at him that struck with enough force to send the guard toppling head over heels down the grand staircase. I wondered whether that had been totally necessary, but only for a moment. As soon as my telekinetic blast had charged, I sent it directly into the door. 

The force of the blast shattered the lock and splintered the wood, making the door swing open in a wide arc. I dashed inside, heading straight for the huge mahogany desk at the other end of the room and ransacking his desk.

There were papers on it, a keyboard, a computer screen, and a small collection of ornate figurines on it, but no key. Frantic, now, I started pulling drawers open but some of them wouldn’t budge. 

“Axel!” I called out, “Where does he keep his keys?” 

“I don’t know,” he said, “But I don’t think keys are necessary at this point, do you?” 

“Oh… yeah, I guess you’re right.” 

I summoned another charge of magic into my hand and blasted the drawer that wouldn’t open so hard the front panel blew right off. I rummaged around inside, pulling everything I could reach with my fingers out and tossing away anything that didn’t look like Becket’s key.

Inside his drawers I found piles of documents and books, ledgers, and trinkets. I wanted to look at all of it, to peer inside the life of one of New York’s most notorious crime bosses, but I didn’t have time.

Finally, my hand clasped what felt like a key. I yanked it out, and my heart leapt. There it was. Cold to the touch, much as it had been the night I stole it from his apartment, and looking like it was probably a few hundred years old. 

“Got it!” I said.

“Alright,” Axel said, “Let’s get out of here.” 

Together we made a run for the door, bolted out into the corridor, and reached the main stairwell. The house was still in chaos. The lights weren’t back on yet, people were screaming down the corridors, and every once in a while, I’d hear a round of gunfire going off. I had wanted to go in subtly; to analyze the fortress that was chez Asmodius and surgically penetrate its defenses… but Karim was right, this plan had been better.

I took a couple of steps down the staircase when I realized Axel wasn’t following me. “What are you doing?” I asked.

He was looking down a hallway, battling with something in his head. “You go,” he said, turning to look at me. “I need to do something.”

“Do what? We need to get out of here.”

“Just go! Get to the others, I’ll be out in a minute.” 

Axel started sprinting down the hallway before I could argue more sense into him. I wanted to go after him, leaving him alone in his house wasn’t a good idea, but I didn’t know where he’d gone, and once he’d turned a corner, I’d lost him.

“Dammit,” I said under my breath, and then I turned around and stared heading down the stairs again… only to realize someone was waiting for me down there. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

“Holy shit, you’re a big boy,” I said, but that was an understatement. The guy standing at the foot of the stairwell looked like he’d eaten a tank for dinner. He was all muscle wrapped in a Kevlar suit. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing even more ropy muscle and bulging veins, as well as tattoos. His face was hidden behind a black tactical mask, but I could see his eyes even from where I was standing. 

They were strangely bright, alight with predatory intelligence. 

He pointed a fat, gloved finger at me. “You’re the one that did this,” he said, his voice gruff and deep. 

The tag on his upper-left chest read GREAVES, and I knew I’d just come up against an obstacle I wouldn’t be able to easily hurtle over. “Me?” I asked, pointing at my chest, “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but if you mean the ghosts, no, that wasn’t me.” 

I tried to take a step back, up the stairs, but he pulled a pistol out of one of his holsters like his hand was made of lightning and trained it on me. “Not another step,” he warned. 

I put my hands up, if only to buy myself a little more time. Axel had to be close enough that stalling was a viable tactic, but right now, I was on my own. Danvers and Karim were, I hoped, guarding our way out, while RJ kept the perimeter clear of snipers. They were all doing their jobs, and that meant I was gonna have to get out of this one without their help. 

“Look, I don’t know who you think I am,” I said, “But you’ve got the wrong girl. I was just chilling in my room when the shit hit the fan.” 

“Do you think I don’t recognize you, Isabella Warden?” Greaves asked. “Get down here, right now.” 

“See, I’m gonna have to decline there, boss. As much as I’d love to hang around and chat, I have an appointment I don’t wanna miss.” 

Tightening my grip around the key in my hand, I leapt into a backflip to try and throw his aim off. Greaves’ gun barked loudly, the bullet skimming through my blue hair to take a bite out of the stairs. I landed awkwardly, struggling to find my balance, but before I could do so, more bullets were flying in my direction. 

I waved my hand around in front of myself, creating a wall of telekinesis to stop them. It worked. The bullets didn’t touch me, but the bolt of magic that came streaking through the air right behind them did. It struck me square in the chest, sending me staggering back and onto my back. 

I opened my eyes, groaning from the pain in my chest, but everything was dark. No, not just dark. The world around me had turned pitch black. I tried to stand, using my hands for support. I could feel the ground beneath them, that cold marble flooring that the mansion seemed to be made of, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t penetrate the darkness around me. 

Only that was because there was no real darkness to penetrate.

“You son of a bitch,” I growled, slamming my fist against the floor. “You blinded me?” 

Greaves didn’t reply. Clever man. He wanted to keep his profile as slight as possible to make sure I couldn’t hear his approach. My heart thundered against my ears, my chest was throbbing, and there was nothing I could do to clear the blindness up. I’d be able to see again once the spell wore off, or I’d never be able to see again in my life. 

We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.

“Alright,” I said, because speaking helped keep the panic at bay, “If that’s how you wanna play it, just imagine how humiliating it’s gonna be when you get your ass kicked by a blind woman.” 

I heard what sounded like footsteps, and I snapped my hand toward it like a whip. Magic raced from my fingertips toward the source of the sound, I heard the bolt smash against something solid, but there was no thud, no yelp of pain. I’d missed. 

“So,” Greaves said, “The rumors are true... you have no Guardian.”

I tried homing in on the sound of his voice, spinning around rapidly to face it. “Nah, they’ve been feeding you some fresh bullshit. My Guardian is right here, telling me how to kick your ass.” 

“If that were true, my spell would’ve had little effect on you. Your Guardian would already be serving as your eyes.” 

He was moving left, circling me. I turned slowly to match his movements, keeping his voice in front of me. “You think it makes any difference that you think you know things about me? I’ve taken down bigger assholes than you before.” 

“I’m sure you have. Formidable little Isabella Warden. The Wardbreaker. You should know, Asmodius has been informed of your trespassing. When he arrives, he won’t be impressed that you broke into his office and stole from him.” 

I shrugged. “Wouldn’t be the first time,” I said, and I slammed another stunning spell in Greaves’ direction, this time striking something that sounded like a body… but wasn’t. I felt his power charging up the instant his response to my attack leapt from his fingertips to strike me down. The spell hit me in the shoulder, this time sending me down to the ground and keeping me there. 

My entire body had gone numb. I wasn’t sure if I was writhing around in pain or totally still, my muscles frozen solid. The fact that I couldn’t see wasn’t helping with the steadily encroaching dread building inside of my chest, and the stunning spell he’d just hit me was only making things worse.

Greaves approached, his heavy footsteps falling just short of my head. I heard the click as he cocked his gun, readying to make the kill—or at least intimidate me enough that I wouldn’t get up again, even after the spell wore off. In my head, I could hear the sound of my own heartbeat growing faster and harder as the seconds passed.

And then, something else… it wasn’t so much a sound, but a kind of vibration steadily rising. The air turned cold, the temperature around me suddenly plummeting. Slowly, the low rumble I was hearing intensified until it became something like a growl.

Then came the smell.

It was as if a trash monster had breathed its rancid breath right into my face. The worst part was, I couldn’t do anything to protect myself from it. I could only endure and hope I hadn’t started puking my guts out—there’s no way I could’ve known. 

Faintly I heard Greaves’ voice, he was shouting at something that had startled him… and now he was fighting with it. Fighting with a demon. That didn’t make sense. Ghosts, sure. Karim had set them all loose on the property. But a demon? 

It killed me that I didn’t know what was happening around me. As far as I knew, I was lying on my back on the ground, either as stiff as a board or as sprawled out as a heap of wet spaghetti. Either way, I wasn’t moving… but the blindness spell was starting to wear off. Spots of light were starting to break across my eyes. I was a long way away from being able to see anything clearly, but the fact that it was wearing off gave me hope that I hadn’t been hit with anything permanent.

Around me, a fight was in full swing. I could hear something stomping around, a gun discharging again and again, and more shouting. I tried moving my toes, my fingers. Slowly, I could feel… something coming back. Stunning spells didn’t usually last very long on mages, our bodies were able to recover way more quickly than humans, but if you got hit with one, it usually marked the end of the fight for you. 

I was lucky that, slowly, I was starting to feel my extremities again. I was able to see again, but the world around me was blurry and murky. Greaves wasn’t shooting at whatever he was fighting with anymore—he was wrestling with it. And then thing he was wrestling with? Whatever it was, it was tall, impossibly thin, and covered in grey scales that made me think more of cracked, rotting, human flesh than fish scales. 

Pointy bones jutted out of its stringy flesh, a crown of black horns adorned its head, and every slam of its fist against a marble column seemed to shake the very mansion itself. It was a thing of nightmares, but it was… on my side, somehow. Whatever this monster—this demon—was, it was on my team. 

Then the thought hit me. 

Becket.

Had he sent this thing to help me fight Greaves off? If he had, then it meant he was able to see me, able to somehow know I was in trouble. It meant he was spying on me, and I didn’t know about it.

The conflict was still in full swing by the time the stunning spell had worn off enough that I could start crawling. Given that Greaves was still pretty busy with the demon tearing the place up, and considering I’d somehow managed to hold onto the key I’d taken from Asmodius’ office, I started moving toward the stairs. 

It was a painfully slow process, crawling down a grand staircase headfirst, but I managed to get far enough away from the fight that I almost couldn’t hear it anymore. Once I reached the bottom, my senses had returned enough that I was able to stand and look around. Greaves and the demon had disappeared, and the front door was still open.

I thought about making a run for it, but Karim and Danvers would be there waiting for me by the side door. Using the walls to keep me upright, I stumbled my way down the hallways leading to my designated way out. My head was starting to pound, and I was afraid I’d get lost inside the mansion, or maybe run into an armed guard, but the coast was clear, and I made it to the side door… only to find it empty. 

My heart lurched into my throat. I dashed toward the door, almost falling all over myself in order to reach it. Danvers and Karim weren’t there. The door was open, the crisp, evening air wafting through, but my friends were gone. There was no RJ, either, and no Axel. 

For the first time in a long time, I wasn’t sure which way to go. Maybe they’d gone inside to find me after I’d taken so long to come out. The time we’d expected to spend in this place had more than expired, and even though I’d told them to leave, there was no way Danvers had followed my orders and left me here. 

Karim? Yeah, he would’ve. 

“Danvers!” I called outside, whispering harshly. “Karim!” 

It was RJ who descended from the air in front of me, assuming his human form an instant before touching the ground. He had blood on his shirt, on his knuckles, and he was sweating. He rushed over to me just as I started to stagger through the open door and into the night. If he hadn’t held me up, I’d have fallen into the grass face first. 

“Are you good?” RJ asked as he helped me right myself. 

“I feel like I’ve got the mother of all hangovers, but I’m fine,” I said, “Is that your blood?”

He shook his head. “No. I ran into some guards on the roof, had to knock them out of the fight.” 

“Looks like you did more than that.” 

“Trust me, they’ll live. Where’s Axel?” 

“Still inside, I think. I can’t find Danvers or Karim.” 

“Danvers is on the other side of the wall, c’mon.” 

RJ started guiding me toward the wall, but I stopped him. “And Karim?” 

He turned his head and stared at me, a serious look on his face. “They were attacked by one of the mages in this place,” he said.

“Where’s Karim?” 

“Look, we ain’t got time for me to explain shit right now.” 

“Where is he!” I yelled, my voice shooting into the night like a shotgun blast. 

“They took him,” RJ said. “I couldn’t stop them. Danvers barely got away. She’s been hurt.” 

“Fuck… fuck! I need to go back in there.” 

“Like hell you do. We need to go, now.” 

RJ tugged on my arm, and this time I couldn’t resist. He had the strength of ten guys—without the use of magic. I could only imagine what he’d done to the guards on the roof. I was shaking, I still couldn’t see as well as I should’ve been able to, and I was having trouble keeping myself upright, but I wanted to go back inside and find Karim and Axel. We had to go back and find them. Leaving them here just wasn’t an option.

Movement behind us caught my eye just as we reached the outer wall, stopping me just shy of pushing through the portal. I wasn’t sure exactly who had emerged from the mansion’s side-door, but it didn’t look like Greaves, at least. 

“Wait!” I said to RJ, who also turned around to look at where I was pointing.

It was Axel, running toward us. Axel, but no Karim. RJ called out and waved him over, and Axel started running. More figures emerged after him, these ones clad in body armor and holding guns. I was about to start flinging magic around, but RJ pushed me through the portal, through to the other side. I staggered, lost my balance, and fell. 

I heard gunshots, I saw flashes of magic illuminating the top of the wall. I tried to get up, but my body felt like it was made of lead. RJ finally broke through the portal, with Axel next to him. Between the two of them they helped me get back up on my feet and dragged me into the trees, and away from the mansion to a spot where a bloodied Danvers sat waiting for us.

We were out of danger now, and we’d retrieved Becket’s key, but we’d lost Karim. I wasn’t sure the gravity of that statement had quite hit my struggling mind yet. We’d lost Karim.

He was gone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

I slammed the key onto Becket’s table and glared at him from across it. 

“You have your key,” I barked, “Now, I’m going back to get Karim.” 

“I’m afraid that’s not an option,” Becket said.

“Like hell it isn’t.” Spinning around on my heel, it was RJ who stood between me and the way out of Becket’s office. 

He shook his head. “Think about this, Izzy,” Axel said. 

“I have thought about it. All I did was think about it. We never should’ve left the mansion without him, and you know that.”

Axel shook his head. “There was nothing we could do. They knew we were there, my father was on his way, and you and Danvers were out of the fight. We didn’t have a choice.” 

“There’s always a choice,” I snapped, “And you all chose to let them take Karim.” 

“It’s my fault,” Danvers said, her voice meek. In the dim light of the office, and with the weight of the world on her shoulders, she looked every bit the teenager she was. As if the Cassidy Danvers we all knew was a mask she wore, only that mask had broken right now. “I let them take him.” 

Hearing her speak like that stole the fire out of my throat. This was the first time she’d spoken since we found her in the woods behind the mansion. A smattering of blood streaking across her cheek had dried and turned a deep brown. A single tear spilled from her eye, cutting a line through the crusty blood on her face. 

“What happened?” I asked, my anger now a little more contained than it had been a moment ago. 

She looked up at us, her wet eyes glistening. “It happened so fast,” she said. “Karim was worried you were taking too long. He wanted to go inside and find you both, but I stopped him. We needed to keep the way out clear, and as long as we stayed where we were, no one could ambush us… but he kept peering inside to try and see if you were coming—that’s when one of the guards saw him.” 

“Was he shot?” I asked.

Danvers shut her eyes, squeezing them tightly. She nodded. “We were fighting them off… he turned the corner to throw a spell at one of the guards, and they shot him in the arm.” She touched her face. “It was warm and cold at the same time…” 

RJ walked over to her and rested a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay,” he said. “Tell us what happened next.” 

“Karim went down,” Danvers continued. “I dragged him out of the hallway to stop him from getting shot again, but I didn’t see the Tempest standing behind the guards. By the time Karim noticed him, his magic was already on me. It was like getting hit with a sledgehammer… I fell over Karim, the worst part was, I couldn’t use my magic after I got hit.” 

Danvers turned her eyes up and glared at me, any sadness in her now replaced with anger. “I didn’t want to leave him there,” she said, her whole body shaking, “But he told me to run. He told me to get through the portal, to get RJ’s attention. I watched them take him away somewhere.”

“Did you catch the Tempest’s name?” Axel asked.

She shook her head and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, smearing some of the blood a little further across her cheek. “No, but he was white… he had long, black hair, goatee… kind of a muscular build; deep, serious voice.”

Axel nodded. “That would be Jones. He’s one of the new guys.” 

“New guys?” I asked.

“He and two others joined the security staff about two months ago. Jones got fast-tracked into being Greaves’ second in command.” 

“Who fast tracked him?” 

Axel shrugged. “Only person who can. My father.” 

A moment of cold silence passed through the room like a specter. I thought about Karim, now wondering whether or not they’d tried to stop the bleeding on his arm or if they’d simply left him to die. I had to hope he was still alive, because to accept that he was probably dead meant to abandon him, and I wasn’t ready to do that yet. I didn’t think I ever would be.

I turned to look at Becket, who cocked his head to the side, his red eyes glowing against the dimness. “I have to go back and get him,” I said, “We all do, and we need to do it soon. There’s no telling what they’re doing to him.” 

Becket glanced at Axel, then turned his attention back onto me. “Your friend is alive,” he said, his voice low and calm—ever the reasonable one.

“How can you possibly know that?” 

“Because I know Asmodius. I’m sure Axel can reinforce my opinion that Asmodius will have done everything he could to keep Karim alive, because his ultimate goal isn’t to kill any of you—it’s to get you back. With Karim in his possession, he has something he can bargain with, something he can use to lure you out of your fortress. I suspect we will be hearing from him soon.” 

I snapped a look over at Axel, who nodded. “I think he’s right,” Axel said, “My father likes to call himself a businessman. Murder isn’t something he’s shy of, that’s true, but Karim is of more use to him alive than dead.” 

“And if he’s being tortured for information?” I asked.

Becket shook his head. “Unnecessary. Asmodius knows all he needs to know about my capabilities and how futile any attempt at attacking my mansion would be.” 

“You keep saying that, but I broke into your mansion, remember? If I can do it, someone else can, too.” 

“You are the Wardbreaker. I doubt if anyone has the skill required to break into my mansion without my knowing. In any case, I had been warned.” 

“Warned?” 

“My demons told me you would be useful to me, so I decided to let you break in, if you could. What I didn’t expect was that you’d get past the doll. Unfortunately, it was busy dealing with the Mystic Trio.” 

“Wait, so you let me break into your mansion?” 

“The skill was all yours, and I didn’t deactivate any of my defenses, so your ego remains intact. But let’s get back to the point at hand; Asmodius. He also knows I wouldn’t have shared any of my secrets with you, so there’s nothing he needs from Karim other than to use him to buy you. I would emphasize patience on our part. Karim is safe, and in order to get him back, we need only wait.” 

 It was difficult to argue with the amount of logic being thrown at me, even though I really wanted to. Thinking about it only for a moment I found myself agreeing with everything Becket and Axel had said, and that was enough to get me to back off. They were right. Asmodius will come looking for us to arrange a trade. Me for Karim. The only thing left to do now was to be ready for that moment. 

I took a deep breath. “Fine,” I said, sighing. “But I want everyone out of this room. I need to talk to Becket alone.” 

Axel frowned at me, questioning my order without saying a word. A moment passed, and I didn’t budge. Glancing at Becket only once, he left the room with RJ and Danvers, shutting the door as he went. Finally, Becket and I were alone. I didn’t want them to have to hear what I was going to talk to him about, because I didn’t want their trust in him wavering… like mine was.

“I won’t pretend I don’t know what this is about,” Becket said.

“So, you admit you were spying on me?” I asked.

“At first, yes. You have to understand, all I knew from you was that you were a thief. A thief who had stolen from me. I wasn’t sure if I could trust you.” 

“Why did you save us, then?” 

“Because you had succeeded in securing a thousand-year-old artifact I have wanted to examine for a very long time. If I hadn’t intervened, the Magistrate would’ve captured you, thrown you into Harrowgate, and taken possession of the scroll again. It was an opportunity I couldn’t refuse, and I took it.” 

I shook my head. “You sent a demon to spy on me… you’ve literally had it over my shoulder this entire time. Do you have any idea how invasive that is?” 

“Understand, a demon isn’t a CCTV surveillance system. I posted it near you so it could watch you, and report to me if you did anything to compromise the security of my house. I wasn’t using it to directly watch your movements or to listen to your conversations. And, in fact, were it not for the demon over your shoulder, you may not have survived your encounter with Mister Greaves.” 

“Oh, so now you expect me to thank you?” 

“I expect nothing of the sort, except perhaps for your understanding. Isabella, you are a capable mage. One stunted by your lack of a Guardian, yes, but capable nonetheless. You are also strangely trustworthy, given your skillset and your penchant for theft.” 

“Just because I’m good at stealing things doesn’t make me a bad person.” 

“Indeed, it doesn’t, and just because I placed a servant to watch over you doesn’t make me a bad person, either. At first I wanted to make sure you wouldn’t turn on me, but as the weeks went on, and I learned you wouldn’t, I decided to leave my guard at its post… just in case something like this were to happen. Imagine if you had been captured. We would know exactly where you were and how to get to you.” 

I set my hands on the desk and let my head dip. “Becket, you have an infuriating ability to make everything sound reasonable.” 

“It’s a superpower.” 

I looked up at him again. “But the fact remains, you’ve kept something from me… and I still feel like you’ve violated my privacy.” 

Becket gestured with one of his hands. “For the latter, I will apologize. It wasn’t my intention to make you feel this way. For the former, however… am I to believe you do not keep things from me?” 

“I can’t think of anything I’ve kept from you.” 

“Because I have not asked you for any more information than I need. But if I were to ask you about your father, for example…” 

“Why would you?” 

“I have no personal interest in asking you about him, but to a certain degree, we are strangers. I would expect you to keep plenty of secrets from me.” 

I hated that the very mention of my father sent my hackles up. Even now, after all these years, thinking about him made my blood boil. “Starting from now, I don’t want any more secrets between us,” I said. “If we’re going to be working together, I need to know everything you know.” 

“Everything that’s relevant, at least.” 

“Fine. Everything that’s relevant. There aren’t many people I trust in the world… I want to trust you, and seeing as how your demon saved my life, I’m going to try.” I paused. “I’m not… possessed or anything… am I?” 

Becket grinned. “No. That’s not how possession works. In any case, my demon is forbidden from possessing anyone unless I give it specific instructions to do so. I should tell you, in the interest of full disclosure, that I have had to recall it for the time being… Greaves was able to damage its essence, and it will need time to heal.”

I waved a hand at him. “Trust me, having one less demon over my shoulder is only gonna make me more comfortable in this place.” 

“Good. In that case, I would suggest you clean up and get some rest. I do not know when Asmodius will make his move, but I believe it will be soon. Perhaps after he has assessed the damage you did to his property and his assets. He won’t be pleased you stole from him.” 

I shrugged and started heading for the door. “Nothing I can’t handle,” I said, “Just make sure you tell us as soon as Asmodius makes contact.” 

Becket graciously nodded. “You will be the first to know.” 

I left Becket’s office, walked over to my room, and sat down on the bed. It was quiet there, and dark, and cold. I wanted to help Karim, but Becket was right. There was nothing I could do except wait for Asmodius to call and prepare for when he did. The only problem was, I had no idea how to prepare for something like that. 

They say if you don’t know who the loose cannon in your group is, it’s probably you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

You’re a wildcard at best, Isabella Warden, and a hurricane at worst. 

Karim had said that to me only a few weeks ago. He’d said I would drag people into my problems without caring about how my needs would affect others. I thought about those words long and hard in the silence of my bedroom, as the seconds ticked over into minutes… or maybe hours. I was waiting to hear from Asmodius, hoping we would hear from him. And until that happened, it felt like I was sitting in some messed up, timeless limbo.

A knock at my door snapped me out of my thoughts before I started spiraling. At first, I wasn’t sure if I was going to answer, but then I did. I found Axel standing on the other side of the door, though it looked for a second like he’d been about to walk away before I finally opened it. He stopped and looked at me. 

“Are you alright?” he asked.

I narrowed my eyes. “This is the second time I’ve gone for a private talk with Becket only to find you at my door,” I said. That had probably been a little too harsh, a little too much of an attack, but I guess I wasn’t totally over what had happened in Becket’s office. 

He put his hands up. “I come in peace… but I can leave, if you like.” 

“Did you seriously come up here and knock on my door only to leave a moment later?” 

“No, but I don’t want to make a bad situation worse.” 

Sighing deeply, I opened the door a little further and allowed him to step into my room. This was starting to feel like something of a ritual. Part of me wondered whether he’d been able to sense my annoyance, my inner turmoil, even from another section of the house. If that was true and he’d come up here knowing I wasn’t in the right frame of mind, then it was his own fault if I exploded on him. 

“Any word from your father?” I asked.

Axel stopped in the center of the room with his hands in his pockets and turned around. “None,” he said, “Anyway, I ditched my old phone, so he’s more likely to call Becket directly.” 

“Do you think he has Becket’s phone number?” 

“If he doesn’t, it probably won’t take him too long to find. Relax. He’ll come to us.” 

I jabbed a finger at him. “Don’t tell me to relax, alright? You know as well as I do what happened tonight. I won’t relax until we have Karim again.” 

“That may not be for a while. And in any case, getting him back is going to involve a personnel trade.” 

“More like a personnel snatch. You know they’re gonna try and grab the box without having to give away their bargaining chip.” 

Axel shrugged. “Just like you’re undoubtedly planning on doing?” 

I frowned. “Maybe I am…” 

“I didn’t expect any less from you, but we still don’t know where the next stage of events is going to go down. You need to slow down. Recharge. You’re no good to Karim if you’ve used all the gas in the tank.” 

“And how do you suggest I recharge, exactly?” I asked, advancing on him. “Maybe I should take a nap, or have a snack, or watch reruns of old shows I like until my brain goes numb?” 

The slightest hint of a playful little grin appeared on his lips. “I suppose it wouldn’t be too difficult to consider other suggestions…”

It was as if all the heat in my body flushed up to my cheeks, reddening them instantly. “I don’t think the situation calls for either of us to be talking like that, Mister Barlow.”

His expression softened. “So, why don’t you tell me what I want to know instead?” 

I stared at him and swallowed hard. It was difficult not to let myself fall into those blue eyes of his. They brimmed with incisive intelligence, a cunning kind of sharpness, but I’d glimpsed what was on the other side of those eyes; the kindness, the warmth. Axel had spent his entire life living with a wall up around his more compassionate side, but I’d glimpsed it at least once. 

It was weird that Axel, the son of the crime boss who was probably going to kill me one day, had become something of a confidant. But I didn’t feel weird explaining to him what had happened with Becket, the demon, and the way I felt about it all. It felt like a betrayal, but worse than that, it felt like… babysitting. Like he couldn’t trust me to do something right without his supervision. 

Sure, he’d explained how his demon didn’t provide him with 24-hour CCTV footage of my life, but it still felt intrusive, like a violation. Becket had something of a father figure about him. I couldn’t escape it. Nor could I escape a primal, ingrained need to make sure I could impress him. Strangely, I wanted his approval, and I was never going to get it if he had to babysit me. 

I kept this last part away from Axel; I didn’t need him knowing all the grizzly, ‘dear diary’ type details.

Mental note, maybe get a diary? 

“Can I ask you a question?” I asked, after we’d gone over the Becket business. We were both sitting on my bed. Me by the headboard, him at the foot. We hadn’t turned the lights on, but we’d both gotten used to the dim, ambient light enough that I could see him clearly.

“Sure,” he said.

“Why did you go back inside?” 

Axel fell silent and turned his eyes away from mine, making me feel suddenly like something of an idiot. Here I was, bearing myself to him, and the moment I ask a question he shrivels up into his shell. But he looked at me again, his eyes soft, and he reached into his pocket. 

“I didn’t mean to leave you on your own,” he said, “I had no idea you’d come up against Greaves like that.” 

“You didn’t do that on purpose, did you?” 

Axel stiffened up and stared at me. “Do you really think that?” 

“I don’t. I mean, I trust you. It just seemed sudden, and we were in the middle of something, and you didn’t exactly tell me what you were going to do. We’re lucky it didn’t end up going worse for us.” 

“I know,” he said, “I’m sorry. But I didn’t think I would ever get another chance.” 

Axel reached into his pocket and retrieved a necklace—a tight, velvet choker with three amber gems hanging off it; two smaller ones encasing the slightly larger, center stone. The jewels glittered against the soft moonlight filtering in through the window. It was beautiful, elegant, and delicate. It also certainly wasn’t his, which only meant—

“That was your mother’s?” I asked.

Axel nodded. “It’s the only thing I have that reminds me of her. My father had everything else taken out of the house and put away somewhere after she died.” 

“That’s just wrong… why would he do that?” 

“I don’t know. All I know is, after she passed, it didn’t take more than twenty-four hours for all her stuff to be gone. If I hadn’t taken it before anyone else found it, I wouldn’t have anything else of hers.” He turned his eyes up at me. “All this time I’ve been worried my father had turned my room inside out and found it. I had to find it… it’s my fault they took Karim.” 

I shook my head. “You don’t know that. Greaves was the one who held me up, not you. By the time I got down there, they’d already taken him. It wasn’t your fault.” 

Axel pocketed the necklace again and, with a deep breath, composed himself. “Thank you,” he said, “I needed to hear that.” 

“You know… I probably would’ve done the same.” 

“You would?” 

“Yeah, I mean, you’ve gotten to know me pretty well over the past few weeks, right? What do you think?” 

Axel considered for a moment. “Do you want me to tell you what I think you would’ve done, or what I think about you as a person?” 

“I don’t know… both?” 

“I think you’re probably harder on yourself than you need to be. That’s to be expected, though, considering where you’ve come from.”

“Come from? Do you mean, the strip club?” 

“No, not that. I know you hold yourself to a higher standard than you hold other people because of who your father was. I know you don’t like talking about him, and I don’t want us to. One of the first thigs I remember you making abundantly clear was the fact that you weren’t a thief, you were a finder.” 

I half-laughed. “Yeah, I remember that too. God, it feels like a lifetime ago.” 

“Because it was. A lifetime ago I was the son of a mob boss, running errands for him and furthering the family interests. A lifetime ago, you were an exotic dancer at a nightclub.” 

“I’ll have you know I was the best dancer at that club.” 

“Oh, I know. And I’m still waiting for that dance.” 

I grinned. “And you’re gonna keep waiting, Axel Barlow. I’m not sure even you could afford me.” 

“Considering I’m now broke, I know I can’t.” 

A wash of nervous energy moved through me, then. I’d forgotten his father had seized all of his assets. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to…” 

Axel waved his hand and laughed. “Don’t even worry about it,” he said, “I may be broke, but I do have a couple of assets, still.” 

“Assets?” 

“The Magistrate bought me a dance from a certain dancer I still haven’t claimed…” 

I grinned at him, my cheeks flushing again. “Persistent tonight, huh?” 

Axel returned my grin, and something passed between us then. Something like a spark, a current. It was difficult to keep my eyes on him after that, so I stared out of the window at the sparkling city beyond the trees. That was when I felt Axel rise from the bed. For some reason, my heart had started speeding like it needed to get somewhere in a hurry. I looked over at Axel again just as he turned to start heading for the door.

“I should go,” he said, “Let you get some rest.” 

“I don’t think I’m gonna get much rest,” I said.

“I won’t be getting much rest either.” 

“So…” I paused, swallowed, “Maybe you should… stay?” 

His eyes narrowed. “Stay?” 

I nodded and patted the bed. “We’re both just waiting, right? May as well wait together—unless you’ve got somewhere you’d rather be?” 

It was a loaded question, one I hadn’t intended on asking but had asked out of instinct. It was something I used to do a lot back when my name was Kandi; the only objective being a sliver of validation. It was like a superpower. I could ask a question and instantly be made to feel sexier, more desirable, more wanted. 

Thanks a lot, dad. 

Axel… didn’t hesitate. He nodded and returned to the bed, kicking his shoes off before sitting down. “Alright,” he said, “I’ll stay.”

I made some room for him at the top of the bed, and Axel slid under the covers. There was no TV in the room, nothing to do besides talk, or sleep, or… no, not that. I turned onto my side, and Axel settled in behind me, making my heart race even harder. Slowly, his hand came around my waist. I took it, and held it, and even though my heart was starting to feel like a woodpecker, pecking at the walls of my ribcage, I maintained my composure and didn’t let things go any further. 

I fell asleep in minutes with the scent of his cologne and his arm wrapped around me. This was what I wanted, what I needed. To do anything else was to risk spoiling the perfectness of it all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

The night came and went, as did most of the day, and still no sign of Asmodius or Karim. I had assumed, when I’d let my eyes shut last night, that I probably wasn’t going to get more than ten minutes of sleep. An hour, at best. As long as it would take Asmodius to return to his place, assess the damage, and decide to get into contact with Becket. 

But that hadn’t happened, leaving me to wonder if Becket had only been trying to placate me. He struck me as the kind of man who only said things if he believed saying them would have a positive effect on his goals. If his goal had been to get me to simmer down, then feeding me some line about how Asmodius would be the one to get into contact with us was just the right thing to say.

Almost fifteen hours had passed since Karim was kidnapped, and there’d been no word from Asmodius or from Becket. I’d tried looking for him in his office, but no one had seen him around the house all day. That wasn’t too weird, given that Becket would often hide himself from us for an entire day at a time while he conducted his work. 

Right now, though, I kind of needed him, and he wasn’t around… and my fingers were getting itchy again.

“We have to do something,” I said to Danvers.

We were sitting in the living room, lounging on the long sofa with blankets draped across us. Though the fireplace was blazing, it still struggled to keep the cold away. 

“I know,” she said, “And we’re going to.” 

“But when? Why the hell hasn’t he tried to talk to us yet?” 

“Maybe he has. Maybe that’s why Becket’s not around.” 

“What are you saying?” 

“I’m saying, what if Asmodius already called, and Becket decided to go and handle things on his own?” 

“I don’t think Becket is stupid enough to have gone to find Asmodius on his own.”

Danvers cocked an eyebrow. “I’m not sure being stupid has anything to do with that, because I know you’re intelligent as hell and I know you’d totally go out and hunt that guy down on your own if we let you.” 

“Yeah… well… it’s different when I know what I’m doing.” 

“And Becket doesn’t? I think you need to learn a little more patience.” 

“What I need is to find Karim. Now. If anything has happened to him, I swear…” 

Danvers’ pink lips turned into a playful grin.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing. It’s just… you’re always at each other’s throats. It’d be funny to hear what he’d have to say if he saw you like this.” 

I pointed at her face. “He’s never gonna find out about this, understand?” 

“Never gonna find out about what?” Axel asked, his voice startling us both. 

I took a deep breath to let my heart relax a little. As much as it could, given the circumstances. “Nothing,” I said.

“You guys aren’t talking about me, are you?” 

“And if we are?” Danvers asked.

“I’m not sure. I’d probably find it a little worrying, more than I would flattering.” 

A thought suddenly struck me. He thinks I’ve told her. Why wouldn’t he think that? The odds that I’d have told her about how Axel and I had shared a bed last night were probably pretty high, in his eyes.

“We’re talking about Karim,” I said, “No one’s seen Becket around and we don’t know if Asmodius has called yet.” 

“Starting to think that was bullshit,” RJ put in. He’d walked into the room a moment after Axel had. “You can’t predict when someone’s gonna throw a ransom note at you.” 

“Maybe he can?” Danvers said. “Seems like he can do just about anything else.” 

“Nobody’s good at everything.” 

“How is any of this supposed to help Karim?” I asked, “The whole idea of waiting to get him back was based on the assumption that Asmodius would want to swap him for me. I hate sitting on my hands, and that’s all I’ve been doing all day.”

“At this point, I think, I’m going to agree with you,” Axel said, “I also don’t like that we’ve wasted the day waiting for a call that may or may not come.” He looked across at RJ, and then at Danvers. “We should do something.” 

“You seriously suggesting we take matters into our own hands?” Danvers asked, “I thought you had a little more restraint.”

“Restraint is one thing. Inaction is another.” 

“We don’t know where Karim is right now. We also don’t know where Asmodius is. What exactly are we supposed to do?” 

“I know exactly where Asmodius is going to be tonight,” Axel said, “And probably where Becket is going to be, also.” 

The room fell silent. 

“What?” I asked, after a beat.

“My father is a high-profile mage in the city of New York. You don’t participate in the politics and the intrigues that take place at the heart of our society, but he does, and that means his movements—at least those visible to the magical public—can be easily tracked.” 

“Oh yeah?” Danvers asked, “So, where is he?” 

“Athenaeum,” RJ said.

“Athe—what?” 

“Athenaeum,” RJ paused to let the word sink in. When it became clear, thanks to the blank stares he was getting, that none of us—except maybe Axel—knew what he was talking about, he decided to explain. “Every two weeks, the Magistrate holds court at the Athenaeum. Tribunes and Praetors get together to talk about the issues of the day, and to make policies and decisions that affect us all. They call it Caucus. Legionnaires get posted up as security.”

“And your father is one of these decisionmakers?” I asked Axel.

“No,” Axel said.

“Seriously?” Danvers asked, “One of the most powerful crime bosses in the world and he doesn’t want to be making decisions for the entire New York Council to enforce?”

Axel shrugged. “Did Carlo Gambino ever try and get himself on the American Senate? My father is the neck that turns the heads of one of the Praetors sitting on the Council; he already helps make decisions. What he doesn’t want is to be in the spotlight himself. Anyway, after Caucus has concluded, the doors to the Athenaeum are opened to allow mages from all over the city to come and drink, share knowledge, and talk business with other mages.” 

“Our government is fucking corrupt, man,” RJ said, shaking his head. “Just powerful people jerking each other off for more power.” 

“That’s what governments do,” I said, “Meanwhile, we fight each other for scraps on the ground.” I paused, then sheepishly asked, “What’s an Athe…?”

“Ath-eh-na-eum,” Axel said, sounding it out. “Part palace, part grand library, part museum of magic,” Axel said, “There are only twelve of them in the entire United States, and their locations are kept secret from the general public. Nobody knows where one is unless they’ve been there.” 

“Have you ever been there?” 

“You’re seriously asking mister fancy pants if he’s ever been to what sounds like one hell of a fancy place?” Danvers asked. “I take back what I said before. You’re not intelligent at all.” 

I jabbed her with my foot under the covers, and she yelped. 

“I know where it is,” Axel said. “I also know my father will be there. He’s never missed a Caucus in his life, that I know of.”

“You really think he’ll go to this thing, with his mansion busted up and a hostage in the basement?” RJ asked, “Sounds like the kinda thing that’d keep me at home for a while.”

Axel shook his head. “He’ll go. He has other people to watch over Karim.” 

Assuming he’s still alive. He hadn’t said the words, but I heard the short pause that had followed what he’d just said. But we had to assume Karim was alive, had to hope. Otherwise… I wouldn’t know what to do with myself. Or with anything.

“So, what are we gonna do?” I asked, “We know where he’s gonna be, and I doubt if he’d expect us to attack him while he’s there.” 

“We can’t attack him there,” Axel said, “The Athenaeum is going to be crawling with Legionnaires enforcing the Magistrate’s strict no magic, no violence code. Athenaeum is meant to be a safe space for mages to hang their hats without fear of being turned inside out by their enemies.”

“Legionnaires and the Magus Codice didn’t stop us last time.” 

“This is different. Trust me. If we go there, we’re only going to be able to talk to him. Nothing more.” 

“Then there’s no point,” Danvers said, “I mean, what are we gonna do? Ask politely for him to give Karim up? He’s gonna laugh in our faces.” 

“Maybe, but he won’t be able to act against us either, which means he’ll be forced to talk.” 

“Or just walk away… it’s a bad idea. I don’t see any merit to it.”

Axel turned to look at RJ. “The vote is two to one,” he said, “What do you think?” 

RJ turned his eyes on each of us in turn, the light from the fire dancing across his dark-skinned, agonizingly flawless complexion. He shut his eyes and shook his head. “You know me,” he said, “I’m always down for a scrap, but I’m with Danvers on this one. Besides, it ain’t like he’s gonna have Karim with him.” 

“He won’t, but if we meet with him somewhere neutral, we may be able to bargain with him.” 

“You know what he wants the box. You really gonna give it up like that?”

“You’d do it for me.”

“You ain’t changing my mind on this. I hate waiting, too, but we’re not gonna get a damn thing from Asmodius.” 

“So, it’s two-two,” Axel said. “A tie.”

I shook my head. “No, not a tie. Karim gets a vote, too.” 

“Yeah, but Karim isn’t here,” Danvers pointed out. 

“No, but you can bet your ass if he did have a vote, he’d want us to go get him.” 

“He told me to run.” 

“Of course, because he knew we’d go get him. We owe it to him to try.”

“And how’s that supposed to work?” RJ asked. 

“We can offer him the box, and then stall for time. Becket said the scroll probably won’t last long before it breaks, and without Karim to try and extend its life… by the time he gets the box, it’ll be useless.” 

A moment passed, and nobody questioned my intention to let the scroll fall apart if it meant we’d get Karim back. I wasn’t about to tell them, but that fact alone was enough to fill me with a kind of pride and warmth I hadn’t felt in a long time. 

“You realize, as soon as he figures out he’s been duped, he’s going to want to kill us,” Axel said.

“Yeah, did you forget he already wants to eat my heart? Pretty sure he’s going to try and kill me no matter what.” I looked around the room. “So, are we happy with the three-two vote?”

RJ reluctantly nodded. Danvers rolled her eyes and nodded also. “I guess,” she said.

“Good.” I turned to look at Axel. “This is a party, right?” 

“It is,” he said.

“Then we need to find something to wear.”

“Formalwear is usually encouraged at such an event,” Becket said, startling the hell out of me. He was standing by the stairs, and had clearly been listening to us speak. 

“How long have you been there?” I asked, perking up, “I’ve needed to talk to you all day.” 

“I know, but I’ve had things to deal with as well. Going to the Athenaeum is a good move. Asmodius will have no other recourse but to talk whilst there.” 

“Alright, so it’s settled,” Danvers said, “But we still need clothes.” 

“I have an idea,” I said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Even before I met Axel, I wasn’t a stranger to black tie events and obnoxiously extravagant properties. Kandi was never the kind of girl to allow herself to be lured in by young men wrapped in expensive suits, promising her unimaginable riches. Those were the kind of guys she knew to steer clear of. But she had on occasion been invited to parties and formal events by some of the older gentlemen who on occasion stopped by the Glittered Goddess. 

It was my experience that, the older the guy was, the more harmless he was. These men weren’t driven by dark desires. Usually they were widowers, or recent divorcees who simply wanted to have a beautiful girl on their arm for the night. Someone to show off to their rich, old friends. I would dress up for the night, show up, chat, and flirt, and when the party was over, I’d leave with a bunch more cash than when I went into the place.

It was flattering and lucrative, but it also gave me a taste for nice things. As a dancer, I made more money than I would’ve made at any job I could’ve possibly taken up at the time. And whenever one of these older men would hire me out for the night, my income would soar. That meant I could afford to buy more expensive jewelry, more enticing perfume, and the kind of lingerie that could turn otherwise stoic, resolute men into dogs eager for my scraps. 

Those days were behind me now, but I still owned some—not all—of the armory I’d collected over the years. The red bottomed heels, the figure-hugging silk dresses, the lacy French lingerie; they sat in my closet like weapons ready to be pulled out and used as the moment demanded. 

I had to promise Danvers she could pick something out to wear tonight in exchange for her escort back to my place—we never went anywhere alone, not since the heist. It had been weeks since that night, and if not for the fact I now knew I had demon bodyguards keeping me not only safe, but also hidden from magical senses, I probably wouldn’t have come here.

 She’d resisted coming at first, but once I showed her my extensive collection, I didn’t think she’d ever want to leave. I also didn’t think a lot of my clothes would fit her, what with her being still technically a teenager and me… not being one.

“I may never leave this apartment,” Danvers said, admiring her form in the standing mirror in my bedroom. “Can we just stay here instead of going back to Becket’s?” 

I smiled at her. “I’ve missed being here, that’s for sure.”

Danvers then caught sight of the chrome pole I kept in my living room. “Holy hell, is that a stripper pole?” she asked, rushing over to it.

“Only skeevy guys call it that… but yeah, it is.” 

She spun around it, but couldn’t quite get the hang of how it worked. She kept trying to pull herself along it with her arms, when really there was so much more to it than that. “This is awesome,” she said, “I can’t believe you just have one of these.” 

“Girl’s gotta practice somewhere, right?” I asked, “Anyway, get down from there—you’re gonna hurt yourself and I can’t deal with that tonight.” 

Danvers slid off the pole and walked back into my bedroom. “I guess you’re right,” she said, “But I totally want lessons.” 

“You wanna dance?” 

“Why the hell not? Looks like fun.” 

“Another time, maybe once we figure out whether or not this place has been tapped. For all we know there are cameras hiding around.”  

“We looked everywhere and didn’t find any bugs except for that dead roach in the sink.” 

I shuddered. “Don’t remind me.” 

“Seriously? This is New York city. You can’t expect me to believe bugs gross you out.”

“They don’t gross me out, I just happen to not like cockroaches. Especially the ones that can fly.” 

Danvers chuckled at her own reflection. “It’s funny.” 

“What is?” 

“Back when I was a kid—”

“—you are basically a kid.” 

She glared at me. “Shut up and let me tell you a funny story.” 

I went back to picking out my own outfit. “Continue,” I said.

Danvers paused. I could still feel the heat of her glare, but then it went away, and she kept talking. “So, when I was a kid, back when my family used to live in a squat, I used to keep them as pets. I even used to name them.” 

I cringed. “Ew. Why? And, how?” 

She giggled again. “I’d number them with whiteout, so I’d know who they were. Every couple of days, I’d find a new one scurrying around, so I’d grab it, and number it, and name it.” She paused to think. She started giggling again. “I just remembered, I used to race my roaches.” 

“You used to race them?”  

“Sometimes, when I got bored, I’d build tracks out of boxes, plates, pencils, anything I could find for them to race around. I’d keep score sheets and everything.”

“That’s… kinda cute, but also pretty disgusting. And maybe illegal? I don’t know.”

Danvers scoffed. “Illegal? Racing cockroaches? Get out of here.” 

“If it’s not illegal, it should be, because… gross.” Another shudder ran through me at the thought of grabbing a roach with my bare hands and marking it with whiteout. 

“Let me see… there were Poe and Lovecraft… Shelley, Barker, Dickens, Doyle—and King, obviously.” 

“You named them after authors?” 

“Oh, I love books. Horror stories are my favorite. There was this little book stand on the corner of my block who sold second hand books; all the books I could want for a dollar. He’d only come around once every few weeks, I guess, and I’d head down there with my single dollar and grab as many as my little hands could carry.” 

“Wait a sec,” I said, turning around with a dress in my hand. “When did you live in a squat?” 

“My parents didn’t always have money. We had some pretty humble beginnings, matter of fact. That dollar I used to spend on those books, if I didn’t find one on the street every now and then, I probably wouldn’t have had it that week.” 

I cocked an eyebrow. “And by find on the street, you mean lifted out of someone’s wallet?” 

“Not always, but sometimes. Times were tough. I mean, my parents are complete assholes, but I like to think they started doing what they do to try and get us out of poverty.” 

“Do you believe that?” 

Danvers pulled her hair up into a tight bun. “My parents are locked up in Harrowgate. I probably won’t see them again, and if I do, it won’t exactly be a happy family reunion. I know they’re greedy fucks who don’t care about anyone else, but they weren’t always that way. Remembering that helps me live with the name I carry.” 

“Ever think of changing it?” 

“No. Not really. I like Danvers. Got a cool ring to it, and most people are afraid of it.” 

I smiled at her. “I can’t argue with that… anyway, what do you think of this?” 

Danvers turned around, scanned the dress I was holding up, and grinned. “I think he’s gonna love it.” 

My jaw dropped. “He?” 

“Please, don’t act like you don’t know what the hell I’m talking about. I know you and captain fancy pants have something going on.” 

“There’s nothing going on between captain—Axel—and me. We’re friends.”

“Deny it if you want, but I’ve seen the way he looks at you, you’ve seen it too, and I know you well enough to know you like it.” She shrugged. “You could do worse.”

I stared at her; gawked at her. I was about to argue with her a little more, try and convince her she didn’t know what she was talking about, but this was Danvers. She was as sharp as a knife and as stubborn as a bull. There’d be no way of budging her from her insane thoughts even if I tried. And they were insane. 

Axel and I didn’t have a thing. How could we? He was the son of a mob boss, the former heir of the biggest magical crime syndicate in all of New York. I was little more than a common thief. Not to mention the niggling little detail that his father wanted to kill me and eat my heart. If I knew what was good for me, I would stay the hell away from him.

I decided instead to focus on preparing for tonight’s event. There were several stages to getting ready for something like this, and so far, all I’d done was pick out a dress to wear. It was a great dress, though. Black, strapless, and floor-length; gossamer and lace. One of my favorites. 

Danvers picked out a floaty red dress, with a skirt made of layers of soft tulle. She held her hair in a neat pony tail, painted her lips red, and added a touch of darkness to her eyes. I had no doubt she was going to turn heads tonight, but that was perfect. The more eyes she could draw to herself, the fewer that would be on me, and the easier I could blend in.

RJ and Axel were both waiting for us downstairs by the time we left the apartment, both men wearing classic black suits with white shirts and black ties. Axel extended his hand as I arrived at the edge of the sidewalk. With the other, he opened his passenger door and helped me inside. RJ did the same for Danvers, helping her into his car. Given where we were going and who we were likely to run into, we’d decided to take separate cars to the Caucus just in case. 

“You look… stunning,” Axel said, settling into the seat.

“Thank you,” I said, my voice a low purr. Like an inner demon, or an alter ego, I could feel Kandi rising to the surface. Her confidence, her mannerisms, the way she spoke and moved. It wasn’t a subtle change, but it was something I had little control over.

Axel cleared his throat as he shut the door. He walked around the front of his car, got into the driver’s seat, and pulled us out onto the road. A moment later, RJ was on the road behind us, a quick flash of his headlights to confirm he was with us.

“If my father…” Axel started to say, but then he stopped himself.

“If your father… what?” I asked.

“He’s going to try and get into your head.” 

“Stronger men than him have tried.” 

Axel glanced at me, an eyebrow cocked. “Is that you, Kandi?” 

“Depends,” I said, checking myself out in the mirror above the dash. “Who do you want me to be?” 

A pause. “I want you to be the best version of yourself. Do whatever you can to keep my father from manipulating you. He’s good at this.”

“He’s a Psionic, like you, but he’s forbidden from using his magic, right?” 

“That’s right. Athenaeum is hallowed ground; not even the Praetors can use their magic there.”

“Then he’ll have to try to manipulate me the old-fashioned way, and in that arena, he doesn’t stand a chance.”

Axel drew in a deep, nervous breath and concentrated on the road. “I hope you’re right…” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

We drove until the city lights of New York were little more than a suggestion against the dark horizon. The skyscrapers of Manhattan Island tucked under low-hanging clouds the color of bruises. I had no idea where we were going. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d left the city, couldn’t remember the last time I breathed air as fresh as this. 

We’d jumped off the highway and gotten onto a lonely road flanked on both sides by thick woods. I could smell the ocean from here, the dew forming on wild grass, trees, and flowers. There wasn’t a police siren within earshot, no sounds of cars backfiring, or horns blaring. This was a natural place, almost untouched by human hands except for the road we were driving on. 

And at the end of that road, a magnificent structure; a monolith in the dark. It looked like a gothic temple. A square building with hordes winged horses—Pegasi—adorning its highest parapets. At the center, a tall spire rose into the sky, the spire itself topped with a dome surrounded by angels bearing trumpets. 

The angels reminded me of Seline, an old Aevian acquaintance of mine. I didn’t get to see much of her anymore. Aevians and mages didn’t really get along. Natives, they called my kind. We called them Outsiders. There was a kind of natural animosity between our kinds; we couldn’t see each other without wanting to kill one another. 

It was an urge. Maybe psychological, or maybe it was magical, but it was there. The only way to get over it was to meet with the same person over and over again until it went away. But that’s easier said than done, especially for the weak of will. Seline and I had broken that wall a long time ago, but she was busy running the Obsidian Order, last I heard. 

Maybe I’ll reach out one day, I thought, when this is all over. 

Axel pulled the car up to the front of the building. Despite its gloomy façade, the Athenaeum was well lit on the outside. Spotlights shone upwards into the faces of the Pegasi and the angels. Along the driveway, smaller lights illuminated the asphalt and some of the surrounding grass. And there, at the top of the Athenaeum itself—I hadn’t seen it until now—a pentacle made of blue fire burned against the night sky. 

It looked like a star; not like a pentacle, but like a brilliant ball of celestial fire we’d stolen from the heavens and brought down here. I marveled at it, couldn’t take my eyes off it. I’d never seen anything so openly magical before. Already I could feel the power of this place electrifying my skin, sending my senses into overdrive. It was like getting too close to a generator, feeling its power buzzing through you.

Axel brought the car right up to the door, where a valet waited to drive it the rest of the way to the parking lot just out of view. I took his arm and started walking along a cobblestone path toward the door, catching sight of RJ and Danvers making their approach just as I reached the beautiful, wooden, double doors at the entrance. 

A doorman waited to greet us on the way in. I let Axel do all the talking. He introduced himself, and then he introduced me only as Kandi, which I was grateful for. I didn’t want to use my real name here, not yet. Once through the front door, we were shown into a small, modest foyer with another set of double doors on the other side of it. 

In here, two Magistrate Legionnaires—neither of which I recognized—made sure we weren’t carrying weapons and read us the rules of the Athenaeum. There were only two. No magic of any kind, and no violence of any kind. After accepting the Legionnaires’ rules, the doors to the Athenaeum itself opened. 

Soft, orchestral music wafted through the open door, as did the heady aroma of freshly cooked food, and even alcohol. Directly beyond the little foyer was a grand hall with a vaulted ceiling that looked like a hollowed-out cathedral, complete with gold furnishings and marble columns rising all the way up. 

Between the columns there was more than enough room for the many attendees to move around, to drink, to talk. But it didn’t look like the party was constrained to this room. Massive arches led into different parts of the Athenaeum, which people were freely flitting in and out of.

“How do you feel?” Axel asked, as we walked deeper into the gathering of mages. 

“Like I’m charging million dollars an hour for my company,” I said, “How about you?” 

“That’s a little steep, don’t you think?” 

“I’m sure I can find someone else who can afford me in here…” 

I felt Axel’s bicep squeeze a little. “That won’t be necessary. Actually, I have something for you.” 

“For me?” 

Axel gently urged me to turn around and look at him. From his pocket he produced his mother’s choker with the amber jewels, and my heart quickened. “Axel… I can’t.” 

“Please,” he insisted, “It belongs on a pretty neck, like yours.” 

I couldn’t deny him. I just couldn’t. Turning around again, Axel gently clasped the choker to my neck. His hands were warm and soft, his touch sending delightful ripples down my spine. When he was done, I faced him again, lightly touching the gemstones with my fingertips. 

“What do you think?” I asked.

“Beautiful…” Axel said, his voice trailing off. 

Swallowing, I craned my head around and scanned the room. “Any sign of your father?” 

“None. But we should move around the place. There are people here who know our family. I don’t want to risk any of them stopping us to talk.” 

“How about you give me a tour? This place looks huge, and you said it’s part library, part museum. I’d love to see some of the stuff in here.” 

Axel pointed with his free hand. “This way, then.” 

A server came up to us holding a silver tray—on it, long-stemmed champagne glasses. “For the monsieur and mademoiselle?” he asked.

I took one of the glasses and thanked the server. Axel did the same, and with a nod, the server left us alone. 

“I could get used to this,” I said.

“You’d fit right in here.”

“I don’t know why I’ve never come here before.”

“Do you have any interest in politics?” 

“None.” 

“That’s why.” 

He led me through the main hall and past the set of arches to the right. There were more gathered mages here than I’d seen in my entire life, each of them dressed to the nines and looking like Hollywood movie stars. Some of them watched me as I walked past them, maybe sizing me up, maybe checking out the fresh face in the room. Most didn’t pay me any notice as they held their private conversations against the furthest walls and in the deepest corners of the room.

In here, the main space expanded outward into something resembling a museum. Display tables, each of them well-lit and perfectly polished, were scattered around the room. I walked up to one of them, intending to read the plaque first and then examine its contents, but the rotting face staring out at me from inside made my heart leap into my throat.

“What the hell is that?” I asked, trying to keep my voice low.

“Relax, it’s been dead thousands of years,” Axel said. “That’s the face of the Scarab, one of the first recorded mages of ancient Egypt. Nobody knows his real name, or how he got his head separated from his body, but his head still buzzes with magic. Feel.” 

Axel took my hand and held it just above the case. I watched the face inside, with each passing second finding new, disgusting things about it. Like the way its lips had dried and shriveled up, making its yellow teeth seem longer than they should’ve been. Or how it had one missing eye, the socket caved in, the skin around it brown and leathery, and yet the other eye looked as vibrant—and as alert—as mine or Axel’s. 

Then I felt it, the magic Axel was talking about; a soft vibration against my fingertips. It was like touching something with a live current running through it, only I could feel the current even without touching it. The hairs on the nape of my neck stood upright, my fingers tingled, and then the Scarab’s good eye looked at me. 

I pushed back, away from the display case and into Axel. “Holy shit,” I said, keeping my voice as low as possible. “Did it just—”

“—What?” Axel asked.

“It looked at me.” 

“Looked at you?” Axel peered into the display case. “Are you sure?” 

“No, I made it up because I like the attention. Yes, I’m sure. Is it supposed to move like that?” 

“Not that I know of. I could ask someone about it, if you want?” 

I could already feel myself regaining control of my body, my emotions. I gave myself another couple of seconds to relax, to breathe, and then the moment passed. “No,” I said, “That’s fine. I just wasn’t expecting that to happen. Show me something else.” 

Axel led me away from the Scarab, though he kept his eye on it for as long as he could, watching to see if it moved. If it did, he didn’t say anything. 

We made a round of the museum, running into Danvers and RJ about half-way into our tour. Neither of them had seen Asmodius, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t here. In fact, Axel was sure that he was. He was also sure his father knew we were here, and that put him on the advantage because it gave him a chance to plan his next move. Violence and the use of magic were forbidden here, but maybe outside all bets were off?

Maybe he was going to wait until we left and then ambush us with as many of his goons as he could muster. I decided I would be happy for him to try. I was ready for a fight, tonight. But reality was probably going to play out a lot differently than that. Asmodius wasn’t the kind of person to attack someone head on. He was going to be clever, and that meant I had to be cleverer than him.

“What if he never shows?” Danvers asked. We had gathered around a display cabinet holding within it a collection of pages said to have been written by one of King Solomon’s own disciples. The words were written in a language I couldn’t understand, which was just as well, because apparently to read them meant to take on some kind of curse. 

The stuff inside this museum was insane. 

“He’ll show,” Axel said, keeping his voice low, “He won’t be able to resist himself.” 

“Anyone in the crowd I should look out for?”

“The only people loyal to my father are the ones on his payroll,” Axel said, “I don’t see any of them here. I also haven’t seen any crows, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t lurking. We should be careful.” 

I nodded. “We should also split up. You two, go and mingle.” 

“Mingle?” RJ asked. 

“Yeah, you know. Flutter around the room, get to know people, make connections. We may as well while we’re here, right? It can’t hurt to make friends.” 

“Really think anyone in here wants to make friends with any of us?” 

“Strapping young Vivimancer such as yourself? You’d be surprised.” 

Danvers took RJ by the hand. “Come on,” she said, leading him out of the museum. “I’m about to teach you a couple of things.” 

Axel watched them leave, then turned his attention back on me. “So,” he said, “What do you need from me?” 

I took his hand and stared into his eyes. Then I started walking with him toward the band stage, throwing my gaze across my shoulder. “Dance with me,” I said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Axel was a good dancer; a natural leader. I guess I’d expected nothing less of him. He struck me as the kind of person who was probably good at everything he did without even trying. With one hand on my hip and another in my hand, he led our soft waltz across the dance floor like we were sliding on clouds.

But even as the orchestra flooded the room with music, even as other couples danced around us, neither of us were able to take our eyes off the prize. Asmodius had to be here, somewhere. Becket, too. And yet I hadn’t spotted either man since we got here. 

Before I knew it, a knot had tightened inside of my stomach. What if they’ve got Becket now, too?

“Look at me,” Axel said, his voice soft and low. 

I turned my eyes up at him, and it was like the world around us started to fall away. It wasn’t magic, it was him. The delicate features of his face, his carefully styled hair, his powerful jaw. I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen Axel in this light before, not even back at the Magistrate’s penthouse. He looked nothing like his father, now, and that was something I could be glad about.

“Keep your eyes on me,” he said, “Okay?” 

“Is he here?” I asked, my heart fluttering.

“Yes. Don’t turn around, don’t do anything except follow my lead. I’ll try and track his movements.” 

Axel moved fluidly with the music, spinning us around as the melody directed him to. It was during one of those slow spins that I caught sight of the man who had started this all. Asmodius. He looked every bit as obnoxious, as smug, as ever. His greying hair had been parted perfectly to the side, a platinum Rolex sat on his wrist, and he was wearing a black suit.

I watched him run his hand across his chin and smile at the man he was talking to. They shook hands, and then Asmodius was on the move again—pressing deeper into the crowd of mages in the grand hall and moving closer to us. If he didn’t already know we were here, he’d know it in a couple of seconds.

Spinning around again, I tried to find RJ and Danvers, hoping I would be able to warn them. They were here, in the main hall, but they weren’t within whispering distance. It looked like Danvers, basically a pixie compared to RJ, was introducing him to caviar. She handed a little to him on a cracker, but after a single whiff he knew it wasn’t for him.

Danvers shrugged and ate it herself.

“I need to get to them,” I said to Axel. 

“No, we should stay right here,” Axel said, “He won’t come to us if he has to deal with all four of us.” 

I frowned at him, but I had little choice except to agree. Axel was right. We needed to lure him to us if we wanted any chance at talking to him, and that wasn’t going to work if Asmodius felt even the slightest bit like he wasn’t in control.

Axel pressed his cheek against mine, the warmth of it setting my skin alight for an instant. “He’s coming,” Axel said, “He’s seen me.” 

“Just act natural,” I said, “If he’s any kind of gentleman he’ll ask if he can take the next dance, and I’ll give it to him. Then you can get to Danvers and RJ.”

“I’m not leaving you alone with him.” 

I rested my hand on his neck, letting my fingers slide across his skin just a little. “I’m gonna be fine,” I said, “He can’t do anything to me here.” 

He lingered where he was for a long moment, making me wonder if he would ever let me go. But then the time came that Asmodius arrived, and Axel wasn’t faced with a choice to make as he’d presumed. Asmodius forced his way between us, rested his hand on my hip, and shouldered his son aside. 

“I’m taking this dance,” he said, his voice a low rumble in his throat. 

Axel looked like he wanted to throw down and start a fight, right here, right now, but he composed himself and looked into my eyes. I had the idea that, maybe, he wanted me to plead for him to stay close. Maybe he wanted to look into my eyes and see a mistake I’d only just realized I’d made. 

In my eyes, though, he only saw confidence. Asmodius swept me out of Axel’s sight, leading a more aggressive dance than his son had led me through a moment ago. I’d forgotten how tall he was, my eye-line just about reaching his neck, and no higher. The last few buttons of his shirt were popped open, revealing part of a thick, gold necklace underneath. 

I looked up at him, only to find him looking anywhere except at me. “Well,” I said, “That could’ve been handled with a little more grace.”

“Unfortunately for you both, I’m a man of little time and even less patience,” he said, “Especially when it comes to people who steal from me and destroy my home.” 

“Ah, I thought that might come up. I hope the cleaning bill wasn’t too bad?” 

“Remind me, and I’ll send you an invoice.” 

“I’d gladly pay it myself if it meant I could get my friend back. You haven’t hurt him, have you?” 

Asmodius stared at me, now, bringing the full weight of his gaze to bear. I almost hadn’t been ready for it. Almost. Lucky for me, I’d dealt with men like Asmodius before. I knew his type well. Browbeaters, intimidators, bullies. Men like him bounced off me like bullets off an iron wall. I returned the stare, making sure to hold his eyes. 

“Now, why would I go and do a thing like that?” he asked.

“Revenge? Maybe, boredom? I don’t know.” 

“Your friend is in good health, thanks to my medical staff. He was hit in the leg, another inch higher and the bullet would’ve bitten into a major artery. We didn’t happen to have any Vivimancers on hand at the time, so he might not have made it, but he’s fine now. Well on the road to recovery.”

I had to believe he was telling the truth. There existed every possibility that he was lying to me, telling me all the things I wanted to hear just so he could bring my defenses down. But then, maybe Karim was alive and well. I certainly didn’t sense any deceit coming from him, and I liked to think I was able to tell if a man was lying to me, especially when they were in my face.

“Alright,” I said, “Good. I’m glad to hear it.” 

“You didn’t come all the way out here, to this place, just to ask me how your friend was, now, did you?” 

I shook my head, strands of blue hair coming loose from my up-do and falling around my eyes. “Nope. I’d like him back.” 

“Back?” 

“I’d like him back, please?” 

“I see… well, that’s certainly not an out of the ordinary request. In fact, your friend was adamant that you would at some point try and secure his safe return. I’ll be sure to tell him his faith in you was justified.” 

“You’ll tell him?” I asked, “How about you hand him back over to us, and I can tell him myself?” 

“I’m afraid that’s not an option.” 

“And why’s that?” 

Asmodius twirled me around and then drew me back toward his chest. “You simply don’t have anything I want, dear Isabella.” 

“Really? I broke into your house for a second time, trashed your office, stole from you, and I don’t have anything you want?”

“Restitution would be agreeable, but in truth, I’m not the kind of man who holds grudges, no matter what my son may have told you. I’m quick to forgive.” 

“So, that’s it? You forgive me for breaking into your office and taking back the key you took from me the night you had me kidnapped?” 

“Consider it water under the bridge.” 

I shook my head. “I’m not buying this routine. You and I both know I have something you want, so how about we make a trade?” 

He angled his head to the side and arched one of his eyebrows. “A trade?” 

“Yes. Karim for… everything I have from that night.” 

“Oh? And what exactly is everything?” 

“I can’t talk about it openly here. Suffice it to say, it’s an item of incredible value. Something someone like you would pick up in an instant. Something that could make you incredible wealthy… maybe even powerful.” 

“If I understand this correctly, you would be willing to give up this everything that could make me—the man you are in open conflict with—even wealthier and more powerful, just to have your friend back?” 

“I would.”

“Of course, I’m supposed to take you at your word that what you’re telling me is true. I would have to make this trade sight unseen, and hope you’re not trying to lie to me.” 

“You’re a Psionic. You’re also good at figuring out when someone’s bullshitting you. Am I bullshitting you?” 

He studied me for a long, intense moment. The music changed from a slow waltz to something a little quicker; a kind of one-two, one-two, one-two beat; and my heart started to speed up with the music. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, I couldn’t read him. The only information I had was that I’d laid some cards down on the table, and he hadn’t immediately snapped my offer up. What was he waiting for?

“I believe you have something important,” he said, “Possibly even priceless. I also believe you’re willing to give it up for your friend.” A pause. “Unfortunately for you, I have no intention of giving him up.” 

My heart gave my chest a good, hard kick. So hard, in fact, it almost left me winded. “You… what?” 

Asmodius leaned a little closer to me as we danced this shifting, cut-time beat that had my heart now thundering behind my ears. “You see,” he said, “Unfortunately for you, you aren’t nearly as convincing or as important as you think you are.” 

I could feel his breath against my neck, and I wanted none of it. I tried to break free, but he grabbed my waist and held me in place with a vice-like grip. “Let me go,” I growled.

“You’ve made a critical error coming here tonight. You see, you thought you could come here and bargain for your friend’s life with the contents of Eliphas’ vault. The problem with that is, I don’t need to bargain with you because, soon enough, I’m going to take it from you anyway.”

“You don’t want or need Karim. Let him go, and I’ll give you the box.”

His grip on my arm tightened. “No,” he growled, “Your friend is too valuable for me to give him back to you. Do you have any idea how hard to come by Necromancers are these days? I make it a point of snapping them up where I can.”

“So, you’re gonna keep him as your prisoner?” 

“For a while. Soon, he’ll learn to enjoy his new life.”

“You’re a fucking asshole,” I hissed. 

“I have come across many girls like you, Isabella Warden,” he said, that deep rumble returning to his voice. “Girls with so many issues, playing with them becomes almost boring. Girls like you don’t value themselves, and thus will never receive respect or recognition from the world at large. You’re nothing, shit on the boot that never quite goes away no matter how many times you scrape it against the sidewalk. And yet, you think yourself as a warrior, as someone of merit, of worth. You’re weak, irrelevant, and about as unique any whore on any street corner.” 

I was trembling. What part of my body could shake from the rage boiling inside of me, was shaking. I tried to keep it under control, tried to pretend his words weren’t getting to me, but they were. I could feel it, every incision he made into the meat of my emotional self. I’d built so many walls to keep the world out, and with only his words, Asmodius had found a way to get past them all.

“You’re lucky this place forbids me from ripping your face open,” I snarled. 

“No,” he said, “You are the lucky one. At least, you are for the moment. But there’s going to come a time when your luck runs out, and when that does, I’m going to be right there… and I’m going to eat that heart of yours.”  

I kept trying to swallow the anger, to contain it within myself, but my chest was starting to strain from the effort. I managed to free myself from his grip, but only because he had allowed me to slide away from him. The fact that he had so much control over me in this moment was one of the things that had angered me the most. I hated it. Hated that he was stronger than me, hated that he had more resources than I did, hated that he could make me feel anything at all—even hatred itself. 

I glanced at Axel, then turned my eyes back onto Asmodius. The urge to strike him down was almost impossible to resist, my fight or flight instincts kicking into overdrive. It was flight, though, that won out over fight. I bolted past Asmodius, heading straight for the grand double doors and sprinting through them.

The night air was blessedly cool against my hot skin, but it did nothing against the anger coursing through my veins. As soon as I got outside, I ditched my high heels and ran into the woods. I didn’t go for my car, I didn’t wait for the others—I simply allowed my instincts to drive me away from the Athenaeum, away from Asmodius, and into the night.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Even as Axel’s father shoves him aside, even as he’s forced to watch the woman he was dancing with get swept away by another man—a man he hates—one voice in his head speaks louder than all the others. 

She’s breathtaking, it says.

Her hair, blue like a clear, sunny day over a frozen lake. Her skin, tanned, despite spending most of her time indoors or out at night. She has a figure like few other women Axel has ever met in his life, slender and lithe, but strong; much stronger than she looks. In many ways, she’s like a panther—graceful, powerful, and feral at heart. 

No one will ever tame her. Better men than Axel have tried, if you believe her stories. But maybe that’s for the best. A woman like Isabella can’t be tamed. Shouldn’t be tamed. To try and cage her would be a crime against nature itself. No, best to let her be free and wild, and hope she likes you enough not to kill and eat you.

Metaphorically speaking.

For a moment he’d forgotten she was dancing with his father, but then he spun her out of his sight, and that broke the spell. He’d thought about marching back over there and getting in the way of them, but then he remembered why they were here. They needed to try and convince his father to give Karim up. That wasn’t going to happen unless his father thought he was the one in control.

Catching sight of RJ and Danvers on the other side of the dance floor, he crossed over to them, trying never to lose Isabella in the press of dancers. He caught sight of Magister Eliphas as he walked, saw Becket standing in the furthest corner of the room, his red eyes glowing dimly against the brightness of the hall. Asmodius wouldn’t break the Athenaeum’s rules and try anything. Not in here. Not with so many eyes on him.

But that meant Axel couldn’t, either.

“How are you holding up?” Danvers asked as Axel approached. 

“Fine,” Axel said, “I just wish I knew what they were saying.”

“I bet you wish for more than that,” RJ said.

Axel glared at him. “What does that mean?”

RJ shrugged. “I get it. I wanna beat his face in, too. He thinks he owns the place and everyone in it.” 

“You’re right, but we can’t make a move. We have to let her try and convince him… she’s on her own.” 

“No, she’s not. We’re here, we’re watching. We’ve got her back, and she knows it.” 

Axel paused and scanned the room. “Sure, but who’s got his back?” 

“You’re more of an expert on that than either of us. See anyone you recognize?” 

“A couple. But if I know my father, the people in here likely to make any move against us aren’t going to be hanging out inside the Athenaeum—they’ll be outside, somewhere, waiting for us to make our exit. That’s why we need to leave together.” 

“Strength in numbers,” RJ said.

Axel nodded. “Exactly.” He gestured with a nod of his head over to the Magister. “I don’t know how much my father has told him about us.”

“What could he have told him?” Danvers said, shrugging, “As far as the Magistrate knows, it was Hartigan who broke into the vault and stole from the Council, and he’s already at Harrowgate.”

“Any sign of crows?” RJ asked. 

“None,” Axel said, “But I doubt they’d have come here, anyway. This isn’t their scene.”

“That’s something, at least. I’d still feel more comfortable if I knew who your father had in his pocket around here.” 

Axel realized then he’d lost sight of Izzy and his father. Nervously, he scanned the crowd for them, wondering if they’d disappeared behind a column, or if they were being blocked by the other couples who’d taken to the dance floor once the champagne had started doing its work. When he saw her again, his father had his cheek pressed against hers. 

His blood started boiling inside of his veins, like he’d just swallowed a bottle of fire. Fury taking hold of him, he went to make a move, but RJ was fast enough to grab his arm and hold him in place. “What are you doing?” RJ asked.

“What is he doing?” Axel hissed, trying to keep his voice down.

“I don’t know, but what you were about to do was gonna get you put down by Legionnaires. You’ve gotta keep your cool, man.”

Axel found himself hating his father even more, right now. The look on Izzy’s face—when they moved in a way that allowed him to see it—wasn’t one of confidence, but one of angry fear. Fear. Whatever he was saying to her had enough of an effect to shatter her confidence and bring her primal instincts to the fore. 

This wasn’t a conversation anymore; it had transformed into a cruel intimidation.

“Get the car,” Axel said. 

“We ain’t leaving you here,” RJ said. 

“You aren’t, just do it.” 

RJ squeezed Axel’s arm and pulled him a little closer. “I know you wanna do good by her,” he said, “But starting something in here ain’t the way.”

“I’m not starting anything, I’m just—” he lost track of her again. This time, when he tried to find her, he saw only his father. He was alone, and he was staring directly at Axel with a look on his face he’d grown up seeing. A look he was only too accustomed to. It was a look of victory. He had engaged in battle, and he’d come out on top, and now Izzy was missing.

“Where is she?” Axel asked, frantically searching for her. 

“Shit, I don’t know,” RJ said, joining the search. 

“There!” Danvers said, pointing at the front doors leading out of the Athenaeum. 

Axel turned in time to watch them close, just about catching Izzy as she squeezed through them. Many heads had turned to watch her leave, some were whispering, now. Axel didn’t think anyone knew who she was, but they’d remember something like this if they ever saw her again. Athenaeum wasn’t a place for dramatics.

“We need to go, now,” Danvers said. 

“I’ll try and cut her off,” RJ added, following her as she headed for the doors.

Axel wanted to go with them, but his father was still staring at him from the dance floor, his hands in his pockets, a satisfied grin on his face; like a lion that had just devoured a gazelle. Fire in his throat and in his heart, Axel marched over to his father, stopping short of grabbing him by the lapels of his jacket.

“What the fuck did you say to her?” Axel barked.

Asmodius narrowed his eyes. “You look a little wound up, son,” he said, “I suggest you carefully consider your actions.” 

Axel pushed the limits of how close he could get to his father without making too big of a scene. “What did you say to her?” he growled.

“The truth… you know I don’t enjoy lying, especially when the truth can be so much more satisfying.” 

“I swear, if you’ve done anything to hurt her—”

“—now, Axel… don’t tell me you’re developing feelings for this girl?” Asmodius interrupted, “You and I both understand this is a… bump in the road for our family. Soon enough, you’re going to understand you made a grievous mistake when you made the decision to take a sabbatical from your real life. Maybe then, we’ll be able to laugh about this together again… as a family.” 

“I’m done listening to you. The next time we see each other again, you’d better be ready.” 

Asmodius smiled a wide, friendly smile. “That’s the second time you’ve threatened me. I’m going to give you those two for free, but I won’t tolerate a third. Do I have to reinstitute my old methods of discipline? I thought we’d put the licks behind us.” 

Axel’s mind flashed back to when he was a child, staring at himself in a mirror, his eye bruised, his lip bloodied. With his mother gone, there was nobody around to protect him against his father’s favored methods of teaching. For every time he’d step out of line, he’d have to take a lick—usually a strike with a leather belt. If he refused, or resisted, it would turn into three licks. If he cried after taking them, he’d take a clean strike to the face. Enough, most of the time, to knock him out cold. 

He felt sick thinking about it, thinking about how he allowed this to continue; how he never stood up to his own father. He wouldn’t let himself be bullied anymore. 

Spinning around on his heel, Axel made for the door, stopping in his tracks when Asmodius called out behind him. “Oh, and Axel,” Asmodius said, “I’m disappointed you kept that necklace. Do the right thing, and destroy it.”

Frowning, Axel started walking again, heading straight for the doors out of the Athenaeum. There were already people gathered at the front, little groups of mages inside of which hushed conversations were taking place. Out here, he could feel residual magical energy humming in the air. And at the foot of the small set of steps leading from the Athenaeum’s front door, RJ was holding a pair of red-bottomed heels.

“Hers,” he said, and then he pointed through the woods. “Sounds like she went that way in a hurry.” 

Axel stared at the trees and pictured Izzy dashing through them, barefoot, maybe using magic to make her body move faster. Through the thick woods, he spied several flashes of distant light. Arcs of lightning pushed through the clouds, above the trees, filling the night sky with color. There was no thunder, only the slight charge in the air, evidence that she’d used magic—and a lot of it—only moments ago.

“I’m going after her,” he said. 

“Like hell you are,” RJ stepped into his path. “We’ve gotta stick together.” 

“You need to get Becket and tell him what’s happened. I need to go after her. 

“No way, I’m going with you.” 

“Get Becket, then come and find me!” Axel called out as he ran.

He knew he was throwing the rulebook out at this point. Going after Izzy on his own, without RJ or Danvers for support, wasn’t a good idea, but Izzy was on her own right now. All he knew was that he needed to get to her, and he needed to do it fast. If she’d used magic to get moving, there was no way he’d be able to catch up with her on foot. 

The best he could do was grab his car, speed along the road following the lightning, and hope he could find her before something happened to her.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Move. 

Just move. 

Let your instincts take you where you need to go. 

Trust them, for they won’t lie to you.

Fly through the forest, feel the wind on your face, the leaves and branches as they break against your skin.

Our connection draws you to me now as it always has.

Come home, Isabella. 

I’m waiting for you.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Axel’s headlights caught a flash of blue hair just as his car ground to a halt, but by the time he got out, she was gone. Lightning ripped the sky apart, thunder grumbled. With his heart lodged in his throat, he raced toward the edge of the cliff, not sure exactly what he was really hoping to find. 

Black water frothed and foamed some distance beneath his feet. He could smell the water from up here, the salt and the brine. Little flecks of sea spray touched his face. A firework display of lightning strikes went off in the clouds, ripples of light and shadow cascading over his head and across the entire horizon itself. 

With a gut full of dread and relief, he knew, she’d made it into the Tempest. 

The lightshow flashing overhead slowly fizzled out, casting the horizon into darkness. Axel’s shadow broke in front of him, its impression catching on the glittering mist rising into the air in a furious flurry. He decided he would wait for her. When she was done, this was the spot to where she would return, and there was every chance she’d need his help getting back on her feet. 

Dizziness, nausea, confusion—these were all things waiting for every mage as soon as they made it out of the Tempest.

He had no way of knowing how long she’d take. Maybe an hour, maybe a day, maybe ten more seconds. Time worked differently in the Tempest than it did here. There was no way to make predictions. Even his own experience in finding Phades within the Tempest wouldn’t help him because the Journey was different for every mage. 

Axel’s skin prickled, a sensation that crawled from the base of his back and all the way up his spine. Two other shadows stepped into the misty spray, their dark silhouettes flanking his. They weren’t exactly being subtle, were they? But then, that was their thing. Karkov and Delia weren’t in the business of ambushing their targets—they wanted their marks to know the crows were coming for them.

Taking a deep, slow breath, Axel turned around. 

He couldn’t see their faces. They were like living shadows standing in the car’s headlights, their features totally obscured. Axel slid his hands into his pockets, scoffed, and shook his head. “You’re getting slow,” he said.

“Slow?” Delia asked in a mocking tone, “You’ll have to explain what you mean.” 

“I thought you’d have found me weeks ago.” 

“Oh, we found you. But what would’ve been the purpose in making ourselves known while you were in the presence of all your new friends?” 

He could hear the contempt in her voice, and he didn’t care for it. “That makes sense. Although I don’t suppose waiting to make your move has gone down well with my father. He’s not exactly known for being a patient man.”

“On the contrary. It was your father who suggested we wait for the right time to strike. He doesn’t want us taking any chances.” 

“Is that why he didn’t make a move at the Athenaeum?” Axel asked, “Because he knew you’d do the job for him?”  

“Not quite. You see, your father’s priorities have… changed, ever since you decided to fly the coop.” 

Axel narrowed his eyes. “Changed?” 

“I’m afraid you’re no longer someone he wants us to expend energy retrieving.” 

Karkov put in, “You are only optional,” Karkov put in. 

“Optional… I see. And I guess that means you are to bring me in alive or dead?” 

Delia nodded. “That’s right. Although, of course, if you wanted to, you could decide to simply go back home. Your chances of survival would also certainly improve if you brought him what you stole from the Magister. Speaking of which…” 

“I don’t have it,” Axel shrugged. “If you were really as good at what you do as you think you are, you’d know that by now.” 

A pause. “Where is it?” Delia asked, lowering her tone.

Phades, Axel thought, and in an instant another shadow joined the fray—only this one would be invisible to Karkov and Delia. The vaguely human phantom descended beside Axel, his black cloak billowing against the wind, his eyes two balls of purple fire inside of his almost featureless head. 

The world around Axel suddenly became instantly clearer, as his Guardian helped his mind process his surroundings much more efficiently than normal. Every sway of a blade of grass, every single mote of sea-spray, the voice of the wind playing against his hears; little escaped his notice. 

“He has called Guardian,” Karkov said. Despite his size and brutish appearance, Karkov always had a keen sense when it came to people, much like a bloodhound. 

“Preparing for a fight?” Delia asked. 

“I’m not giving you anything,” Axel said. “If you want me to talk, you’ll have to beat it out of me.”

“I think you underestimate our resolve,” Delia said, preparing her stance, “But if it’s a fight you want, pretty boy, then a fight you shall have.”

Axel waited for one of them to attack first. He knew how they fought, but he wanted to gauge them first. He wanted to know what their state of minds were like, how they were feeling. That would help him determine where they would go, and how they would move, before they even took those steps. 

The best way to defeat a mage in battle was to stay one step ahead of them. That had been one of the first things his father had taught him, and arguably the sanest piece of advice he had ever been given. 

Karkov and Delia separated, each moving opposite to the other in an attempt at flanking the spot where Axel stood. The car’s headlights were giving them the advantage of being able to easily see him, while keeping them relatively obscured. He was able to track their movements with Phades’ help, but getting out of the light was probably a good idea.

It was Karkov who made the first move. The brute wound back his arm and fired a bolt of green magic at Axel, but Axel was quick to deflect it away. Delia came next, rapid-firing three separate spells at Axel in the course of only a few short seconds. It put him on the defensive, forcing him to step back and defend, step back and defend. 

It was that, or get hit with whatever body-wracking, Vivimantic curses the crows were keen on inflicting. 

 Phades was quick to warn Axel, without having to speak, that he was being pushed closer and closer to the cliff’s edge. Not long after, he was able to feel the way the ground started to slope under his foot. He didn’t have to chance a look to know he wouldn’t be able to move another couple of steps.

It was time to fight.

Karkov’s hand gleamed with green light as he charged another spell. Delia, on the other hand, was pressing further and further around Axel’s position. His keen insight told him she was recharging after having launched that barrage of spells at him, and she’d need another few seconds before being able to attack again.

Now was his chance. 

Axel threw himself into a forward roll just as Karkov blasted him with magic. The ball of green light struck the rocky ground where he’d had been standing a second ago with enough force to send chunks of it flying off the cliff. Delia barked for Karkov to hit Axel again, but Axel’s spell was already on its way to the larger of the two crows. 

A burst of red-violet light struck Karkov in the shoulder, making him stagger, shaking his head. The magic was meant to confuse and disorient him, to interfere with his sharp senses—the thing that made him dangerous. But Karkov was a Vivimancer, and a tough one at that. One hit wasn’t going to do it.

Axel dashed toward the car, took cover behind it, and fired off another blast of magic. This one also hit the big crow in the back, sending him stumbling to his knees. He repeatedly shook his head, trying to shake the spell loose. Axel whipped another spell at him, but Karkov whacked it away without even looking, catching Axel by complete surprise.

Then came Delia’s attack. 

One well-placed hit was all she needed; was all any mage, needed, really, unless they were going up against Vivimancers. It was like being hit in the shoulder with a brick. Axel spun and went down hard against the earth. His joints seized his muscles all contracted at once, making his fingers and toes scrunch up, and forcing his jaw to slam shut. 

He could’ve bitten off his own tongue if he’d been a little unluckier. Then again, he’d just been brought down by crows; luck wasn’t with him right now.

Axel tried to fight the effects of the body-locking stunning spell he’d just been hit with, but there was nothing he could do. He couldn’t free himself. His Guardian couldn’t free him. That wasn’t what Guardians were for; they protected a mage’s soul from being tampered with, not their bodies. Despite the pain, he chastised himself for allowing the crows to have gotten the better of him.

The last time they’d faced off on the roof of the Atlantis, he’d beaten them both away with ease. Had they been practicing? Or was it, maybe, the fact that RJ had injured them both before they tried to take Axel on in a fight that allowed him to defeat them without even breaking a sweat? It didn’t matter. He’d lost, and now he was theirs.

Every time he tried to move, his muscles and joints would scream with pain, causing the veins on his neck and forehead to pop, but he couldn’t tell his body to just sit there. Not as Delia was approaching. She crouched beside him, cocked her head to the side, and grinned like she’d just found a gift-wrapped present with her name on it. 

“Poor boy,” she said, her black-lacquered lips parted wide, her pearly white teeth flashing. “Looks like those friends of yours have made you a little soft.”

Axel wanted to tell her to go and screw herself, but his jaw had clamped shut. 

Delia placed her finger against his lips. “Don’t struggle,” she whispered, and then she leaned in to whisper against his ear. “When your little girlfriend comes out of the Tempest—if she even makes it out alive—we’re gonna make sure to have a wonderful little welcome party for her. How does that sound?” 

Axel struggled, but he still couldn’t speak. Anger, pain, hatred—even fear, fear for Izzy—all these feelings were surging through him like fire, but he couldn’t act on them.

Delia pulled away slowly, stopping to delicately kiss Axel’s lips. “That’s what I thought,” she said, and then she aimed her fingertips at his face. Green light swirled around them, blooming like flowers. “Night, night, sweet prince.”

A flash of light, and then utter and complete darkness.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Gargling, choking, I didn’t know which way was up. The currents tossed me around like a rag-doll, like a thousand hands had gripped me and were taking turns pulling me in all directions. I could hear my heart thundering inside of my head. I could hear the bubbles rolling past my ears as I screamed beneath the waves. Finally, I opened my eyes, and I caught a hint of flashing light through the murky darkness.

I swam for it, my arms and legs kicking and beating. My lungs were straining from holding my breath, my eyes stung as I forced them open, and my muscles were starting to feel like lead, but I fought with everything I had. I needed to reach the flashing lights, and I needed to do it fast.

Another hard push of the current forced me to topple underwater, causing me to lose my sense of where I was going. All was black around me, the water thick and unforgiving. Until I saw another flash of light, this time much closer than it had been before. 

I raced for it, pushing my body harder than I’d ever pushed it before. I counted the seconds in my head as they passed, trying to keep my brain sharp as I raced to reach the surface. It was like I could feel the fight draining from my bones with each push of my arms, with each kick of my legs. 

I breached the surface, gasping like I’d never taken a breath before in my life. My bones and muscles ached, my lungs were burning, but I’d barely taken three breaths of air before a wave smashed me in the face and sent me under again.

Water filled my mouth, my throat. I thrashed under the frothing surface, trying to right myself again. There was nothing to hold onto; no handrails, no ledge, nothing to help me pull myself up to the surface. All I had was my own willpower and the failing strength of my body. I didn’t want to drown in the Tempest, but as the frantic seconds passed, it was starting to look more and more likely.

I reached the surface and took a desperate breath, hoping I wouldn’t get sucked under again. The ocean around me roared and frothed, waves breaking furiously on all sides. Up above, a dark sky was cast in tones of purple and green, arcs of vicious lightning ripping across it like they hated the very clouds themselves.

I wasn’t sure how I was doing it, but I’d managed to keep myself afloat long enough to catch my breath and start thinking properly. It was now that the reality of where I was really sank its teeth into me. Besides the wind, and the lightning, and the waves crashing all around, was the crushing force of magic itself. 

It pressed on all sides like invisible walls, and my entire body reacted to it by buzzing, vibrating. From my toes all the way to the hair follicles in my head, it was as if I’d become a lightning rod for magic. I’d only ever felt anything like it in the instant before I needed to cast a spell, but this was like that same feeling in overdrive. 

This is why some mages don’t come here. 

If you could avoid throwing yourself headfirst into this bat-shit crazy realm, you totally would. Any sane person with a working brain would. I had no doubts in my mind that I could be killed in here at any moment. That wave breaking nearby could be the one that sends me under and keeps me there. Whatever angry God was working that lightning up above could decide to focus its anger on me and zap me out of existence.

I wasn’t going to survive in here if I had to keep fighting only to stay afloat. I also couldn’t go back until I’d done what I had come here to do. The only option was to go forward, head deeper into the Tempest, and hope my Guardian knew I was here. 

Despite having no sense of direction, and no landmarks to follow, I started swimming. It was hard to keep my head up at first, but as long as I kept away from the waves as they crashed, I was alright. For the ones I couldn’t avoid, my best bet was to try and swim through them, and hope I came out on the other side.

More than once, that didn’t work out. I kept tumbling in and over myself and swallowing more of the Tempest’s ocean. I tried using magic to level myself out, to help keep my head above water, but I couldn’t summon my power. 

I was literally swimming in the realm from which all magic came, and I couldn’t cast a spell to save my own life. I couldn’t understand it. No one had been able to prepare me for what was coming because the Journey was different for every mage. Mine, it looked like, was going to involve more swimming than I’d done in… ever..

I should’ve joined the swim team in High School.

Then I saw it. A light in the darkness. The sky wasn’t dark for long between lightning strikes, but while the heavens fell silent, this little light remained. It was like a star on the horizon, twinkling gently. A jewel in the black. Hope. 

I swam for it. I didn’t know how far away I was, how long it would take me to get there, or what would be waiting for me if I ever did reach it. Whatever it was, though, was bound to be better than floating in a black ocean surrounded by huge, frothing waves. But the Tempest had other plans than to let me simply swim toward potential salvation. 

Those waves somehow got taller, and more violent. The current wasn’t only pulling me sideways and trying to veer me off course, it was trying to drag me under. Something grazed past my leg as I swam, something slimy and long, and while it didn’t do anything to me, I still froze when I felt it.

Frantically I scanned the water around me. Lightning flashed overhead, illuminating the surface only for brief moments at a time. I couldn’t see anything swimming toward me, no fins in the water, no strange eyes looking up at me from the black. But the lightning couldn’t penetrate the surface, so if there was something underneath me right now, I had no way of knowing. 

The best thing I could do was keep swimming, so I did. Despite my aching muscles, despite the constant burn in my lungs and chest, I swam for that light as hard as I could, and I watched it grow impossibly closer. It didn’t make sense. In the real world, that light was miles away, twinkling no brighter than a star in the night sky. Now it was more than just a blurry spec of light. 

It was a flame.

Lightning struck overhead, blindingly bright. I had to shield my eyes for fear they’d get burned off. When the thunder came, it wasn’t a grumble, but a series of disjointed roaring, like a cacophony of lions. It was deafening, my senses were being thrown into chaos, and it was taking more and more of me just to stay afloat. 

When I opened my eyes again, the lightning was still going, only now looking up into the sky wouldn’t burn my eyes off… and there was something in the clouds. Something winged, circling above me like a dark vulture. 

Was it a Guardian? Was it my Guardian? As far as I knew, Guardians were the only beings that inhabited the Tempest. But what if that wasn’t true? What if this thing was hostile? Or, like a real vulture, what if it was waiting to pick at my remains after the Tempest was done with me? 

I didn’t have a choice. I had to keep swimming. If the thing under the water didn’t get me, if the waves didn’t drown me, then this creature hovering above me would surely finish the job. Keeping my head down, I swam as hard as I could, allowing myself to go under from time to time to gain a little speed. 

Whenever I had to come back up for air, I’d scan the sky for signs of that bird, and it was always there. It was following me. But the flame was getting bigger, at least. In fact, now I could see more than just the flame. There was land, too. I could see waves crashing against rocks, and a shoreline. 

Dry land. 

This was the last push. Despite the Tempest’s best efforts at dragging me under, I held my head above water and pushed the last few meters. A large wave swelled beneath me, and I rode it all the way to the shore where I rolled onto my back, coughing and wheezing. 

I picked myself up as fast as I could and stumbled another couple of feet, getting far enough away from the water before falling on my back again. My breathing was ragged, my lungs and chest were sore, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever want to go swimming again, but I was alive.

Lightning broke high above; no streaks, just a gentle illumination of the clouds. That bird was still there, still circling. I fought to catch my breath, knowing full well I’d have to get up in a hurry if that thing decided to come down on me. 

Looking around, the ocean didn’t quite look as violent now as it had a moment ago. The waves were still tall and foaming, the sky still turbulent, but its demeanor had changed. It was as if the world had quietened the moment I’d set foot on dry land, leaving a ringing in my ears, but thankfully little more.

I let my eyes close as I breathed, taking big, deep breaths in through the nose and exhaling sharply from the mouth. When I opened them again, something huge, and black, and skeletal was looming over me. My skin ignited, my heart wedged itself into my throat, and my muscles seized up—but only for an instant. 

I scrambled away from the thing, digging my heels into the sand to help me get away from it. The thing in front of me unfurled a pair of feathery, black wings and cocked its black bird-like skull. It had hands, and feet, features that made it almost look human, but it… wasn’t. At all. 

“Stay back!” I yelled, searching frantically for a rock, anything I could use as a weapon. When I found one, I grabbed hold of it and prepared to throw.

Lightning illuminated more of the thing’s sinister looking features. Then it stuck its skeleton hands out. “Don’t shoot!” it yelled, in a voice that could’ve belonged to anyone I’d ever met.

“Don’t… what?” I asked, confused. 

It pointed at the rock in my hand. “What are you planning on doing with that, hmm?” 

I glanced at the rock, then back at the bird-man skeleton thing. “Just stay the hell back, got it?” 

“Will you relax, already? You made it here, so now we can talk.” 

“Now? What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“It means you made it through the first part, and that means you’ve earned yourself a guide through the next part.”

I could feel the fight ebbing out of me. Sure, the monster standing a few feet away looked creepy enough, but I wasn’t feeling threatened by it. “Who are you?” 

It shook its bird-like head. “My name is Oktos. I’m a psychopomp.”

“A psycho… pomp?” 

Oktos shrugged. “That’s just a fancy word for soul guide. Don’t think about it too much.” 

I let my arm fall to my side, but I didn’t let go of the rock. “I’m Izz—”

“—I know who you are, Isabella Warden,” Oktos said, shaking its head. “Don’t worry about the pleasantries. I know everything there is to know about you. I’ve been waiting.” 

“Waiting?” 

“Yeah, and a damn long time, too. I’ve got things to do too, you know. What took you so long?” 

“I…” I didn’t know how to answer. The rock slipped from my fingers and fell into the sand with a thud. 

Oktos shook its head. Its feathers ruffled. “You know what, it doesn’t matter. Your Guardian is waiting, too, and he’s more messed up about it than I am.” The skeletal bird gestured toward a path leading away from the beach. I couldn’t see the flame anymore, as the path lead toward a tall, dark wall, but there was light behind the wall at least. “This way,” Oktos said.

I had a ton more questions to ask, but I was also eager to get away from the water, so I walked. 

At least I wasn’t swimming anymore.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

I walked behind the human-bird skeleton thing, curiously watching the way its bones and joints moved. It was the weirdest thing I’d ever seen, and I’d once seen a pack of rats fight a feral cat over feeding rights to a severed human hand before. The hand itself was bad enough. It was half-chewed up, grey, and with bits of black showing. But the skirmish itself had an almost intelligent quality about it; like the animals were thinking the way humans did.

Oktos was weird in a different way. He was like something out of a movie. This construct of bones and feathers was such a huge step out of reality, that I almost saw him as a human wearing a costume. That, at least, was the way I felt around him. He was non-threatening, despite looking like something straight out of the depths of the Underworld.

He’d also said he was some kind of spirit guide, which made me wonder.

“How many more mages have you guided?” I asked. The walk to the wall was starting to drag. Talking, I thought, would help with my nerves.

“I’m about to say something to you that your Guardian is probably gonna repeat a lot,” Oktos said, “I can’t answer that.”

“You can’t? Why not?”

“Magic has rules. You understand that, right?” 

“I do.” 

“Well, the Tempest has rules, too, and so do all of us. The first and most important rule is that we’re forbidden from telling you anything that doesn’t concern you.” 

“I’m not asking for a list of names, just an overall success rate.”

Oktos stopped and turned around, his feathers ruffling. Lightning cracked above us, silently this time. “Are you trying to figure out whether I’m going to get you killed or not?” 

I shrugged. “Is it wrong to want to know how good you are at delivering mages to their Guardians? It’s not like I can look you up online.”

It really was impossible for a creature made almost entirely out of bone to look like it was frowning, but Oktos made the message clear. “Are you serious?”

“Hey, wouldn’t you want to know the same thing if you were in my shoes?”

“I would want to know everything if I were in your shoes. Isn’t that what you mages are all about? You just have to turn over every rock, ask every question imaginable.” 

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

Oktos shook his head. “Alright, it’s not exactly a bad thing… but it’s rude.” 

I stared at him, my eyebrows wide. “Wow… I didn’t think aliens from other dimensions cared about manners.”

“Yeah, well, I do.” Oktos spun around and kept walking. “For your information, my success rate is one hundred percent, but that doesn’t mean you’re gonna make it. Alien from another dimension,” he grumbled. “She’s the alien.”

I followed him along the cracked path. “That was harsh, but fair, I guess. I’m sorry. Unless you haven’t noticed, I don’t know what I’m doing in here. I fully expect not to make it out alive.”

“Then why’d you take the trip? You could’ve kept living your life… and then after you died, your Guardian would’ve started calling out to another soul. No harm, no foul.”

Why had I come here? I’d spent years refusing to answer my Guardian’s call, too paralyzed by fear to even consider entering the Tempest. It didn’t matter to me that having a Guardian would’ve made me more powerful. I didn’t care that not having one made me less than. I was happy where I was, exploiting my own extraordinary skill for a little money. 

Then Asmodius happened, and Axel happened, and… I remembered everything Asmodius had said to me back at the Athenaeum. I remembered the way I’d fled the party like my ass was on fire. And I realized, it wasn’t a fight or flight urge that had taken over me. It was the Tempest. It had finally called me, maybe because of where I was, maybe because of who I was with, but it had called in that moment, and I had to answer.

I scoffed and rolled my eyes. “I was kidnapped,” I said, “It took a kidnapping to make me realize what I was missing.” 

“Kidnapped? That doesn’t sound pleasant.”

“It’s a little more pleasant than living in this place…” 

“Maybe to you, but this is my home. The skies, the ocean, the small pockets of land; being here my purpose in the universe. A purpose I’ve been serving for… I couldn’t tell you how many years. I don’t think you’d be able to wrap your head around the number.”

“How long have mages been coming here for?”

Oktos craned his neck over his shoulder. “I can’t tell you that.”

“Really?” 

“No, this is good. Get all the questions out of the way so you can get used to the phrase. It may help you smooth things over with your Guardian.” 

A pause. “He’s pissed with me, isn’t he?”

Oktos focused on the path again and continued to walk. We weren’t far, now. I could see the cracks in the wall, the faded stone. It went all the way from one side of the island I was on to the other, like a castle wall but with dark, and unmanned parapets. This was a place that had been battered by the elements for thousands of years, but had held.

“Let’s just say, he’s not exactly happy you stood him up for so long,” Oktos said.

A pit opened in my stomach. All this time I’d been able to push my Guardian, this thing I had no real knowledge of, into the back of my mind. I didn’t know what it looked like, I’d never heard it speak, I didn’t even really know what it was. But now that I’d been forced to consider it, I couldn’t help but feel guilty. 

For years it had been calling for me, waiting for me. For the longest time I thought it had one day decided to just stop calling, but Axel had been right. What if I’d just stopped listening? What if by doing that, I’d hurt it somehow? These creatures were meant to be little Gods, keepers of souls that leapfrogged through time, living life after life, like heirlooms passed down from one mage to the next. 

 And I’d pissed one off.

There’s a great way to start a relationship, Izzy. Good one.

We kept walking, reaching a deep ditch that followed the base of the wall. Ahead of us lay a drawbridge that hadn’t been there a moment ago. I knew it hadn’t been there. But now that I’d laid eyes on it, I couldn’t remember ever not seeing it. Of course, there was a drawbridge. Where else was the path we were following going to take us if not to a way through the wall?

“It’s uncanny, isn’t it?” Oktos asked.

“Uncanny?” 

“The way things just happen in here.” 

“It’s like I’m dreaming…”

“You’re not. Don’t let the disorientation get to you, otherwise you may never leave this place.”

I traced the edges of the drawbridge with my eyes, feeling a pull in my stomach as they reached the top. It looked impossibly huge, a door that would dwarf most of the buildings in the neighborhood I lived in. It also looked like it was several meters thick. The chains holding it up would probably need to be as fat as pigs to make sure that thing didn’t just fall open.

Oktos stopped at the end of the path and stared at the drawbridge. The wind moved through his feathers, causing them to ripple like a wave of black. “Well,” he said, “You’re up, kid.” 

“Me?” I asked, “Aren’t you gonna open it?” 

He padded down his hip bones. “Damn, I think I forgot the key back at my place. Would you mind opening it for me?”

I pointed at the drawbridge. “And how am I supposed to open that?” 

“You’re an Elemancer, aren’t you? Get creative.”

“There’s no way I’m bringing that thing down.” 

Oktos nodded slowly. “Well, then I guess you and I are stuck here for a while. How long was it humans could go without water? Three days?” He shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve got time before my next appointment, I guess.”

Frowning at the bird-man skeleton thing standing in front of me, I took a deep breath and decided to approach the end of the path. I stopped where the cracked stone met the earth and stared into the trench. I’d honestly expected to find more monsters in there, maybe swimming in pools of lava, or acid, or something equally awful, but the moat was empty. Just damp, disturbed earth… kind of like a freshly dug grave.

That was somehow worse than monsters.

“I couldn’t use my magic before,” I said, looking across my shoulder, “Can I use it now?”

“Why don’t you try?” Oktos asked, cocking its head to the side.

Huffing a frustrated breath, I turned to face the drawbridge again. Lightning flashed high above in that eerie purple and green sky. Behind the clouds, sinister looking shadows played and danced. My nerves were already shot, my muscles hadn’t stopped aching ever since I stepped out of the water, and now I had to somehow force my way past this door. 

The only way through, is through.

I flexed my hands, popping the joints in my fingers. With a breath, I summoned the power of the Tempest, and it roared around me. Bolts of light raced across the sky. Thunder boomed, shaking my very bones. I had called, and the Tempest had answered. I could feel it working through me, my body vibrating like I was made of electricity instead of flesh and blood.

I stretched both my hands out toward the door. They glowed with vibrant, purple light, brighter than I’d ever seen it before. Brilliant little runes began to form in the air around my wrists, creating bracelets of light-shapes that moved and rotated to a rhythm only they could know. In my mind, I visualized what I needed to do. 

I wanted to pull that drawbridge down. I’d rip it off its hinges if I had to, and I’d do it because I was a fucking Elemancer, and I hadn’t come here to let this place beat me.

Tendrils of purple light shot out from my fingertips to grab hold of the drawbridge. I watched them wriggle through the gaps all along its sides. I could feel the way they’d fastened themselves to it. They were like ropes, waiting for me to pull. Gathering all of my composure, I pulled, but the door was heavy. It budged, then fell back into place with a loud smash. 

“Is that all you’ve got?” Oktos asked, though for a moment I wasn’t sure if it he was the one heckling me, or if I’d just heard the voice of the Tempest itself.

“Alright,” I said, keeping my voice low, “I’ll show you what I’ve got.” 

I pulled with my mind again, only this time I also pulled with my arms. Instantly my muscles started to burn as the magic coursed through me. The veins on my neck bulged out, and I screamed as the strain increased, but the drawbridge was really moving. I could hear the chains groaning as they fell through their sockets, but something else had started happening, too.

Cracks had started to erupt along the drawbridge. Jagged pieces of wood jutted out in places, even the iron supports had started to break under the immense pressure I was putting on them. Screaming, gritting my teeth to push through the pain, I willed that behemoth to fall, and it did. The drawbridge slammed to the ground with enough force to shake the world. 

I was still panting when Oktos caught up with me, my hands trembling from the effort of what I’d just done. I’d never done magic like that before, and I clearly hadn’t been ready for it, but I’d survived. 

“Well done,” Oktos said, “Now, we move onto the next part.” 

“Next part?” I asked, “What are you talking about?” 

He pointed beyond the door, where another path lay—a path leading to a tower with what looked like a little flame twinkling on top. “How much further until I find my Guardian?” 

Oktos shrugged. “That’s up to you. Keep walking, and you’ll get there. Stop and, well… this place becomes your tomb.” 

“Is there a third option?” 

“Probably… but not for you.” Oktos gestured with his bony hand, and I started walking down the path. I’d come this far, I had to keep pushing.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Oktos walked with me through a courtyard of black flagstone, stopping just short of a floating slab of dull, rectangular, black stone. I stared at it for a long moment, trying to figure out what was holding it up only to decide that, of course, it was magic. Duh. 

Looking up and beyond it, there were more of these floating slabs. Together they formed a set of loose, unconnected stairs leading to the top of a black tower. Inside of that tower was, a soft, warm orange glow, like the glow of a fireplace. I figured I could jump and grab the edge of the floating stone block in front of me and hoist myself up, but I had no idea how I was supposed to climb the rest of the stairs. 

There was a lot of distance between some of them, and the drop back down was likely to kill me. I looked over at Oktos and studied his skeletal, winged figure until he turned his head. “So?” he asked.

“So… what?”

“Oh, you need me to explain?” he shook his head. “Right, so, you need to get up there.” 

“Get up… how? These things are huge, I can’t climb them all.” 

Oktos sighed, if skeletons could sigh. “Do you seriously need me to tell you how to get up there? If you do, you don’t deserve a Guardian.”

“Yeah, alright,” I snapped, “You don’t have to be a dick about it.” 

“Hey, you’re the one asking the stupid questions.” Oktos took to the skies on his black, feathery wings. “I guess I’ll see you up there? That is, if you don’t kill yourself trying. Good luck!” 

“You seriously couldn’t give me a lift?” I called out.

“I could!” Oktos yelled, “But I really don’t want to.” 

Lightning rippled through the clouds, illuminating his form for a moment as he ascended, and then the night swallowed him again, leaving me alone in the Tempest. I frowned at the rock in front of me, thought about it—ripped my dress to give myself a little more movement—and then with a shuffle and a jump, I climbed up and over until I was standing on it. 

Finding my footing wasn’t as hard as I thought it was going to be. Though the slab of stone hovered about a foot above the ground, it didn’t move with my weight and felt firm beneath my feet. That was a good start. 

Looking across at the next slab of stone, though, made my stomach twist into itself. Not only was there gap between this one and the next one, the ledge was also about a foot higher than my head. I stared at the gap, calculating the jump in my head. More importantly, trying to figure out how badly I’d injure myself if I missed my mark and fell to the floor.

A fall would hurt, and if I was really unlucky I’d come away with a broken bone, but I didn’t think it would kill me. So, I went for it, taking the best shuffle jump I could and stretching my arms out as far as they would go. I soared through the air, heard the wind rushing past my ears, felt the world fall away beneath my feet. 

My fingers only just made contact with the top of the stone slab. It took everything I had within me just to get up and over it, and by the time I did, I was panting and out of breath, and staring up at an unforgiving, cloudy, lightning-filled sky. Oktos’ words came rushing up from inside of me like acid reflux, forcing me to get back on my feet.

This place could be your tomb.

I wasn’t going to let that happen. I had to get up there, I had to find whatever was at the top of that tower, only now there were two fresh problems I had to deal with. Firstly, the next stone slab I had to jump to was way out of reach. Not only was the distance across too far probably even for an athlete with one hell of a run-up, but even if I did make the jump across, I’d never grab the edge. 

But that wasn’t even the worst part. The worst part was behind me; the stone block I’d just leapt from was gone. This meant two things. Number one, that blocks were probably going to continue disappearing as I made the transition from one to the next. And two, that the only way back to the ground was going to involve a fall that would gradually get bigger, and more deadly.

The beginnings of vertigo took hold of my insides. I looked away from the edge and concentrated on the mission, on the objective. Get to the next block, and then the next, and then the next. This was starting to feel like something out of a video game, the only difference being this was very much really happening to me, and I wouldn’t get any extra lives if I missed my jump.

“God dammit, Oktos,” I said, steeling myself against the growing dread building inside of my chest. 

For the longest time I just stared at the stone across from me, watching it, hoping that—if this was anything like a video game—it would at some point move a little closer to me, enough that with a timed jump I could make it. But it didn’t move. It only hovered, completely motionless, as if it were sitting atop an invisible platform. 

Minutes passed, or maybe hours. There was no way of knowing in here. It didn’t help that none of this felt real. The tower I was supposed to reach now looked like it was miles up in the air, the glow within it seeming to get weaker, and dimmer, as the time passed. Was I on a timer? Was the light going to keep fading until, eventually, it just winked out of existence?

“That’s it, isn’t it?” I asked no one. “This is a test, and I’m already failing… but how the hell am I supposed to get up there? I’m not like Oktos, I can’t fly—”

Lightning flashed high above, and with it came a dose of insight. I realized, then, that I’d forgotten how I even came to the Tempest to begin with. I had remembered the things Asmodius had said, how he’d called me irrelevant, a whore; nothing. I remembered Axel, and RJ, Danvers, Karim—I knew who I was, who my friends were, and where I’d been before I arrived in this strange, hellish world. 

I saw myself, now, fleeing the Athenaeum and using my powers to push my body beyond the limits of what it should be able to do. I sped away from that building like a bullet. I remembered the way the branches whipped at my face as I shot through them, remembered the sting of every cut and scrape, remembered the blind clarity I’d had as my instincts guided me toward the cliff edge.

Looking down at my hands and arms, I could see them—the lines of split flesh, the spots of blood. The pain had all but gone, subdued by the adrenaline that hadn’t stopped coursing through me from the moment I entered the Tempest. The only parts of me that weren’t cut and scraped were my bare feet, and that made no sense, until it hit me. 

I hadn’t run through those woods—I’d flown. 

Sure, I hadn’t soared high above the tree-line, but my feet had never touched the ground. Not once. And if I’d done it once, I could do it again. Looking up at the next stone block, breathing deeply to calm my raging nerves, I wrapped the power of this place around myself like a blanket. 

A display of lightning exploded around me, sending rumbling thunder through the heavens for miles. My body started vibrating, humming with the power of the Tempest. I could feel it in my chest, in my hands, in my toes—an all-consuming electric current so powerful it made me start trembling. 

Stretching out my hands, I watched them crackle with purple light, light that went all the way up my arms and into my neck. I felt like a battery, like I was being charged up from nothing, and when that charge reached a critical point, I leapt across the gap toward the next stone block… landing perfectly above it, as if the wind itself had carried me gracefully to the top.

My body sang with the power with the Tempest, magic coursing through me like blood; like adrenaline. The next steppingstone seemed much farther away than the other two had been, but I didn’t hesitate. I took the two or three steps I had the space to take and launched myself toward it, soaring through the air like a leaf on a breeze. 

Suddenly I was on my way to the top, on my way to the warm glow of the tower; the only inviting thing about this blasted place. Already I could see why some mages never made it out of the Tempest. It wasn’t enough to simply be a mage or to have a Guardian waiting for you. You had to be capable, and worthy—all the things Asmodius had said I wasn’t.

 time to think about him as I moved from floating slab to floating slab. No matter what happened to me, whether I made it out alive or not, Asmodius would always be able to gloat about one thing. He was the reason I was here. The Athenaeum was a mystical place filled with magical treasures and more mages than I’d ever been around in my life, but being present on its own wasn’t enough to push me toward the Precipice.

It had been Asmodius, maybe not the threat of him, but perhaps my deep, burning need to fight him; at the very least, to protect myself from him. He wouldn’t have made a move on me as long as I remained at the Athenaeum, but he wasn’t going to let a silly little thing like a rule get in the way of his desires, and I wouldn’t have been able to stay within that building forever.

I’d have to leave sometime, and then he’d be there, ready to strike and take what he wanted. 

The ground was starting to look distant indeed, the way down behind me completely gone, but I was almost at the top, now. I could see the top of the bell-tower, the columns supporting it, the glow illuminating its dark insides. I thought of Axel as I leapt the last few spaces to reach it. He’d probably come looking for me. RJ and Danvers, too. 

Had I put them in danger by fleeing like that? Had I put myself in danger? Probably no more than I was already in. I had no idea what was waiting for me up there. All I knew was that I couldn’t go back down again. The closer I got to the top, the more the ground started falling away into nothingness until there wasn’t a ground level left. I’d crossed the Rubicon, the point of no return.

I would leave the Tempest with my Guardian, or I wouldn’t leave at all.

Finally, I reached the top, landing gracefully on a ledge. There were no walls, only columns going all the way around the edge of the tower, and that domed ceiling. At the center of the tower was Oktos, his wings furled around his skeletal form so only his beak and his legs were showing. On the floor in front of him was a small fire, barely a campfire, almost at the point of guttering out, its light struggling to reach the top of the dome.

“You made it,” Oktos said, “I’m impressed.” 

“No thanks to you,” I said, the electricity falling away from my body like it had somewhere else to be.

“I already told you, I’m your guide, not your chariot. Anyway, you’re here now, and that means you’ve been found worthy.”

“Worthy of what? Don’t tell me you’re about to put another trial in front of me. My friends need my help, I need to go home.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry, are we keeping you from prior appointments?” 

“That’s not what I meant.” 

Oktos ruffled his wings. “Sounds to me like you’re being a little ungrateful, and maybe a little entitled.” 

“Entitled? If you knew me as well as you say you do—”

“—I know everything about you, Isabella. I know you better than you know yourself, better than anyone ever will, the exception to that being only your Guardian. If I tell you I can sense your entitlement, trust me, it’s because it’s there. I’m not in the business of lying to the people who come through here. I want to help you, but before you can be helped, you must find a little humility. Especially seeing as you’re in the presence of your Guardian.” 

I was about to speak, but I held my tongue and stared at him. My heart started to flutter inside of my chest. It was already beating a mile a minute, but now it had started slamming against my ribs. Then I scanned the tower, slowly, searching for my Guardian who was supposed to already be here.

Madly, I thought I would find it clinging to the top of the dome, a monster staring at me from deep inside the darkest parts of the tower, where the light from the fire couldn’t reach. But the dome was empty, the tower was empty, save for Oktos and me. I looked at the skeleton again, confusion on my face. 

“Where is it?” I asked.

Oktos turned his eyes on the fire at his feet, that tongue of flame that couldn’t have been larger than a tennis ball. I stepped a little closer to it, my feet shuffling slowly, unsure. The flame flickered and shifted. At any moment, I thought, it was going to gutter out and die. The wind up here was strong, too strong for this thing to survive, but it wasn’t a real flame at all, was it? There was no wood under it to keep it going, no bowl filled with coals. It simply existed. 

And then it looked at me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

Holy shit, this thing has eyes.

I couldn’t be sure how long I’d stood there, gawking this ball of fire with a breath held in my lungs. Maybe seconds, maybe minutes. It had eyes, and it was looking right at me. Not at me, specifically, but more like through me, into me. I took that breath, my lungs and chest heaving, and finally I could think again.

“Is that… my Guardian?” I asked.

“I think it’s probably a good idea if you were to ask Ifrit yourself, don’t you?” Oktos said.

The little tongue of flame flickered against the wind, but it didn’t keep its eyes off me. 

“But, I mean… what happened to it? Where’s the rest of it?” 

Oktos suddenly stepped back, shielding himself with his wings. “Ah crap,” he said, “I had a feeling she’d ask—” Ifrit suddenly, and viciously, blew up in size, cutting Oktos off as he spoke. 

I jumped back, covering my face with my arms. The heat was so intense, so real, it scorched my skin. But it wasn’t just the light and the heat; the fire roared around me, consuming the bell tower and turning it into an inferno. It climbed along the black columns and into the dome at the top of the tower, gathering there like turbulent water; smokeless, but alive with movement.

Ifrit stood at the center of the tower, no longer a tiny flame but a fully fledged fire demon. It was easily seven feet tall, with long, lanky limbs made entirely of fire, its hands tipped with clearly visible claws. Its face was a cross between a wolf and a bat; all teeth, all flames. It opened its mouth and roared, and its throat was white from the heat inside of it. 

Once again, I shielded my face from the hot air streaming toward me, and suddenly, just as quickly as the fire had spread, it was gone. Slowly, I let my hands fall and opened my eyes. There was no smoke around me, no burning embers, the walls and floors weren’t even scorched. Not that I’d have been able to tell—everything was black. But Ifrit had returned to its diminutive size, its large, frowning eyes upon me. 

“Better?” it said, a little mouth of fire appearing as it spoke.

I swallowed hard. “I don’t… what? I mean, what do I even say?” 

“How about, sorry for keeping you waiting?” 

“Yeah, I guess I deserve that.”

“Yes, you do. Do you have any idea what it’s like to sit in this tower, calling, and calling, and calling. And I know you’re out there, I know you can hear me—I know you’re ghosting me.” 

Both my eyebrows went up. “Ghosting?” I asked.

“You don’t know what ghosting is?” 

“No, I know, I’m just surprised you know… I mean, you’re a fire demon from the Tempest.”

“Demons wish,” Ifrit snapped, “I’m a fire Godling. There’s a difference, but you’ll learn that soon enough… that is if I decide to go with you.” 

“If?”

“What, you think I don’t have a choice?” 

“But I made it all the way here. I survived the fall, I swam so hard it almost killed me, I even flew up the stairs. Literally flew. You saw it, right?” I asked Oktos.

Oktos put its hands up. “Hey, don’t look at me, my part in this is finished.”

“So, why are you still here?” 

The skeleton bird shrugged. “Nothing else better to do for now. Besides, this is fun.”  

“Fun?” 

“Let’s get back to me, now,” Ifrit said. Despite being small, it had no trouble projecting its strangely nasal voice loud enough for everyone to hear it. “You’ve made it this far, but you kept me waiting, and I don’t know if you’re strong enough to deserve this.” 

A light grew inside of the little ball of fire. It was cold and blue, maybe the size of a marble, but bright enough that it could be easily seen. My heart gave a powerful thud, and the world seemed to fall away to darkness. I felt something inside of my chest, then; something a little like pain, a little like longing, a little like heartache. 

I didn’t realize it at first, but tears had started welling up inside of my eyes. I blinked, and the tears streamed down my cheeks. It was beautiful. More than beautiful. Beautiful wasn’t even the right word to describe this tiny, pulsing ball of blue light. It was like a star, one I thought I could reach out and touch if I wanted to, and I wanted to. 

I needed to, because without it, I wasn’t me. I wasn’t whole. I was broken, half of a thing. Staring at this tiny blue ball was shattering my world. I could almost hear it breaking around me. Like taking a hammer to a glass ceiling and hearing the shards fall and smash. All my life I’d lived not knowing just how incomplete, how less than I truly was. 

I fell to my knees, sobbing, now. As if my very essence had started bleeding. Dimly I wondered what would’ve happened if I’d never set eyes on this little blue dot. Would I have gone through the rest of my life living in ignorance? And when I died, what then? What would have become of me if I was only half of what I was meant to be?

Oblivion. 

I tried hard to swallow, but my throat was dry and hoarse. With one hand I wiped the tears from my face, trying somehow to regain some of my composure. It was the hardest thing I’d ever done, to grab hold of myself and string together a conscious thought in the face of… this. In the face of—not mortality itself—but immortality. 

I felt like I only had a single sentence I could give before I… I don’t know, died? How much more of this could my heart take? 

“I…” I started to say, the muscles in my throat barely working. “I’m… worthy,” I choked out. 

My vision was starting to close around me, the edges of the world darkening, darkening. “Prove it,” Ifrit said, “Take it, if you can.” 

I felt my arms give, and I fell to the floor, flat on my chest. It was like the ceiling was slowly falling onto my back, pushing me into the ground. But I crawled, dammit. One hand after the other, one leg after the other, I dragged myself across that floor, digging my nails into the dips and cracks in the black stone underneath me and pulling myself along.

I could see Ifrit ahead of me, the ball of light inside of its chest, and Oktos behind it… but they were falling away, falling out of reach. As if with each push I made toward them, they were stepping back. Teasing me. Like schoolyard bullies playing keep-away with my notebook. Only it wasn’t my notebook they had, but my soul. 

My damned soul.

I had to reach it, because if I didn’t, I’d never leave this place. I’d never see Danvers again. I’d never get to tell her just how amazing she is. She’s a strong woman; independent and fierce. A lioness at nineteen, probably capable of inheriting the Earth, if she wanted it. But she wasn’t used to compliments, and sometimes she needed to hear them, even if she’d never ask; wouldn’t so much as fish. 

RJ… if I never got to see RJ again, I’d never get to tell him how, more than anyone else I knew in my life, he was the one I cherished the most. His trust, his loyalty, his patience with me. I couldn’t understand why he cared about me the way he did. He was the big brother I never had. He was family. Never seeing him again would be the deepest regret that I’d take with me into oblivion.

Then there was Karim, that smart-mouthed Brit I could barely stand at the best of times. It had been my fault he’d been taken, and I had a responsibility to see him safely returned. I couldn’t stand what I’d done to him. We didn’t often get along, but I respected the hell out of him because he was the smartest guy I knew. Hands down. 

And Axel… never in a million years did I think I’d end up where I was with him, life had a funny way of bringing people together who probably shouldn’t be together. He was everything I wasn’t, and everything I was. We shared a childhood trauma, both of us having lost our mothers and having been raised by fathers who… didn’t do a good job with us. 

We stood on opposite sides of the same spectrum. He was water to my fire, cool to my hot, and infuriating at times. He wanted to be in control as much as I did, and we often had to wrestle with each other because of it. But damn if there wasn’t something there. That kiss we’d shared, the night we’d spent together in my bed, the way he always came to check on me when perhaps I wasn’t having the best of times. 

So, I crawled, and I pushed, my muscles aching from the effort, my vision blackening, my heart thundering against my temples. Ifrit wasn’t going to make this easier for me, it wasn’t going to come closer to me. I had to reach it all on my own, or succumb, and then die.

Stretching with my fingertips, now, I could just about feel the warmth of Ifrit’s flames. Without hesitating, I plunged my hand into the heart of the fire and wrapped my fingers around the little ball of light at its core. I didn’t feel any pain, but that could’ve been because all the nerves in my hand had been burned off. For all I knew, my entire arm had already melted off. 

But then I felt it; a soft, cool, tingling at the edge of my fingertips. The tingles spread all the way up my arm and into my chest in a manner of seconds, invigorating me, filling me with life once again. The darkness at the edge of my vision pushed away, and the world around me became bright again. I’m not sure how I did it, but I rolled onto my back and allowed myself to breathe, staring into the dome at the top of the tower. 

Vaguely I was aware of lightning strikes dancing around outside, somewhere, but I couldn’t hear the thunder that came after. There was only my heartbeat, and that cold feeling spreading through me as if there was ice in my veins. I wanted to rub my chest, but I couldn’t move. I’d completely surrendered to whatever power had taken hold of me.

And there I rested, for I don’t know how long, watching the flashing light at the edge of my senses and waiting for my heart to relax. Something was different inside of me, I could feel it, but I wasn’t sure exactly what was different. Was this it? Had my half-a-soul joined with my Guardian’s? What did that mean?

Oktos reared his head, staring at me from above. “Are you still alive?” he asked.

I coughed to clear my throat. “I think so,” I said, but my voice was hoarse. Glancing upwards, I couldn’t see Ifrit. “Where’s…?” 

The skeleton bird pointed a bony finger at my chest. “Where he needs to be.” 

Once the feeling in my body returned, I slowly got back on my feet. My whole body was tingling, now—from the tip of my nose to the tips of my feet. “What… what happens now?” 

Oktos cocked his head to one side. “This is the part where we say goodbye.” 

“Goodbye? Forever?”

“I don’t expect a human to be able to wrap its head around forever, but yes. Forever.” 

I shook my head. “What do I even say to that?” 

Oktos shrugged. “Just goodbye is usually appropriate. If you could leave a positive comment in the ledger, too, that’d be great.” He pointed across my shoulder. 

I turned around, and saw only the edge of the tower and the darkness beneath it. No ledger. Then Oktos shoved me, and I was falling, breathless through the air. My stomach surged into my chest, into my throat. I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t find the breath to do it with. The wind howled between my ears, my arms and legs flapping wildly. I tried to summon magic to slow the fall, but I couldn’t think, let alone bend the elements to my will.

I hit the ground suddenly, and unexpectedly, the impact driving all the air out of my lungs. Groaning, coughing, I stretched my hands out and grabbed the soft earth I’d fallen into, feeling grass and dirt under my fingernails. Crickets chirped somewhere nearby. Distantly, I heard the soft press of the ocean against rocks. When the wind, real wind, touched my face, I knew, I’d made it back home—back to the real world, my world.

Then pain, sharp as fire, ripped through my scalp. I struggled, but my limbs felt like jelly, and my brain still hadn’t quite kicked in. The world started swimming. Someone grabbed me by the neck and hoisted me up and off my feet. Despite the fact that my eyes hadn’t yet adjusted, I knew the shape of the man who’d picked me up by the roundness of it, the baldness of it.

It was Karkov. I’d fallen out of the sky, and right into the hands of the crows.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

“Look,” Karkov said, “Little girl fall like bird from sky. Maybe she want also to be crow.” 

“Too bad,” came Delia’s soft, almost melodic voice, “I’m afraid this is an invite only kind of club.”  

I tried to struggle, but it was like I’d just woken up from a three-day long bender. Consciousness itself was hard enough to hold onto; fighting for my freedom was totally out of the question. Still, I squirmed, doing whatever I could to make my body move. I wanted to grab Karkov’s hand, to try and take some of the pressure off my throat, but I could only make my arms twitch.

“You shouldn’t have flown the coop,” Delia said, “Didn’t you know we’d be there, ready to snap you and your little boyfriend up?” 

“Ax…” I struggled with the word. Was that right? Did they have Axel? I was still having trouble seeing things properly. I knew Karkov was the one holding me, and I could see Delia’s form as she moved around him, but there was a glaringly bright light behind them both. It was tough to see them as little more than featureless shadows.

“That’s right,” Delia said, “We have him. He’s right over there. Do you want him?” 

“Ax—Axel!” I croaked, but Axel wouldn’t respond. If he really was there, then he was unconscious, or possibly stunned… and watching.

“Axel can’t hear you, right now. No one can. We’re in the middle of nowhere, and we’re going to have a little fun with you.” 

Karkov tossed me to the earth like I was weightless, though I slammed into it pretty hard. I struggled to pick myself up, but my arms were weak, and flaccid. I turned my head just in time to catch the tip of his foot square in the cheek. A starfield exploded in front of my eyes, pain shooting through me an instant after, like a delayed reaction.

Onto my back I went, tasting blood in my mouth and feeling the hell out of that kick. Tiny dots of light danced in front of me, spinning and twirling in front of my very eyes. But the kick hadn’t been all bad—it had switched my brain back on again. I shook my head and my cheek screamed with pain, but the world righted itself. 

And there, flying overhead, hovering above me… was Ifrit. 

I stared at the little mote of orange light, watching its light twinkle and shift amidst the sea of blackness beyond it. “Time to get up,” it said, like it was speaking directly into my brain. 

“I can’t,” I said, although I couldn’t be sure whether I’d spoken or thought the words.

“You can. Karkov is the weaker one of the two. Concentrate on him.” 

“Why are you telling me that?”

“Because you already know this. You’ve taken him down once before, now do it again.” 

I balled my hand into a fist, feeling the joints pop as if they’d been stiff for hours. Karkov’s massive form came between me and Ifrit, his bald head catching the moonlight. I saw him reach for my neck with one of his large hands, his gigantic fingers splayed. When I reached for the Tempest this time, it was like nothing I’d ever felt before. 

It was like a moment of breathlessness before a big fall. My stomach flipped inside out, my body hummed with magic, electricity coursing through me, igniting my veins. I didn’t want to stun Karkov, I also didn’t want to just hurt him; I wanted to cripple him. So, I grabbed his hand with mine and delivered the mother of all stunning spells directly into his body. 

Karkov convulsed like he’d been hit with several thousand volts of electricity. His eyes rolled into the back of his skull, his body flopped like a fish out of water, and then he went down to one knee smelling like burned leather… and also urine. Like a freshly chopped tree, he started to topple over, and I was just quick enough to get out from under him when he went down.

This time, I got to my feet without having to struggle. My body was my own again, and more than that, the world around me was… clearer, somehow. The colors sharper, the smells more intense, my hearing amplified to the point that I couldn’t just hear the crickets chirping in the grass—I knew where they were.

And there, sitting on my shoulder, was Ifrit; the little fire Godling. “That was sloppy,” he said, “He’ll get back up in a couple of minutes.” 

“But at least he pissed himself,” I said, a smug smile sweeping across my face. I spat a little blood into the grass and turned up at Delia, who looked like she’d just been hit with a stunning spell herself.

She was standing in front of a car, Axel’s car. The headlights were on, rendering her a human shadow, but I could see a pair of feet sticking out from just behind one of the wheels. Axel was there, unconscious and on the floor. 

“So,” Delia said, “The Tempest spits this little bitch up and suddenly she thinks she can beat us.” 

“Correct me if I’m wrong,” I said, “But so far, you haven’t won a single fight.” 

“Because you’ve gotten lucky… but your luck won’t hold forever.” Delia, gritting her teeth and groaning, snapped a series of quick-fire spells at me. Three green bolts of light flashed from her fingertips, but I parried them away and sent them streaking into the night. Frowning, Delia started to circle around me. That was one of her signature moves. 

“Some people stay lucky forever, you know,” I said.

“Maybe, but you’re not one of those people,” she hissed.

“I know. I’ve been dealt enough shitty hands to know I’m not one of the lucky ones. Instead, I’m one of the people who goes out and does the work, and gets what she wants because she’s earned it, not because she’s been lucky.” 

“Would you like me to give you a medal for that?”

“I don’t want you to do anything except leave, before one of you gets hurt.”

Delia stopped moving and stared at me like I’d just told the most ridiculous joke. “Wait, you want me to leave because you don’t want me to get hurt? I don’t think you’re quite understanding the situation, here.”

“No, I understand. I understand there are two crows in front of me who think they’re gonna put me down, but the truth is I don’t think you actually have what it takes to put me down.” 

“Oh, so you think because you’ve made it out of the Tempest you’re invincible? Guardians don’t give you super powers.” 

“Spoken like a mage without a Guardian,” Ifrit said into my ear. 

“Why are you even working for him?” I asked. “Do you like being somebody else’s lapdog?” 

“I get compensated very well for my services, thank you.” Delia dug her foot into the earth and fired another bolt of magic at me. With a wave of my hand, I parried the attack and sent the magic slamming into one of the car’s headlights, shattering it and putting it out of commission. 

“I’m gonna give you one more chance,” I said, “Get out of here, and I won’t hurt you.” 

Delia scowled. “That ship has sailed,” she hissed, and instead of throwing a bolt of magic at me, she threw one into Karkov. 

The big guy suddenly sprang to his feet, like he’d just been blasted in the heart with three liters of pure adrenaline. He surged toward me like a bear, his eyes wide open, his mouth slack like he was going to pounce on me and sink his teeth into my face. I turned my hand on him, backed up a step, and fired a bolt of pure lightning into his chest. 

The magic struck him hard and fast, the lightning entering his chest from the front and exiting him through the back like a gunshot. There was no blood, only the smell of burned flesh and hair. Karkov’s eyes went a different kind of wide, he staggered, I side-stepped out of his path, and then he fell lifelessly against the hood of the car with a loud thud. 

When he rolled off it, I noticed he’d left a dent in the hood in the shape of his head. 

Thunder grumbled high above. My fingers were buzzing, my chest vibrating as magic filled every inch of me. Sparks danced in front of my fingertips as I turned my hand on Delia, who couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Karkov lay limp on the ground, a burning hole in his back the size of a baseball. I didn’t dare to look more closely at what I’d done to him, so I kept my eyes on the second crow.

The only one still left alive.

“You… killed him,” she said, backing up toward the cliff edge. 

“I warned you,” I said.

“You just killed another mage… you killed him!” she screamed, her voice shooting off into the night like a banshee’s wail. 

“In my defense, you were trying to kill me.” 

She pointed at me, prompting me to move my hand in a way that would let me defend myself from her attack. Only she wasn’t attacking. She was simply pointing at me, and glaring. “You’re gonna pay for that,” she snarled. She was shaking, her otherwise cool visage completely shattered. “I’m going to tear you apart for that.” 

“You’re welcome to try,” I said.

Scowling, Delia let herself fall from the cliff edge. A moment later, a little black bird came sailing up. Cawing loudly, it circled overhead once, twice, three times, before finally fluttering off into the distance, becoming one with the darkness overhead. It wasn’t until after she was gone that I realized, Karkov’s body was still sizzling—still cooking from the inside out. 

Covering my nose, I turned away from him and dashed around the side of the car. Axel was there, though he was still unconscious. I tapped his cheeks, trying to wake him up, but it was no use. He was out cold. Sliding my hands under his arms, I picked him up and hauled him into the backseat of the car, panting from the effort after I was done.

“You defended yourself well,” Ifrit said.

I turned my head to look at the fireball sitting on my shoulder. “I… killed a guy,” I said. 

“He would’ve killed you, and you know it.”

“Do I?” 

“You do, because I know it. I know everything you know, and more. I can tell you what you’re thinking, what you’ve thought about, and what you’ll likely think about next. I can tell you what you’ve seen, what you’ve overlooked, and what you need to find. I can also give you advice, but it’s up to you if you want to take it.” 

“Do you have any advice for me now?” 

“Run… run away from this place, just in case she decides to return with backup. The stakes have gone up now that you’ve killed one of their people, you know.”

“Yeah, I know.” 

“That means, he may hurt Karim in retaliation…” 

I nodded. “I know that, too.” 

A light amidst the trees stole my attention. I stood upright, watching the light as it broke through the woods. It was a car, approaching slowly. I moved away from Axel and prepared myself for a fight, but when the car pulled to a halt, I saw it was RJ who stepped out of the driver’s seat. He came rushing over, Danvers following him. 

“Are you alright?” RJ asked.

“I’m fine,” I said, “Axel’s unconscious, but he’s alive.”

RJ’s nostrils flared, and he covered his nose with his hand. “Jesus, what the hell happened here?” he asked, moving around the car. Then he saw Karkov’s dead body slump against the front bumper, and the head-shaped dent on the hood. “Shit…” 

“Shit is right,” I said, “We need to get out of here. You guys get back to your car, I’ll take this one.” 

“No,” RJ said, “We need to get rid of this body.” 

“We? No way, somebody else can deal with that.” 

“Do you have any idea how close we are to the Athenaeum? If anyone comes out here and finds this, the shit’s gonna hit the fan and it’s gonna spray all over us.”

“Nobody knows we did this.”

“Not yet, but they’ll open an investigation and they’ll figure out the truth. Trust me on this. We need to get rid of it.”

He was right, and even if I wasn’t sure whether he was right or not, I did trust him. He used to be a Legionnaire, which meant he had a much better idea about how Magistrate investigations worked. If he said we’d get pinned for it, then I had to believe him. Right now, only Delia knew Karkov was dead. News of his death would probably stay in the family, unless someone else found Karkov’s body. 

An image of Axel’s car, engulfed in flames and falling off the side of the cliff, forced its way into my thoughts. A beat passed, then I turned my head to look at Ifrit. “Was that you?” I asked.

“You’re gonna have to get used to that,” he said. “I’m not subtle.”

I nodded. “Keep having great ideas like that one, and I won’t complain.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

So, it turned out setting things on fire and pushing them with my mind had gotten a whole lot easier with a Guardian sitting on my shoulder. It was as if my connection to the Tempest had gotten stronger; like my WiFi had just gotten an upgrade. 

I’d stayed on the cliff edge to watch the car fly off the side and into the water. As soon as it sank, though, I was gone; speeding away in our backup car, with RJ at the wheel, Danvers in the passenger seat, and Axel’s head on my lap. 

I had no idea when he was going to wake up, but I hoped it was soon. I hated that there was nothing I could do for him. Even RJ didn’t dare, just in case the crows had set up some counter-curse that would trigger if someone tried to revive him early.

For all any of us knew, he’d be out for hours, or maybe even days. 

Becket wasn’t home yet when we arrived, which made me wonder if anything had happened to him back at the Athenaeum. We had all run out of there in a hurry, but then, Becket wasn’t openly involved with any of us; I doubted if anyone would’ve questioned him about our behavior. 

RJ was quick to bring Axel up and into his bedroom. I decided to sit with him in his bed and wait for him to wake up. Even if he wouldn’t wake up for a couple of hours, for all I knew, I didn’t want him to be on his own when he did finally regain consciousness. It wasn’t like we were going to be doing much else, anyway. Not with Becket still away. 

Danvers brought up a cup of tea about thirty minutes into my wait, saying it was something Karim would’ve probably done. Or would’ve done if he wasn’t always such an asshole. I appreciated the gesture, but it made me miss his grouchy ass even more. I had no idea what was happening to him, if anything had happened to him since news of Karkov’s death reached Asmodius’ ears. 

I could only hope he hadn’t received any form of punishment for what I’d done. What I’d done. When I thought back to the way Karkov’s face had changed the moment I smashed a near-solid bolt of lightning into his chest, I couldn’t believe it had been me that had struck and killed him. Recalling the memory made my entire body shudder and shake. I’d never killed anyone before.  

Axel stirred. I set my cup of tea down, shaken out of my trance by his movements, and ran my fingers through his hair. “Axel?” I asked.

He groaned as he moved, wincing from pain the source of which I couldn’t see. I tried to help him relax, placing one hand on his chest and whispering to him, letting him know he was safe, that the crows were gone. Slowly, Axel opened his clear, blue eyes and stared up at me. He blinked hard and fast, like he was having trouble seeing me, then he settled.

“Izzy…” he croaked. “Where am I?”

He clearly hadn’t heard me a moment ago. “You’re alright,” I said, “You’re back at Becket’s place… how do you feel?” 

“Like shit…” he tried to sit up, but I stopped him. “The crows,” he yelped. 

“They’re gone. Please, you have to relax. I don’t know what they’ve done to you.” 

“What they did to me?” Axel asked, resting his head on the pillow. “They… they jumped me. I went looking for you and… they were there, ready to pounce.” 

“I’m sorry. I never should’ve run off like that. I just… I couldn’t—”

“—control it,” Axel said, “I know. But you’re still here… does that mean…?” 

I smiled at him, then nodded. “I made it out,” I said, “I have my Guardian.” 

Axel smiled, too, but I could tell it had cost him to do so. “I’m proud of you. I knew you could do it.”

“That makes one of us.” 

“Do you remember what happened?” 

In truth, I didn’t. My Journey into the Tempest was starting to feel more like a dream I’d had a few weeks ago than, well, whatever the hell it had really been. It felt like I’d physically jumped into another realm and then been pushed out of it again, but was that really accurate? An image of the bird skeleton flashed in my mind, but I struggled to remember its name. 

“It’s hazy,” I said.

“The memory will return in a day or two. Your brain is still trying to come to terms with what exactly happened to you in there.” 

“I don’t really care too much about that. I care more that you’re okay. We had no idea of knowing what the crows had done to you. Danvers wanted to try and revive you, but RJ insisted against it. He thought we’d hurt you by trying to wake you up early.” 

“RJ made the right call. The crows are shifty, they could’ve tried something like that, but I doubt if they’d have done anything potentially fatal.”

“How do you know that?”

Axel took a deep breath and stared into the ceiling. “Because my father told me he’d take me back into the family. He doesn’t want me dead. He thinks I’ll realize the error of my ways soon enough and come back with my tail between my legs.”

I paused. Swallowed. “Will you?” 

He looked at me, his blue eyes fixing on mine. “No,” he said, his voice firm. “I’ve made my choice.” 

Nodding, I smiled at him. “Well, he may have changed his mind after what just happened…” 

Axel tried to sit up, and this time I let him. “What happened?” 

“Yeah… I may or may not have, but totally did… kinda kill Karkov tonight.”  

He blinked at me. “You… killed him?” 

I shrugged. “I did. In my defense, he was going to kill me and I kinda thought they’d already killed you, so they could both go and die as far as I was concerned.” 

A smile formed on his lips, though I could tell he was visibly struggling to keep himself from smiling. “I’m sorry,” he said, “This is a very serious thing. It is. But they could both go and die is just… it’s such an Izzy thing to say.” 

“I should hope so, considering I am Izzy.” 

His smile grew, and as it widened, I found myself remembering my own thoughts about him while I was in the Tempest. Maybe my own mind was starting to piece things together again, or maybe my Guardian had conveniently placed the thought into my head—something I was probably never going to get used to in my life—but the memories were there, now, at the forefront of my consciousness. 

As I stared at him, I felt another kind of pull tugging at the pit of my stomach. Another urge. Maybe it was the fact that we’d both survived tonight, maybe it was the fact that we were both lying in bed together… again. Maybe it was a combination of both those things? But I found myself falling into his eyes, losing myself in them, and in doing so, realizing… I had feelings for this man.

What kind of feelings, exactly, I couldn’t say. Respect, definitely. I respected the hell out of him. I admired him, too. After all he’d been through, all he’d endured at his father’s own hands, he’d still come out of it with his moral compass intact. He was a good man, despite the world trying its best to force him into something like his father.

Whether those feelings ran any deeper, I couldn’t say. Not right now. But respect and admiration were feelings, and that wasn’t nothing. That was something. The only question was, did he have feelings toward me, too? 

A knock at the door startled us both. I stared at it for a long moment. Then, when I felt Axel trying to slide out of bed, I stopped him and went to answer the door myself. On the other side of it stood Becket, his red eyes fixed on me, his expression tight and stern, his jaw clenched. He looked at me, then over at Axel, then back at me again. 

“I’m glad to see you all made it back,” Becket said.

“Me too,” I said, “Are you alright? Did anything happen to you?” 

“Nothing out of the ordinary. Except for your sudden flight from the Athenaeum and an awkward conversation with Asmodius, my night has been relatively uneventful.” 

“I wish I could say the same.” I glanced across my shoulder at Axel. “You stay in bed. I’ll bring you up something to eat in a minute.” 

Axel nodded and allowed himself to settle. Even if he’d wanted to argue, I didn’t think he had the strength to. Thinking about it, I doubted he could’ve even walked across to the door from the bed if he’d wanted to. He was pale, and he’d clearly been weakened. Those crows had done a number on him, and I wanted to stay with him, but I needed to talk to Becket more.

Stepping out into the hall, I shut the door behind myself and looked up at him. “I made it back,” I said.

“I knew you would,” Becket said.

“Did you also know it would just happen like that?” 

Becket nodded. “I couldn’t have you sitting around the house waiting for the Tempest to open itself for you. It needed to happen organically, out of need more than want.” He cocked an eyebrow. “Out of curiosity, how did it happen?” 

I sighed. “Asmodius,” I said, “He threatened me, belittled me, made me feel like I was nothing. I guess something inside of me woke up to prove him wrong.”

“And tonight, it did. You did. You should be proud of yourself.” 

“I am… I also know we aren’t done yet.” 

Becket shook his head. “If you’d like to follow me to my study, I have more questions for you. There’s also the matter of the scroll…” 

“And Karim. I haven’t forgotten about him.” 

“Nor have I, unfortunately there’s little we can do for him right now.”

“That’s not true. We can go and get him.” 

“We already tried a direct assault and it didn’t work.” 

“Sure, but last time we tried it, I didn’t have a Guardian.” 

Becket gestured down the hall. I started walking alongside him. “If we’re going to attempt another rescue, there’s one important thing you must learn first.” 

“What’s that?”

“Having a Guardian doesn’t give you superpowers. Now, sit down. The sooner we begin, the sooner we can save your friend.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

“What’s that phrase about puppies and Christmas?” Becket asked.

I cocked an eyebrow. “Pupples are forever, not only for Christmas?” 

“The same rule applies to Guardians. Now that you have one, you’re going to have to get used to certain changes that’ll soon take place in your life.”

“I get it, everything’s gonna be different now.”

“Yes, but not just for now—forever. Your Guardian will be with you throughout your entire life, and after you’ve died, when you’re truly alone in the dark, waiting for your soul to shuffle loose the mortal coil, your Guardian will be the only being present. It will be by your side, comforting you, keeping you from the terror of your impending death.” 

“Way to bring the mood down,” I said, rolling my eyes. 

“I say this because it’s important for you to understand what has just happened to you. There is another entity coiled around your soul, a being that thinks, and needs, and wants, and will occasionally intrude in your thoughts.” 

I frowned at him. “Wait, so my Guardian can hear me think?” 

“Always. Your Guardian will know everything there is to know about you and the world immediately around you. It sees through your eyes, smells through your nose. It will pick details up that you will miss, it will remember things you thought you’ve forgotten. There are two good reasons why mages are so obsessed with discovering new things—it’s because we never miss a detail, and because we never forget anything either.” 

“I’m not sure how I feel about my thoughts not being my own anymore.” 

“Get used to it,” came Ifrit’s voice from somewhere inside the back of my head. It was very much like a thought, as if I’d remembered something it had said, only it wasn’t. Ifrit had said that. That little fire Godling was sitting behind my eyes, listening, watching, observing everything that was going on around us both—and he was commenting on it, too.

“Living with a Guardian is a boon, trust me,” Becket said, “You’ll come to learn that soon enough.” 

I stared at Becket’s desk, because I didn’t want to look him square in the eyes when I told him what I had to say next. “My magic is stronger,” I said.

“Your Guardian is a direct bridge to the Tempest. Before now, you had to force the magic through the barrier between worlds. Now, it comes to you freely.” 

“That’s how I was able to…” 

“Kill the crow… I know.”

I turned my eyes up at him again. “How do you know? You said your demon was injured, or something?” 

Becket paused. “Do you want to know what I traded away a piece of my soul for?” 

I swallowed, my mouth suddenly feeling strangely dry. “I do…” 

“I wanted to be able to look at a person and know their sins. I can see your sin, now. It weighs on you.” 

“Sins? Like, secrets?” 

He shook his head. “No, not like secrets. I wanted to be able to go deeper than that, to see the stains on their own souls just as they would be able to see mine.” 

“Why would you do something like that?” 

“Forging the pact with that demon was my choice to make, yes, but the alternative was death. I was dying. It promised it could save me, all I needed to do was forge a pact with it, and it would not only grant me a second chance at life, but it would also offer me a gift. I asked for the gift of insight in exchange for our dark union.” 

“Wouldn’t death be easier than living knowing you’d done something bad to your soul?”  

“Sometimes, yes. I know you’re only asking because you’ve just been joined with your Guardian, and that means you’ve come face to face with just how incomplete you were until you found the other half of your soul. I remember that feeling very well. Unfortunately, life doesn’t always allow us to make choices between right and wrong, good and bad. Sometimes we must choose between bad, worse, and unthinkable.” 

“What did your Guardian say… after, I mean?” 

“My Guardian gave me its blessing. Had I not chosen to live, then perhaps others—innocents—would have died. It is easy to look at someone like me and believe that by forging a pact with a demon I have somehow tainted my immortal soul, and that of my Guardian’s. But the truth is, a Guardian’s soul is the purest thing that exists. It cannot be corrupted, it cannot be tainted… so long as it is attached to a mage, at least. The taint is mine, and mine alone. When I die, my Guardian will remove itself from me, but it will remain pure and whole. The demon I have forged a pact with will be able to feast on what’s left of my broken soul, but no more.”

I angled my head to the side. “Doesn’t that scare you?” 

“There are very few things that scare Demonologists, Isabella. Demons and dying are not on that list. But I don’t want to keep talking about me—instead, I’d like to talk about you. I’m sure you have questions, and it’s important that you ask them if we are to have any chance of breaking the ward around the scroll.” 

“Maybe, maybe not,” Ifrit said, “I couldn’t be sure unless we look at it again.” 

Becket’s eyes narrowed. “It spoke to you, didn’t it?” he asked.

“It did,” I said.

“What’s its name?” 

I was about to answer, but I didn’t. Instead, I cocked an eyebrow. “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.”

Becket grinned. “Good. Since Guardians aren’t demons there’s nothing I could do with its name, but I wanted to make sure you wouldn’t be so quick to give it up, in any case.” 

“You can’t see it, can you?” 

He shook his head. “They live inside us, and that means they aren’t visible to other mages unless they choose to show themselves to them. Tempests also have the ability to manifest their Guardians in a physical form, but we don’t.” 

“It said I needed to see the scroll first, then it could tell me whether I could break the ward or not.” 

“It is getting pretty tired of being called it,” Ifrit said.

“Fine, he,” I corrected. “Why do I always feel like I’m talking to myself when I’m talking to my Guardian?” 

“Because you are, or at least you think you are. If you were to speak to your Guardian right now, I wouldn’t know. The likelihood is the conversation would take place in your head; you’d only think you were talking aloud. It’s why you’ve never heard me or any of your friends talking to our Guardians.” 

Becket reached into the drawer under his mahogany desk and pulled the little box we’d swiped from the Magister’s vault out. He placed it on the table and unclasped the lock keeping the box sealed, but I stopped him just before he opened it.

“No,” I said.

He frowned. “No? Why?” 

“Because I know what’s gonna happen next. I’m gonna look at this scroll thing, and I’m gonna know whether I can break the ward or not. If I can, you’re gonna pressure me until I do, and we’re gonna forget all about Karim until this thing is done—no matter how long it takes. If I can’t open it, then we’re back to square one, and all this has been for nothing.” 

“I take offense to the suggestion that I’d pressure you into doing anything you don’t want to do. I will accept, however, that my excitement to unfurl the scroll’s secrets would take hold of me, and that would force me to make questionable decisions.”

“You can’t open that box. We can’t know whether I can do this or not, not until Karim is free.” 

“But, don’t you want to find out whether you can or you can’t? Isn’t that question burning in your chest?” 

“Like reflux, yes. But none of this works without Karim. We need him back, and until I get him, that thing may as well be Schrodinger’s scroll.” 

Another grin swept across Becket’s lips. “Schrodinger’s scroll,” he repeated.

“What? Stripper can’t know science stuff?” 

“No, I’m just surprised you used the reference, that’s all. So, until we find Karim, we are to work under the assumption that you both can and can’t unlock the secrets of the scroll.” 

“That’s right, and I want us to get Karim tonight.” 

Becket fastened the clasp on the box and placed the box back into his drawer. He then leaned into his leather chair and ran his fingers across his chin. “And, how do you suggest we do that?” 

I shrugged. “Hell if I know. There has to be a way for us to learn Karim’s location, though, right? Someone has to know of a spell we can use.”

“I suppose I could send a demon to Asmodius’ residence and have it do a little recon for us.”

“Awesome, let’s do that—”

Becket put a finger up. “—but, that’s a tricky proposition. If the demon is caught, Asmodius will know to prepare for an attack.” 

“I killed one of his lieutenants. If we don’t attack him, I’m pretty sure he’ll attack us.” 

“Better, then, to defend our already fortified position than throw our bodies to the angry wolf, wouldn’t you say?” 

I stood up. “You know what? I’ve just learned the difference between us.”

“Enlighten me.”

“You’re the kind of person who’d rather sit in their tower and watch things happen than get his hands dirty. This is a game to you. A chessboard, and we’re all pieces playing a very specific role.” 

“If this were chess, then you would be the Queen. If you understood the rules of the game, then you’d know that in order to win the game, you have to kill the opponent’s Queen, or at least make it so there’s nowhere she could run. Delivering you to him is exactly what he wants.”

I remembered the feel of Asmodius’ hand on my wrist, his breath against my neck, his cheek on my cheek, and a shudder ran through my spine. “He had me tonight,” I said, “He could’ve sprung a trap on me if he’d wanted to and stopped me before I made it five steps out of the Athenaeum. Instead, he let me go. I don’t think I’m the Queen he wants anymore.” 

Becket paused. “The devil is an accomplished liar,” Becket said, “Don’t believe a word that comes out of his mouth.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

Part of me couldn’t believe we were back at Asmodius’ mansion. The other part of me—the part of me RJ had thrown magic at to keep me awake and alert—wanted to get Karim back by any means, even if it meant storming the gates this time. Subtlety was no longer on any of our minds as we made our way to the mob boss’ stronghold. We each knew what we were getting into, what we would be facing head on, and we’d each agreed the best thing to do was to tear the walls down and get our friend back by any means.

I could see the manor’s lights from where I stood, a short stretch of road showing us the way to where—I hoped—we would find Karim. Already my heart was racing, thundering inside of my chest like a prisoner desperate to taste freedom. The drums of war, I thought, distantly. 

RJ came up beside me, on my right. To my left were Danvers and Axel. All three of them looked equally ready to do what we’d come here to do. And then another body joined the fray. Ifrit made itself known to me, a small spark on my right shoulder turning into a flame the size of a baseball. A flame with a face. 

“You’re meant to know what I can and can’t do, right?” I asked Ifrit.

“I know exactly what you can and can’t do,” Ifrit said.

“Can I do this? Can I save my friend?” 

The little fire Godling turned to look at me. “Yes, you absolutely can.” 

“And can I save him without losing anyone else?” 

Ifrit paused. “That’s up to them.” 

I took a deep breath, then exhaled sharply. “Alright,” I said, “Axel, you know this place better than anyone else… any idea where they might be keeping Karim?” 

“If you’re asking whether my house has a dungeon,” he said, “No, it doesn’t. But it does have a basement where prisoners are kept under armed guard—most likely in a room charmed by a Tempest to prevent the use of magic. His living conditions will be spartan, at best.” 

“Although, knowing him, he’s probably made enough friends that they’re serving him tea and biscuits every couple of hours,” Danvers said. She turned to look at Axel. “Also, a seedy basement prison is basically the definition of a modern-day dungeon. Thinking about it, Karim would probably feel quite at home, there.” 

“Not unless he’s being tortured.” 

“And we know Karim isn’t being tortured?” 

“Guys,” I said, cutting through the banter. “I really don’t want that visual in my head.” 

“Really?” RJ asked, “Because it’s pumped me the fuck up for this. Let’s go get our boy.” 

I nodded. “We go in hard, and we go in fast.” 

Danvers chuckled. “That’s what he said.”  

“Could we concentrate a little?” I asked, a scolding tone to my voice, “Please?” 

“Yes, of course,” Danvers said, pretending like she was zipping her mouth shut. “Sorry…” 

I rolled my eyes. “See? Now you’ve taken the steam out of the whole—”

RJ made his move, sprinting down the path like a freight train. “Shit!” I called out, starting my run, “Wait for us, RJ!” 

“You snooze, you lose!” he yelled, “More party for me!” 

RJ leapt over the gate as soon as he reached it, clearing it with ease and instantly taking the shape of an overly large raven with massive, black wings and wicked looking claws. He cawed as he took to the sky. A moment later, a guard stepped out of a booth behind the gate, pulled out an assault rifle, and started taking shots into the air—completely ignoring the rest of us.

I arrived at the front gate with the full power of the Tempest behind me. Thrusting my hands forward, I sent a wave of telekinetic energy slamming into the gate, the guard, and the booth the guard had come out of. The gate ripped open, the booth’s windows smashed, and the guard flew ten feet into the air before finally hitting the ground and rolling to a halt.

“Holy shit!” Danvers said, speeding through the busted gate. “That was awesome!” 

I followed her, Axel trailing after us. Already the grounds were coming alive with movement, guards spilling out from dark corners with guns and tactical armor ready to take us all out. A group of three crested a small hill, took up firing positions, and prepared to open fire. Axel flung a bolt of magic at one of them, making him turn his gun on the other two. In the confusion, Danvers and I hit the other two with stunning spells, making them both tumble to the ground. 

High above, RJ continued to caw, drawing attention—and some gunfire—from the ground and from the snipers on the roof. He was too hard a target for the guards with the assault rifles, but those snipers were probably wearing equipment to help them track even his dark, winged form. 

Scanning the parapets at the top of the manor only for a second or two, I was able to spot at least one sniper lining up his shot. I wound back my arm, charging a lightning bolt up in my fingertips. When I released it, the night sky itself lit up and thunder roared. The lightning took a bite out of the stone wall, sending an explosion of stone in all directions. It also struck the sniper, who violently convulsed before falling out of view. 

RJ then descended on the roof, his talons extended, changing shape to become a beastly lion an instant before landing. 

Out on the courtyard, Axel and Danvers were making short work of the guards trying to block our advance toward the mansion’s main doors. Asmodius was inside. I could feel it. The last time we’d been here he’d been away from his home, and his absence had left a kind of vacuum. That vacuum wasn’t there anymore. In its place was a presence that wanted to be felt. A warning of what was to come.

The mansion’s doors opened before we reached them, light from inside spilling out onto the driveway in front of them. Four more guards hurried through, their bodies clad in armor, their guns raised; and behind them, Greaves. He towered above them, his muscular form dwarfing the men around him, and he was armed, too.

“That’s far enough!” he yelled, leveling his rifle at us.

I stopped, sticking my hands out to make Axel and Danvers stop, too. “Get out of our way,” I said, “We’re here for our friend. Give him up, and nobody else gets hurt.” 

“Tell that to your lion on the roof.” 

“He’s a little overexcited, but I can get him to stop. All you have to do is give us our friend, and we’ll be on our way.” 

“There’s only one thing I have to do, and that’s keep you sorry sons-of-bitches from entering this mansion.” 

“Are you really willing to die for your employer? I know I wouldn’t.” 

“That’s because you don’t understand loyalty.” He turned his eyes on Axel. “How could you do this to your family? To your father?” 

“That man stopped being my father the day he tried to erase my mother’s memory from existence,” Axel said.

Greaves’ eyes hardened. “Open fire!” he screamed, and then all five of the assault rifles pointing at us started spitting hot chunks of brass at us. 

Muzzles flashed, the bullets speeding out of them at incredible speeds, but magic was faster, and I’d been ready. With little more than a thought, I willed up a barrier of invisible energy that caught each of the bullets as they sped toward us in midair. I watched the bullets slow to a crawl, then to an eventual halt. 

Still full of the energy pushing them toward their targets, the bullets squirmed in the air like tiny worms. When the guards had emptied their magazines, they watched on, astonished that none of their bullets were finding their marks. I let my eyes fix on the guards, the bullets falling out of focus for a moment. 

“You can run,” I said, my hand outstretched, magic glyphs hovering around my wrist like a bracelet of light, “Or you can die for him.” 

Two of the four guards standing around Greaves made a run for it. The other two had made their choice. Groaning, I pushed the bullets around and sent them speeding into Greaves and the other two guards. Not all of my bullets struck a warm, living body, but those that did caused enough damage to at least drop the guards. 

All but Greaves, who had staggered back several paces, but stood defiant. 

I could see the strain on his face, the effort it was taking just to stay upright. I didn’t know if any of the bullets had pierced his body armor, but the sheer force of the impacts had been enough to drop two full-grown, adult human males, so it had probably hurt. 

“You’ve turned… your back…” Greaves groaned, “On everything you’ve ever… known… and you’ll do it again. Because that’s… who you are.” 

A tense moment passed, and then Axel launched a barrage of magical attacks at Greaves; step and attack, step and attack, step and attack. I could see the anger on his face, now, the hatred toward that man and everything he represented. Bolts of light zipped from his fingertips to strike at Greaves. Some of which he was able to parry away—somehow—but others struck him in the shoulder, the chest, the stomach, until he eventually fell flat on his back.

Axel was about to race over him, his face twisted with anger, but I stopped him just short of reaching Greaves. “No!” I yelled, “Leave him.” 

The downed man’s eyes were wide, the muscles in his face and body stiff and rigid. He hadn’t even tried, or been able to, break his fall with his hands. A trickle of blood started to show beneath his head, glistening in the light as it ran through the lines in the cobblestones leading away from the mansion’s front door and toward the driveway.

Greaves was dead.

Danvers came running up to us and laid eyes on the dead man. “Holy shit,” she said, covering her mouth with her hand. 

Axel was shaking with anger, with rage. I’d never felt anything like this coming from him. Greaves’ words had cut him deeply. I wanted to help him, but I didn’t know how. In any case, right now wasn’t the time. Right now, we needed to focus on finding Karim, who could’ve been anywhere in the mansion. 

“Let’s go,” I said to Axel, “We need to keep moving. Could you take us to the basement?” 

Axel tried to breathe, but it was difficult for him to come down from the storm raging inside of him. Then another shadow broke the light spilling out of the mansion. I turned, but not fast enough to block the bolt of magic that came streaking toward me. I turned away from the magic, shielding my face, knowing for sure the attack was going to hit me—but it didn’t. 

The magic had hit Axel, instead. 

He shuddered against me, then he fell to the floor with a hard thud. Turning my eyes up, I saw Asmodius standing at the door to his mansion, his suit jacket removed, his sleeves rolled up to his shoulders, the shadows dancing on his face to make him look somehow more sinister than he already was. 

Beside him was Delia, her black-lacquered lips spread, not into a grin, but into a hungry, insane kind of smile. The kind of smile a shark would give the moment it smelled blood in the water. She could smell it, now, and she was hungry for it.

“Your little attack ends now,” Asmodius said, “Surrender, and I won’t kill your friends in front of you.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

I thought about surrendering. For a second too long, I considered it, because this was Asmodius. It wasn’t Greaves, or any number of human guards with guns. It wasn’t the crows, or the Mystic Trio—this was one of the most powerful, feared mages in all of New York City, and he had demanded my surrender. 

The only universe in which I didn’t consider surrendering, right there and then, is one where I’m some robot with no ability to feel. But this was our universe, and in this universe, we hadn’t come this far only to give up at the door.

“I think you’re underestimating us if you think we’re gonna surrender to you,” I said.

Asmodius’ eyes narrowed. “My dear, are you already forgetting our wonderful dance from only a few hours ago? As I recall, I said a great many things, all of which are still as true now as they were then. If you want to take your friend from me, you’re going to have to kill me. Do you think you have what it takes to do that?” 

“I’m surprised you don’t already know.”

“Know what?” 

“A lot has changed in the last few hours… I have a Guardian, now. I wonder why none of your lieutenants have told you?” Ifrit, sitting on my shoulder, burned brighter, though I couldn’t feel more than a little heat radiating off him; certainly not any pain. 

“I see… and you believe that gives you an edge over me.” Asmodius flicked his wrist, and beams of light shot out of his fingertips. One sailed right past me to strike Danvers squarely in the chest. She hadn’t been fast enough to block it. The other one had gone for Axel, but he’d been a little better prepared for it. Axel parried the spell and sent it smashing into one of the mansion’s windows, causing it to shatter.

“Cassidy!” I called out to her, but she wasn’t responding; couldn’t respond. She’d been hit with a stunning spell that had taken her out fast. I turned my attention back onto Asmodius, and I noticed then that Delia had already started circling around Axel and me. “Alright,” I said, pointing at him, “You and me, we’re gonna deal with this once and for all.” 

Asmodius spread his hands out to either side. “Very well,” he said, “I’ll allow you to take the first shot.” 

I couldn’t keep Delia out of my sight. She was getting ready to flank us, and probably hit us both while we were busy with Asmodius. Axel, sensing this also, immediately made a move to engage her, hurling a bolt of magic in her direction. Delia parried the attack, sending the energy streaking into a marble column. Hissing, she fired a return shot, one that Axel was quick to deflect. 

While they were busy, I decided to take Asmodius up on his offer. He was already in a position to defend himself against my attack, which meant I had to make it the hardest shot I could manage. Lightning flashed, thunder roared, and whips of static light started to crackle between my fingertips. I wanted to set him on fire. In my head, that was the image I conjured—the intent I put into my spell. 

Then, when it was ready, I snapped the magic at him, sending a bolt of purple light streaking across the way. Asmodius effortlessly parried the spell, took a step to the side, and shot at me from where he stood. His magic was tough to defend against, hammers against my nails, but I pushed them away all the same, deflecting them as they came.

“You have good form,” Asmodius said, “For a novice duelist.” 

“I’ve dueled assholes like you before, and I’ve beaten them all,” I said.

“Oh, I have no doubt you’ve dueled before, but I highly doubt if any of those contenders could hold a candle to me.” 

Asmodius went on the attack again, feigning right with his body only to launch a spell at me with his left hand. He was quick, clever, and his spells hit with enough force that I was starting to get weary just from the effort of deflecting them away. That was when I decided on a new tactic. Instead of trying to deflect them, I would move around them as they came to me. 

Calling on my many years as an exotic dancer, I started letting Asmodius’ spells get past my guard, flipping over and around them, twirling past them as they came. Occasionally I would throw my own magic at him, but he was always ready to defend himself. Our fight was going to come down to a single hit—who would land that crucial blow on the other first? 

He would. 

Asmodius wasn’t kidding about my being a novice. He could anticipate my moves and know where I would be attacking from before I did. Maybe it was my footwork, maybe it was my eyes, or maybe he could read the future, but Asmodius was always one step ahead—and that was what got him to land a hit on me.

A bolt of magic struck me in the chest. I staggered back, somehow managing to stay on my feet, but the world around me had gone black. I could still see, and hear, and sense. I knew I was standing upright. I knew wherever I was, it was cold, but the mansion had gone. Axel and Delia were gone. RJ was gone. I was truly alone, standing in some kind of featureless darkness. 

Is this what death feels like?

“What is this?” I called out, my voice bouncing back to me like I was in a cave.

“This…” came Asmodius’ voice, calm and collected, distant but also near. “This is where you will spend the rest of your days and nights. What do you think?” 

“What have you done to me?” 

“I’ve shut down your major brain functions and put you into a vegetative state. Within a matter of minutes, your body will start shutting down, too… you’re dying.” 

“I don’t believe that.” 

“It doesn’t matter what you believe, Isabella. Facts aren’t opinions, and the fact is, in a few minutes… you’ll be dead.”

“If I die like this, you don’t get my heart. Isn’t that what you want?” 

“For all you know, I’m carving your heart out of your chest as we speak. Do you have any way of knowing how much time has passed on the outside?” 

He had me, but I couldn’t let him know he had me. “Right now, Axel is fighting Delia off, and RJ is making short work of the rest of your guards. In a few minutes, maybe not even as long as that, you’ll be up to your neck in Vivimancer. Not even you will be able to deal with him.” 

“Do you really believe your friends have a chance? If they have any sense, they’ll leave, having seen you fall.” 

It sounded like he was all around me. I kept spinning around on the spot, hoping I’d see him so I could go on the attack again, but he had become a phantom. “If you had any real friends, you’d know friends don’t leave others behind. Why do you think we came back to your house?”

“Because you all stupidly assumed I was keeping your friend here, and if that was the case, you’d be able to save him.” 

“You… you’ve moved him?”

Don’t listen to him! 

Axel? I turned around again, trying to figure out where I’d heard Axel’s voice. It had been distant, like a whisper in a cave, but I’d heard it. “Tell me, dear Isabella, how long did you think you could hide the scroll from me?” 

“What scroll?” 

“Don’t play coy. I can read your thoughts. I know all about the scroll, its condition… I know you’re the only person who can open it. It was clever of you, trying to bargain with it in exchange for your friend’s life. By the time the exchange was to have taken place, the scroll would’ve been useless to me. I may have underestimated your craftiness, somewhat.” 

“There are a lot of things about me you underestimate.” 

“I highly doubt it, but you are free to think that way, if you like. Now, we can continue to banter like this until Kingdom come and trumpets sound, but I’m a businessman, and time is running short. I would like to offer you a deal—a real one.” 

Don’t do it! 

Axel again, but where the hell was he? It was too dark to see more than my own hand in front of my face. “What deal?” I asked.

“You and the scroll, tonight, and I’ll deliver your friend to your new host and patron, Becket.” 

“How do I have any guarantee my friend isn’t already dead?” 

“Because, as I told you, Necromancers are rare these days, and you can trust I’m not in the business of hurting my own assets. He has been well taken care of, despite the fact you and your friends have murdered two of my employees.” 

“You’re seriously gonna try and take the moral high ground here?” 

“Oh, no. It would be irrelevant for me to do so, since it offers nothing to the trade I’m trying to make—a trade I’ll take off the table in only a few short seconds. Answer quickly, and in the interest of fairness, know that you will be bound by magic to fulfil the terms of our arrangement, should you agree.” 

“And if I lie?”

“The Tempest itself will strike you down for your breaking a sacred oath. Now, tick-tock, Isabella Warden.” 

That was it. If he was telling the truth, then there’d be no way out of this deal, once made. I really would be giving up not only the scroll, but also my talents, in exchange for Karim’s safe return to us. It really was time to put my money where my mouth was, and prove not only to myself, but also to Karim, that he did mean something to me—even if he was a massive pain in the ass.

I shut my eyes hard, accepting my choice in my heart. It was Karim. It had to be. Maybe there’d be another way of stopping Asmodius from finding out what was written in that scroll. Maybe once I’d opened it for him, I’d be free to burn it without being smote from the sky with heavenly fire.

When I opened my eyes again, I saw something in the darkness. Not Asmodius, but a light. Small, soft, amber, and twinkling like a candle. I stared at it, trying to identify what I was seeing, and then a voice came—strained, struggling, but full of fight.

“Excuse me,” Ifrit said, the light quickly intensifying like he was racing toward me, “But I don’t think we’ve been introduced yet.” 

I had to shield my eyes from the sudden explosion in the darkness. Light filled the space I’d been confined to, a circle of flames engulfed me, and Asmodius’ voice was gone—replaced by the deafening roar of an inferno. I felt something break, the severing of a connection, and then I opened my eyes again. 

I was on my back, lying on the cobblestones, my head pounding. Somewhere nearby, I could hear Delia still fighting with Axel—the whoosh and crack of spells as they sailed overhead and smashed into marble, glass, wood. I tried to push myself up, but my body was stiff, my joints and muscles tight. 

“You’ll need a minute to recover,” Ifrit said.

“What… happened to me?” I asked.

“Asmodius hit you with a mental prison spell. Your mind would’ve stayed locked in that box for as long as he wanted you to stay there; maybe even after you were dead.”

“He can just do that?” 

“Yes, if only to lesser minds. Psionic magic is powerful, but not to a mage with a Guardian.”

“Thank you…” 

“No need to thank me. Just get up, the fight isn’t over yet.” 

Through sheer force of willpower I was able to lift my neck enough to see what was going on around me. I saw Axel weaving and ducking around marble columns, dueling with Delia. I saw Danvers, still out cold on the floor. I saw Asmodius, slowly advancing on me, his hand wreathed in deep red light. 

And then I saw someone else coming up behind him… someone I couldn’t believe I was really seeing.

Becket.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

 

Becket, like a red-eyed shadow, crept up behind Asmodius, a devilish grin on his face. The crime-boss, sensing the Demonologist’s presence only when he was inches away, spun around and swiped at him with a right hook, but Becket’s form burst into a cloud of shadowy, black ink that quickly spread through the air.

A pair of feet stepped in beside my head. I looked up, and there was Becket, wearing a long black coat, his hands in his pocket. “Get up,” he said, his voice low.

Asmodius turned on his heel again and glared at the newcomer. “You,” he snarled. “What are you doing here?” 

Becket shrugged, then he glanced at me. “I thought it was about time I got my hands dirty.” 

I grinned at him as I fought to get to my feet. “It’s about time, too.” 

“Well then,” Asmodius said, “I suppose I’ll have to kill you too. Indeed, this works out quite well for me.” 

“Oh yeah, and why’s that?” 

“All I have to tell the Council after I kill you is that a filthy, infernal Demonologist manipulated a group of lesser mages into attacking me at my home, where I am within my full rights to defend myself.”

“That could work,” Becket said, “But it won’t, because you seem to be forgetting the fact that you are outnumbered and alone. You won’t kill all of us.” 

“I don’t need to kill all of you.”

Asmodius went on the attack, streaks of light shooting from his fingertips toward us. I took cover behind a marble column, but Becket didn’t. Instead he stood there, in the open, parrying spells with one hand while the other he kept in his pocket. It was an incredible thing to watch. The precision of his movements, the confidence in those red eyes. Asmodius wasn’t going to make him break a sweat—he also wasn’t going to give Becket a chance to retaliate. 

Although I had a feeling this was intentional.

Becket was taking short steps back, leading Asmodius away from the front door to his mansion. After a few moments, he’d all but forgotten about me. Another couple of seconds, and he’d walked right past me. 

I could see the viciousness in his eyes, his desire to outright murder Becket where he stood. It made me wonder what kind of history these two men had. Nearby, I spotted Axel whipping blasts of magic at Delia, who’d gone on the defensive. 

I considered leaping into his fight to help him, but RJ swooped down on them both, landing on the grass in his human form and firing bolts of green light at the lone crow. It was two against one over there, and Delia soon found herself overwhelmed. 

With a burst of magic, she took her crow form and leapt into the night sky, cawing loudly as she went—cursing us all, probably. 

Then there was only Asmodius to deal with. By now he’d come all the way out to his driveway. His otherwise perfectly kept hair had come loose, strands of it falling wildly around his eyes as he flung every possible spell he could at the Demonologist. I wasn’t sure how much longer Becket would last; blocking spells wasn’t exactly something you could keep up forever.

Calling to the Tempest, I drew magic into my hand with an ease akin to breathing. Ifrit, sitting on my shoulder, watched on as Becket continued to fall back. Another few paces and he’d back right into the fountain at the center of the driveway. 

“This is it,” Ifrit said, “Hit him hard, and hit him fast. Make sure he doesn’t get up again.” 

“You mean kill him?” I asked.

“Do what you need to do, Isabella. That man will hunt you down to the ends of the earth if you let him live. You’ll never be safe, you’ll never be free, and you’ll always curse this moment as the time when you could’ve ended this all.” 

“I’ve already killed once today, and I didn’t mean to do it.” 

“So, mean it, this time.” 

I glanced at the little fire Godling sitting on my shoulder. “Aren’t you supposed to be trying to save my immortal soul? Don’t religious types say killing is a mortal sin?” 

Ifrit scoffed. “I’m your Guardian, and that means I’m here to protect your life as well as your soul. If you spare that man tonight, you’re putting yourself in danger tomorrow. And if you believe in that whole mortal sin business, that’s up to you. But trust me, you aren’t gonna get another chance like right now to strike a blow for the greater good.” 

Asmodius had his back to me. I didn’t think he’d be able to defend himself even if he wanted to. Ifrit was right. I held that man’s life in my hands, and I had every reason to take it. Asmodius was a monster. A killer, a manipulator, someone who preys on the weak and uses them until there’s nothing left. 

He kidnapped me and made me do his dirty work. He kidnapped Karim and was keeping him in a basement somewhere. Hell, he wanted to eat my heart! The world around me slowed to a crawl. I could hear my own breathing, my heartbeat thundering inside of me; I could even hear the little crackle and pop of Ifrit’s living-flame body. Then I saw Axel. He’d come speeding around a corner with RJ by his side, only to stop in his tracks when he saw what was happening in the driveway.

I stared at him, and he stared back at me, his eyes widening when he saw the magic charging in my hand. 

I couldn’t keep looking at him, not if I wanted to do what I needed to do. Narrowing my eyes, roaring so loud my head trembled, I drew the power of the Tempest through me and sent it hurtling straight ahead. Lightning crackled and whipped from my fingertips, raced through the air, and impaled Asmodius in the back. 

Axel’s father shook and convulsed, the whole front of the house lit up as the lightning exploded in sparks all around me. Then Asmodius fell, first to his knees, and then on his front. The lightning fell away, leaving that charged smell in the air—not to mention the smell of burnt flesh, hair, and clothes. 

Becket, who’d been shielding his eyes, let his hands fall and stared at me from across the way. Axel stayed where he was for a long moment, rooted to the spot. Then he started running, sprinting toward his father and throwing himself to his knees. He turned Asmodius onto his back, and after a frantic moment, checked his neck for a pulse. 

Holy shit, I killed him, I thought. It’s over.

Without warning, Asmodius grabbed Axel by the throat. My heart stopped for an instant, skipped a beat. Asmodius pulled Axel close to his mouth, said something into his ear, and then poof, in a burst of violet light, he was gone. After a moment, all that was left of Asmodius was a cloud of glittering light. Axel’s eyes had flown wide open and he hadn’t moved from where he was. 

I rushed over to him, stopping just short given what had just happened. “Axel?” I asked, when I felt like I could speak again. 

Axel didn’t respond, not at first. It took him a second to slowly rise to his feet. Then he turned and looked at me. “He’s gone,” he said.

“Gone where?” I asked, though I almost didn’t dare to.

“I… don’t know.” 

He was talking like he was in a daze, like he couldn’t string together a conscious thought. Danvers croaked from somewhere nearby, and RJ rushed to pick her up. Becket, meanwhile, casually walked over to me, both his hands in his pockets, now. The mansion around us had fallen silent, and eerily so. I couldn’t hear voices, no marching footsteps, no walkie talkies bleeping and going off. 

This place had become a ghost town.

“None of us are safe while he’s out there,” I said. 

“True,” Becket said, “But how is that any different from the way we’ve been living for the past three weeks? We’ll manage.” 

I was shaking. I hadn’t realized until then, but through a combination of magic and emotional overload, I’d started to tremble. I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand and turned to look at the mansion. Karim was still in there. Our job wasn’t finished, yet. But I had no idea how to gather our team and make our move inside. 

And if Asmodius had been able to—what, teleport?—away from his mansion, then maybe he’d done the same to Karim. 

Becket gestured across my shoulder with his eyebrows. Turning around, two more figures were emerging from the mouth of the mansion. My entire body stiffened, and I prepared myself to fight whoever was coming at us next. One of the two people heading out of the mansion, I didn’t recognize. 

He had long, black hair, a goatee, and a naturally muscular kind of build that made him look like someone who absolutely should not be messed with. I had no idea who he was, but instantly that didn’t matter, because he had Karim with him. 

My heart surged into my throat. I was preparing myself for the very real possibility that I wouldn’t see him again for a long time, and that when I did see him, he’d be covered in cuts and bruises. But he was fine. A little grouchy on the outside, a little unimpressed that he’d been kidnapped by the same crime syndicate—again—but in good health nonetheless. 

I stepped in front of Becket, putting myself in the path of the man who was ushering Karim out of the mansion. 

“Jones,” Ifrit said.

Of course, I thought. He had been the guy who had taken Karim after he’d been shot. He was the second in command of the security division. A new guy, but one who’d been fast-tracked to the top by Asmodius himself.

“Your boss is gone,” I said.

Jones stared at me, his eyes narrow, his face severe. “He’s not my boss anymore,” Jones said, undoing Karim’s tie-wraps. “Take him.” 

“Take him?” I asked, “Just like that?” 

Jones shrugged. “Just like that.” 

I shook my head. “I don’t get it. Who are you?” 

“I’m also here,” Karim said, waving, “Hello, recently kidnapped? I’d love to get the bloody hell out of here, if possible. I’m freezing my bollocks off.” 

“He always like this?” Jones asked.

“You get used to it,” I said, shrugging. 

Jones walked Karim over to where I was standing. “You’re Isabella, right?” 

“Depends on who’s asking.” 

“I’m a Legionnaire working for the Magistrate.” 

“Prove it,” RJ said, “Let me see your badge.” 

Jones flashed the palm of his hand and displayed what looked like a pentacle tattoo burned into his skin. With a twitch of the muscles, the pentacle started burning with soft, blue light. It was the same star I’d seen atop the Athenaeum. 

I looked up at RJ. “Does that check out?” 

RJ nodded. “Magistrate brands all its Legionnaires that way.” He showed me his hand, only he didn’t have a tattoo there, but a scar. “He’s one of them, alright.” 

“A couple of months ago I was assigned to go undercover and infiltrate this organization,” Jones said, “I’ve been working from the inside, relaying information to the Magistrate. Then this guy showed up. He was lucky they didn’t kill him outright.” 

“Does the Magistrate know what happened here tonight?” 

“Not yet, but they’ll find out something happened soon enough, and they’ll want a report. I don’t know enough to give one, so, I’m offering you a chance to give me a narrative I can spin.” 

Becket stepped in. “You go on ahead and do what you need to do,” he said to me, “I’ll take care of this part.” 

I nodded, knowing better than to argue with Becket over something like this. If anyone could keep us flying under the Magistrate’s radar, it was him, and right now the last thing we wanted was local notoriety for attacking high-profile mage’s compound.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

 

The ride back to Becket’s place was mostly spent in silence, and I hated every second of it. I hadn’t said a word since I’d gotten in the car. None of us had. Not even Karim, who I’d totally expected to hear complaining about his second stint spent in captivity. 

I wish I could’ve said knowing he was with us now was a comfort. It was, don’t get me wrong, but it wasn’t enough. I’d tried to kill Asmodius tonight, and I’d failed. But the worst part about all that was the effect that may have had on Axel, and how he wasn’t talking about it. He’d barely said a word to me since we left the compound, and it was killing me.

I tried to focus on what was going to happen next, tried to keep my mind on the scroll and how tonight was the night where we’d finally learn what lay behind the ward. Part of me was buzzing to know. It’s what we all wanted, it’s what we were all here for, it’s what was expected of me. I had to be the one to unlock it, and I had to do it tonight, but all I wanted to do was talk to Axel; make sure he was okay.

I’d almost killed his father tonight, and as much as he hated him, what I’d done was a big deal.

The others started heading up the stairs toward Becket’s study as soon as we arrived at the house. I stopped in the foyer, summoning the courage to call out to Axel as one by one the others disappeared up the stairs. All except Karim, who turned around to look at me. 

“Aren’t you coming?” he asked.

“I will,” I said, “But I need to talk to Axel first.” 

Axel, who was almost at the top of the stairs, stopped, but he didn’t turn around. 

Karim glanced up, then back at me. “Can it wait?” 

“Not really,” I said.

Slowly, Axel turned around. He had a kind of blank look on his face, like he was having an outer body experience or something. Without saying a word, he walked down the stairs, going past Karim and toward me. A moment later, Karim disappeared around the corner, leaving Axel and I alone. 

It was close to dawn, now, so the house was eerily silent—and cold, deathly cold. I could see the puffs of steam forming around my lips, around Axel’s. I walked up to him, my eyes low.

“I wanted to talk about tonight,” I said.

“I’m not sure I do,” Axel said.

“And I get that, I just…”

“You tried to kill him, didn’t you?” he asked, ripping the band-aid off. 

Swallowing, I nodded. “I did.” I shook my head. “I kept thinking of everything he’d already done to us, to other people. He was a bully, one who would never leave us alone if I didn’t do something about it there and then. I wanted us all to be free of him, and I know that was probably the wrong thing to do.”

“Why?” 

“Because I hadn’t stopped to consider what something like that might do to you. I know you don’t like him, but he’s your father. If someone did that to my father in front of me, I don’t know how I’d take it.” 

“But you didn’t kill him… he’s still alive, wherever he is.” 

“I know, and I’m not sure how I feel about that. Relieved, I guess? Part of me, at least. But the other part of me knows what this means. He’s gonna come after us again, and it’s probably gonna be worse than ever. But at least I didn’t make the mistake of murdering him.” 

Axel shook his head and took hold of my hand. “Stop,” he said.

“Stop? Why?” 

“Because. Just… listen to me, okay?” 

I nodded, but said nothing. 

“My father is an piece of shit,” Axel said, “He’s a controlling megalomaniac who uses and abuses those around him to get what he wants. If he doesn’t get what he wants, he punishes them. If he does, he discards them like trash. I’ve had to live in his shadow my entire life, and if it hadn’t been for you, I would’ve probably stayed there for the rest of it. I didn’t know I had a choice until I met you.” 

I shook my head. “I don’t understand. What are you saying?” 

“What I’m saying is, my only regret about tonight is that I didn’t finish the job when I had the chance.” 

“You… what?” 

“That man isn’t my father anymore. I’m not part of that family anymore. All my life he had me thinking family was the most important thing to him, that family came first. I’d always assumed that meant our family, his family, but the truth is, family is earned.” He glanced up at the ceiling. “They’re my family, now. You’re my family, now.” 

“That’s beautiful,” Ifrit said, tiny flame-tears falling from his fiery face. He sniffled hard. “Just beautiful.” 

“Oh, be quiet,” I hissed, giving Axel my attention again. “Do you really feel that way?”

“I do,” he said, “These last three weeks I’ve learned more about life, about the real world, than I have in the past ten years living as another one of my father’s assets. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to make up for the things I’ve done, the things I’ve contributed to over the years, but I want to try.” 

I turned my eyes up at him. I wasn’t going to ask, but now that we were here, I decided I should. “What…” I started, “What did he say to you?” 

He shut his eyes. “Do you really want to know?” 

“I’m not sure anymore. I mean, yes, I do want to know, but if you’d rather not tell me—”

“—he told me when this is all done, he’s gonna cut my heart out, too.” 

A shudder pulsed through my entire body, rooting me to the spot. It was one thing to know Asmodius had those plans for me, but hearing he’d said the same thing to Axel suddenly made it all more intense. More real, somehow; as if the original threat hadn’t been real enough.

“Axel…” I started to say, but the rest of the words never came.

“I don’t want you to think about that,” he said, “He has to kill us first, and he’s not going to. We just rooted him out of his mansion, scattered his employees, made a dent in his resources. It’ll be some time before we see him again, and when we do, we’ll be ready for him.” 

“You sure about that?” 

“We have to be. There’s no way I’m letting him get what he wants. One thing is for sure—by the time he rears his head again, he’ll have all of New York City against him.”

I frowned at him. “What? How?”

“We’re gonna tell the Magistrate what happened to Karim. We’re gonna tell them what he said he’d do to me. The Magistrate won’t be able to let something like that slide. They can’t convict him of anything if he doesn’t show up, but the rumors will spread, people will talk, and soon enough everyone will know what he’s really capable of.” 

“Aren’t you worried that’ll put you in the public eye too much?” 

“I’m tired of living under a shadow. It’s time I came out into the light.” 

I nodded. “If this is what you want to do, I’ll back you up.” 

“Thank you. That’s all I need.” 

I glanced across at the stairs, then back at Axel. “I guess we should head up there and see what’s really in that box, then, huh?” 

“Yeah,” Axel said, trailing off. “Once we open the box, there’ll be no way of putting back whatever comes out of it. You know that, right?” 

“I do. I also know you mean that literally because, well, for all we know unlocking the scroll will release all manner of evil into the world. Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve done something stupid.” 

“And it won’t be the last.” 

I smirked at him. “And just what’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Nothing,” he said, letting go of my hand. 

I turned away from him and started heading toward the stairs, but he grabbed my other hand before I’d gotten more than a couple of steps away from him. Axel spun me around, pulled me toward him, and pressed me against his chest. My heart was racing, my mind along with it, but I let the moment take me where it wanted me to go. I didn’t resist. 

Even as Axel pressed his lips against mine, I didn’t pull away. I couldn’t. I didn’t want to. His touch was firm and warm, his lips warmer still, and soft. I remembered, then, that this wasn’t the first kiss we’d shared. But of the two, this was the most real; the most intimate. 

I wrapped my hands around his neck, and he plunged his fingers into my blue hair. We were locked together, living in a world of our own making, a bubble out of time and space. There was no one else here. Not Danvers, RJ, or Karim. Not Becket. Not the drowned Queen, and certainly not Asmodius.

It was just us, and I didn’t want it to end, but it had to. It had to end because Becket had walked in through the front door of his house. He cocked one of his eyebrows, his red eyes flashing vibrantly for an instant before returning to more of a dim glow. 

“Am I interrupting something?” he asked, an amused look on his face. 

“No,” I said, pulling away from Axel and wiping the back of my hand across my lips. I wasn’t sure why I’d done that. Instinct. Reflex, maybe. “We were just about to, uh—”

“—open the scroll, I should hope?”

“Yeah. We’re heading up right now.” 

“Good. I’m glad I didn’t miss it.” Becket gestured up his stairs. Axel and I glanced at each other, looking a little like scolded children, and then we headed up the stairs; Becket walking behind us.

It was time to see what this was all about; time to unlock the scroll. The only problem was, I didn’t know if I was ready for that yet.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

 

One shot was all I’d get. That was how this worked. You got one chance at disarming the ward, and if you failed… well, that depended on the person who’d set the ward up. Maybe nothing would happen, maybe the ward would trigger a silent alarm to its maker, or maybe it would vaporize you, turn you into a pile of ash.

No pressure, or anything.

Modern mages didn’t often install killing spells into their wards’ failsafe mechanisms, but this scroll thousands of years old. Probably older than that, still. There was also a chance it had been created by the drowned Queen herself. Was she the kind of person to vaporize mages who crossed her? 

Gods, I sure fucking hope not.

Upstairs, everyone was waiting for me, huddled outside Becket’s office. I walked up to the door and stood aside, allowing Becket to open the door himself and step through. He signaled for us to enter behind him, and we did like a solemn procession in prayer; silent, and perfectly in line. 

Once we were all inside, Becket pulled the box out of the drawer in his desk and set it down. He opened it, and as he did so, I walked over to it. Already I could feel my heart pounding, its thunderous beat smashing against my temples, my ears. I caught sight of Ifrit on my shoulder, watching things unfold from his vantage point.

Becket turned the box with the scroll around, allowing me to get a good look at it… and then he waited.

Swallowing, I took another step closer to the desk and brought my fingers to rest just a couple of inches away from the scroll itself. I wanted to feel for the ward around the seal, to listen for its hum—its essence—as I’d done many times before. When I heard it, it was like the first time all over again. 

The ward’s scroll was distant and quiet, subtle. Nothing like the others I’d come across in my life. Maybe that was because it was so old that its power had receded, faded away into the background. As if, I thought. The truth was, that thing was probably just as powerful now as it had been the day it was created. 

Wards didn’t just break over time.

“What do you think?” I asked Ifrit.

“Are you asking me if you can open it?” he said.

“Yeah… I know I couldn’t before I found you, but with your help…” 

“Let me be clear on something, I can’t help you open this thing. That all has to come from you. All I’m here to do is make it easier for the magic from the Tempest to reach you, and occasionally be that thorn in your side that gives all kinds of unsolicited advice.” 

“I get all that, but can I do it?” 

Ifrit looked at me. “You can do it. Whether you succeed or not, though, that’s up to you.”

“Do you understand how Wardbreaking works?” 

“Even if I did, which I do, you know I couldn’t tell you more than you already know. What I can do is help you remember things better, which’ll make cracking wards a little easier, don’t you think?” 

I nodded. “I could get used to having an eidetic memory, that’s for sure.” 

“Alright, well… the world’s watching. It’s time to do your thing… and please, get it right? I don’t want our partnership to be a short-lived one. I’ve only been here a little while, and I’m already highly entertained.” 

I pulled my hand away from the scroll, confident that I could do it, even if I wasn’t confident that it wouldn’t kill me.

“So?” Becket asked, his eyebrows arching.

I nodded. “I’ll need to be alone.”

“Take all the space you need… but be careful.” 

“You’re telling me.” 

“How much time do you think you’ll need?” Karim asked.

I shrugged. “It’s hard to tell. Maybe a few minutes, maybe an hour… I won’t know until I start.” 

“I’ll put a kettle on, then…” 

“That sounds good to me.” 

Karim turned around and slowly exited Becket’s study. The others followed, Axel leaving the room last. He stared at me for long moment, maybe trying to work out in his head whether I’d let him stay if he asked. Something like that, I could tell, was brewing behind his eyes, but whatever it was going to be, he decided not to ask.

Instead he left with the others, shutting the door as he went.

I turned to face the scroll, my heart hammering against the walls of my throat. “This is it,” I said, “One misstep, and this is all over.”

“If you don’t do this,” Ifrit said, “It’ll be over soon anyway. At least you’ll get some closure?”

“I’ll be dead.”

“Yeah, but you’ll have closure, so that means you probably won’t linger on as a ghost for Karim to torment.”

“You know what, that’s a really good point. I hadn’t even considered that.”

Ifrit beamed. “It’s what I’m here for.”

Nodding, I slowly reached for the scroll and pulled it out of the box. The last time I’d touched it I’d felt a spark from it, but not this time. This time, the scroll just vibrated softly against my skin, almost like it was humming to itself. 

I decided to set the scroll down on the floor in the center of Becket’s study. Then, after taking a series of nervous breaths, I stretched my hands out and reached for the ward inside the scroll with my mind. This part was no different to any other ward I’d ever come across, but that was where all familiarity ended.

As soon as I reached for the ward within the scroll, it stopped singing and started screaming. The hairs on the nape of my neck and arms all stood on their ends, as the power inside of this thing washed over me like a violent wave. I could see the hand gestures I needed to follow all flowing in front of me, but it was impossible to keep up with how fast they were moving.

At least, it would’ve been impossible if not for Ifrit sitting on my shoulder. 

Maybe it was the Guardian, or maybe it was my own brain, but I was able to make sense out of the chaos unfolding around me. Frantic, I followed the symbols with my hands as they appeared in front of me, but it was like taking notes for your boss, only your boss also happens to be a bat-shit crazy, thousand-year-old banshee. 

I struggled with this ward more than I had with any other in my entire life. Each of my movements was completely guided by instinct, by a sureness that what I was seeing in my mind—the sense Ifrit was helping me make of it all—was good and true. One wrong note, one mis-placed hand or finger, and I had no doubt in my mind I’d be dead in an instant.

All around me it felt like the world was going mad. A phantom wind had filled the room and started knocking down anything not bolted to the floor. The walls were shaking, the floors and ceiling, too. A vortex of light grew from within the scroll’s heart, stretching until it looked like a miniature tornado in dazzling hues of blue and green. 

Then I reached the final note, my hand following it to its precise end point, and the storm imploded back into the scroll. The wind kicking around the room died down. The howling and screaming stopped, but left a ringing in my ear like shellshock. I blinked hard, wiping my eyes with my hands and clearing the tears that had started to pool there. 

On the floor, the seal holding the scroll shut suddenly broke apart on its own, allowing the scroll to unfurl, if only a little. 

I almost didn’t dare pick it up. I must’ve stood there, staring at it, for a good, long minute before I finally snapped out of the trance and walked up to it. Slowly, I picked the scroll up from the floor and pulled it open, careful not to damage it further. Its edges were already frayed, bare threads that had been holding the whole thing together once upon a time now exposed.

A moment later, the door to Becket’s study opened. In my periphery I saw everyone standing there, watching me from the door. The room was a mess, lights flickering and flashing, some of the walls cracked and chipped, but none of that seemed to matter in the face of what I’d just discovered. 

“Izzy?” Danvers called out.

“Yeah?” I asked, though my mind was distant.

“Are you still alive?” 

“I… think so…”

“What does it say?” Becket, now, eager to have the question finally answered

“It doesn’t say anything…” I said, “It’s… a map.”

“A map?” RJ asked, “A map to what?” 

I looked up at them from across the scroll’s top. “A map to the drowned city…” 
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