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By Katerina Martinez 

 

 

I have a thousand year old scroll, but I can’t read it, and the answer lies in the muck.

 

I’m gonna level with you. The situation is less than ideal. We have the drowned Queen’s scroll, sure, but none of us can read it. Whoever wrote it enchanted the scroll to prevent just anyone from knowing what they’d written. That’s not exactly good for me. 

 

I need to know what’s on it.

 

The only problem is, I can’t break the spell. None of us can. The only way to read the scroll is to secure a rare substance known as Aetherglass, and in order to do that, we have to ask Magister Eliphas for help. Remember Eliphas? The person I stole the scroll from in the first place? The only thing I have working for me is the Magister’s insatiable curiosity. He wants to know what’s written on the scroll just as badly as I do. Maybe that’s enough to secure his help, maybe it isn’t, but I have to try.

 

Meanwhile, none of us have heard from Asmodius—Axel’s crime-lord father—and that’s making us all nervous. We’re still shacked up with Becket and his demons, and as long as we’re under his care, we’re safe. But that can’t go on forever, and when tragedy strikes, the sands of time truly start falling. If we want the tool we need to read the scroll, we’re going to have to dive into a deep, dark place to get it. 

 

A place where no one does anything for nothing. A place where no good deed goes unpunished. A place where virtue and decency go to die like wounded animals.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

The thing chasing me through the water wouldn’t let up, and I was running out of air to breathe. The water was dark and murky. Long weeds licked against my arms and legs as I moved near the seabed, as if to grab me as I swam past them. The creature behind me was a much better swimmer than I was, but as a native New Yorker with no interest in the ocean, or swimming, this wasn’t surprising.

Still, I had magic on my side, and that meant I had a shot. With the Tempest’s help, I was zipping across the water like a dart, blasting telekinetic energy with my hands to push me in whatever direction I wanted to move. The air bubble I’d created around my shoulders and head gave me an oxygen supply to breathe; it also gave me no reason to ignore the fire spirit sitting on my shoulder.

“Could you maybe swim a little better?” Ifrit said. 

“Damn, why the hell hadn’t I thought of that?” I asked, rolling my eyes. 

“It’s right behind us, and I hate to say it, but it’s going to catch us.” 

“You’re not being helpful.” 

“Really? Because relaying the facts seems like a helpful thing for me to be doing right now.” 

I realized only at the last possible second, I was about to swim straight into a ruined, stone column. With a blast of magic, I slowed myself down enough to avoid hitting it dead on. Another blast and a groan, and I was on my way around it like a dart. 

“You wanna be helpful?” I asked, “Tell me what it is and how I can get away from it.”

“I don’t know what it is, but I can tell you we aren’t gonna out-swim it. It has many tentacles; you only have two little legs.”

“Who’re you calling little?  You’re, like, three inches big!”  

Something wrapped itself around my leg; something slimy and strong. My breath caught in my lungs. Up ahead, I saw a chunk of stone I thought I could grab hold of. I reached for it, fingers desperately stretched, but the tentacle yanked hard, dragging me deeper into the darkness. 

My heart thundered against my chest, the bubble around my head growing smaller, and smaller the harder I breathed. Fighting to turn around, I caught a glimpse of the creature pulling me through the weedy underwater ruins. Its deep green skin was the color of seaweed, and it’s body was human like with the exception of its long, thick tentacles.

It was like some kind of octopus-man, and it was disgusting.

I tried to grab the tentacle with my hands, to pull it off my leg, but that thing had me in a vice grip. 

“What are you waiting for?” Ifrit asked.

“It’s got me!” I yelled. 

“I can see that! Blast it!” 

I wound my arm back like a pitcher and drew the power of the Tempest into myself. My fingertips crackled with electric might; my whole body hummed like I’d become the instrument of a force far more powerful than myself. Then, with another groan, I hurled a bolt of sizzling lightning into the octopus-man dragging me through the water. 

The magic tore through the water, sending bubbles and sparks in all directions. When the tip of the bolt struck the creature, its grip on me tightened so hard I thought my leg was going to snap off from the pressure. The thing convulsed, shook, and thrashed violently enough that I got rocked left and right. 

Then it suddenly stopped thrashing, its grip on my leg loosened, and it started to sink to the bottom of the ocean. 

“Why didn’t I think of doing that before?” I asked, once the excitement had died down. 

“Because you were too busy running from the weird octopus thing to think?” 

“I’ve really gotta learn to blast things more often. I could probably solve a lot of problems like that.” 

“I hate to tell you, but that’s not going to solve this problem.” 

I turned my head to the side and watched the little flame burning on my shoulder. He didn’t have to tell me the bubble around my head was looking way smaller than it had a minute ago. He also didn’t have to tell me it was shrinking fast. Too fast. 

“Oh, shit,” I said. 

“Oh-shit is right.” 

I gazed upward, toward the glittering surface. It was going to be a long swim up, but if I didn’t try, I’d die down here. Going back up empty handed, though, meant I’d have to do this whole thing all over again—and that was if I reached the surface without suffocating first. 

Groaning, I sent a blast of magic into the seabed beneath me, using the force to send my body shooting upwards. I could just about see the light playing on the surface, little more than twinkles of sunlight against an otherwise dark ocean, but it was enough to give me hope that I could make it even as the bubble of air around me collapsed to almost nothing. 

It was like breathing into a cellophane bag, every breath I took causing it to shrink further, and further. Worse than that, the more the air let out of the bag, the quicker it crumbled against the pressure around it. I had seconds. Nope, not even seconds. With one final gasp, I sucked what was left of the air in the magic bubble around me. 

Water rushed against my face as the bubble disappeared, my last veil of protection against the elements now entirely gone. Ifrit clung to my shoulder, a hand-sized fireball burning bright and hot despite being encased in water.

I fought my instincts for as long as I could, but that was a battle I would never be able to win. My mouth opened, and water spilled into my lungs. My vision started darkening, the strength ebbing from my muscles. I wasn’t going to make it. The dazzling light dancing on the surface of the water was so close, now, I thought I could reach it with my fingertips if only I had the strength to stretch them out.

The world darkened to almost nothing. I was only barely aware of my arms and feet limply moving, slowly pushing me closer and closer to the surface. I could hear my heart beating against my ears, each thump harder than the last, but also further apart. And then I broke the surface, air touched my face, my skin cooling. I spat out the water I’d swallowed before taking a clean, fresh breath. As soon as I did, everything came back into focus.

Danvers made a slow, hissing noise. Brushing my wet, blue hair out of my face, I turned around to look at her. She was sitting at the edge of the pool, the water lapping against her bare shins. In her hand she had a stopwatch, and she was shaking her head. 

“Seven minutes… that was pretty poor,” she said. “RJ lasted way longer than you did down there.” 

“RJ can grow gills,” I snapped, still coughing up water, “I can’t.” 

“Hey, I offered to give you gills,” RJ said. He stood behind her wearing a pair of black swim shorts, his muscular, tattooed body on display. “You didn’t want them.” 

“What was it you said to me?” I said, “You could give me gills, but you didn’t know how long they’d take to go away, and I wouldn’t be able to breathe air while I had them so I’d be stuck underwater until the spell wore off. No thanks. I don’t wanna be a fish.” 

“You probably would’ve lasted a little longer if you had them,” Danvers put in.

“Is any of this constructive at all?” Karim asked, peering at me from behind a nose covered in sunscreen. “I mean, it’s not like berating her is going to change her shitty time.” 

“You be quiet,” I barked, “And why the hell are you wearing sunscreen? This is an indoor pool.” 

“I’m British. The bloody florescent light is capable of giving me a third degree burn if I stand under it long enough.” 

I jabbed a finger over at Axel, who had only just released the magic he’d been throwing at me. “And you. That was all too realistic.” 

Axel cocked an eyebrow. “I’m pretty sure the realism factor was your idea,” he said. “We don’t know what we’re going to find down there. It’s important to be prepared.”

“Octopus-men? Really? That’s what you think we’re gonna find?” 

“It’s called the drowned city… who the hell knows what’s down there?” 

“I think you’re just pissed you didn’t do as well as you thought you would,” Karim said, grinning at me. “I suppose you can’t be faulted for that… but next time, try not to talk so much shite?” 

I swam closer to the edge in silence. He was right, of course. Karim was always bloody right. I had been the one to suggest we prepare ourselves for a possible underwater excursion, I’d insisted we make it as realistic as possible, and I’d been a little too confident in my own abilities. Mental note; next time, make the air bubble bigger. 

“Alright, look,” RJ said, “Seven minutes is good.” 

“Yeah, but it’s not enough,” I said as I hoisted myself out of the water. Looking around at the calm, Olympic sized swimming pool, it still amazed me that this whole thing belonged to Becket. My idea had been to go out into the bay on a boat and throw ourselves into the Atlantic, but Becket had suggested we try a more sensible approach. 

All we had to do then was turn the pool into a testing environment, something Axel was able to do with his Psionic magic. The whole test was one big hallucination. We could’ve probably gone without a pool, considering how developed Axel’s powers were. But having a real place to swim around in made the magic easier for him to maintain.

“This won’t work if only one of us can survive underwater for longer than seven minutes,” I said. 

“I can probably turn RJ’s gill spell into weak potions you can drink,” Danvers said, “But there’s no way of knowing exactly how long the spells would last on you because you’re all different. It could be too much, or it could also be too little.” 

“It’s magic, not exactly science,” Ifrit, who’d been strangely quiet this whole time, said.

“Again, not helpful,” I snapped.

I walked over to Axel, who looked good today in his black swimming shorts. I rarely got to see him without his shirt on, but when I did, it was a real treat. He was strong, and toned, his shoulders broad, his abs well defined. He kept a lot of muscle hidden under the suits he enjoyed wearing.

“Could we go somewhere to talk?” I asked.

“I know what that means,” Karim said, rolling his eyes. 

“You don’t know shit.” I glanced over at Axel. “It won’t take long…” 

Axel nodded, gestured toward the door leading out of the swimming hall, and stepped aside for me to go through. That Axel and I had something wasn’t exactly a very guarded secret, even if whatever that something was remained largely undefined.

Karim would’ve had everyone believe I was stealing Axel off somewhere quiet where I could have my wicked way with him, but we hadn’t gotten there yet; and anyway, he was wrong. I wanted to talk to Axel because those few moments I’d spent teetering on the edge of consciousness had woken me up to a harsh truth. 

I wasn’t ready for what was coming. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Axel and I headed out of the pool area and went back into the main house. On the way out, I’d grabbed a towel to run through my hair, and a gown to wrap around my wet body. Becket’s place was always cold, and that cold made itself known as soon as we left the steamy pool hall, but I had real magic at my disposal, now; not that K-Mart magic I’d been peddling most of my adult life.

All it took was a thought, and a delightful, cozy kind of warmth flooded my body; and then fireworks happened.

Being an Elemancer was incredible.

We made our way to my room where I could get changed. I didn’t want to sit around on Becket’s furniture fresh out of the pool, so Axel waited for me by my bed while I slid out of my swimming gear, dried off, and put some real clothes on. I had to admit, the idea he was on the other side of the door while I changed had me a little excited, but I kept myself in check.

“Feeling better?” Axel asked as I stepped out of the bathroom. 

“Much,” I said, “There’s only one thing worse than the cold in this house, and that’s being wet and cold.” 

Axel nodded, and smiled at himself. “I got changed so fast last night I stubbed my toe on my bed.” 

“Ouch.” 

It wasn’t like me to get awkward all of a sudden, to feel like I’d lost the ability to form coherent thoughts and then speak them aloud. That’s exactly what happened, though. I kind of just… stared at him, then down at the floor, a knot growing in my stomach. 

“Everything alright?” Axel asked.

I turned my eyes up and met his. “As a matter of fact, no.” 

He frowned. “What’s wrong?” 

“This… all of this. Don’t you sometimes just get the feeling that nothing’s going as it should be?” 

“I don’t know what you mean.”

I walked over to the bed and sat down. “I like to think you’ve gotten to know me pretty well over the past… how many months has it been?” 

“Forever, it feels like.”

“Right. So, you’ve gotten to know me pretty well.” 

“I feel like there’s a trick question coming.” 

“Look, I’m having doubts about all this, okay?” 

Axel cocked his head to the side. “Doubts?” 

“Down there in the water,” I said, running my fingers through my damp hair. “I don’t know, we really have no idea what we’re getting ourselves into. An octopus-man wasn’t even the wildest thing you could’ve thrown at me, and even that made me start questioning everything.” 

“What are you questioning?” 

I stared at him. “Don’t take this the wrong way but dealing with your dad was easy. I don’t mean easy, like, we didn’t even break a sweat. What I mean is, we kind of knew what we were up against. People. People with magic, and guns, but people. We have no idea what’s on the other side of that map.” 

“I know.”

“The worst part is, we can’t even read the damn thing. What the hell use is having this scroll if we have no idea what it says?” 

I had tried reading what was on the scroll, but every attempt so far had come up short. Sometimes I’d see what looked like landmasses, arrows, and often a little lettering. Other times I would see just words, words I couldn’t possibly understand; words not even Becket could decipher. The scroll had a strange, shifting, mercurial quality to it—like it didn’t want to be read.

“You can’t blame yourself for that,” Axel said, “These ancient Mages clearly didn’t want just anyone reading their scrolls. We just need to figure out a way to read it, one problem at a time.” 

“Trust me, what you’re saying sounds rational enough, but I still feel… inadequate.” 

Sighing, Axel moved over to the window and looked over New York City off in the distance. It was dull today, and grey; the lack of sun having sucked all the sparkle out. “We’ve been here before,” he said, “The only difference is, we didn’t know then what we know now.”

“What do we know now? Because I feel like we’re a little lacking in the knowledge department.”

“We know the city exists. It’s out there, somewhere, waiting to be found. Before you came along, the whole thing was just a myth. The Queen, her city, her treasures. Just something whispered between collectors in bazaars; the ephemeral golden ticket any Mage lusting after material wealth dreams about finding… and we’re about to.”

“But what is it going to cost?” 

Axel turned to look at me. “You’re right about one thing,” he said. “I am starting to get to know you. Do you want to know what I’ve learned?” 

“What’s that?”

“You’re scrappy. You’re the kind of person who makes it work, even when she has no idea what the hell she’s doing. You don’t let failure keep you down. Instead, you learn from it, pick yourself up, and try again. Go again. Get it right this time.” 

“That’s nice and everything, but it doesn’t change the fact that this time I literally have no idea what I’m doing. My instincts are all wrong.” 

“You’re worried you’re going to make a mistake.” 

“Don’t you worry about that, too?” 

Axel nodded. “I’m not going to tell you not to worry.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not the person to tell you what you should or shouldn’t do. Only you can do that.”

I narrowed my eyes. “I feel like you’re sidestepping the issue.” 

“Not at all. But I know you well enough to know when you’re asking for advice and when you just want to be heard. I don’t know what I’m doing either. No one does. We’re all just making the best of this, taking it one day at a time.” 

I shook my head. “I don’t think you’re getting it. I usually have a handle on my bat-shit crazy life. Even when it looks like I don’t, I’m never far from a plan B, or even C. Right now, I don’t even have a plan A, and I know the others are going to look to me to guide them through this.” 

“You’re their leader.”

“I didn’t ask to be their leader. Your father made me their leader.”

“Are you saying you don’t want the role now?”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s not like I can exactly give the position up now. Not unless we stop this ship and turn it around before we crash it into the rocks.” 

Axel walked over to the bed and sat down. “Is that what you want? Do you want us to stop the ship and turn around? There’s still time for that.”

Closely, I watched him. His eyes, the way his jaw clenched, the shape of his lips. I couldn’t read him as easily as he could read me, and it was infuriating. The worst part was, he didn’t even need magic to read me. He was just good at it. I had to rip my eyes away from him, in the end. Minimize the contact. Throw off his ability to read me as much as I could.

“What I’m saying is,” I paused, “I don’t know what I’m doing, and until I do, I’m going to need help keeping things in line.”

“That’s what I’m here for. That’s what we’re here for.” 

“I know, but I also worry it’s too much to ask. This all started off as a heist, and now look at us. I mean, what the hell are we?”

Axel shrugged. “I always wanted to be a pirate when I was a kid. Maybe we’re pirates?” 

“Well, we definitely fit the profile. My point is, I knew how to steal stuff. I was good at that.”

“It was never stealing,” Axel corrected.

“Right… I mean, I was good at what I did. Breaking wards, sneaking into sanctums, finding things. That was my wheelhouse. This… these are totally uncharted waters, me hearties.” 

He grinned, then he pretended to be holding a drink, and toasted the air. “Yo’ ho’,” he said, eyebrows arching.

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. And it felt good to laugh, too. That was something I rarely did these days, and when I did, it was because Karim had done or said something ridiculous. Like wear sunscreen to an indoor pool. I hadn’t laughed out loud then, but man I had wanted to.

“For the record,” I said, “We’re all still insane, I still don’t know what I’m doing, and I would still much rather go grab a cheeseburger and watch TV than do… all of this.” 

A pause. “You know what we could do?” he prodded. I noticed, then, his hand slowly inching toward mine. My breath caught in my throat. Look at where we were; in my room, alone, talking about how neither of us knew, really, what we were getting ourselves into. The future looked cloudy, at best, and he looked… 

Damn.

A little shock pulsed through me as I felt Axel’s fingertips brush up against my bare abdomen. I stared at him, gazing into his eyes as I felt his fingers, slowly, pinch the belt of my robe… and gently tug on it… but a knock at the door sent us both scampering away from each other like startled cats. 

“Come in,” I said, coughing to clear my throat. 

It was Becket, his red eyes narrow, his posture impeccable… a little smirk on the side of his mouth. “Am I interrupting something?” he asked, probably knowing full well what had just almost happened. 

“Not at all,” I jumped up, “What is it?” 

Another pause. “How did your training go? Well, I hope?” 

I glanced over at Axel, then back at Becket. “I managed seven minutes underwater. RJ runs circles around me.” 

“To be expected. He is an athletic young man, and a Vivimancer capable of altering his own body to suit his physical needs. Next time, you’ll do better.” 

I wasn’t sure if he’d said that in a disappointed kind of way, or if he’d meant to be encouraging. Becket’s tone was serious, though, and straight; maybe even a little cold. Something was on his mind, and it wasn’t just the training. 

I decided not to push, and instead just nodded. “We’ll get there. We just need some more time before we’re ready.” 

“I’m afraid time isn’t a luxury we have. The time, as it happens, is now.” 

A cold wash pushed through me. “Now?” 

“It would appear my brother is willing to speak to us, but our window is short.” 

“Holy shit, for real?”

A slight grin curled at the corner of his mouth. “You should get ready, then. We’ll leave within the hour. Just the two of us.”

“Just us?” 

“Unless you feel anyone else’s presence is required?” 

I didn’t look at Axel. I didn’t want him, or Becket, to think that I needed anyone else to hold my hand through this. “No, just us is fine.” 

“We’re in agreement, then,” he said. “I’ll meet you downstairs in five minutes.”  

Nodding, Becket moved away from the bedroom door, leaving it open instead of shutting it. I turned around, breathing deeply. “Alright,” I said, “I guess I’m going to see the Magister.” 

“Just remember,” Axel said, “He’s more scared of you than you are of him.” 

I frowned. “Number one, I’m not scared of him. And number two, that’s bears, not Mages.” 

Axel grinned. “That’s where you’re wrong.” 

Without so much as a handshake, I headed out of the room and went downstairs to find Becket waiting in the foyer. I wasn’t sure what we were going to get out of meeting the Magister. There was a chance I was going to get locked up. Going to meet the person you’d stolen from a few months ago probably wasn’t clever, but in my defense, this had been Becket’s idea. 

If we both got killed, I’d be sure to remind him this was his fault.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

“You’re unsure,” Becket said.

I was riding shotgun in his black Merc, watching the tall tips of New York’s massive skyscrapers roll by from below. I hadn’t been looking at him, I hadn’t been bouncing my knee or biting my nails, and he knew. He could tell. “I don’t like him,” I said.

“Neither do I, but he has what we need.” 

“Aetherglass. Are you sure he has it?” 

“If he doesn’t, then he’ll know who does. Without it, the map is as good as useless.” 

“He’s going to lock me up.” 

“He won’t. We have something he wants. And in any case, I won’t let him put you away.”  

“I still hate that we have to entrust him with… anything.” 

“I understand, but we came to an agreement. All of us. The time to tell the Magister what we did is now.” 

He was right. After we hit Asmodius’ compound, the crime boss went into hiding. No one had any idea where he had gone, what he was doing, or worse, what he was planning. But his absence was felt. Turns out, Asmodius hadn’t been kidding when he claimed to be the one person in the whole city capable of bringing order to chaos. 

Mage-on-Mage crime was up, there had been reports of at least three separate skirmishes between magical factions in some of the rougher neighborhoods, and two deaths. Mage deaths weren’t common, especially not within the city limits. It wasn’t possible to pin all of that on Asmodius’ disappearance, but you had to admit the timing was perfect. 

What we could pin on Asmodius was what he had done to us. He had kidnapped Karim, engaged in open warfare with us, and just generally behaved like an ultimate asshole. We had all agreed we had to tell the Magister about Asmodius, but we needed to wait until we had the Magister’s ear—his full, and undivided attention. 

Now was that time.

“We’re going to keep our cards close to our chest,” Becket said, “We’ll drip-feed him information, make him do the talking, make him ask the questions. His need to know more will be so strong, it will make him more amenable to our cause.” 

“Amenable?” I asked, “As in, less likely to call the Legionnaires in and lock us both away for good?” 

“Exactly. Don’t worry. You’ll be fine.” 

I didn’t share his optimism, but I kept quiet as he pulled his car into the parking lot of the building where the Magister conducted his business. From the outside it looked like any other dull, grey high-rise you wouldn’t be surprised to find packed with cubicles filled with disinterested accountants or telemarketers. On the inside… well, it was every bit as exciting as it looked on the outside. 

I couldn’t help but feel a bit of a disconnect as I moved through the lifeless hallways and corridors beyond the building’s doors. Mages enjoyed fancy things; their penthouse suites, their massive museums, their sculptures, their fine carpets. The Magister wasn’t an exception to that, not from what I’d seen of him so far, but this place looked downright pedestrian. 

A blond woman greeted us at the reception area, and then quietly guided us to what I assumed was the Magister’s office somewhere on the fifth floor. She knocked on the door ahead of us, waited to be given the go ahead to open it, and then gently pushed it open. Magister Eliphas rose from behind his desk when the receptionist introduced us.

“Thank you, Carla,” he said, and with a curt nod, Carla went back the way she had come. The Magister gestured for us to enter his office. Like the rest of this place, the office itself was spartan, and bare. There were no pictures hanging from walls, no drinks cabinets, not even a damn fern. Nothing. Only a computer, and a stack of dossiers on his desk, and two chairs opposite his.

Even the view from the window behind his desk—the building across the street—left a lot to be desired. If I had to guess, he was clearly a man who often fell prey to distractions and needed to be in a dull environment in order to get any work done at all.

“I must say,” Eliphas said as Becket and I found our seats, “I was surprised to hear from you, Becket.” 

“Surprised?” Becket asked, “How so?” 

“It isn’t often my brother decides to reach out. We don’t see each other often.” 

“I was at your party, was I not?”

Eliphas’ expression tightened, and so did my entire body. He’d headed straight for the topic I’d been hoping to avoid for as long as possible. 

“Hardly,” Eliphas said, “I barely noticed your presence.” 

“You know I’m a busy man.” 

“Indeed, but we are family, are we not? In truth, I could’ve used your help over the past few weeks. Things have been a little rougher than usual.”

“I heard. Unfortunately, I have no place on the Magistrate, and thus no assistance to give.”

Eliphas’ eyes flickered to me, and for a moment I thought he recognized me. Images of an intimate show in a dark room flashed in front of my eyes. I scrambled to suppress them, knowing full well any Psionic worth his salt would easily pick them up if they only cared to listen. And you could bet your ass Eliphas was listening.

He was exactly that kind of man.

“I know you,” he said, eyes narrowing. A pause. “You’re Axel’s date.” 

“I was.” 

Eliphas looked at his brother again.  “What does she have to do with this?” 

“This is my associate,” Becket said, “Isabella Warden.” 

“I know who she is. What is she doing here?” 

“I stole from you a few months ago,” I put in, ripping the band-aid off.

The room fell silent, the silence not even giving way to the sounds of the city at large. The window looking out onto the street was probably soundproof.  Eliphas lowered his eyes. “You stole from me?” 

“From your vault.” 

“No, you didn’t. Those three idiots did.” 

“They were there too, but no. It was me.”

The Magister stared at his brother. “Is this true?” 

“Verify it for yourself,” Becket said.

“What did you steal, exactly?” the Magister asked. “And how did you get past my wards?” 

“Getting past your wards was the easy part, relatively speaking. The hardest part, I think, was hiding from your demon. I was lucky those three idiots were there to take the heat off me.” 

“You know about the demon…” 

“I also know what was in your vault. A little brown box… inside it was a scroll.” 

Eliphas touched his lips with his fingers, as if they’d suddenly turned dry. “You have it…” 

“I more than have it. I’ve opened it.” 

“You’ve what?!” he yelped, shooting up and off his seat. “How? Why?” 

“The how will probably need a little explaining. The why? Well, I wanted to know what was written on the drowned Queen’s scroll. Don’t you?” 

He stopped to consider my question, one he hadn’t expected to have to answer. “Well, yes, but… are you insane? Opening it… do you have any idea what could’ve been written on the other side of that scroll? You could’ve unmade the world.” 

“I… okay, I hadn’t totally considered that, but we’re all still here and now we know what’s written on it. The only problem is, we can’t exactly read it.” 

Eliphas’ eyebrows merged in the center of his head. “What do you mean?” 

“You’re a collector of many wonderful things, are you not, dear brother?” Becket asked. 

The Magister sneered at Becket. “Yes… what does that have to do with this?” 

“I’m looking for an item that will allow us to read the contents of the scroll. An item I don’t own and do not have the ability to make. I thought you may have one, which is why we’ve come to you.” 

“Wait a second. You’re telling me you… you infiltrated one of my parties, you broke past my wards, freed my demon for a while—let me tell you, it was not easy to put back into its cage—and then you stole my most prized artifact. And now you want me to give you something else?” 

I looked across at Becket, then back at the Magister. “That’s kind of the gist of it, yeah.” 

“I could…” the Magister shook his head. “I could have you both thrown into the darkest dungeon we have right now. I could kill you both and no one would bat an eye.” 

“Oh, I’m sure someone would,” Becket said, “You’re a Magister, not a gangster. A cover up would be difficult for you to pull off. I would know. I’ve watched you try.” 

I leaned over to Becket. “You know, insulting his pride probably isn’t gonna get us what we want.” 

Becket gave me the shush gesture, so I leaned back into my seat and kept quiet.

Eliphas glared at his brother. “You’re the most infuriating person I know. And you,” he pointed at me, “I barely know who you are, and I already know I don’t like you… but you both know things I don’t, and that pisses me off even more.” He hung his head and sighed. “You answer all of my questions—all of them—and maybe I’ll help you, but I’m not making any promises.” 

“That seems like a reasonable deal,” Becket said. He stood, then he extended his hand out to his brother. A tense moment passed between them like a bolt of lightning. I didn’t know if they were going to start punching each other or start hugging each other, but either way, the next few seconds felt like balancing on a razor’s edge. 

It was ballsy of him, to invite his brother, someone notorious for refusing to have any sort of physical contact with other human beings, to a simple handshake. I could feel the seconds passing with every beat of my own heart, a breath held in my lungs. But Eliphas didn’t take the olive branch. Instead, he took a deep breath of his own, straightened his posture, and gestured with his hand. 

“I think it’s time you both started talking,” he said.

I couldn’t tell whether Becket had been in any way deflated by his own brother’s refusal to give him a handshake. The man was iron, impossible to read. But you’d have to be a robot, or literally made of iron, to not feel anything. Like, at all. Nodding slightly, Becket withdrew his hand, then turned to look at me. 

“I suppose,” he said, trailing off a little, “I should allow our resident Wardbreaker to explain how she so deftly bypassed even your meticulously crafted magical security systems.” 

“Wardbreaker?” Eliphas asked, “Is that some kind of self-awarded title?” 

“I thought Magisters were supposed to know everything,” I said.

“I like to think I’m a knowledgeable person, but I’m not sure I’ve ever heard of a Wardbreaker.” 

“Well, I’m about to school you; and you need to promise you won’t get mad.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

He got mad. Holy shit, was he pissed. It was like every word that came out of my mouth struck him like a hammer to the chest. I told him everything. The way we’d planned the heist, the night of the heist itself, our escape, and then most of what happened in the few weeks that followed.  

I’d refused to tell him the names of the others involved, and then I’d resisted his attempts at digging the information out of my head with his magic—I had Ifrit to thank for that. I also told him about what had happened with and to Asmodius, how he had disappeared, why he had disappeared, and how, as Magister, he must publicly condemn the man for his actions.

The only name I couldn’t leave out was Axel’s. 

Needless to say, Eliphas—Magister of the New York Council of Mages—wasn’t impressed. Or, he was, but he couldn’t exactly come out and say it. Not if he wanted to at least make it look like he didn’t condone thievery. 

Eliphas pulled a handkerchief out of his suit pocket and used it to dab away the film of sweat forming above his eyebrows. Some of the veins there had popped, and his entire face had gone red from the stress of having to reel in his emotional response to the things I was saying. Becket would’ve sat there, calm as a block of stone, if that had been him. The two could’ve have been more different.

“Alright,” Eliphas said, sliding the handkerchief back into his suit pocket. “So…” he paused, shook his head, like he was trying to process everything that had just been said; and failing. “You almost unmade the world… you agree to that assertion?”  

“I do,” I said.

“And you’re okay with that?” 

“I mean… we’re still here, aren’t we?” 

“Yes, but… do you have any idea what the rest of the Council will say when they hear about this?” 

“Probably best if we don’t tell all the big wigs, then, right? Keep this between us… I mean, it’s not like you told anyone you had anything stolen.” 

Eliphas frowned. “How do you know I didn’t report the theft to the rest of the Council?” 

I shrugged. “Because then you’d have looked incompetent. You told the Council there’d been a security breach, but you’d managed to keep that breach under control and—better yet—you’d caught the three actual morons responsible. No harm, no foul, no need to raise a possible Armageddon alarm.”

A moment of silence passed. “She isn’t wrong,” Becket said, breaking it. “If you’d told anyone what was missing from your vault, news would’ve spread like blood through water. You would never have contained it. You may have even been forced out of your position.” 

“It wasn’t incompetence,” Eliphas snapped, scrambling to hold onto his pride. “You have a gift of some kind, a gift no one could’ve predicted someone would have.” 

“I could’ve predicted it,” Becket said, “And I did, once before. But she’s still quite the thief.”

Becket gave me a sidelong smirk. One of approval. In another life, I’d have corrected him; told him I wasn’t a thief. But, let’s face it, that’s what I was. A thief. I stole things from people who didn’t want to have stuff stolen from them. And I was damn good at it, too. At least I wasn’t a common thief. That was the new line in the sand.

“As much as it pains me to say it,” Eliphas said, “Part of me is grateful you were able to open the box and the scroll inside. I’d been wanting to know what was written on it for the longest time.” 

“And we didn’t all explode, right?” I asked. 

“Well, yes, of course. That also…” he paused, scanned our faces, then licked his lips. “So… what did it say?” 

I hadn’t told him yet. Like a good storyteller, I’d left the tastiest bit of the story out as an incentive for him to let me tell it all. He needed to know the whole thing, you know, so he wouldn’t just decide to kill me for having crossed him. Context was important, here. But he’d listened, I wasn’t already on my way to prison, and I’d managed to keep my friends’ identities a secret. 

Now it was time to tell him what he wanted to know.

“It’s a map,” I said, “A map that’s going to take us to the drowned Queen’s city.” 

Eliphas frowned. “I thought you said you couldn’t read it.” 

“We can’t,” Becket put in, “There are elements of the map that are missing. Latitudes, longitudes, landmarks. The map itself is perfectly preserved; time isn’t to blame for its illegibility. This was done on purpose. Another security system, I suspect. That’s why we need you.” 

“Me?” Eliphas asked, “What can I do?” 

“Have you ever heard of Aetherglass?” 

The Magister stared at Becket, the cogs in his mind working hard to summon an answer that just wasn’t there. In his defense, I didn’t know the answer either. The most frustrating thing about being a Mage was, there was no quick internet search you could do to find the answer to a question; and worse, no online video tutorials.

“Remind me…” Eliphas said.

“If I have to remind you, then you don’t have what I need, this conversation is over, and we will leave.” 

Becket went to stand, but Eliphas shot up first. “If you leave now, I’ll have the Legionnaires take you both in for stealing from me.” 

My heart slammed against my chest so hard it made my vision wobble. I got up too, but that only made Eliphas even more jittery. He took a defensive stance, his hands at the ready, magic already starting to swirl around us—invisible, but present all the same. 

“One thought,” the Magister warned, “One thought, and this room will be filled with them. You may be able to take down one or two of them, but eventually, you’ll fall.”

The brothers glared at each other from across the table. The room was tense, charged not just with magic, but with sibling rivalry. Just by looking at them both I could tell that, even though at times during their lives they’d been allies, there had always been rivalry between them—one always trying to be better than the other one.

“Think carefully about what you’re doing,” Becket warned, the red glow in his eyes intensifying.

“Are you willing to let your people die like rats? Because I won’t take them down, I will put them down and make you watch.” 

A warm rush pushed into the pit of my stomach. Holy shit. I’d never heard Becket talk like that. He’d just threatened to murder Magistrate Legionnaires in front of the Magister himself, and he’d done it so calmly. It reminded me that I didn’t really know too much about Becket, not really. Not beyond what he’d told me.

Eliphas’ expression tightened. “You would dare threaten the Magister of the New York Council?” 

“I have, and I will again, but that isn’t why I came. Think about where we are. We’re on the cusp of discovering the drowned Queen’s city. Are you going to throw that away to satisfy your vanity?” 

“You clearly don’t know me very well.” 

“I know you better than most. That’s why I’m going to do you a favor and tell you how your vanity would be better served.” 

“And how is that?” 

“When we find the drowned city, I plan on sharing the discovery with the rest of our kind—as it was always meant to be. You could be at the head of that discovery. The brothers who resurfaced an ancient jewel.” 

Eliphas ground his teeth, swapping between staring at me and then back at his brother. After a beat, he seemed to relax. “I don’t have any Aetherglass,” Eliphas said, his memory on the subject having suddenly cleared up, “Do you have any idea how rare that is?” 

“I do, but you are a collector,” Becket said, “I thought perhaps you happened to own some.” 

“Well, I don’t. I mean, it isn’t something Mages happen to have lying around. Creating it requires more skill and ability than most Mages living today have.” 

“Which is exactly why I haven’t simply created some for myself. I’m not afraid of admitting my shortcomings, and this is one of them. The practice, the discipline, and the power necessary to produce Aetherglass is out of my reach.”

“What about Asmodius?” I asked. “Would he have had any?” 

“Doubtful,” Becket said, “If he had, he would have been far more difficult to defeat.” 

“I hardly think we defeated him. Honestly, we probably only inconvenienced him.” 

“Still, a win is a win.” 

The Magister took his seat, Becket mirroring his actions. I followed, allowing myself to sit down again now that the tension was gone. Eliphas shook his head. “This is ridiculous,” he said, “You’re asking for Aetherglass, knowing full well how difficult it is to acquire?”  

“Aetherglass is one of the rarest substances on Earth,” Becket said. “So rare, in fact, because it isn’t from this planet; it even doesn’t occur naturally within our dimension. Aetherglass comes from the Tempest. It is magic in its purest form, drawn out of the Tempest and refined into a physical object. It’s like drawing enough dust from the air to fashion a working katana; a painstaking, elaborate, sublime process almost impossible to successfully perform.” 

“It sounds kinda beautiful,” I said.

“It is. Unfortunately, the practice of creating it is also forbidden, hence its rarity. So, yes, I know exactly how difficult it is to acquire.” 

“Forbidden? Why?” I asked.

“Because of how powerful it is,” Eliphas said. “Well, it’s not that the substance itself is powerful, more like it amplifies a Mage’s magic. Even having a little of it to focus a spell through is enough to make that spell easily ten times more powerful.” 

“More like a hundredfold,” Becket said. “It is one of the most dangerous substances known to Mage kind.” 

“And you thought he owned some?” I asked, “That sounds kinda far-fetched now, doesn’t it?” 

“Not necessarily. In order for Aetherglass to be of use to any Mage, it must be properly tempered. Otherwise it’s about as useful as a diamond. An indestructible, pretty rock, but a rock nonetheless. Many Mages collect such pieces for their sanctums; those who can afford the asking price, of course.”

 “So, he doesn’t have any, and even if he did, it would need to be properly tempered by someone who knows how to do that, and that someone isn’t in this room. What exactly are we doing here?” 

Eliphas lowered his head. Sighed. “Because I know where you can find someone who can temper Aetherglass.” 

Becket grinned. “And thus, the true purpose of our visit is brough to light. I need to speak to him.” 

“You can’t,” the Magister’s head came up again. “I can’t help you.” 

“Of course, you can. You’re the Magister of New York. You can do whatever you want.”

“I can’t, and you know it.” 

“Why?” 

“Because he doesn’t work for the Magistrate anymore. He defected a long time ago. I couldn’t help you if I wanted to, no one in the Magistrate can.”

“Because you don’t know where he is?” 

“No, we know where he is. The only problem is Magistrate Mages are forbidden from following him where he’s gone. That’s why he went there.” 

“You let him reach Devil Falls?” Becket asked.

“We didn’t let him do anything,” Eliphas said, “We all knew he could create magic amplifiers. When he wanted to leave, we let him. What choice did we have?” 

The Magister was speaking, but I started losing track of what he was saying. Devil Falls. Everybody knew about Devil Falls. It was the wrong side of the tracks. The haunted house at the end of the street. That dark alley where people get mugged, shot, and kidnapped. It was a place even angels feared to tread. 

In Devil Falls, the Magistrate had no power. Mages who wore badges of authority or tried to wield any political might were killed before they could say in the name of. It’s a place where natives and outsiders openly did battle. A place where the worst of the worst went to play their dark games.

But they had good bagel places, so there was that.

“As  I told you,” Eliphas said, “I can’t help you reach him… but, if you can somehow find him, I will make sure you have all of the Magistrate’s resources at your disposal to help you track down the drowned city.” 

I cocked an eyebrow. “Just so we’re clear,” I said, “You’re leaving the task of locating him, convincing him to help us, and coming back with the Aetherglass all for us to figure out… and then at the end you’ll come in and help us find the drowned city?” 

“Maybe one day you’ll learn some rules are not meant to be broken,” Eliphas said. “Not only for the good of the one, but for the good of the many. If the Magistrate starts flexing its muscles near Devil Falls, dangerous agents could take that as a declaration of war, and then we’ll have a big problem right at our doorstep. Now, do we have a deal?” 

It was Eliphas this time who stood and stretched his hand. Becket got to his feet and stared at the hand in front of him. I followed, watching this all play out. Something about it didn’t seem right, and I was sure Becket could feel it too. His senses were way keener than mine. Besides, he knew exactly who he was dealing with; a liar, a cheat, a con man.

Still, he took his brother’s hand and shook it. That was the first time I’d seen the Magister touch someone. Proof that he was willing to break rules in pursuit of the drowned Queen’s treasure. Did that mean I trusted him even one bit? 

Fuck no.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

“Absolutely no way,” Danvers said, shaking her head and shutting her eyes. She looked like a kid being offered a spoonful of mushy vegetables, her face all screwed up like that. I was the unfortunate parent who had to make sure she ate those vegetables, though, because she was our only real way into Devil Falls.

“Look, I’m not trying to throw you into a tough spot,” I said, “But we could really use your help here.” 

“Devil Falls? Do you really want to go to Devil fucking Falls? I spent most of my life trying to get out of that place, what makes you think I’d ever want to go back? They should’ve called it the Devil’s Asshole, because that’s what it is. Just a whole district full of devil shit.” 

“Okay… I’m starting to sense you may have some strong feelings toward it.” 

“No shit.” Danvers walked over to her window and stared out at New York beyond it. “You’ve never been there, have you?” she asked, turning to look at me. 

I shook my head. “No. I mean, the place isn’t exactly a tourist attraction.” 

“I lived there my entire young life. I saw some things I’m never gonna forget for as long as I live.” 

“I’ve only ever heard about the place. It’s like an urban legend.” 

“Nah, urban legends are mostly bullshit. This is one-hundred-percent real. It’s literally the place where souls go to die.” 

I walked over to the edge of her bed and sat down. “I need to find this guy. He’s the only one who can help us read the map, and without the map… I mean, what’s any of this been for if we can’t read the map?” 

Danvers scoffed. “Fuck the map. We’re probably better off not going down there anyway. Who knows what’s waiting for us?” 

Despite being an actual teenager, it was usually pretty easy to forget how young she really was. She was so confident, so strong. She always made it look like she didn’t need anybody, like other people were just thorns in her side at worse, or dead weight at best. But right now, with the prospect of going near the very place she’d sworn never to set foot in again, it was as if the mask had slipped, even if only just a little bit. 

This was rare. 

“Do you know what Aetherglass is?” I asked.

“Any Tempest worth their salt knows what it is,” she said, “We’re the only ones with the power to harvest and temper it.” 

“Could you do it?” 

Another scoff. “Hardly. The rituals alone take years of practice to master. You need to commit them to memory before you can even attempt the harvesting process; that alone could kill a Mage who isn’t properly prepared. Oh, and as if that wasn’t a high enough barrier for entry, the only Mages who know the rituals are those who have already mastered the art, and good luck getting them to share that knowledge with you.” 

“I think you just stressed exactly how important this guy is to us. If he really can make Aetherglass, we need to find him, and we need to get him to make some for us so we can read the map.” 

Danvers snapped around and glared at me. “I’ve already told you; you can shove that map. I’m not going back to Devil Falls.” 

“You won’t be going alone. You’ll have me, us.” 

“You think Karim has what it takes to survive out there? They’ll eat him alive. And RJ? Trust me, the monsters down there can smell a Legionnaire coming from a mile away, and they’ll do everything they can to put that Legionnaire six feet under. It doesn’t matter if he isn’t actively serving the Magistrate; that’s a stink that just never washes off.” 

“I get it. Devil Falls is dangerous, but there’s much more at stake here than just finding a few treasures in a city underwater somewhere. Think of the discoveries we could make—discoveries you could make. This is it, Cassidy. The drowned city, the Queen. You’re the only person who can find this guy. I need you.” 

Danvers stared at me from where she stood and rolled her eyes. “Need me less.” 

I smiled at her. “Not gonna happen.” I stood up and walked across to where she was standing, sensing that her defenses were coming down. Slowly, but surely. “I don’t know what we’re gonna find on the other side of that map. There’s no one living who can answer that question. But you know exactly what we’re gonna find in Devil Falls.” 

“Pssh, yeah. Fiends. Vampires. Psycho Mages. Naga. The list goes on.” 

“You really think any of us stands a chance down there without you?”  

Danvers looked up at me, her eyes betraying a truth she wasn’t going to give up easily. “You won’t understand,” she said.

I took her hand. “Make me understand it. I want to.” 

“What the hell good will it do? You’re just gonna find a way to convince me to do this, even though I don’t want to, and then I’ll look like the asshole for saying no.” 

“I’m not going to do that. If you put your foot down, I’ll respect your decision. But I want to know why you won’t go back.” 

Scowling, folding her arms, and shaking her head, Danvers turned around. I waited, counting to five in my head before finally deciding to leave. I had told her I would respect her decision, and she had decided to kill the conversation. All I had to do now was find another way of getting Aetherglass. Easy. 

I headed for the door.

“If I go back to Devil Falls, I’m dead,” she said. 

Stopping at the door, I turned my head. “Dead? What are you talking about?” 

“Someone put a bounty on me a long time ago. I don’t know who, but I got told a couple of years ago by someone who risked their lives to tell me.” 

“Wait… so, you’re saying if you go back, someone could try and kill you?” 

“Not someone. Anyone. You do know how bounties work, right?” 

“Jesus, of course, I do. But a bounty? Why haven’t you told me before?”

“I’ve never told anyone.” 

“I get why you wouldn’t want this to be common knowledge, but we’ve been through enough now that I like to think we can share stuff like this with each other.” 

“Yeah? Well, you thought wrong. There are some things I want to keep to myself. Don’t try to convince me you’re not keeping secrets of your own?” 

“I won’t. But Cassidy… this is big.” 

“Only if I go back, and I won’t, so it’s no biggie.” 

I walked over to her. “Do you have any idea who could’ve done this?” 

She shrugged. “I’ve thought about it before, but I’ve come up short. It’s not like there’s anyone I can ask about it, either. Anyone who might know is down in Devil Falls. My best guess is this has something to do with my parents. Some kind of revenge thing, maybe, for all the shitty things they’ve done to people over the years. It could literally be anyone, and that’s the worst part.” 

 Spanner, meet the works. 

This wasn’t just a concrete reason not to go to Devil Falls, it was the only reason. Up to now, stories of how dangerous that part of New York was were exactly that; stories, myths, urban legends. This, on the other hand, was concrete. Solid intel, and not what I wanted to hear. If there really was someone—or people—out there who wanted to kill Danvers, I couldn’t risk it. 

She couldn’t risk it.

“Look…” I said, “I can’t force you to come to Devil Falls. But maybe you don’t have to.” 

Danvers cocked her head to the side and frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, maybe you can guide us from afar. Maybe Axel can keep us linked so we can talk to each other while we dive into Devil Falls.” 

She shook her head. “You mean you want me to sit on my ass back here and be your freaking Sat-Nav while you muddle your way through one of the most dangerous places in New York City? Nah. That will never work.”

I sighed. “We need that Mage.” 

She shut her eyes and exhaled deeply. “God-dammit. I’m gonna have to go back to Devil fucking Falls, aren’t I?” 

“You don’t have to. We can find another way.” 

“You and I both know that’s a whole load of bullshit. If there was another way, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” 

“Probably not…” 

“We’re probably gonna end up dead… but I guess, what difference does it make if it’s a hitman in the city or some ancient monster in a city underwater that takes me out?” 

“That’s the spirit?” I asked, my voice faltering a little at the end there. “We’ve already risked our lives for each other a bunch of times. The last time you were in Devil Falls you were a lone wolf, but right now, you’ve got your pack with you; we’re ready to protect you.” 

“Fine, let’s fucking do it. When are we going on this suicide mission?” 

“I don’t know. I need to talk to Axel and make sure he knows what we’re planning. He may have some way of improving our chances of coming out of this on top and alive. But soon.”

“Well, if this is going to work, then I’m going to be in charge of this one. Understood?” 

“Is that so?”  

Danvers nodded. “It is. I’m the most experienced person on the team right now, so you go and find out when you want to get this done. Meanwhile, I’ll start figuring out how we’re going to do this without getting killed. Oh, and this is just a suggestion, but you should definitely sleep with Axel. Tonight.” 

A flush of warmth rushed into my cheeks. “I—what? Why?”

“Because you might die tomorrow, and you’re clearly both hot for each other.” 

I laughed, nervously. “You’re being ridiculous.” 

“No, I’m being serious. I know we’ve been through some shit since we started this whole thing, but what we’re about to do is next level dangerous, and I really don’t know what’s gonna happen. I’m not trying to oversell this place; it just is what it is.” 

I narrowed my eyes at her. “Okay… thanks. I’ll keep that under advisement.” 

“Good. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m gonna see Becket about his liquor cabinet and drink until I pass out.” 

Danvers started walking toward the door. “Please don’t get too drunk?” 

“Relax, RJ can fix me in the morning. Meanwhile, you go and see that man about his penis—I mean, the plan.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Danvers may have been a little crude in her delivery, but she had a point. Things between Axel and I were a little… weird. I mean, to begin with, there was no Axel and I. There was no us. But we’d had a few moments already, and things seemed to be headed toward an almost inevitable place.

Maybe Danvers was right. Maybe what I had to do was march over to Axel’s room, throw him onto his bed, and finally work through some of the tension I was sure we were both feeling. A little voice in the back of my head, however, warned me that was a reckless thing to do. Correction; not the voice in my head, the one on my shoulder.

“Do you really want to risk straining your relationship now?” Ifrit asked, “Think about this very carefully.” 

“I didn’t ask for your opinion,” I said.

“And yet, you have it. I think this is something you’ll have to learn to get used to.” 

“I’m used to talking to myself about stuff like this. I’m not sure how I feel about having an external opinion.” 

“You probably feel a little weird, I’ll grant you that. You probably also feel like you’ve lost control. When you control the voice in your head, you can make it say whatever you want, but you don’t control me. You don’t get to decide whether I agree with you or not.” 

“You’re assuming I need your advice on everything that comes my way.” 

“Not everything, but most things, sure. I thought I would keep out of your conversation with Danvers, for example. You had that fairly well handled. But this? I feel like an intervention is in order.”

I turned the corner. Axel’s room was at the end of the hall. I knew he was there, we were all at Becket’s place, waiting to make the next move. Already I could feel my heartbeat thrumming against my chest, blood pumping through my veins. It was enough to set my skin on fire, but it also put one hell of a stomp into my step. 

I was about to walk into Axel’s room and claim him for myself. I had to admit, I felt powerful. It was the same thing I’d felt most nights on the stage of the Glittered Goddess, when my name was Kandi, and my trade was getting men of all stripes to throw money at me. 

“Think carefully about what you’re about to do,” Ifrit said. “The last thing you want is to cause a problem between the two of you.” 

“I’m done thinking,” I said, “I’ve been an overthinker my whole life. We’re going into Devil Falls, and I don’t know if I’m gonna make it out of there alive. What I do know is that I’m alive right now, and right now I want to spend the night with that man.” 

Ifrit fell silent until I reached Axel’s door. “I guess you’ve had worse ideas,” he said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

Axel’s door opened before Ifrit could respond. Christ, he looked good. He was wearing a white, form-fitting shirt under black suspenders, the top few buttons of his collar opened, his sleeves rolled up. I stared at him, my eyes trawling the landscape of his body. All the while, Axel stared at me, his eyes cautiously narrowed.

“I… heard you coming,” he said, “Is everything okay?” 

Now wasn’t the time for conversation. I pounced on him, grabbed hold of his collar, and tightly pressed my lips against his. A smaller man would’ve been sent back by the suddenness of it, the force I’d pushed into him, but Axel wasn’t a small man. He stood his ground, took hold of my waist with his hands, and shut the door with his foot. 

A moment later, he pinned me against it.

“You’re quick on your feet,” I said, reaching for his lips and kissing him again. “I’m impressed.”

“Not as impressed as you’re going to be,” he said.

I flipped him around and pinned him to the door, then I buried my face into his neck, letting my lips taste his skin. Axel wrapped his strong arms around me and lifted me off my feet. Effortlessly, he carried me over to his bed and dropped me, letting himself fall on top of me. I brushed the side of his face with my fingertips and stared at him.

“You’re holding back,” I said.

“Am I?” he asked. 

“Why haven’t you made a move yet?” 

“I’ve made moves.”

“A real one.” 

Axel pressed his lips together. “The truth?” 

“Always.”

“I can’t remember the last time I felt about someone the way I feel about you. I don’t know if I ever have.”

Butterflies filled my stomach, but I kept my composure. “Bullshit.”

He shook his head. “You asked me to tell you the truth. That’s the truth.” 

“There are a hundred girls out there who are better for you than me.”

“Oh yeah? Name them.” 

I frowned. “Okay, I can’t. But they’re out there.”

Axel brought his lips to my neck. He didn’t touch me, though, only breathed on me, and that made my skin tingle. I sighed, shutting my eyes and letting the feeling wash over me. “If you can name them, I’ll stop.”

“Who says I want you to stop?”

His warm breath on my skin was doing all kinds of wonderful things to my body. I leaned into the feeling with my fingertips lightly pressed against the back of his neck when, suddenly, he stopped. 

Axel pulled his head up and looked down at me. “You know…” he said.

I cocked my head to the side. “Yes?”

“I’m still owed a dance.”

“This again?”

“Seems like the perfect time for it, don’t you think?” 

I stared at him, a playful grin on my face. “You should know, I’ve made unworthy men weep. Do you think you’re ready for me?”

“Oh, I’m ready.” 

With one quick hip thrust, I rolled him onto his back and pinned him down by his shoulders. I licked my lips. Then I slid my fingertips up and down his suspenders, snapped them against his chest, and tossed my hair from one shoulder to another. “Alright,” I said. “Give me some music.” 

Axel narrowed his eyes, took a deep breath, and breathed magic into the world. A couple of seconds later, a phantom beat started playing. One only Axel and I could hear. It was a song I knew well, one called Tainted Love. It was perfect, exactly the kind of thing Kandi was used to dancing to. The only thing I didn’t have was a pole, but since I’d be dancing on him, I figured I’d make do without it.

I stood, stepped away from him, letting the music move my hips, then I turned around to find him sitting up. Dropping to my knees with a quickness he hadn’t expected, I crawled toward him, planted my hands on his thighs, and spread his legs apart. Axel stared at me, his eyes wide, his cheeks already flushing red with hot blood. I pulled my chest toward him, sliding across the length of his body until my mouth was an inch away from his. 

I snapped my teeth at him, spun around, and pressed my back against his chest. Axel’s entire body stiffened as I started grinding against him, my body flowing with the rhythm of the music only he and I could hear. One of his hands tried to encroach upon my stomach, but I slapped it back and pulled away from him and walked across the room. 

With my head craned over my shoulder—and my heart thundering against my temples—I slipped my fingertips into the hem of my shirt and tugged it slowly over my head. I tossed my shirt at him, and he caught it against his chest. Smiling widely, he bunched it in his hands and took a deep whiff of it.

He was playing along, and that made me decide to finally commit to what I was about to do. 

With my back still to him, I reached for the button on my jeans and undid it, glancing across my shoulder at him again as I did so. I wanted to let the moment drag on a little, to tease him with it. This was what I was good at. In the arena of making men feel all kinds of hot, I was a Queen.

“Wait,” he said, the music around me falling to a lower volume. 

I turned around to look at him, hands on my hips. “Not doing it for ya?” I asked. “Because that would be a first.” 

Axel stood and walked over to me. “No, that’s not it. Trust me.” 

I cocked my head to the side. “What is it?” 

Gently, Axel wrapped his hands around my bare waist. His hands were warm and soft, but I could tell they were strong just by the way he was holding me. “I don’t want you to do that.” 

“You do know a lap dance doesn’t work if I’m wearing jeans, right?” 

“I know. But I don’t want you to take them off.” 

“Why not?” 

His fingers slid slowly toward my waist, making my breath catch in my throat. He wanted to take them off himself. Ballsy move, Axel. Ballsy move, but one I wasn’t unhappy about. I swallowed as, slowly—almost painfully so—he guided his fingertips down beneath my waistline, the warmth of his hands sending ripples of warm excitement all through my body. 

At the point where he was ready to start undressing me, he brought the full weight of his blue-eyed gaze to bear on me. I stared up at him, my breath held, my heart pounding, my entire body on red alert. In an instant, his eyes went from blue, to amber, to white. Axel’s eyes widened, he sucked in a hard gasp, grabbed me, and spun around, shielding me from the fireball that struck the window at our backs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

The explosion was powerful enough to knock the wind out of my lungs and send us both flying toward the other side of the room. I hit the wall hard, and before I could even register any pain from the impact, shards of glass and bits of broken wood and masonry were raining on me. I shielded my face with my arms, tucking myself into a ball to protect myself, but I felt every single cut, every slice, every tear of flesh. 

When the rain stopped, I turned my head up and looked at the space where the wall had once been. It was gone, now; the edges frayed and on fire. The whole room was on fire. Smoke was quickly rising from the burning bed, the end table, the floor. I was already coughing and barely able to move from the pain, but Axel looked unconscious, and he’d landed a few feet away from me. 

 I had to get to him. I had to get him out of here, and then I had to check on the others. We were under attack. 

Another explosion rocked the house as I tried to stand, forcing me back to the ground. I wasn’t sure where the fireball had hit, but the walls were shaking, so it couldn’t have been far. Danvers. RJ. Karim. Danvers was only a few doors down, but I didn’t know where Karim and RJ were. Don’t be hurt. Please, don’t be hurt.

I tried to call for Axel, but I could barely croak through all the smoke swirling through the air. Shutting my eyes and concentrating, I drew the power of the Tempest toward me and put my Elemancy to work. There were fires that needed smothering, air that needed circulating, and I could do all of that literally with my eyes closed. 

Magic rushed through me causing my body to hum and to vibrate. I slammed my fist against the ground, and an instant later, a phantom wind pushed through the bedroom with enough force to drive the smoke and the fire right out of it, through the broken wall. Embers remained after the wind died down, but at least the smoke was mostly gone.

Crawling, I made my way over to where Axel lay on his side. I could see his back, his once white shirt charred black and ripped in places. He was bleeding, and I wasn’t sure if he was breathing. The house shook again, this time from an explosion so close to the room we were in I could feel the heat moving up and through the floor. 

“What the fuck is happening?” I asked Ifrit. 

“It was a Mage,” he said, “You saw it the instant before the fireball exploded against the wall. An Elemancer, but one you don’t know.”

“One of Asmodius’ men?” 

“I can’t possibly know that. Hurry, you’re bleeding from your right leg and you have a shard of glass embedded in your arm.” 

I looked, and instantly regretted making that life choice. It wasn’t just a shard of glass sticking out of my arm—it was easily bigger than my hand, and that was only the part sticking out of the wound. It was a wonder I’d been able to move my arm at all before now, but now that I’d seen it, the entire arm instantly stiffened up as my instinct to protect the injury from getting worse kicked into gear.

“God dammit,” I groaned, using my real voice. 

My voice must’ve woken Axel up, because he started stirring.

“Axel!” I yelled as I reached him. I grabbed hold of his shoulder just as he tried to roll onto his back. That was probably going to be a huge mistake for him, given the state he was in. That would’ve been me, I thought, remembering the way he’d spun me around to put his own body between me and the blast he’d seen coming an instant before it had hit.

He’d probably saved my life.

“Keep still,” I said, “You’re hurt.” 

“Izz… Izzy…” Just hearing him struggle to say my name hurt more than the shard of glass wedged in my arm. 

I was about to lean over him when the house rumbled again. This time I heard the glass shattering, the wood creaking. The ceiling above me cracked, clouds of dust falling over us. Whoever was hitting Becket’s house clearly had no intention of letting up, and if they carried on, it was only a matter of time before another fireball found its way into this room; or the entire house collapsed altogether.

“What the hell do I do?” I asked. 

“Get to safety,” Ifrit said, “You’re in no condition to do anything else.” 

“What about the Elemancer?” 

“There’s nothing you can do.”

I stared at the shard of glass in my arm and clenched my jaw. “Like hell there isn’t,” I said, pinching the glass with my thumb and forefinger.

“I seriously don’t recommend you do that. The glass is wedged in deep and you’re already bleeding from your leg. If you pull it out, you’ll be unconscious within minutes, and dead soon after. Dead, Isabella.”

“How many minutes?” 

Ifrit seemed reluctant to answer, even though he knew exactly how bad the injury in my arm was, how much blood I had left in my system, and how quickly it would exit an open wound. Unfortunately for Ifrit, he was compelled by the bond we shared to answer any question I asked of him as truthfully and as accurately as he could.

“Maybe four minutes,” he said. 

“Good enough,” I said, grabbing a blanket and biting down hard on it. Without even considering just how much what I was about to do was going to totally suck, I pulled the glass shard out of my arm. All it took was one hard yank and it came out. Trembling, I tossed it across the room. The pain was like fire, blinding, white hot, but I wasn’t done. 

As soon as the shard of glass was gone, blood started gushing out of the wound. My vision quaked, darkness creeping in around the edges of my eyes. I summoned more magic from the Tempest, this time rolling a fireball of my own into the palm of my hand. Biting hard on the fabric again, I slapped the palm of my hand against the wound on my arm.

The skin sizzled and burned, the pain so intense my brain didn’t know what to do with the information. It felt cold, instead of hot—like I’d applied a frozen ice-pack to my arm instead of fire. But it was the only way to cauterize the wound and buy myself more time before bleeding out. 

The shock was almost enough to put me out of action, but it didn’t. I spat the fabric out of my mouth, fought to get back onto my feet, and approached the broken wall. Cool, night air reached my face, the cold blessedly cool against my already battered body. I couldn’t see the Elemancer zipping around the house and throwing fireballs at it, but I could see fires licking out of the windows directly beneath mine and along the side of the building. 

This was Becket’s house, and it was on fire. 

I felt a surge of magic reach my skin, and with Ifrit’s help, I was able to home in on its source. The Elemancer was there, a vaguely humanoid shape all wreathed in black, almost invisible against the night sky. His, or her, hand flashed bright orange as they prepared to fire another fireball at the house. 

This time, I wasn’t going to let that happen. I stood right at the edge of the broken floor, my hands balled into fists, my own magic surging through me like adrenaline. 

The Elemancer waved a hand, and a fiery meteor came hurtling toward the house. I thrust my hands out, erecting an invisible barrier directly in the path of the ball of fire. The fireball exploded in mid-air with a thump and a shockwave that trashed whatever windows were still intact. The explosion ignited the night sky like a fireworks display, but it was dealt with, and now it was up to me to respond.

I responded with lightning. 

Streaks of lightning screamed from my fingertips and hurtled toward the Elemancer, whose body was now plainly visible in the air. The impact was solid, but it was like hitting a brick wall. They were protecting themselves from my magic. As the white light from the explosion turned to amber, and then to nothing, I saw the Mage on the other end of my lightning whip, their arms crossed in front of their chest, my lightning curling around them but not quite hitting them. 

I pulled the magic away and prepared myself to attack again, but before I could, the Elemancer turned around and took off into the dark night beyond. I was about to leap off the edge of the building and go after them, when I felt the floor underneath me start to buckle and crack. I turned around in time to see a line of splintered wood start appearing all along the floor. 

Puffs of smoke and tiny tongues of fire billowed up from the floor below me, and on the other side of that, was Axel. I rushed over to him, leaping across the splintering crack in the floor and blasting the bedroom door open with my magic.

I didn’t even try picking Axel up under my own power. There was no way I’d be able to carry him out of here. So instead, I wrapped more of my magic around him and made him levitate off the floor. He’d fallen unconscious again, but that was probably a good thing. Carefully, I guided his limp form across the room, over the crack in the floor, and through the hole in the wall. 

From there, all I had to do was gently set him down on the grass in Becket’s backyard, but that had taken too long. All around me, the building was starting to collapse. The section of the floor I was standing on was moving, sliding, the supports underneath it melting, the fire around me growing. 

There was only one thing to do. 

Taking the best running jump I could, I leapt off the side of the building, using my magic to guide myself down to the grass. The heat was a lot more bearable out here, but now that I was outside, I got to see the extent of the damage done to the house. It wasn’t just on fire, it was an inferno. Flames were pouring from every window. There were holes in the wall where fireballs had struck, and beyond those holes there were only more flames. 

“RJ!” I screamed, my voice buckling, “Danvers!” 

“Karim?” came a voice from nearby. “I’m fine, by the way!” 

Despite being a little singed, he really was fine. I ran over to him and hugged him tightly. “I’ve never been happier to see you,” I said into his shoulder. 

“Alright, alright, that’s enough,” he said, pushing me away. “Where are the—bloody hell, woman, what happened to your arm?” 

“Nothing, forget about it. Do you know where the others are?” 

“Danvers is around the front of the house, RJ is up there, making sure there’s no one else around.” 

“Thank the Gods… what about Becket?” 

Karim shook his head. “No idea.” He turned his attention toward the house. “But he’s not in there, either. At least, his ghost isn’t, so that’s a good sign.” 

A section of the house collapsed into itself, sending a shower of sparks and flames high into the night. I heard sirens closing in; distant but drawing nearer by the second. 

“We need to go,” I said, walking back over to Axel. 

RJ landed nearby and rushed over to us. He was sweating and a little cut up himself, but he looked to be okay. 

“He’s hurt,” I said, pointing at Axel.

Without asking any questions, RJ stood Axel up, turned around and started moving quickly around the house, toward the front. I followed, Karim trailing behind me. The house was gone. There’d be no going back there now, nothing to salvage. All of Becket’s possessions, his paintings, his furniture, his demons. 

Holy shit. 

“The scroll!” I yelled, stopping in my tracks. 

“You don’t have it?” Karim asked, his eyes wide.

My heart gave a sudden and powerful thump. “No… shit, no! I don’t have it…” 

“You mean, it’s in there?” he pointed at the inferno.

“I need to go back in there and get it,” I said, heading for the house. 

Karim grabbed my injured arm and squeezed. I didn’t think he’d meant to, but the pain was enough to root me to the spot. “There’s no it to get!” he yelled. “It’s gone, alright? It’s gone.” 

I stared at the house, watching it disintegrate in front of my eyes. There was something beautiful about the way the flames would rise and fall, the way beams would collapse and kick up a wave of fresh sparks and embers. I’d never seen a fire devour an entire building before, and I was transfixed, now. 

I couldn’t keep my eyes off it.

Underneath the awe and the shock of it all, though, was a cold, creeping dread. The scroll was gone, burned, and with it, the drowned Queen’s secrets. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

No, screw that! I fought to break past Karim and sprinted toward the mansion again, throwing up a wall of wind to keep the fire from touching my skin. The front door loomed ahead, flames flickering behind it and between the cracks. I wound back my arm and hurled a blast of telekinetic magic at it, causing the door to shatter into a million pieces and sending the fire behind it roaring out into the cold. 

The heat was what I imagined being on the wrong side of dragon’s breath felt like. Instincts flared and I shielded my face, even though I had magic around me to protect my body from the fire. Behind the wall of fire burning where the door used to be, the foyer was ablaze. A wooden beam engulfed in flames fell from the ceiling and smashed into the floor, sending sparks and embers flying. 

“You can’t go through that!” Ifrit yelled.

“Sure I can,” I said, ignoring my Guardian. With my head down, I made a dash for the front door, whipping even more magic around myself to keep the fire from touching me. 

Just as I reached the door, reality itself tore apart in a crackling display of wild, red lightning. I stopped running, shielding my eyes again. When the light settled, a perfect circle of darkness with a glowing red rim remained—and Becket emerged from it. 

“Becket…” I said, “The scroll is in there!” 

He stretched his hand toward me and shook his head. “No, it isn’t,” he said, “Come quickly—we can’t linger here for long.”

“What? Your house is on fire, man! Can’t you see it?”

“Ignore the house. It’s not important.” He shut his eyes, and a moment later, Karim, Danvers, and RJ came up beside me. Axel was still unconscious. “We need to leave. Now.” Becket said. “Follow me.”

“Could you please tell us what’s happening?” I asked.

Becket paused. “Maybe when we’re not surrounded by an inferno.” He gestured to the portal he had stepped through. 

RJ moved through it first, then Danvers, then Karim. I was the last one to go through. I wanted to believe him when he had said the scroll wasn’t inside the house, but part of me didn’t. Not because I thought he was lying, but because this didn’t seem real. What if it was a trick? What if this wasn’t really Becket?

Becket nodded, and frowning, I stepped through the portal. I had to believe he had the scroll, otherwise all was lost. But even if he had it, the house was gone. The house, our stuff, our safety net. For a long time, Becket had assured us his place was impenetrable; totally safe. Had that been a lie, or had someone better than him come along and broken through his defenses? And what did that mean for us?

That Elemancer knew exactly what he or she was doing. We were totally outmatched, off-guard, fish in a barrel. 

It could’ve been a massacre. 

Travelling through the portal turned my stomach inside out, but I had done it once before, so I had been able to brace myself. The portal spat me out onto a dark, quiet neighborhood—quiet by New York’s standards, anyway. It was bitterly cold, with crickets lending their song to the distant sirens blaring somewhere in the night. 

Having been secluded in a mansion for a while, the noise was welcomed. 

I turned my attention to the house ahead of me. It looked like all the others on the street; semi-detached, two floors, unassuming façade, but tasteful. A perfectly middle-class home where you were likely to find a perfectly middle-class family unit living their middle-class lives. RJ, Danvers, Axel, and Karim were already on their way to the main gate.

What the hell were we doing out here?

Becket walked up beside me. “Are you alright?” he asked.

“I think so,” I said, trailing off. “I tried to stop them from destroying your house, but I couldn’t.” 

“No one expected you to,” he said, nodding. “In any case, only material items were destroyed. There was no loss of life, and we have what’s important.” 

“Where are we, anyway? Is this Queens?” 

“It is. I picked a quiet neighborhood, with many houses similar enough to each other that it’ll help us keep our cover.” 

“Correct me if I’m wrong,” Karim said, “But the last time I checked, your house was full of demons. What happens to them now that their reliquaries have been destroyed?” 

“My reliquaries are fine,” Becket said, gesturing to the house, “I was able to save them before the attack.” 

“Wait, you knew?” I asked.

“I did, and I’ll explain everything, but let’s please make sure all your wounds are tended to.” 

Karim shook his head. “Just can’t get away from those demons and that bloody cold, can we?” 

“Suck it up like the rest of us,” Danvers said. 

RJ moved through the gate with Axel in tow, making his way to the front door of the house where someone else was waiting for us. Someone I hadn’t seen since the night we had raided Asmodius’ compound. 

Jones.

He stood by the door like a sentry, holding it open for RJ as he made his way inside. Karim eyed him up and down as he walked past, maybe enjoying the view, or maybe sizing him up. I wasn’t sure. Jones was a big guy, though. Muscular, and broad shouldered. An enforcer I had thought was working for Asmodius, but in fact was a Magistrate Legionnaire. 

Now he was here.

I moved past him, nodding, but not stopping to talk. My arm throbbed like it was getting stomped on by guys wearing boots made of fire, my head wasn’t faring much better, and I was still worried about Axel, even if he’d regained consciousness. He had taken the brunt of the hit for me. He had almost killed himself for me.

How had it come to this?

Becket was the last of us to come inside. RJ laid Axel down on one of the couches and, with a touch of magic, was helping him recover. No one had a word to say. Not even Karim, who usually had an opinion about everything. Instead, he was sitting on a chair by a large dining table, staring at his shoes as a grandfather clock ticked the seconds away.

“Well,” Becket finally spoke. “Tonight has been… something.” 

“What happened tonight?” I asked, “Why were we attacked, and where were you?” 

“I’m afraid I don’t exactly know the identity of the Mage who destroyed my home, but I know he was sent by Asmodius.” 

“How do you know that?” 

“Because I have been expecting retaliation for what we did to him.” 

“Wait,” Danvers said, “Expecting? What do you mean by expecting? Is this guy still working as a double agent?” 

“This guy has a name,” Jones said.

“Not relevant. Answer the question, please?” 

Becket frowned at her, his red eyes brightening. “As long as you live under my roof, you will direct yourself to those on your side of the battlefield with respect, is that understood?” 

The room fell silent. No one had expected Becket to chastise Danvers like that. I’d never seen it before. None of us had. Danvers scanned the room with her eyes, then turned her attention back toward Becket. “You just lost your house, so I’ll give you that one,” she said, “But we were the ones in the flames. You’ll forgive us if we want to get to the point.” 

A pause. “Are you familiar with demons, Miss Danvers?” Becket asked, his tone returning to something a little… calmer.

Danvers shrugged. “The possess people, things, they like to inflict pain. They’re kind of dicks.” 

“Those things are true, but many—the more powerful ones—have access to an incredibly valuable resource. Of course, the more powerful the demon, the harder it is to wrangle it into submission. Demons are incredibly dangerous creatures. If they manage to possess you, exorcising them isn’t as easy as the movies would have you believe. Most Mages avoid the powerful ones, but I’m not most Mages.” 

Becket pointed at the stairwell leading to the next floor up, and I almost swallowed my own tongue. It was the doll, and it was way too close for comfort. 

“Crap!” I yelped. That creepy thing that had almost thwarted my escape from his place the night this whole thing started was sitting upright and staring right at me. “What the hell, man? Why is it there?”

“There’s no need for alarm,” Becket said, “I can assure you, the spirit within the doll is not interested in inflicting harm right now. In fact, it has been helping me.” 

I shook my head. “How is that thing helping you?” 

“To a certain extent, this demon can peer through the veil of time and into the future. It warned me of the attack that would be taking place tonight. What it couldn’t tell me was who the attacker was.”

“Remember how Danvers asked you to get to the point?” Karim asked. “Yeah, you really went the long way around, there.” 

“As Miss Danvers quite rightly pointed out, my home burned down,” Becket said, staring directly at Karim, “I think you can forgive my desire to indulge in theatrics.” 

“Yes…” Karim said, nodding, “I actually can, and on this occasion, I think I will. Continue.” 

“So, this demon told you Asmodius was going to attack,” I said, “Why didn’t you tell us? We could’ve escaped before we got hurt.” 

“I did not want you to get hurt,” Becket said, “You must trust me on this. But I needed Asmodius to think he had hurt us. I needed him to believe he had gained the upper hand, or at the very least satisfied his need for vengeance.” 

“If you think my father is satisfied,” Axel croaked, “Think again.” 

Axel was trying to sit up. I placed a hand on his chest and urged him to lay back down. “Rest, please,” I said.

Axel nodded.

“I know your father very well,” Becket said, “You are right. He will not be satisfied, but if he thinks he has dealt us a mortal wound, and I believe he feels that way after tonight, then it will give us a little more time to finish our mission.” 

Another pause, the silence filled only by the ticking of the grandfather clock. “You put us in the line of fire,” I said. “You let us get hurt, not knowing how things would play out… one of us could’ve died tonight. One of us almost did. But you scarified your home for the cause… a home you happily gave to a bunch of strangers to use for an indefinite period of time. You sheltered us, took care of us, no questions asked. I guess that makes us even.” 

“I’m glad you see it that way,” Becket said, “But make no mistake. I only bought us some time. Asmodius will try to find us, and when he does… when he strikes next, there will be no plan B.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

I didn’t get much sleep. None of us did, except maybe RJ, but he’d worked himself to the bone making sure we were all healed up. He was the backbone of this group. I had no idea what we would’ve done without him last night. We probably wouldn’t have all made it out with our hides intact.

But we had made it out, despite that mysterious Elemancer’s best efforts, and now we were safe. Becket had assured us. But the attack had us all pretty shaken up. Instead of splitting up and heading into different rooms, we’d gathered blankets and pillows and set up camp in the living room. 

It made us all feel a little more comfortable, but it also made me acutely aware to the others’ constant tossing and turning. It was only going to get worse from here. Harder. The fight, more difficult. We hadn’t even discussed Devil Falls as a group yet. Now we were facing the prospect of having to head into Devil Falls—and beyond—without our solid headquarters. 

That was to say nothing about the fact that we’d lost everything we’d ever kept at Becket’s place. All we had left were the clothes on our backs. Axel, however, had something else. His mother’s necklace. I guess he kept that in his pocket at all times, because he’d been sleeping with it clutched in his hand.

Morning happened all at once, with Karim waking me up to a fresh cup of coffee and a handful of biscuits. I almost didn’t register what was happening at first. I’d been dreaming, in the short time I’d spent asleep, about fire breathing demons vaporizing a city as it drowned. When the world came back into focus, I took the cup of coffee as well as a reluctant biscuit.

“Thanks…” I said.

“Don’t mention it,” Karim said, before heading over to the armchair he’d been sleeping on. He settled, let the feather of steam from the top of his mug warm his nose, and then sipped his tea. 

I did the same. It was delicious. I didn’t think the British knew how to make a decent cup of coffee. Tea was their thing, wasn’t it? But Karim had done a good job, and I was thankful for it.

“Sleep much?” I asked.

“Barely a wink,” he said, before taking another sip. “I’m glad to see this place is just as cold as the last one. Part of me thinks we should set this one on fire, also. At least we’d get some bloody warmth.” 

“It could be worse. We could be dead.”

“As a Necromancer, I happen to know the state of death is an improvement for some people.” Another sip. “Most people, in fact... idiots,” he added, grumbling into his mug.

Axel started stirring, maybe woken up by our voices. He tried to shoot upright, but I placed a hand on his chest and helped him relax back into his seat. “It’s alright,” I said, “You’re okay.” 

He stared at me, wild-eyed and unbelieving. “It wasn’t a dream,” he said in a daze.

“No, it wasn’t. But none of us are hurt, at least.” 

Axel ran his fingers across his face. “I was dreaming.” 

“We all were,” Karim put in. “I don’t think any of us had a dreamless night.” 

“What did you dream about?” I asked.

A pause. “My mother… she was burning.” 

“That’s dark,” Karim said. 

“Christ, it was so real.”

“I think it’s the demons,” I said, “Becket was able to save his… pets. They’re all upstairs somewhere. I guess the move got them all pretty excited and now they’re messing with our heads.” 

“I hope it passes,” Axel said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “If it doesn’t, I’ll try and… I’ll do something to stop them.” 

“Don’t worry about that right now, okay? Demons are the least of our problems, anyway.”

Axel unfurled his palm and looked at his mother’s necklace. I hadn’t noticed until now, but the charm had broken apart; the hook keeping the amber gem attached to the necklace had snapped. He looked at it for a moment, confused. I watched him go to fiddle with it, but I stopped him. 

“Let me,” I said.

He nodded, opened his palm again, and presented the necklace to me. I held one of his hands in mine, and with the other, I touched the broken hook. With a little concentration, and the faintest of whispers toward the Tempest, I drew into myself just enough power to fuse the two broken pieces of metal together, making it good as new. 

“Thanks…” he said.

“I’m glad you didn’t lose that,” I said.

Axel shrugged. “It’s the only possession I have that truly matters to me.”

“I’m sorry. I really am.” 

He shook his head. “I don’t care about any of it. I have what I need.” 

I thought he was talking about the necklace, but then I saw his eyes. He was looking right at me, his gaze fixed on my face. I wanted to dismiss the notion that he meant me, but I decided to stick with the more logical explanation—he in fact meant his mother’s necklace. That made more sense. She was the most important person in his life, and that meant the necklace was the most important thing in his life, and he’d saved it from being incinerated. 

Yeah. Let’s go with that one. 

“Bloody heterosexuals,” Karim groaned, rolling his eyes.	

I flipped my middle finger up at him without casting a glance his way. “Anyway…” I said, “Last night could’ve ended up a lot worse. I’m happy we’re all in the same place, and safe.”

“But for how long?” Danvers asked. I had noticed her waking up. 

“I don’t know, but Becket says this place is safe. For now, that’s good enough for me.” 

Danvers scowled, but bit her lip. I could tell the attack had shaken her confidence in Becket a little. I couldn’t blame her. She wasn’t as close with him as I was; she didn’t understand. The last thing we needed right now, though, was distrust. I stretched my aching muscles, stood, and scanned the room. 

“Okay,” I said, “Last night sucked; I’m not going to pretend it didn’t, or that everything’s fine. But we need to see this for what it is.” 

“And what exactly is it?” Karim asked, “Because it’s not a party.”

“We wounded Asmodius that night. Wounded him so bad, he’s pulled out all the stops to make sure he could hit us where it hurt.” 

“Do you really expect any of us to believe he broke a sweat putting that attack together?” 

“He did,” Axel said, “I can promise you, that wasn’t easy. I’ve never heard of an Elemancer with the kind of power Izzy described working for him. Whoever that is, they were new, and that meant my father has had to make a couple of compromises in order to get them to work for him.” 

“So, he made a compromise,” Danvers said, “Big whoop. That doesn’t mean anything.” 

“It means he has less authority than he had before. He’s had to go outside of his circle to look for help.” 

“Doesn’t he have infinite money?” Karim asked, “Everybody’s got a price. I’m sure he just paid them off.”

“No…” Danvers said, trailing off, “It doesn’t work like that. Mages don’t just carry out hit jobs in the middle of New York City; not for something as mundane as money, anyway. He had to give something else up.” 

She didn’t have to say it, but I knew she was speaking from experience. Danvers was, after all, living with a bounty on her head. If claiming it was as easy as finding her and killing her, then any number of Mages would’ve come after her by now. But Mages were cleverer than that. To attack a Mage on Magistrate territory was a crime punishable by banishment. 

And banishment was a big deal.

For starters, they didn’t just kick you out of the city. They also branded you, with magic, forever marking you as a rulebreaker to anyone else with the sight. No matter where you went, other Mages would know not to trust you; they would know without you having to tell them that you’d committed unforgivable offenses against a previous Magistrate, and you’d become a pariah.

I was going to catch that Elemancer, and then I was going to watch while they got branded for life for what they did to Becket.

To us.

“Asmodius had to give something valuable up,” I said, “That means he’s angry, and angry people make mistakes.” 

“More importantly,” Axel added, “It means that Elemancer is probably still in the city.”

“What makes you say that?” Karim asked, “Becket can open portals. For all we know, this Elemancer can too. They could be anywhere.”

“In theory, yes, but the art of opening portals, or even teleportation, is incredibly powerful and rare. Only a handful of Mages can do it properly. This Elemancer would’ve had to retreat after last night’s attack, their body would’ve been singing from all the magic they’d used. There’s only one place someone like that can hide.” 

She groaned. “Not this again.” 

“Tonight,” I said, “We have to go tonight, Cassidy. We need to find the person that did this, and Devil Falls is our best shot.” 

“I agreed to go into Devil Falls with you to find Aetherglass, not to settle a score.”

“Can’t we do both?” 

“No. We can’t. The longer we spend in that neighborhood, the harder things will get for us. Don’t you understand? We don’t belong there. Like, at all. They’ll figure that unavoidable fact out quick, and once they do, they’ll be on us like piranhas. We need to get in, find my contact, get what we need, and get out.” 

“Wait… contact? What contact?” 

“Okay, it’s not really a contact—just some guy I used to know. But did you really think I’d agree to go back to that wretched place without knowing who to talk to?” 

“Well…” I shrugged, “I don’t know. I guess I never thought to ask.” 

“So, you thought we were gonna just head down there, muddle around a bit, maybe ask the locals if they happened to know anyone selling black market Aetherglass?” 

“Alright, alright. I get it. How likely is this contact to know where we can find the Aetherglass maker?” 

“I don’t know yet. I also don’t know if he’ll even help us. We aren’t exactly on great terms, and I haven’t spoken to him in a long time. But of all the people in the Falls, he’s the least likely to be… hostile.” 

More like, the person least likely to want to claim the bounty on Danvers’ head. Got it. “Tonight, then. We’ll make whatever preparations we need to make, and we’ll get this show on the road. The faster we find what we’re looking for, the better.” 

And if we happen to come across the person who burned Becket’s place down… all the better.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Becket wanted to see me before we headed for Devil Falls. I couldn’t say I hadn’t been looking forward to talking to him. Becket had a way with words… he was soft spoken, and incredibly intelligent. He always settled my nerves; despite being someone who kept demons as pets. 

I knocked on the door to his new office, entering after he had called out. It was a quaint little space, modest, spartan. There were no decorations on the walls or on his desk, no bookshelves, not even a computer. There was, however, an unexpected guest with us in the room; that damned demon doll. 

It was sitting upright on his desk, seeming to stare at me as I headed into the office and sat at one of the chairs across from Becket. I had taken my eyes off it only for a second as I sat down, but when I looked at it again, it had shifted slightly so it could continue staring at me. I could almost feel the malice oozing off that thing. I wanted to toss it in the bin and set it on fire, but I doubted if that would do anyone any good.

“You wanted to see me?” I asked Becket.

“Yes,” he said, opening his notebook and pulling what looked like a polaroid out. He handed it over to me. “This is the man you need to find. On the back of that polaroid is his name, his last known location, and any information I have been able to uncover regarding his contacts and social circles.” 

On the polaroid was a candid photo of a man with grey hair, dark, tired eyes, and a square jaw. He was on a street corner somewhere, pointing at someone and snarling at them, his face twisted with anger, a gap between his two incisors. He didn’t look like the friendliest of people. 

I flipped the polaroid around and saw only a name. “Hugo West,” I said, “You’ve only written his name… where’s the rest?” 

“There is no rest. Hugo has successfully become a ghost. I don’t mean that in the literal sense, of course. I doubt if anyone has been able to kill him. But he has, however, managed to stay off the grid enough that I have not been able to trace him via traditional means.” 

“What about extra-traditional?” I nodded at the doll. 

“Demons are soothsayers and future-readers, not private investigators.” 

“Does that mean it knows if we’re going to find the drowned city or not?” 

“If it does, it’s not telling me. Unfortunately, our little friend here is only a hair in status above your rank and file demonic spirits, which limits its reach. I suspect any attempts at trying to divine an answer to that question would fail no matter how adept the spellcaster is. The drowned city didn’t just drown, it was also hidden with magic. That’s why no one has been able to find it yet. The scroll is the only way.” 

I pocketed the photo. “If that’s all we have, then that’s all we have. Danvers says she knows someone who may be able to help us.” 

“Be extremely careful out there. Devil Falls is a den of liars and snakes, no one will help you for nothing; everyone is out for themselves. You need to be ready to become just as ruthless.”

“What makes you say that?” 

Becket shook his head. “Never mind…” he trailed off. “I suppose I should simply bid you good hunting. Trust your instincts, Isabella. They’re strong, and they’ll serve you well.”  

“I’m not gonna lie. I kind of wish you were coming with us tonight.” 

“As do I, but there are spells prepared to alert certain individuals should I ever set foot within the district. You still have a chance of flying under the radar, at least for a lot longer than if I were accompanying you.” He paused. “Know that I’m not the kind of man to send others to do his bidding.”

Nodding, I stood. “Trust me, those red eyes of yours are all the proof I need of that. I guess I’m just glad you’re on our team and not on somebody else’s.” I walked over to the door. “Hold the fort until we get back.” 

“Don’t get killed.” 

“Good advice.” 

I headed out of the room and went downstairs, where the others were waiting—all of them except Karim. It turns out Becket spent the days leading up to the attack filling this safehouse with new clothes and equipment for all of us to use; that included weapons, and even a makeshift lab for Danvers to make her magic potions and powders. 

“It’s good to see you up and about,” I said to RJ. “How are you feeling?” 

“Like a lion,” he said, grinning. 

“Good. We’re gonna need all the teeth we can get. This is your last chance to back out, though.”

“Back out?” 

“Danvers said this place isn’t good to Legionnaires—not even former ones.” 

RJ shrugged. “I don’t give a shit about that, and I sure as shit ain’t backing out. You just said you need me.” 

I put my hands up. “I was just checking.” I turned to Axel and Danvers. “You both ready?” 

“I never thought I’d be going back there,” Danvers said. “I mean, I did, but I always kind of figured I’d have the Magistrate hot on my tail for having broken the Magus Codice.” 

“It’s probably not too late to break a couple of rules, but I wouldn’t recommend it—oh my God, what in the hell is that?” 

“What?” Karim asked. 

He had come into view behind Danvers, and he was wearing the most ridiculous outfit I had ever seen. First of all, no one had legitimately rocked a black leather duster since the nineties, and those who did were substantially more muscular than Karim. Second of all, he was wearing black beret, a black turtleneck, and a freaking eyepatch. 

He looked like a beatnik pirate out of the Matrix… and it suited him.

“What are you wearing?” I asked.

“This?” Karim examined himself. “What about it?” 

“We’re supposed to be blending in. Why did you go with… all of this? And an eye-patch? I mean…” 

“Excuse me, but I look fabulously sinister.” 

“You look like a 1970’s Bond villain, number one. Number two, the aim is to not attract attention. Couldn’t you have worn… normal clothes?” 

“Are you asking me to go back upstairs and change?” 

I had a feeling answering with yes was likely to get me stunned again, so I decided to pick my battles. “Fine, wear your pirate spy outfit. I still think it’s ridiculous.” 

“Believe what you want. I’m feeling myself right now.” 

“I’m down with it too, if it helps,” Danvers said.

“Yeah man,” RJ put in, offering Karim a fist to bump, “You do you.” 

I glared at them both. “Don’t encourage him. Anyway, if we’re all good to go, we should probably get out of here. The sooner we do this, the better.” 

Axel nodded. “I’m going to cloak us all with magic once we get near the neighborhood. There’s magic all over Devil Falls, so my spell won’t set off any alarms. But you can bet there are going to be all kinds of things in there that can scan your thoughts, and that’s the last thing I want happening to any of us.” 

“Let them see my mental search history” Karim said, “Anyone looking in there is going to get quite the fright.” 

Jones was waiting for us at the door just as we were about to leave. He was staying behind to guard the safehouse, and Becket. I still wasn’t entirely sure about him. He had been working for Asmodius, and even though he was a Magistrate Legionnaire, there was something about his face that made me think he was hiding something.

He watched us as we left, shutting the door once we’d gone past the front gate and started sliding into RJ’s car. Just before we rolled out, I caught a glimpse of Becket looking out on us from his window; his red eyes illuminating his reflection. He raised one hand, and I raised mine in return. There was every chance this would be the last time we saw each other. The stakes had never been higher. 

I had to tell myself that wasn’t the case; I had to reassure myself we would get through this. 

Otherwise, what was the point?

 I watched the lights of the city roll by, my face resting on the glass, feeling the car vibrate beneath my cheek. Devil Falls was a tumor growing in the bowels New York City, and yet somehow, it stood apart from the Big Apple. Humans didn’t hang their hats here. Humans didn’t even know it existed. It didn’t show up on any highway boards, nor on any maps, and any human unlucky enough to wander into it by accident was never seen from or heard from again. 

It was a human blind spot—one of many in the world—where supernaturals could play Lords and Ladies amongst themselves without the prying eyes of those who would never understand. It was a place that looked lawless on the outside, but was in fact ruled by an oppressive, authoritarian regime known only as the Coalition. A place where you could get whatever you wanted, provided you were willing to pay the asking price. 

Magistrate Mages were forbidden from going, unless they were there on Magistrate business. That wasn’t something that happened often, though. The Magistrate would sooner forget Devil Falls even existed, just like the humans did. As it stood, though, it’s a thorn in the Magistrate’s side; one they’ll never be able to pull out.

Ifrit joined my face in the window’s reflection, the little flame staring out onto the city with me.

“Aren’t you supposed to come when I call?” I asked, “Not just whenever you please?”

“Who told you that?” Ifrit asked.

“It’s the rule, isn’t it?” 

“It’s more like a guideline, than a rule. Anyway, I thought you could use a little support, considering what you’re about to get into.” 

“So, you’re a fire demon from the Tempest, and you’re here to cheer me up?” 

“Fire Godling, and yes. What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing… I guess that just makes me feel kind of… important.”   

“Never felt important before?” 

A pause as I let my gaze fall atop the city again. “Not to anyone that mattered.” 

“That’s very sad… and also untrue. You mattered to your mother, very much.” 

“I know, but she’s gone.” I shook my head. “Anyway, enough of that sappy crap. I guess you’re here to tell me how stupid what we’re about to do is?” 

“I don’t have to tell you what you already know. No, I’m here to offer my support. I am your Guardian, after all.” 

I nodded. “I don’t suppose you could tell me about any hidden powers I might have that I can use to help us succeed?” 

“Matter of fact, I can. I know everything there is to know about you. I know what you can do, what you can’t do, what powers are within your reach, what’s out of your reach… think of me as an instruction manual.” 

“An instruction manual with an attitude.”

“Sure, let’s go with that.” Ifrit paused. “You need to calm down. You’re going to do fine.” 

I smiled at myself. “An emotional support instruction manual… with an attitude.” 

“Okay, that’s enough of that, now.”

I let my gaze settle over the city again. “Stay close… I’m probably gonna need you at the drop of a hat.” 

“Don’t worry. I intend to.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

A shapeshifting Legionnaire, a thieving ex-stripper, and a teenage alchemist walk into a bar. It sounded like the opening of a joke, but it was my real life right now. I had wanted to remain inconspicuous for as long as possible while we were in Devil Falls, but RJ, Axel, and Karim weren’t going to make that easy. 

Danvers had brought us to a place reminiscent of a saloon in those old Wild West movies. It was a literal dirt hole in the middle of an already dirty neighborhood; a scummy place where the lights were dim, the air reeked of cigar and cigarette smoke, and every single patron was dangerous and not to be messed with.

I walked inside with my eyes peeled, though not knowing exactly where to look. It was dark in The Iron Nail, columns scattered throughout the bar made it difficult to see every corner of it, and in every corner was an even darker booth filled with all manner of supernaturals doing shady business. The bar was the most brightly lit place in here, and it was exactly where we were all headed.

“Any sign of your person?” I asked Danvers as we approached.

“Not yet, but she’ll show,” she said.

“You’re sure of that?” 

“If she’s here, it won’t be long before she shows herself. If she isn’t, someone will have told her I just walked through the doors. Either way, she’ll come.” 

“News travels that fast in this place, huh?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe.” 

Karim strolled up to the bar beside me and waved the barman down. “Bottle of your hardest stuff and your dirtiest glass,” he called out… in the best faux-American accent he could muster.

I nudged him in the ribs. “What the hell are you doing?” 

“Blending in,” he hissed, “I would suggest you do the same before you get us all killed.”

“That’s blending in? Who do you think you are? John Wayne?” 

“It’s called playing a character.”

“It’s called being ridiculous. You’re going to get us killed.” 

The barman returned with exactly what Karim had ordered, setting the bottle and glass on the bar in front of us. “Glass for your friend?” he asked.

“No thank you—I mean, nah. This ain’t a girl’s drink.” 

I tried not to scowl at him, but the anger was rising, my chest tightening. “Calm down,” Axel whispered, “Keep your cool.” 

He caught me by surprise, not because I hadn’t expected him to say anything, but because he was standing on the other end of the bar. His eyes were locked with mine, and on his face was the hint of a grin. 

“Can you hear me?” I thought.

“I can. You don’t mind, do you?”

“I mean, you’ve already done… this… but no. It’s nice. Do you recognize anyone here?” 

“No. I’ve never been to this place before. As far as I know, neither has my father.”

“Thank you… don’t break this link, okay?” 

“I won’t.” 

Given Ifrit’s sudden residence in my headspace, having Axel also hovering around in my thoughts made my own mind suddenly feel a little crowded. At the same time, having a communications link to a member of my group, and another link to a tiny fire Godling weren’t bad things. With Axel in my head, we’d both be able to react at the drop of a hat, and as the seconds passed, I was starting to think we were going to have to.

Already there were more eyes on us all than I’d have liked. Some of them were on me—only on me—making me wonder if, somehow, I was being recognized. That was impossible. I’d never been here, never been to this neighborhood, and I’d certainly never interacted with the kind of people who haunted this place. 

Then again, it really did feel like I had something of an audience, and it was making me nervous. 

From a dark corner of the room, someone suddenly shot up right and tossed a table over. The table fell on its side, sending a mountain of coins, bills, and glasses scattering in all directions. The guy who’d flipped the table quickly turned his hand around and went to swipe at one of the men still sitting down, but his hand never made contact with the other man’s face. 

A bolt of magic struck the much larger man in the shoulder, sending him crashing into a wall with so much force, the ground beneath my foot shook. The fight was over just like that. Mister Table Flipper was left out cold on the floor, while the rest of the people he had been playing a game with went about the business of putting their playing space back together. 

I felt Karim slip away from the bar, but before I could grab him, he was gone—hovering over to the table with his eye-patch and duster. “What the fuck?” I mumbled. 

Danvers grabbed my arm and squeezed it tightly. “What is he doing?” she asked.

“I don’t know.” 

I didn’t hear him speak, but he seemed to offer not only his bottle of booze, but also his help getting things back together—collecting coins, cards, the table. A moment later, he was sat with the group and about to play a hand of what I assumed was Poker. I had my heart wedged in my throat, my anxiety levels were spiking, and Karim was blending in with the locals better than any of us were.

“Did that just happen?” Axel asked into my mind.

“I said it once, I’ll say it again,” I said, “He’s going to get himself, or us, killed.” 

“My man, you need to walk away,” RJ speaking snapped me out of my own head, bringing me back to the moment at hand. Someone had walked up to him; a big guy, dark skin, gruff, with one white eye and another run through with what looked like a thick, knotted scar. 

“You with the wise guys?” asked the interloper, standing way too close for comfort. “You a little Magistrate bitch-boy?” 

“I said it once, I ain’t gonna say it again,” RJ warned, his voice a low rumble in his throat, “Back up.” 

This was getting dicey, and I didn’t think it was going to go away on its own. Whoever this was, he seemed to have taken an interest in RJ. Maybe what Danvers had said was true. Maybe the locals really could smell a Legionnaire from a mile away. RJ was covering his brand, there was nothing that could give it away, and yet, he had literally been sniffed out. 

Subtly as I could, I prepared to deliver a stunning spell directly into the midsection of the man standing in front of RJ. I feared doing so would probably trigger a bar-wide fight, and I didn’t want that, but either RJ was going to have to act, or I was. 

“Andre,” came a calm voice from the other side of the bar, “Why don’t you do what the man says and back away?” 

Andre, our new friend, turned his head to the side and looked across at the man who had just entered the bar. He was young, whoever he was. Light skinned, clad in black, and with dark hair that fell over his sharp, green eyes. He was every teenage girl’s emo dream boy, and clearly Danvers’ type.

“This one’s Magistrate,” Andre grumbled.

“You watch your mouth,” RJ snapped. 

“I said, back away.” 

A moment of tension passed, but Andre did what the newcomer had said. I felt Danvers’ grip around my arm tighten, and I knew, this was the man we had come to see. She didn’t have to tell me. They looked like they were about in the same age group. Not only that, he was looking directly at her, and she at him. 

“That you, Cassidy?” the newcomer asked as he slowly made his way toward the bar. His entourage followed, three of them, with Andre falling into step with the others. 

“Little Vinny Stagioni,” Danvers said, a grin spreading across her lips. “Why did I just know you’d show up the moment I turned up here?” 

“Nobody calls me that anymore. Now it’s just Vincent.” 

“Well, Vincent, I would say it’s nice to see you, but I don’t think the feeling’s mutual, is it?” 

Vincent moved in a little closer, pretending to scratch his chin. “Let’s see, the last time we saw each other you were fleeing my burning lab… shortly after having stolen from me.” 

“This is your amicable contact?” I asked.

“You told her we were amicable?” Vincent asked. “Tell me, do you lie to your friends as often as you used to lie to me?” 

“I didn’t lie to you. I told you to your face I was going to steal from you and set your lab on fire.” 

“You said a great many things. I always wondered what seeing you again would feel like, how I would react, what I would do. I have to admit, I’ve given this a whole lot of thought… but in the end, I’m finding myself totally improvising here.” 

“Is it an apology you’re looking for? Because you won’t find one here.” 

“No. I think I’m passed that.” 

“Get down,” Axel said into my mind. 

I didn’t think twice. I ducked, dragging Danvers to the floor with me and narrowly avoiding the tip of a dagger that had come hurtling from somewhere behind our new acquaintances. That was all it took. A hair-trigger, a quick-snap, and all around me hell was breaking loose. RJ was on it right away, bashing a bottle of whiskey against the head of one of the guys in Vincent’s entourage, while Axel fought to deflect spells being thrown at him from one of the other newcomers. 

Vincent immediately took cover behind a table Andre had knocked over and then started angrily firing spells of his own off at Danvers. Before he could hit her, though, the two of us had hopped over the bar and had taken cover behind it. Magic bolts crashed into the long mirror behind the bar, into bottles, into glasses, causing a rain of shattered glass to fall around us. 

“This wasn’t the reunion I was expecting!” I yelled.

“I know!” Danvers said, “Honestly, I thought he wasn’t going to be so pissed.” 

“You could’ve told me you’d stolen from him!” 

“We were always stealing from one other. I was just tired of him taking all my credit.” 

A fourth member of Vincent’s entourage had crept his way around the bar. He flashed a mouthful of wickedly sharp teeth at me and charged. I didn’t give him a chance. Drawing the Tempest into him, I zapped him with as powerful a thunderbolt as I could manage. The air sizzled as the lightning streaked into his chest, picked him up, and hurled him across the bar and into one of the walls.

“Holy shit!” Danvers yelped, “That was awesome!” 

“We can’t keep that up forever,” I said, “We need to get out of here.” 

“Come out!” Vincent called. “I only want Danvers!” 

Slowly, I got up from behind the bar. The sounds of struggling had died down, making me think we had the situation under control. But we didn’t have it under control. Axel was hunkered down behind a table, pinned and unable to move. If Karim made one aggressive move toward Vincent, the people sitting with him would probably have something to say about it. And RJ—Andre had RJ in his grasp, a set of sharp claws digging into the side of RJ’s neck.

“Give her to me,” Vincent said, “Or we start killing your people—starting with him.” 

“Get out of here,” RJ said, “Forget about me.” 

“Noble,” Vincent said, “But nobility is wasted out here. This is the Wild West, haven’t you heard?” 

A bright flash of light lit the back of Vincent’s head. His eyes shot wide open, he gasped, and quickly collapsed. Andre turned his head, slackening his grip on RJ just enough for RJ to flip him over his shoulder and send him slamming into the floor. Someone new had entered the bar, but I couldn’t see who it was because of all the columns in the way.

The guy with the sharp teeth quickly sprang to his feet and charged the person who had slammed Vincent with a powerful stunning spell. I watched him throw a flurry of clawed swipes at the hooded Mage who had just arrived, but none of those swipes were finding their target—it was as if the Mage had an invisible bubble of sheer force around them that just couldn’t be breached.

Another quick zap, and the hooded Mage took care of the guy with the teeth, leaving only one man standing. I took the opportunity to throw a stunning spell of my own, catching him off guard and striking him in the chest. He picked up, flew back a few feet, and came crashing into a table. Then the room fell silent.

“Rule number one of Devil Falls,” Danvers said, “There’s always a bigger fish.” 

RJ was already circling around the hooded Mage, ready for a fight. “Come out,” he said, “I’m done playing.” 

“I don’t want to fight you,” the hooded Mage said as he came into view. “In fact, I just saved your asses.”

I know that voice…

“Who are you?” Axel asked.

The hooded Mage pulled his hood back, revealing a shifty looking man with a mane of white hair. He had clear, narrow blue eyes, and week-old white stubble growing on cheeks pockmarked with tiny cratered scars from the severe acne he’d had as a teenager. I didn’t need him to answer the question. I knew who he was, and that alone was making my vision tremble. 

“Hello, dad,” I said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

“Wait a second, what?” Danvers asked.

“Everyone,” I said, “This is my deadbeat father. Walter.” 

“I deserve that,” Walter said, nodding. “I’m sure there are a lot more colorful words you want to throw at me, but right now probably isn’t the time.”

“And why’s that?” 

Walter scanned the room. Everyone was looking at us. Everyone. Some had even gotten off their chairs, or were starting to slowly rise. Our little barroom brawl had been settled, Vincent was down, but in another couple of moments a second brawl would begin—only this time, everyone in the bar would take part; and we’d be the targets.

“Do I need to spell it out for you?” Walter asked.

“Fine, but I’m bringing him with us,” I said, pointing at Vincent.

“No, you’re not,” the bartender said. When I turned my head, I noticed he was holding a shotgun. Sure, I could’ve pulled it out of his hands with my mind, I could’ve bent it out of shape, but probably not before he pulled the trigger on me. 

“We only want to talk to him,” I said.

The barman didn’t ask again. He aimed his shotgun into the ground and pulled the trigger. The sound of it was deafening, the smell was worse, the ringing in my ears was even worse. The barman raised his gun again, aimed it at me, and cocked it.

“Fine,” I said, “Let’s get out of here.” 

One after the other, RJ, Danvers, and Axel followed me out of the bar. Karim was last to leave, though not before grabbing the handful of bills and coins he’d won playing Poker. The air was cold and crisp outside, but welcomed on my hot skin. I wanted to go back inside. We needed Vincent. Never mind the fact that my father was in there.

My father.

I hadn’t seen him in years. Not since I was… wow, sixteen. It was easy to forget sometimes exactly when Walter had walked out on me. It had happened so long ago, so many lifetimes ago—so much had happened since then. Someone rested a hand on my shoulder, causing me to jerk around. It was only Axel, but he pulled his hand away. 

“Are you alright?” he asked.

“Fine,” I said, “Fine, sorry. I’m just… a lot to process.”

“I bet. We should probably leave the area, though. More people could be on their way to deal with us.” 

“Deal with us?” Karim asked, “More like deal with you. I’ll have you know I was blending in perfectly well.” 

“They were probably just curious about you,” I said, “Don’t flatter yourself.” 

Axel nudged me, then nodded toward the door to the bar. Walter was there, clearly waiting for me to go and talk to him. I didn’t think I wanted to. Not really. What could we possibly have to say to each other?

“Maybe go and find out?” Axel’s voice in my head. I’d forgotten he was still in there. 

I scowled at him. 

“Sorry,” he said, putting his hands up. “You were just thinking really loud.” 

Sighing. “Dammit,” I said, then I walked over to Walter who straightened himself out just as I arrived. 

“It’s good to see you again,” he said.

“Is it?” I asked. “If it is, then it’s one-sided.” 

Walter nodded. “You’re angry. I understand.” 

“You see, that’s where you’re wrong. I was angry about, oh, ten years ago or so—when you walked out on me. Now I’m kind of… indifferent to you.” 

“Right…” a pause. “I don’t expect you to understand why I did what I did.” 

“No, I understand. You had other priorities, bigger priorities than me. I’d grown up, I was sixteen, ready to live on my own, right? I didn’t need a dad anymore, so you got to go back to doing what you wanted to do, unburdened. How about you tell me what the hell you’re doing here so I can leave and not have to look at you again for another ten years?” 

Walter’s lips pressed into a thin, hard line. “It’s funny. When I was told my daughter had set foot in Devil Falls, I almost couldn’t believe it.” 

“Who told you I was here?” 

“Years ago, I set spells up that would detect your magical signature. I knew the moment you crossed district lines that you were here.” He paused. “This isn’t the place for you, Isabella. It’s dangerous. What are you doing here?” 

“First of all, my business is my own. Second of all, don’t pretend like you give a crap about my wellbeing.” 

“We’re looking for someone,” Karim called out.

I craned my neck around and glowered at him. “A little privacy would be nice?” 

“I’m sorry, but the last I heard we were in a rush to leave this place and I feel like you’re too emotionally compromised to get to the point. Tell him why we’re here, and let’s go before all those stunning spells wear off.” 

I rolled my eyes and turned around to look at Walter again. I almost couldn’t believe he was standing in front of me. “I’m looking for someone,” I said, “And the guy you stunned may have had the information we needed.” 

“Who?” Walter asked.

“Why should I tell you?” 

“Because maybe I can help. You wouldn’t have come down here unless the person you wanted to find was here. Who is it you’re looking for?” 

I hated the idea of involving Walter in any of this, and I knew, as soon as I gave him the name, I’d be involving him. He would either know the location of the person we needed to find, or he would know how to find him. If he didn’t know either, he would insist on wanting to help, and I would have no logical, rational reason to decline it. 

The last thing I wanted was Walter anywhere near our mission, but Danvers’ guy was down—and even if he was conscious, I doubted if he would help. That ship had probably sailed, which meant we needed a new one. It was going to end up being a shit-show either way, but maybe with Walter’s help, we’d get to the guy quickly and be done with this place.

“Hugo West,” I said.

Walter ‘s eyes widened, he sucked in a short breath of air, and then he laughed. It wasn’t a belly-laugh, more like a chuckle, but it was enough to throw me off. “Why are you laughing?” I asked.

“Hugo West?” he asked, “The Tempest?” 

“That’s right. Do you know him?” 

“No, not personally, but I know of him. Most of us do.” 

“And why’s that?”

“Well, when you have a talent as rare and as valuable as his, you tend to attract the notice of others. I’m sure you can understand that.” 

I narrowed my eyes, but decided to avoid the suggestion he was referring to my own unique talent. “Do you know where he is?” 

“I do, he’s alive, but I can tell you, you may as well turn around and go home. You’ll never get to him.” 

“Why?” Axel now, coming up beside me. 

Walter looked at Axel, his eyes narrow, then looked back at me. “The man you’re looking for got himself thrown into Harrowgate,” Walter said.

A cold wash pushed through me. “You’re kidding.”

Walter shook his head. “I have no reason to lie to you.” 

“I’m going to need proof that what you’re telling me is true.”

“That’s reasonable.” Walter paused, maybe to think or to scheme, I wasn’t sure. “I can get you proof. Better yet, I can get you to him.” 

“Okay? How.” 

“That’s just the thing. If you’re anything like the girl I remember, there’s no piece of proof I can give you that you won’t be able to easily wave away. You were always stubborn.” 

“Don’t,” I hissed, jabbing a finger at him, “You don’t get to talk about me as if you know me.” 

Walter nodded. “Alright, just the facts then. You’ve come into Devil Falls to look for Hugo West. Your only point of contact was hostile, and now you need another plan, but you’re hard pressed for time, especially since none of you look like you belong except the pirate, over there. I can help you. I want to help you. You can either accept my help, or try things the hard way, but you can trust me when I say, you won’t find anyone else offering their help out here.” 

“I’ll take the hard way,” I said, turning on my heel, but Axel took hold of my hand and pulled me aside before I could walk away. 

I stared at his hand on my arm, then up at him. “What is that about?” I asked, frowning. 

He released me. “I’m sorry,” he said, “But he has a point. Do you have another plan for finding Hugo?” 

“I don’t, but I’d rather trust that we can all come up with one together than accept that man’s help.” 

“I understand the way you feel about him. Trust me, if it were Walter, I’d probably be doing the same thing.  I also know you’d be trying to talk some sense into me, just like I’m doing right now. If we walk away, we close that door.” 

“Maybe I don’t want it open. And anyway, I don’t believe he’s doing this altruistically. Even if he did know where Hugo was, remember what we were told about this place. No one gives anything out for free. He has an angle. I can feel it in my bones.” 

“Fine, say that he does. If he tries to go against us, there are five of us and one of him.” 

“I don’t know if you heard, but if he’s telling the truth, Hugo is totally lost to us.” 

“Probably not…” a soft, feminine voice that could only have been Danvers trying to whisper. 

I turned to look at her, eyes narrow. “Probably not?” 

“You heard me. Just because he’s in Harrowgate doesn’t mean he’s lost to us. We can get him out.”

“Wait a second, I had to try really hard to get you to even agree to come here. Now you’re telling me you want to try and get a man out of Harrowgate Prison?” 

She shrugged. “Izzy, if anyone can break someone out of prison, it’s you.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose with my thumb and forefinger. “You guys are gonna be the death of me.”

“Not if you kill us first,” she added, smirking.

I gave Walter my attention again. “Alright,” I said, sighing, “You say you can help us. I’m listening.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

“Where are you taking us?” I asked Walter. 

“You’ll see.” 

I had hated the thought of jumping into a car with him, but he had told me he could take us all somewhere safe; somewhere we could stay while we were in the neighborhood. Carting back and forth between Devil Falls and Queens wasn’t a good idea, and it wasn’t like any of us could open portals to make the trips instantaneous. 

Becket could, but we didn’t want to attract too much unwanted attention.

I’d found it difficult to refuse the idea of having a base of operations, anyway. It was starting to look like we were about to plan a jailbreak. Being able to work from somewhere close to the target was key if you wanted any success at pulling a job like that off. Not that I knew the first thing about jailbreaking someone, but in principle, it probably wasn’t going to be too different from what I was used to.

Only this time we were talking about stealing a person from inside of a place designed to prevent exactly that from happening. 

Fun.

Walter brought his car to a halt in a quiet, run-down neighborhood beside a low-rise building with way too many boarded up windows. Looking around, there was only a single shop open for business on the entire block—an all-hours convenience store with its main window shut and covered with a large metal sliding shutter.

“This place looks charming,” I said, stepping out of the car. RJ parked directly behind ours. A moment later, he, Danvers, and Karim stepped out too.

“It doesn’t look like much,” Walter said… and then he said nothing else. He pointed up at the low-rise he’d parked in front of. “But we’re here.” 

“It looks like a dump.” 

“It sure as shit isn’t the Ritz, but it’s safe.”

He started walking over to the front door, and I followed. “Safe from who?” 

Walter craned his neck around as he reached the door. “Everyone,” he said, pressing his palm against the door. His hand began to glow, the air hummed, and the door opened for him. He stood aside and gestured inside. “After you,” he said.

It looked dark and damp in there, and it smelled way worse. “In there?” 

“Are you always this fussy?”

Axel walked up beside me. “I’ll go in first,” he said.

Walter nodded, and Axel stepped through the boundary and crossed into the building. Nothing happened to him. No defensive spells activated, nobody jumped him. An automatic light turned on, bringing a little illumination to the darkness, but that was it. Axel turned around and looked at me, shrugging.

I glanced at Walter, and followed Axel into the building. 

Walter took us to a loft on the third floor. As we moved through the building, I could hear faint sounds of life floating out from behind closed doors. Televisions kept at low volumes, someone muttering to themselves in a low volume, a dog scratching around behind a door probably to signal its owner to take it out. 

The loft itself was wide and vast, and strangely spartan. With no couch, no TV, and only basic facilities… did Walter really live here? Was this where he chose to spend his days? It looked more like a warehouse than a place someone actually lived in. The rest of the building also felt a little weird to me, just a little off, even though I couldn’t put my finger on it.

“Nice apartment,” I said, “Not at all the kind of chateau I thought you’d hang your hat.” 

“Were you expecting Vegas?” he asked.

Axel gave me a sidelong glance, the look in his eyes enough to make me bite my tongue. He didn’t have to say it. Not again. Now wasn’t the time for this conversation to be had. I watched Walter open the door to a dark closet, inside of which were a bunch of inflatable beds he started tossing into the main room. Blankets and sheets followed. 

“I’m sorry I can’t give you a five-star treatment,” Walter said, “But it’s something, at least.” 

“So, you have a loft filled with nothing but airbeds and blankets?” I asked, “Is this where you live?” 

“No. This is where I keep people who need somewhere to crash for a few nights.” 

“That’s convenient.” 

He frowned. “Convenient?” 

Axel angled his head to the side. “Izzy?” he asked.

“I’m just saying,” I said, “We show up in Devil Falls, start a fight with a bunch of locals, and suddenly in swoops Walter with a spare safehouse where we can all stay while we’re in the neighborhood? I’ve never been big on coincidences.” 

“You’ve always had strong instincts,” Walter said.

“Which is why I can’t stay here. None of us can.”  

“You wanna leave?” Danvers asked, “Where are we gonna go?” 

“I don’t know, but anywhere will be better than here.” 

A pause from Walter, then he waved me over to a window. “Come. Let me show you something.”

Rolling my eyes, I walked over to where he was standing and looked through the blinds at the world beyond. Manhattan glittered in the distance, her lights painting the low-flying clouds above her in shades of orange and red. More immediately, though, the low-rise tangle of crumbling blocks that was Devil Falls rolled away in all directions, and there, at the heart of the district, a structure loomed. 

Beams of light shot into the clouds high above monolithic structure, while floodlights shone harshly against the building itself. There were guard towers, tall walls tipped with razor-wire, and a front gate so imposing it looked like a medieval portcullis. On the outside it looked like any other maximum-security prison, but what it looked like didn’t matter half as much as how I felt looking at it. 

My chest tightened, my breathing shortened, and for a moment I felt trapped; like I was stuck in a small, dark, dank room surrounded by nothing but bare walls covered in glyphs meant to suppress my magic. Darkness encroached around the edges of my vision, which was already zooming in and out of focus, but I couldn’t stop staring at the thing. 

It was RJ who pulled me away from the window. “Don’t look at it,” he said, “Focus on me. Look at me.” 

I stared at him, but it was as if I couldn’t properly see him. His face was swimming, hazy, his voice a little distant. But the nausea didn’t last, and eventually the world righted itself. “Holy shit,” I said, shaking my head. “What the hell was that?” 

“Why didn’t you tell her that would happen?” RJ snapped at Walter. 

“I needed her to see it for herself,” he said, “Now she knows.”

“Know what?” I asked, “What happened?” 

“It’s the prison,” RJ said, “That’s one of its defense mechanisms; a psychic assault fine-tuned to keep Mages away from it. I call it the Drone.”

“Mages? Why Mages?”

“Because the people that run the place know their biggest threat to their power is the Magistrate.” 

Ifrit burst to life on my shoulder, his little face scrunched up. “Let’s please not do that again,” he pleaded. 

“Are you alright?” I asked him.

“I feel like you just shoved me into a glass bottle full of pebbles and rattled me around.” 

“You mean that thing affected you, too?” 

“Yes. I don’t know what it was, but we should steer clear of it.” 

“Talking to your Guardian?” Walter asked, his eyes narrow. “Trust me, mine doesn’t like that place either.” 

“None of our Guardians do,” Axel said, “But we must be a mile away from it. How is it affecting us from that kind of distance?” 

“You of all people should know distance is only an illusion. Imagine how intense the drone would become if we were any closer to it.” 

“You mean it gets worse?” Ifrit asked.

“How much more intense does it get?” I asked.

“It’ll cripple a Mage that gets too close; that’s if it doesn’t send you into a coma first.” 

“So, how do we stop it from affecting us?” 

“You need to get used to it over an extended period of time and from a safe enough distance—like here. Every night, exposing yourself to its power for a few seconds at a time, bit-by-bit you’d build up a resistance to its power.” 

“How much time?” 

Walter shrugged. “Weeks? Months? It depends on the Mage.” 

“We don’t have that kind of time.” 

“Well… there is a way to accelerate the process.” 

“I already don’t like the sound of this,” Axel said.

“I can help you,” Walter said, “The drone doesn’t affect me anymore; I can show you how I did it.”

I sighed. “I’m getting sick and tired of being stuck between rocks and hard places,” I said, turning to Axel. “Do you know any other way of beating this thing? You’re a Psionic. Maybe you can put a psychic shield up around us?” 

Axel shook his head. “I’m not strong enough to beat it. I can maybe protect us for a little while, but I know my protection won’t last.”

His Guardian had probably told him that. Knowing what Ifrit had told me about how well he understood my capabilities made the decision not to argue with Axel an easy one. But we needed Hugo, the only way to get to him was by busting him out of prison, and the only way to get to the prison was by beating this damn drone.

“Okay,” I said, “Tell us how we get past the prison’s defensive mechanisms.” 

“I’m afraid there’s no quick fix for this,” he said, “It’ll be an intensive process, one you’ll each have to take on your own.” 

I looked around at my group; everyone nodded in turn, even Karim with his ridiculous eye-patch. He still hadn’t taken it off.

“We’re ready,” I said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

I volunteered to face the drone first. There was no preparation ritual, no need to protect myself from what was about to hit me. In fact, I needed to do the opposite. According to Walter —and confirmed by RJ—Mages had a natural resistance to the effect the prison’s magic had on us. All I had to do was open myself up to it, drop my guard, and let it do its thing.

Its thing, though, was slamming my brain over and over with a sledgehammer made of shitty memories. The moment I let myself relax with the prison in my sights, it came for me screaming. My instinct was to protect myself, it took everything I had to stare at the pain hurtling toward me and not flinch, like I was playing chicken with it.

But unlike a game of chicken, the pain didn’t turn away at the last second. It hit me hard and fast, that half-a-migraine I had been nursing now swelling to become something much, much worse. The pain was blinding, exquisite. I couldn’t bear it for more than a few seconds, because those few seconds felt like lifetimes. 

In the short time I’d spent looking at the prison from a distance, I had been assaulted by my own past. Visions of Walter, my mother, my childhood home all flooded my senses, trapping me in my own thoughts. It was a cabaret of nightmares, piggybacking on pain like I hadn’t felt before. It was Axel who ripped me away from the window again before the prison’s power managed to totally fry my brain. 

I curled into his chest, holding him tightly just to ground myself—to feel like I was back in the real world. Neither the pain, nor the ghosts left running wild inside my head, disappeared instantly. They lingered at the edge of my senses, the pain throbbing, and the ghosts still screaming. 

I pulled away from Axel once the pain became manageable. I hadn’t noticed, or maybe I hadn’t cared until now, that everyone was watching me—everyone except Walter, whose attention was somewhere outside.

“Well?” Karim asked, “What kind of fresh hell are we getting into?” 

“Piece of cake,” I said, “Now I only have to do that… what… five more times?” 

Walter turned his head slightly. “As long as it takes, but that’s enough for now. You need to rest for at least a few hours.” 

“We’ll be here for days,” RJ said. 

“Days, but not weeks or months,” Walter put in. “It’s the best I can offer you. Until you’re more resistant to the prison’s power, you can forget getting anywhere near it.” 

That little note was the most frustrating part about all of this. I couldn’t get near the prison, and that meant I couldn’t investigate what kind of protective wards I’d have to cut through in order to get inside. I needed to be able to sniff a warder’s essence before I could break it, and before I could ferret out its essence, I needed to know who had put the ward there in the first place. 

If I could just go to Harrowgate, I could get a head-start on trying to figure out who put the ward in place; that was assuming breaking down its wards was the path I wanted to take. But as things stood, it would be a while before I could get the information I needed. We were going to be stuck in Devil Falls a lot longer than I thought we’d be here for—and that changed things a bit.

“I’ll go next,” Axel said. 

“No,” Karim said, “Let me. If my brain starts exploding, I’d like to have you nearby to… you know, stop that from happening.”

Axel nodded, and Karim stepped up to the window. With a deep breath held in his lungs, he parted the slits in the blinds and peered out and into the night. A moment passed, then another, and another, and then I watched his eyes go glassy. Like Axel had done for me, I yanked Karim away from the window and removed him from the prison’s influence. 

He took one grave look at me, then hurried off to the kitchen and threw up in the sink. We all waited for him to be finished and recovered before anyone spoke. It was Danvers who broke the silence. 

“That… was charming,” she said.

Karim pointed at her like he was about to say something, but then quickly turned that hand back around and covered his own mouth. “You know what,” he said, into his hand, “I’m not even going to dignify that with a response because I may throw up again. But as soon as I’m feeling better, you’re in for it.” 

“I’m quaking in my boots.” 

“That’s enough of that, you two,” I said, “Let’s just get this whole thing over and done with as quickly as we can. We still have preparations to make.” 

“Isabella…” Walter said, inflicting more pain on me than the prison’s drone ever could. 

I rounded on him, about to unleash a torrent of how dare you use my name like that, and you don’t get to call me that, but I managed to keep a lid on my emotions. Why? Because the others needed me to be level-headed now, more than ever. We were in dangerous waters, surrounded by sharks, and about to embark on the most dangerous mission we had gone through yet. 

They needed me to lead. A few months ago, I’d have hated having that responsibility. I still did, kind of. But I accepted that it was mine, now. These people needed me as much as I needed them, so I was going to do my very best to make sure I didn’t emotionally compromise myself. 

Sure, see how long that lasts.

“What?” I finally said to Walter, my tone short and curt.

“Can we talk… privately?” 

“Privately?” 

“Look… I know I’m the last person you want to see right now—”

“That would imply you’re on the list of people I want to see.” 

Walter nodded. “In any case, I would like to talk to you in private, if you’d give me a moment.” 

“How long is a moment?” 

He scanned the others with his eyes, then gave me his attention again. “Five minutes. I just have a few things I want to say, and then I’ll leave you all for the night.” Walter tossed the loft key over at me, and I snapped it up from the air.

I wasn’t sure I wanted to spend even a single moment alone with Walter. In fact, no, I knew I didn’t want to spend a single moment alone with him. The hurt was still fresh, a wound reopened by seeing him again at a time when I wasn’t ready to. At the same time, I didn’t know what he had to tell me, and he knew my curiosity would get the better of me. 

“You go,” Axel said, “I’ve got this under control.” 

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Yeah, it’ll be fine.” 

“Do you have another room we can go into?” I asked Walter.

He gestured to the door into the hallway, and I walked through it. Walter followed me outside, shutting the door as he went, and then we were alone. Just the two of us. He and I, reunited after almost ten years of not seeing each other, not speaking, not being a family. 

“So?” I asked, folding my arms across my chest. “What is it you want to talk to me about?” 

A pause. “You’re a clever girl,” he said, “I’m not going to stand here and try to justify my actions because you’re not going to buy any of it. The truth is, there’s no reason I can give you that would make my leaving the way I did seem like the right thing to do at the time because a good enough reason doesn’t exist.” He shook his head. “I shouldn’t have left the way I did.” 

“Oh, there was a better way?” 

He shook his head. “That’s not what I meant. Gods, you grew up to look so much like your mother.” 

Tears stung my eyes. “You’ve said a lot of dumb shit tonight already,” I said, my voice already cracking, “Don’t make it worse by talking about her.” 

Walter nodded. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. Shit. All this time and I’m still a bad parent.” 

“You are, and don’t think you’re off the hook yet. I may not accept any of the reasons you have for leaving me the way that you did, or for leaving me at all, but I still want to hear it. I want to hear all of it.” 

He shook his head. “There are things I can’t tell you.” 

“Oh? And why’s that?”

“Because I swore I wouldn’t.” 

“You also swore you’d protect me, and then you bailed.”

“Izzy—Isabella… I left because I had no choice. If I hadn’t left… we wouldn’t be having this conversation right now.” 

“Because you’d be dead?” 

“No… you would be, instead.” 

I frowned. “Who was going to kill me?” 

“It doesn’t matter anymore. They’re all gone.” 

“What the hell kind of assholes did you get into business with that you had to leave me like that? I knew you were shifty, but are you seriously telling me your choices were stay and I get hurt, or leave and hope I make it on my own?” 

“Again… I’m not going to win any parenthood prizes. I’m not exactly proud of that part of my life, but I did what I did to make sure our family could live well.” 

“Our family broke into pieces way before you jumped ship.” I rolled my eyes. “Is this really what you wanted to do out here? Try and go into our past and see if you could fix things?” 

“I know I won’t be able to do it overnight—”

“I couldn’t go to school. I couldn’t go to college. I couldn’t live a normal life because of you. You took all those things away from me. But you know what the worst part was? You never told me what would happen to me.” 

He frowned, and swallowed hard. “I couldn’t.” 

“Yes, you could’ve. You could’ve warned me about what I would become. You could’ve trained me, or even given me a heads-up. Hey, Izzy, just a quick FYI for you—you’re gonna develop some whacky powers one day. Careful not to set your eyebrows on fire or burn your house down!”

“I’m sorry…” 

“Forget the apology,” I hissed. “I don’t want it. The only thing I want is help getting to the man I need to get to. After that, we call it even and go our separate ways again.” 

I spun around and stormed back into the loft, leaving Walter shut out in the corridor. I didn’t want to see his face, hear his voice, or smell his cologne. I wanted to bring the Tempest down on him like a hammer and make him pay for what he’d done to me. But I couldn’t do that. 

Stupid moral code.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Out of all of us, it was Karim who took to the acclimatization process the quickest. I had thought maybe Axel would be the first to develop an immunity to the strange power the prison had over us. We all did, especially him. He was a Psionic, after all. 

But no, it was Karim who was the first to make the first exploratory push into Devil Falls, the first of us to get close to Harrowgate prison without his brain exploding.

This was both a good thing, and a bad thing. It was bad because he didn’t have any of us out there to support him should things go south. Devil Falls was a hostile place to Mages who didn’t belong, and we didn’t belong. 

The good thing about Karim being able to venture near the prison, however, was not having to rely on Walter for every bit of information we were going to need. And out of all of us, he was the one that blended in with the locals best. The bar wasn’t a fluke. He was genuinely liked out here.

I had a prison break to plan, and if I wanted to pull that off, I was going to need to know everything I could about the prison itself. Who runs it, what are the guards like, what kind of security systems do we have to deal with? And those were just the mundane concerns. 

Harrowgate was a prison for supernatural miscreants and criminals, the worst of us all; and supernatural problems required supernatural solutions. We had already seen one of its defensive mechanisms at work. The psychic assaults were unbearable, and crippling if you deliberately put your guard down.

But that was only one of what I suspected were many different and complex defensive measures meant to keep everyone within its walls inside, and those beyond them outside. 

Karim dumped a bag of bagels on the floor in the center of the communal sleeping area we had built out of air-mattresses and sheets. Though my head was pounding, my mouth watered. 

“You found bagels?” I asked. 

Karim lifted his eye patch and took his beret off. “I did indeed,” he said, picking a seeded bagel up and sniffed it. “Who would’ve thought you’d find good bagels in Devil Falls?” 

I chose a bagel out of the bag and bit into it without thinking twice. The bread was warm, and soft. Just how I liked it. “Didn’t I tell you?” I asked, chewing, “I knew I’d heard that somewhere.”

“I also bought painkillers. You know, to help manage those migraines you all have. We can’t expect RJ to keep every little headache at bay, can we?”

“Not when I have one of my own,” RJ said. He hadn’t gotten up from his mattress yet, and he had one arm draped around his eyes. 

“You alright?” I asked him, shaking one of his legs. 

“I’m good. Just need a minute to make the room stop spinning.” 

“So?” I asked Karim. Around me, the others started tucking into their breakfast. “What did you find?” 

“A prison,” Karim said, eyebrow cocked. “Be more specific.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Did you walk all the way up to it? Did you see any guards? What was the gate like? Anyone going in or out?” 

Karim thought for a moment. “Yes, yes, big and imposing, and yes. I saw an armored van roll out of the place and head down the street. The thing was huge, and covered in plates. It looked military, almost.” 

“Military? I guess that’s not too weird.”

“I’ve never been to a real prison, so I couldn’t say for certain. But it was a whole thing, getting that vehicle out. A siren went off, then the gate started rising—slowly. Two armed guards moved outside, scanned the perimeter, and signaled for the truck to roll through. When it was cleared, the guards ran back inside and the gate lowered itself. The whole thing took twenty-seven seconds.” 

“Twenty-seven?” Axel asked, “You timed it?” 

“Better to have that information and not need it, than need it and not have it. You never know what she’s going to ask for.”

“She is sitting right here,” I interrupted. “Anyway, that’s good. What else can you tell me? Anything that stood out?” 

“Hmmm, let me think. Guards, truck, massive walls topped with sharp wire and glass? No, I think that’s everything—oh, wait, no, there was one other thing. What was it? Yes, that’s right, there may be a slight problem with this whole breaking and entering thing.” 

I cocked an eyebrow. “Great, because it wasn’t already going to be difficult enough.” 

“What’s the problem?” Axel asked.

“I don’t know how to say this, so I’m going to be as blunt about it as I can be,” Karim said, “They have ghosts.” 

“Ghosts? What do you mean?”

“Well, some prisons have guards, and walls, and doors. This prison has walls, guards, doors, and ghosts. I saw them hovering above the walls, watching, waiting—each one of them writhing in agony but bound to service.” 

“Jesus…” I said.

“No, I’m sure he wasn’t among them.”

“How is that even possible?” Danvers asked, “I mean, who gets an army of ghosts to work for them?” 

“Work? No. Those ghosts aren’t getting employee of the month awards any time soon. They’re slaves, they’re hurting, and that makes them incredibly dangerous.”

RJ sat upright at the word dangerous. “You can’t beat a ghost with a stick,” he said, “How do we get past them?”

Karim looked like he was about to say something, but he shut his eyes and took a deep breath. “You’re missing the point,” he said, keeping his eyes closed. “This isn’t another obstacle to overcome. These people are going to end up becoming collateral damage in our noble quest to get Hugo out of Harrowgate.” 

“They’re ghosts, though…” Danvers said, “They’re dead, Karim… how are they going to be collateral damage?”

“Do you think you magically stop feeling pain once you die? That’s the biggest lie ever told to every human being that ever drew breath. The afterlife isn’t all white doves, fluffy clouds, and parties at dead celebrities’ houses, nor is it the sweet release of a quiet oblivion. Not for everyone, anyway. Some of us don’t leave this place, and it isn’t unfinished business that keeps us here—it’s pain. These are real people we’re talking about here, people who don’t want to do what they’re being told to do, but they’ll do it because they don’t have a choice.” 

A pause. “Do… what, exactly?” I asked.

“Keep us out of the prison. Hurt us. Come howling out of the darkness and chill our souls.” 

“That doesn’t sound fun,” Danvers said. 

“You said their pain makes them dangerous?” Axel asked, “What did you mean?” 

Karim shrugged. “How many ghost stories have you ever heard in your life?” he asked, “How many of those ghosts were twisted and warped to the point where they didn’t look human anymore? That’s what pain does to ghosts. It changes them. It takes their humanity away, bit by bit. The angrier the ghost, the less reasonable it is, the more monstrous it becomes—but it’s no less a person than you or me. Not to me, anyway.”

“And I respect that,” I said, “I’m not a Necromancer, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care about what you’re saying. What I need to know is, do you have an answer to RJ’s question?” 

“How do we get past them?” another shrug. “There are ways. Ideally, I would like to find the Necromancer that bound them and release them from their prisons. I could try and break their individual chains, but that would take time, and it’d probably let the Necromancer know someone’s tampering with their magic.” 

“Can we still make it into the prison even with those ghosts hanging around?” 

“They’re guarding it just as much as the flesh and blood guards are, but the ghosts don’t change shifts, they don’t get tired, or lose focus. We’ll have to defend ourselves when they attack… it’s the only way.” 

“How can we defend ourselves against something we can’t see?” RJ asked.

“Oh, you’ll see them,” Karim said, “These ghosts are powerful enough that they can, and will, make themselves known when they’re coming at you with mouthfuls of ephemeral teeth.” 

I shuddered at the thought. “Okay, options?” 

“Again, I can’t stress enough how important it is that we don’t hurt these ghosts. I can try and come up with a way to protect us against them when they come for us, but if we attract too many of them at the same time, I may not be able to hold them all off for long.” 

“Do you think we could come up with a powder, or a potion, or something?” Danvers asked. “A potion that makes us harder to hurt?” 

Karim considered the idea. “That could work, but we don’t have a lot of time.” 

“Psionic magic works on ghosts, too,” Axel said, “I can help.” 

“Trust me when I say, I don’t want this mission getting out of hand,” I said. “I mean, it’s already bad enough we’re entering Harrowgate prison to rescue someone who has no idea we’re coming for them. That’s going to complicate things, but I guess we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. The point is, I want this mission to go as cleanly as possible. While we have time, we should prepare as much as we can.” 

“Another thing,” Karim said, “This noble quest, I mentioned earlier… do you even know what Hugo did to get himself thrown into prison? We aren’t breaking a murderer out or anything, are we?” 

I shook my head. “Walter told me he ran afoul of the Coalition. They wanted him to make Aetherglass for them, he refused. They accused him of working for the Magistrate, of being a double agent, and they threw him into prison.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that. The Coalition are judges, juries, and executioners here. We can’t get caught. If we get caught, we’re on our own.”

“Alright, well, I don’t plan on scratching my bollocks this whole time. I’ll need to come up with a way of keeping the ghosts at bay… so I’m going to go and do that. If anyone needs me, I’ll be on the roof.” 

Karim stood, walked over to the window, and climbed onto the fire escape that would take him to the roof. I followed him to the window, not because I wanted to go to the roof, but because I needed some air. My heart was pounding. None of this felt right, or safe. We were out of our depth here, so many unknowns to deal with. 

I breathed deep, hoping for a little crisp freshness… but Devil Falls stank of spoiled magic. The air was thick with it, and dark. I hadn’t noticed it last night, but it hit me now, and it hit me hard. Shutting the window, I shook my head. Taking that breath had left me reeling, and a little dizzy. RJ cocked an eyebrow. “You alright?” he asked.

“I’ll be fine,” I said. I turned my eyes over at the prison, dull and grey beneath the thickly clouded sky, and opened myself to its power… bracing for the hammer that was about to hit me. “Let’s just get this done.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

My head felt six sizes too big, the others weren’t faring much better. It had been two full days since we got here, and we’d been hiding out in Walter’s loft, for the most part. Besides Karim, RJ had been the next to adjust to being so near Harrowgate’s awful, debilitating aura. Karim was our designated information and bagel gatherer, while RJ kept a vigilant watch to make sure we weren’t going to get ambushed. 

Meanwhile, between the rest of us, we’d managed to put together what looked like a decent plan—on paper, at least. Walter had proved to be useful, after all. He had knowledge about the prison, its workings, its security measures. I wasn’t sure how he knew so much about it, but then again, Walter has plenty of friends in low places.

With the psychic drone now down to a more manageable level, it was time to let the others know what the plan was, and finally make our move. It wasn’t going to be easy. Breaking someone out of prison hardly is, even under the best of conditions. Hugo West didn’t even know we were coming for him, and Harrowgate was a prison operated by supernaturals, and containing supernaturals. 

The word dangerous didn’t even cut close to describing the conditions we found ourselves in.

Walter looked across at me from the other side of the loft. He’d kept a respectable distance from me while I finalized my ideas, while the others settled. Good. I didn’t want him too close. He’d loaned us a place to stay, and he’d been forthcoming with the information I’d needed from him, but I wasn’t ready to have him standing too near me. The wounds were already open again; proximity to him would only make them worse.

“Alright,” I said, “I feel like by now we all know how this works.”

“Yes, you tell us the plan, and we argue with you about it,” Karim said. “That sounds about right, does it not?”

“You argue, the rest of us offer constructive criticism,” Danvers put in.

“Maybe you all just have a little more patience than I do. I’m positively up to my nose hairs chasing this drowned Queen, and yet this job doesn’t offer vacation days.” 

“Karim,” I hissed, glaring at him. I hadn’t wanted Walter to know what we were up to, and Karim had just spilled the beans. 

He put his hands up. “Sorry,” he said, if a little grudgingly.

I didn’t give Walter any of my attention, deciding instead to move the topic on as quickly as possible. I took a deep breath. “So, Harrowgate is a scary place,” I said, “But it’s far from impenetrable. The people that run it, the Coalition, depend on the psychic aura and the prison’s reputation to keep people away from it, that’s going to make them slow and complacent.” 

“All I’m hearing is good news,” Karim said, “Which means you’re obviously hiding the worst part.”

“Not even I know what the worst part about that place is. But yes, I thought I’d start with the softball stuff.” I handed my notepad over to RJ who was sitting nearest to me. “The prison’s defenses aren’t going to be difficult to bypass. I thought I’d have to try and break a couple of wards, and I could, but trying to figure out who put them up so I can take their essence and unravel them just isn’t doable with the amount of time we have. So, instead, we’ve got a couple of workarounds. First, the outer wards.”

Axel pointed at the notepad circulating the room and took over. “Besides the psychic aura, there’s also a ward in place to detect unauthorized personnel that try to go into and out of the prison. It’s probably old, powerful, and impossible to just walk through. Then there’s the ghosts manning the walls… the solution to both of these problems is pretty genius, actually.” 

Karim patted himself on the back. “You’re welcome.” 

Axel nodded. “Right. So, the outer wards have a blind-spot—they only track living people who go through them. If they also accounted for all the dead people wandering through them, they’d constantly be going off. The solution, then, is to be dead.”

“I don’t like the sound of this,” Danvers said.

“Oh, calm your farm,” Karim said, “It’s not nearly that drastic.” 

“Said the Necromancer?”

“It’s simple. I’m going to suppress your living auras you so you can slip past the wards undetected. Making you dead will also trick the ghosts into leaving you alone… I think.”

“You think?” RJ asked. “I don’t know how to beat the crap out of a ghost.”

“You won’t have to. I have an idea on how to keep them distracted, anyway. And for that I will need your help.” 

RJ nodded, but I could tell he wasn’t entirely on board with whatever idea the crazy Necromancer was cooking up. I didn’t blame him. Even though I was the one breaking into the prison, I still preferred that over having to deal with Karim’s otherworldly exploits. 

“Anyway,” I said, “Danvers is going to bottle up Karim’s life suppression spell. This will allow Axel and me to drink them just as we approach the prison, to make sure we get as much use out of them as possible. Axel’s also going to cloak us with his psionic magic so the guards won’t see us even if we’re standing out in the open.”

“That’s all well and good,” Karim said, “But how are you planning on getting in? I told you, the gate only opens at certain times. And you can use as much magic to cloak yourselves as you want—you’ll probably fail if you try just waltzing in through reception.” 

I looked over at Walter. “That’s where he comes in.” 

Walter nodded. “I’m owed a favor,” he said. “You’re going to go in on a delivery truck.” 

RJ cocked an eyebrow. “On a delivery truck?” he asked, “This is Harrowgate. That place is locked up tight. How are you gonna pull that off?” 

“I told you. I’m owed a favor.”

“And you can trust this guy?”

“I saved his life; he owes me his life. That’s how it works around here.” 

“That sounds like straight bullshit to me. There’s no loyalty here.”

“Just because the Magistrate isn’t welcome here doesn’t mean there isn’t a code amongst the dregs who call this place home. Trust me.” 

RJ looked over at me. “Do you?”

I shook my head flatly. “No, I don’t, but I hardly think Walter wants to throw any of us into Harrowgate. There are far easier ways of doing that than having us plan a prison break only to foil it at the last minute.” 

“I don’t know,” Karim said, “It seems more efficient to have the potential inmates get themselves captured than having to expend resources capturing them.” 

“Yeah, it does, but that’s not going to happen. Anyway, can I keep going with the rest of the plan?” 

Karim gestured with his hand. “Sure, go on.”

“Alright, so, Axel and I are going to be the only ones going in. The rest of you will have secondary jobs to do. Karim, you need to make sure those ghosts aren’t a problem. Danvers, you’re gonna be pretty beat after you’re done doing what I need you to do, so I want you to hang with him. RJ, I’m gonna need you when we’re outside. There’s a chance we won’t be coming out quietly, so we may have heat on our tails.”

RJ nodded. “I’m good to go.” 

“Good. Axel and I are gonna sneak inside, find a couple of guards, and thanks to a little of RJ’s magic, we’re gonna take their identities. Then, we’re gonna locate Hugo, extract him, and then make our way to the medical ward. From the med ward, there’s only one guard tower that’ll be able to draw a bead to us. I can disable the prison guards from the ground, or just cover Axel while he gets us through the outer walls.”

“And you’re going to do that… how?” Danvers asked.

“Same way we broke into and out of Asmodius’ compound. We’re gonna slip through the walls like they’re not even there.”

 Silence filled the loft, and in that silence, doubt. I could see it on their faces. I was playing fast and loose with the plan, but I had to, we didn’t know much about the prison and we couldn’t get any more intel than what we already had. We were going to have to improvise at least a little, and even though that wasn’t likely to have positive results for us, we didn’t have a choice.

“Look, I know this isn’t ideal,” I said, “We aren’t used to working outside of our team. But we can do this. We need to get to Hugo. If Walter says he can get us into the prison, and I say I can get us out, we have to believe we can do it.”

A pause. “Okay, so, once you’re inside,” RJ said, “The prison takes your magic away. How are you gonna get Hugo out?” 

“Cass, grab the notepad. There’s a list of spells there I want to have powdered or made into potions we can drink. Healing spells, stunning spells, explosives, something to unlock doors. That kind of thing.” 

Danvers eyed the list. “Looks… intense. Good thing I have a portable lab.”

“I need it done yesterday.” 

She looked over at Karim. “Fancy a trip out into town?” 

“I’d be happy to,” he said, “What do you have in mind?”

“We’re in Devil Falls. There’s bound to be a place where I can buy ingredients somewhere.” 

I nodded. “Go do what you have to do,” I said, “But be careful out there.” 

Danvers and Karim stood, then left. I had no idea how they were going to do what I needed them to, but as long as they got it done—and got it done quickly—I didn’t care how. 

“Want me to keep an eye on them?” RJ asked. 

“Please. But don’t let them see you.” 

RJ nodded, and in a flash, he was gone—up and out the window to trail Danvers and Karim. Only Axel, Walter and I remained in the loft. I got up, grabbed my notepad, and gave it another glance. There were a lot of moving pieces here. The worst part was, we had no idea how the cellblock looked.  

“Think we’re ready?” Axel asked.

“Absolutely not,” I said. “I’d feel a lot better if I thought we were gonna find some allies in there, but the way that place is run? Everyone we meet is going to be hostile.” 

“Keeping our cover is going to be more important than anything else, then. How exactly are we going to do that?”

I grinned. “Another page out of the playbook of our past. We’re going to turn ourselves into other people. Maybe guards.” 

“I don’t like the sound of that.”

“I’ve done it before. You’ll be fine.” 

I caught Walter chuckling out of the corner of my eye. “What’s funny?” I asked.

He stopped. “Oh… nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

I turned to face him. “No, come on. What is it?”

Walter paused, watching us both. “Nothing, it’s just… you keep reminding me of your mother. The way you talk, the way you move your hands, the way you fiddle with your hair.”

My chest tightened, anger rising like a catch in my throat. “We talked about that,” I said.

Walter put his hands up. “That’s why I didn’t want to say anything.” He paused, turned toward the door, then glanced at me again. “I think you have this under control for now. Tomorrow at noon, that’s when you’ll be going into the prison. The driver will have a four-leaf clover tattoo on his wrist.” 

A quick glance at us both, and then he left. Abrupt, sudden, and without—really—any reassurance that he was coming back. That felt familiar. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

The prison loomed large ahead like a dark castle full of horrors. Under the dull, grey, noonday sky there was little to separate Harrowgate from any other prison in the country. But if you looked a little bit closer, you started to notice the things that set it apart. Like the gate that looked to be about ten meters thick, the aura of darkness surrounding it, and the specters floating silently above the prison’s parapets. 

They were ghosts; once people, now almost monsters twisted and warped by their own pain. Many looked like people, still, but there was something off about each of them. A constant twitching of the head here, a stuttered shudder there. 

I couldn’t understand why I could see them. Karim had told me it was because they wanted to be seen, because they were powerful enough that they could show themselves to those with the sight—like Mages. 

In my gut, though, I thought the real reason was more of a cry for help. Please, see us. Help us. They were slaves, after all; bound to servitude with dark, Necromantic magic. Watching them float quietly above the prison’s walls filled me with sadness, more than it did fear. 

“Are you ready?” Axel asked. 

“No,” I said. I shook my head. “Yeah, I’m ready.” 

“I hope Walter has come through for us.” 

“He’d better have, otherwise I’m gonna set Danvers on him.” 

A black sedan pulled up to our street corner, and a bald man stepped out. He scanned the street, then looked directly at us and signaled for the two of us to get into the car. I still wasn’t sure if I could trust this whole thing, but we’d already come this far. 

I walked over to the car with Axel by my side. When I reached the driver, I asked him to show me his wrist; and there it was; the four-leafed clover tattoo my father had told me his contact would have.

“You here to take us inside?” I asked.

“Don’t ask too many questions,” he said, “Get in, then get ready to jump into the truck.” 

Nodding, I entered the backseat, Axel sliding in beside me. A moment later, we were on the road again, circling around the prison and then putting it into the rearview. I wasn’t sure exactly where we were being taken, and the nerves in the pit of my stomach were already making me bounce my knee, but I had to keep it in check. 

I had to keep myself in check. 

If this was going to go off properly, I needed to keep my head in the game and not let it wander. Axel placed a hand on my lap, then looked across at me. He nodded, without saying a word. I returned the gesture, silently letting him know I was okay, that he didn’t have to worry about my state of mind.

The car came to an abrupt stop at a four-way intersection. The driver craned his neck around and grunted. “Get out.” 

I stared at him, but I didn’t question his order. I stepped out of the car. Axel did the same. Then the sedan burned rubber and made tracks away from us, leaving us stranded in an unknown area of Devil Falls. The streets were dead, no cars, no people, not even shops. Most of the windows and doors were boarded up. It looked like a ghost town, except it wasn’t. There were people here, haunting the darkest corners, watching, waiting.

A sickly waft of rotten, magic air passed between us, and as the seconds ticked by, so did my anxiety continue to rise. I waited, the cold and the noxious air, and the nerves building with no sign of release until I heard the rumbling of a large, powerful engine. Seconds later, a military truck made a turn around the intersection. It didn’t stop—it slowed just enough that, if I ran, I could catch it. 

A quick glance at Axel was all it took. 

Together we made a mad dash for the truck, racing to catch it as it slowly rolled past. I reached the back of the truck first, leaping toward it at the end—with the help of a little magic—so I could grab hold of it. When I was securely hanging off the back, I turned around to face Axel and gave him my hand. 

For a second it looked like he wasn’t going to make it. The truck was already starting to accelerate, and Axel didn’t exactly have any Elemancy magic to help him move any faster. I stretched my fingers out as far as I could, reaching for him, grunting. Our fingers touched, fingertips teasing each other but not quite locking.

“Run, dammit!” I yelled. 

Axel gave it one last hard push, speeding up just enough to grab my hand. I yanked him into the back of the truck, and we both fell on top of what felt like sacks of potatoes.

Panting, I looked across at Axel. “You need to hit the gym more,” I said.

“You used magic,” he said, gasping for breath. “I hardly think that’s fair.”

“We work with the tools we’re given.” 

I sat up and looked around. The back of the truck was full of sacks and crates. Sitting upright, I shrugged out of my backpack and checked its contents to make sure nothing had broken. To my relief, none of Cassidy’s phials had broken apart—none of the powder baggies had spilled. Good. Once we got inside, we would be cut off from our magic and would have to rely on our wits and the contents of that bag to complete our mission.

No pressure. 

“Okay,” I said, “So far, so good. Now it’s your turn.” 

Axel nodded, lightly touched my arm, and shut his eyes. We were sitting in the back of a truck with a tarp around it, and no hatch in the back. The back of the truck was wide open to any guard who wanted to look inside, and there was nowhere for us to hide. Axel’s part of the plan involved him throwing a blanket of psychic energy around us that would make us slide under other people’s notice. 

It was like hiding in plain sight. They’d look at us, but their brains wouldn’t register our presence—you know, assuming we didn’t do anything to attract their attention. At least, that was the theory. I trusted him more than I did my father, though, so when my body started tingling with magic, and Axel’s eyes opened, I had no reason to ask him if he thought the magic had worked. 

The real test would come in just a couple of minutes—the truck was already pulling into the prison.

“Do we hide?” I asked, taking a second look around to try and find somewhere—anywhere—we could keep out of sight. 

“We shouldn’t have to,” Axel said.

“That goes against literally every instinct in my body.” 

“I know. But it’ll work, just trust me.”

I dug around inside my bag and pulled out a phial filled with black liquid. I opened it, took a whiff, and immediately hated it. “This is gross,” I said. 

Axel sniffed the phial and screwed his face up. “I’ve drank worse.” 

“Then you go first.” 

Cocking an eyebrow, he took the phial and drank half of the liquid. Grimacing from the taste of it, he handed it over. 

“Amateur,” I said, pinching my nose and knocking the liquid back. It was cold going down my throat. Ice cold. But with my nose firmly pinched, I couldn’t taste the potion as it slid into my stomach. “It’s like you’ve never had a disgusting shot before,” I added.

“I’m not much of a shot person,” Axel said, smacking his lips with a grimace on his face. He shuddered. 

“Do you feel dead yet?” 

“No. Do you?” 

“No… crap. Are we supposed to?” 

A loud thud followed a series of deep rumbling sounds that could only have been the prison’s front gate opening. The truck started moving, and I stared at Axel as we reached the ward’s perimeter. I could feel it approaching, an invisible barrier—a Rubicon—the first real test. I braced for the moment where it washed over us… and then the moment passed, and we were still alive. 

My eyes widened. “It worked,” I said, exhaling.

“I don’t think we should be celebrating,” he said, “We just snuck into Harrowgate, and the alarm could be silent.” 

I stared at him. “Buzzkill.” 

The truck came to a halt. Through the opening in the back, I watched the massive portcullis grind to a close, locking us inside. I held my breath as the sounds of crunching boots drew ever nearer to the truck. My body was tense, coiled like a snake, ready to strike. I had to tell myself to keep calm, to remember we were under Axel’s protection.

The first guard to appear as a big man with a face full of facial hair, a massive forehead, and shoulders as big as footballs. He was massive, and mean, and wearing sophisticated tactical armor; the kind that could probably stop bullets in their tracks. 

He scanned the back of the truck, his eyes narrow. With a big hand, he opened one of the crates and looked inside. He then ripped one of the bags open and pulled a potato out from inside. It was impossible that he couldn’t see us. We were sitting right there, right in front of him. Out of arm’s reach, sure, but we were right there.

Once he was satisfied that there weren’t any stowaways inside, he slapped the side of the vehicle and yelled at the driver to get the fuck moving. The truck grumbled to life and started rolling again, and even though the guard hadn’t seen us—I was sure that he hadn’t—he didn’t move as the truck peeled away. Instead, he stared directly at me, as if to challenge me.

“Okay, change of plan,” I said.

“Change?” Axel asked, “What change?”

“If that is the kind of guard this place keeps on their payroll, we’re gonna have trouble knocking one of them out to take their gear. Let alone taking two of them down. Especially without magic.” 

“Suggestions?” 

As the truck made a turn, I caught a glimpse of what looked like the prison yard—a fenced off area inside of which a whole bunch of miserable looking people talked or worked out. 

“We’re going to pretend to be prisoners,” I said, “Not guards.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Changing the plan of action at the very start of this prison break probably wasn’t a smart idea. What kind of a plan was one that couldn’t change, though? We had come in here with the intention of becoming guards, but now that I’d seen a couple of them, the idea that Axel and I could take one down—let alone two—and steal their uniforms was slim.

And that was assuming we’d find exactly two guards to stun. It was more likely we’d run into groups of three or four, and that was going to make everything more complicated. Pretending to be inmates was a far stronger idea.

The truck kept moving along its path, coming to a final stop somewhere still in the prison’s main courtyard. Across from us was the yard, the prisoners still enjoying their rec time. Already I could feel my connection to the Tempest fading away. It wasn’t an instant snip, more like a slow dulling of my powers. 

If I needed to use them, I felt like I still could, but probably not for long.

Ifrit, I thought, and the little fire Godling burst to life in the palm of my hand. He looked up at me, his fiery body burning softly against my skin. “I don’t like this place,” he said, though he sounded distant—as if I was hearing him between walls. 

“I don’t like what’s happening here,” I said, “Am I going to lose contact with you?” 

“I’m always with you, but there’s powerful magic at work. Magic designed to interfere with the way Mages work. We may not be able to talk once you get inside.” 

“I was afraid you’d say something like that.”

“And yet, you wanted to come here.” 

I rolled my eyes. “I don’t have the time to argue with you. Please, just, hold on for as long as possible. I might need you.” 

“I’ll do my best, but whatever you’re going to do, do it quickly. You don’t have much time before this place completely cuts us off from the Tempest.” 

I nodded. “Understood.”

Ifrit stared at me. “And Izzy… please don’t go around starting fires?” 

“Who says I want to—”

“—I know what you’re thinking. A fire would be a great distraction. Do not go around starting fires. I can’t believe I have to repeat myself.” 

“Okay. No fires.” I looked up at the yard. I could hear the truck driver stepping out of the vehicle. In a few moments he, or someone else, would be coming around back to start unloading supplies. We needed to be out of here before that happened, or risk being trapped here for a while. 

Tugging on Axel’s arm, the two of us clambered out of the truck and into broad view of just about anyone who cared to look at where we were standing. There were guards everywhere, but not just guards—there were also prison staffers moving around. People carrying boxes, others working on any number of what looked like military grade vehicles parked inside of the compound, and others still enjoying a cigarette to stave off the cold.

I managed to give the truck enough of a wide berth that when the driver came around the back, we were nowhere near him and in no danger of breaking our cover—even if we were hiding in broad daylight. 

The plan, at this point, was clear; get to the yard, find a way through the fence, and blend in with the prisoners. Easy. The yard had no roof, and as long as I still had a little magic left in me, I figured I could vault us both over it and directly into the mess of prisoners. All this while still being hidden from the naked eye.

I turned on my heel to tell Axel the plan, and my heart lurched into my throat at the sight of the monster that had been standing beside me. It was a man, or maybe it had been a man once. Its skin was grey, its eyes bulging and white, its mouth a slackened, wide O of utter darkness. 

I froze, my muscles going completely numb. Even as the creature hovering a solid foot above the ground next to me moved closer, I couldn’t get my body to so much as twitch. The cold coming off its body, the grave chill, as Karim had called it, was palpable. I could feel it in my lungs, in my bones—a chill as cold as death itself. 

I didn’t know what to do. I hadn’t been prepared to face one of these things yet, and here I was, standing in front of one of them trying desperately not to make a peep. One harsh movement, one yelp, a single slip of my composure was all it took to break Axel’s spell and bring the whole prison down on us.

My heart thundered inside of my chest as the ghost approached, its face moving ever closer to mine. The cold was starting to make my eyes sting and my throat tighten. Axel was nearby, watching this all unfold, a horrified look in his eyes. 

I stared at the ghost, watching it as that wide, open mouth of darkness inched closer to my face. 

“Boo,” I said, and the ghost recoiled, shuddering away from me like a startled cat. It shook its head, frowned, and then it hissed at me. I thought it was going to attack; I feared, maybe, I’d done something to make Karim’s spell wear off prematurely. But the ghost retreated completely and went shooting into the building, through a solid wall.

My entire body unclenched then, a sigh falling out of my mouth. 

“Boo?” Axel asked, whispering. 

“What else was I supposed to do?” I asked.

“You could’ve waited for me. I was about to blast that thing’s mind into the darkness.” 

“Yeah, well, you were taking too long.” I shuddered, shaking it off. “Anyway, that was close, but we’re still alright.” 

“Barely.” Axel turned to look over at the yard. “The prisoners are going back inside, look.” 

He pointed, and I noticed a pair of guards had opened the doors to the yard and were making the prisoners file back inside. It was now or never. 

“Let’s go,” I said, taking his hand and running across the courtyard. 

“What are you doing?” Axel asked, “We’re going to get spotted!” 

“Adapting.” 

My connection to the Tempest was weakening by the second. The closer I got to the inner walls, the further away Ifrit was starting to feel. I didn’t have long, I wasn’t sure if I even had enough power to do what I needed to do, but I had to get into that yard no matter the cost. 

Reaching, stretching my grasp to the limit, I drew magic into me and used it to bend the rules of gravity. Axel’s eyes widened as we neared one of the walls closed to the fence surrounding the yard. We weren’t stopping or slowing down, and we weren’t going to. Without breaking my stride, I stepped onto the wall itself. 

Five great strides and we were up and over the fence. I kicked off the wall, dragging Axel with me and using magic to control our descent into the yard itself. The landing was perfect, and silent. We hadn’t touched the fence, we hadn’t bumped into one of the inmates, and we hadn’t caused Axel’s invisibility spell to suddenly break.

We were clear.

“That… was something,” Axel said, standing. 

“I’ll be honest,” I said, “I wasn’t sure that would work.” 

“No?” 

“Nope. Never done that before. Let’s go.” 

I didn’t waste any more time in joining the inmates as they made their way past the guards and into the building itself. They weren’t being checked, or frisked, and as far as I could tell, the guards themselves didn’t seem to care much about doing either of those things. 

No one, and I mean no one, noticed Axel and I casually slip into the mess of prisoners marching back into Harrowgate. I treated that as a victory, not just for me, but also for Axel. It was a testament to his power that we hadn’t been spotted. But the victory was short lived, because that already weakened connection I’d had to the Tempest had completely disappeared the moment I’d touched the ground on the other side of the yard.

As far as anyone was concerned, I was human now; and I’d just walked into one of the most dangerous places on earth.

The hallway directly beyond the door inside was dull and dark, the lights spaced out in a way to keep the area dim and difficult to see in. It was cold inside, the walls themselves radiating an energy sapping chill not too different to what I’d just experienced outside. And the smell… there wasn’t enough lemon zest disinfectant in the world to mask the hostile scent of old blood, sweat, and urine pervading the air.

My nose tingled. Axel and I had managed to slip right into the middle of the crowd of prisoners, and while they couldn’t see us, Axel’s magic also prevented them from bumping into us. The only problem was, I didn’t know how long the magic would last.

We needed to act fast, but that was going to be difficult with the guards watching us.

“Over there,” I said, spotting a nook up ahead. I had a feeling the prisoners were going to be marched all the way down the hallway and into the cell block. The little offshoot to the right would give us just enough space to grab a couple of prisoners and drag them into the dark. All we had to do was do it quietly.

“Danvers, don’t fail us now,” Axel said.

I shrugged out of my backpack, opened it, and pulled out a couple of small, purple pebbles. Neither of them was bigger than an almond, but they looked like little gems filled with light. What they were in fact filled with were stunning spells; a collaboration between Axel, Danvers, and RJ. The magic didn’t just need to stun the prisoner—it needed to keep them quiet while they went down, and a combination stunning spell would do just that.

I offered one to Axel, and he got into position directly behind the man nearest to him. I did the same. They all looked human in here, so it was impossible to tell what they truly were under their human skins. But if the prison had the same effect on them that it had on us, then stunning them was going to be easy.

I hoped.

Like synchronized swimmers, Axel and I both slapped the tiny purple pebbles against the backs of the two prisoners we wanted to stun. Both instantly fell limp, allowing us to easily pull them off to the side. Just as I tucked away with the prisoner I had grabbed, though, one of the guards called out, chilling my blood in my veins.

“Hey!” I heard one say, “What’s all that shit going on there?”

Something was going on in the line. The prisoners weren’t shuffling anymore, but squaring up to one another. “Did you touch me?” one of them asked. 

“I didn’t fucking touch you,” another growled, “Get out of my face before I bash it against the wall.” 

“You two, shut your traps!” a guard yelled. “And move.” 

I watched, my heart wedged inside of my throat and beating hard against the sides of my neck. Slowly, order was restored to the line of prisoners who were promptly marched away. One of the guards walked over to the corridor Axel and I had snuck off to. He stared at us, standing there, in plain sight, his eyes narrow. I was about to reach into my bag and pull out another stunning spell—we had packed six, now we had four left—but Axel took my hand. 

The guard moved away from the mouth of the hallway, leaving Axel and I alone with our two captured prisoners. Instead of pulling out a stunning spell, I produced two phials filled with a kind of translucent liquid that moved more like honey than water. 

“Someone’s going to notice they’re gone,” I said, handing one over to Axel, “And soon.” 

“We’ll have to cross that bridge when we come to it,” Axel said, “Let’s do what we have to do and get this whole thing over with. I already hate it in here.” 

“You and me both.” 

I turned the prisoner I had grabbed around and looked at her. She wasn’t exactly pretty, or muscular, or athletic. Those were all probably going to lead to problems later down the line, but it was either take her, or deal with having a penis for the duration of this mission. 

No thanks.

I knelt beside her, rested one hand on her shoulder, and gave my phial a good shake. “Here goes nothing,” I said, and for the second time today, I pinched my nose and knocked back a phial full of mystery liquid that was about to do weird things to my body. All so that we could break a man out of prison who didn’t know a rescue was underway. 

The things Mages do for Aetherglass and treasure.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

The sands of time were well and truly falling, now. I wasn’t a stranger to spells designed to change a person’s appearance. I’d done this once before, what felt like a lifetime ago. Unlike most other spells, I knew how long this one would last. Eight hours. That was all the time we had before the magic making us look like different people wore off.

The two prisoners we’d knocked out, however, would probably be discovered way before then. We had stuffed them in a closet, but once they woke up, they were bound make all kinds of noise and get themselves noticed by someone who could raise the alarm. 

“You’re shuffling around a lot,” Axel said. He’d taken the appearance, and the voice, of a much older man—someone easily in his fifties, with crazy, grey hair, wild eyes, and a gruff voice; the kind of man who often flagged up on TV as someone the police wanted for questioning. 

“Wearing someone else’s skin is uncomfortable,” I said, “And the duct tape keeping my spells strapped to my skin is already starting to chafe.” 

“Count your lucky stars you don’t have as much hair as I do, then.” 

Axel headed over to the door the other prisoners had been shuffled through. I was fully prepared to have to deal with anything from an electronic locking mechanism to a vault-door type situation. I had no way of knowing exactly what kind of internal systems the people running this fine establishment used, so I figured I would pack appropriately. 

The cellblock door, however, was an old, metal door requiring a simple key to unlock. I pulled a pair of hairpins out of my hair and got to work on the lock, carefully feeling and listening out for the click while Axel watched the corridor.

“I think my magic is about to wear off,” Axel said. “Not that I’m trying to rush you, or anything.” 

I took a deep breath and concentrated on working on the lock. I thought about Ifrit as my fingers carefully searched for the click. Axel had been connected to his Guardian, Phades, for a long time. Ifrit was new to me. I wasn’t sure what was meant to feel normal and what wasn’t yet. In some ways it was still weird having him around, but I was starting to feel comforted by his presence.

I had a lot to learn about Guardians, still. Ifrit was part of me. He was a being wrapped around my literal soul, an entity without which I was an incomplete, imperfect Mage. That meant he didn’t live in the Tempest anymore, but inside of me. The fact that the prison seemed to have the power to suppress Ifrit meant it had the power to affect my soul in that way, and I didn’t like that. I didn’t like it one bit. 

 Click. 

The cellblock door unlocked. I looked up at Axel, who waited a second, and then slowly he opened the door. He inched it open at first, taking a second to scan the cellblock before finally opening it wide enough for him to slip through. I followed, shutting the door as quickly as I could and spinning around to press my back against it. 

My ears popped, and the hum of magic strumming through me fell away. Axel’s spell was gone, and that meant everyone could see us, now. And boy if there weren’t a ton of people crammed into this cellblock. The cacophony of voices was wild, and untamed. 

There were tables and chairs all along the ground floor, with a shielded guard post on an elevated platform at one end of the room. The walls were all lined with cell after cell. A set of spiral stairs curling around the guard post led to the next floor above, where there were even more cells. There was no natural sunlight in here, only the light from huge fluorescents up in the ceiling—some of which were buzzing and flickering.

It was a mundane place, not at all what I’d expected considering everyone in here was a supernatural creature of some variety—whether Mage, Shifter, or Outsider from across the Rifts. This was Harrowgate Prison, the single most notorious place I had ever heard of. And sure, it was dirty, and mostly dark, and the guards looked like they were always a hair-trigger away from beating someone senseless, but where were the horrors?

“We should spread out,” I said, “We know who we’re looking for, right?” 

“Right, but I don’t think splitting up is a good idea,” Axel said, “We don’t know anything about this place or the people in here.”

“We also don’t know if the bodies we’re wearing are in different gangs.”  

“Maybe we are, but if one of us gets into trouble, the other needs to be there to help.” 

“Axel, I know you’re trying to look after me, but the reality is, we’re in prison. If one of us gets into trouble, we’re going to get thrown into our cells. I’d be more worried about getting frisked by one of the guards than getting into a fight with one of these idiots.” 

“I don’t know…” Axel trailed off, looking around. “Some of these idiots look pretty big.”

I grinned at him. “You worried?” 

Axel grimaced. “Please don’t do that… you don’t have enough teeth to do that.” 

“You don’t look so hot yourself, grandpa.”

He shook his head. “Alright, fine. I’ll look around down here, you take the top floor.” 

I nodded, and we parted ways, pressing into the crowd of prisoners going about their daily lives. Most of them were hanging out on the ground floor, sitting around the tables, talking. Others stood shiftily about in dark corners, watching, eyes peeled for likely threats. 

The cell doors were open, and as I walked past some, I was able to catch glimpses of the prisoners who chose to spend their time away from other people. Most of them were lying down in their bunks, but others didn’t look too great. 

One woman sat on the edge of her bed, her knees all the way up to her chest. She was obsessively chewing her nails and rocking back and forth. In the cell next to her, a man was talking to the wall at the far end of his cell. He was having a full-blown conversation with it about sparrows; different types of sparrows, different sparrow colors, his favorite types sparrows.

Going up the stairs, I bumped shoulders with a man who growled at me as I moved past him. Already I was out of breath, my heart pounding. My feet felt like they were made of lead, my head was spinning, and the cold had only gotten worse. Then I realized what the true horror of this place was. 

It sapped the life out of you, slowly. 

I had felt it vaguely when I stepped inside, the cold coming off the walls. It wasn’t just cold, it was something foreign, and dark; something that fed off you, like a vampire, draining your energy away bit by bit so even getting up and out of bed required an almost herculean effort. Panting, I surveyed the prison from above and confirmed what I’d come to suspect. 

The prisoners weren’t briskly walking around or having enthusiastic conversations. No one was playing any games. Most of them shuffled around, dragging their feet. When they spoke, they lacked a certain energy—they lacked life. There were some exceptions, of course, and that meant there was a power structure in here based on who had the strongest willpower.

It seemed reasonable to me that, in a place where your own energy was your best resource, the people who could hold onto it most effectively were kings. Hugo, I had a feeling, was probably among that number. Even without his powers, he was still a Mage; a Mage with a Guardian and a unique ability he had spent years, maybe even decades, training to master. 

Then I saw him.

Hugo.

I had only caught a glimpse of him as he moved into what I assumed was his cell. Grey hair, tall and gaunt, a little emaciated, probably from all the time he’d spent in here. He was surrounded by inmates—a King’s entourage—and had stopped to speak to them before disappearing behind his own door. He must’ve told them not to let anyone bother him, because his entourage formed something of a protective cluster around his cell as soon as he was through his door.

If I wanted to get to him, I was going to have to go through them.

There’s always a problem, isn’t there?

I searched for Axel from above, wondering for too long why I couldn’t find him before I remembered he didn’t look like himself. Worse, from up here, a lot of the inmates started to look a little too much like each other. I’d lost him completely. Shit.

If that wasn’t the blunder that got us both found out or killed, I’d be surprised—dead, but surprised.

Alright. It was up to me. With my target in my sights, I headed over to the cell where Hugo had disappeared to. I was here to retrieve him and break him out of Harrowgate, so I had a card I could play to earn his trust. Of course, I needed to get past his guards without telling them that; there was also the fact that I looked like someone else he’d probably seen around the prison before.

Convincing him wasn’t going to be easy, but I had a plan for that, too. 

All I had to do was— “Where do you think you’re going?” one of the inmates snapped, raising his hand toward me. “Turn around and get the hell out of here.” 

“I need to talk to Hugo,” I said.

“Like hell you do. Get your junkie ass out of here.” 

“You don’t understand—”

“—bitch, you don’t understand.” He closed in on me, shoulders rolling, arm cocked.

I guess I wasn’t as popular with Hugo and his entourage as I’d have hoped. Time for plan B. The inmate had made his favored form of attack known way too early, so dodging his punch was easy. Too easy. I twirled off to the right, pressing my back against a cell door. He swung with his other fist, but I side-stepped the attack easily.

I was about to throw a right hook of my own, when someone grabbed me, turned me around, and sent a foot smashing into my abdomen. I hadn’t seen him coming. The impact knocked the wind out of me and sent me into a nearby wall. He came at me again, but this time I managed to duck away from the blow and deliver a blow of my own into his groin.

The guy who had struck me toppled over, clutching his crown jewels. For a moment I celebrated a victory, and then someone stunned me. The spell struck me in the back, causing me to topple forward and land face first on the ground. My vision was swimming, darkness moving in and out at the edge of my senses. 

I caught only glimpses; flashes of light and sound, the hum of magic as it whizzed overhead. I wanted to get up, to keep fighting—to beat the hell out of the guy who’d kicked me. But right now, that wasn’t on the cards. Right now, I was a heap of a person, stunned, lying face first on the metal gantry, and probably drooling. 

Great. 

Vaguely I became aware of someone dragging me away from the spot I’d fallen in. Whoever had hold of me picked me up by the scruff of my jumpsuit and unceremoniously shoved me into a cell. Staggering, barely able to stay upright, I hit the wall at the far end of the cell and stared at the guard. 

“That’ll teach you to start fights, Rita,” the guard said. It was the one from outside—the one with the beard.

I wanted to say something clever, but I couldn’t speak. Not yet. The spell still had a strong hold of me. The door shut, and I sat down in a pile of myself. Alone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

“Who are you?”

Good question. 

My head was fuzzy, my limbs numb, aftershocks still coursing through my body. That stunning spell had felt like a hammer slamming against my back, and now I couldn’t even feel my tongue, let alone the rest of me. 

A shock rippled through me, and I seized up, then relaxed. Crap. I hated being stunned. I guess I didn’t have much of a leg to stand on, considering I had personally stunned more than my fair share of people. I’d never been stunned by an Elemancer before, though. 

This is the worst.

I shook my head. Okay, think. Who am I? Rita, that was what the guard had said. Was that my name? I didn’t know the name of the person whose skin I was wearing, but having the name was better than nothing. I tried to stand, but my body was still a heap.

I decided to try and relax until the spell wore off. 

“Who are you?”

Holy shit; is that a real voice? I thought I’d imagined it, but someone else was in the cell with me. Slowly, with a lot of effort, I managed to angle my head to the side just enough to catch the face of a person staring down at me from the edge of the top bunk. She had black hair, pasty white skin, and wide bug-eyes that almost seemed… reflective. 

I hadn’t tried speaking yet. I was pretty sure if I tried, I’d just end up drooling and slurring my words. Instead, I gave it a moment and sat staring at the woman looking down on me from the top bunk. 

If she wanted to hurt me, I didn’t think there was much I could do to stop her, not in my current state. And that look in her eyes, that fear mixed with curiosity, told me she was a hair-trigger away from… something. Attack? Maybe. Or maybe what I was seeing was fight or flight, and she was trying to determine which to do.

Come to think of it, I was starting to feel something in my chest; a tightness and heat that had nothing to do with the stunning spell I’d just been hit with. If anything, being stunned was delaying the feeling—the reaction—from moving through me like an unstoppable wave.

Then it hit me. 

I’d felt this once before. It felt like a lifetime ago that I first met Seline; the Aevian without wings. In my stunned daze, images of the white-haired Outsider walking into the bar where I used to dance, the Glittered Goddess, started flashing in front of my eyes. I was Kandi, back then. When she walked into the bar, I was on the stage, dominating the pole being showered with dollar bills. 

She’d locked eyes with me as she walked past, and I knew she felt the same thing I did. I didn’t know who she was, or what she was, not at first sight. But the hostility I felt toward her was unnatural, and difficult to control. 

The moment she left my view, the tightness in my chest went away and I never felt it again. Not with her, anyway. With others of her kind, with other Outsiders, though… we all needed to get past that initial want to destroy each other if we ever had a chance at being cordial. In order to do that, though, we needed space. Right now, I was locked in a cell with one.

“Y—you’re…” I said, “Out… Outsider…” 

She cocked an eyebrow, swayed her head from left to right, but didn’t say anything. Was she getting ready to pounce? 

Again, I tried to stand. This time, my muscles twitched and tensed. I reached for her, but that sent her skittering away and out of sight. I shook my head, and that helped with the daze, but only a little. “I don’t want… to hurt you,” I said.

I had to remember that I wasn’t Izzy right now. I didn’t look like me, didn’t sound like me. I looked and sounded like this woman’s cellmate; someone she probably knew, and had spent at least a little time with. But if she knows me, why did she ask who I was?

“Don’t you?” came a meek voice. 

“I don’t. You know that.”

“Do I?” 

Dammit. “I’ve been stunned. I’m just trying to stand.”

“Serves you right for lying.” 

“Lying to who?”

“Everyone.” 

My strength had started coming back. I was able to wriggle my toes, move my hands, flex my fingers. Careful not to make any sudden movements, I rolled onto my side and planted my hands against the floor. Then, one leg after the other, I hoisted myself up to standing, and the room spun. If I hadn’t reached for the wall and used it to ground myself, I would’ve fallen again.

I turned my head to look at the woman on the top bunk, only to catch her skittering away… up along the walls and onto the ceiling. I wasn’t sure I was seeing things right. It looked like she’d just perfectly impersonated some kind of spider. She was certainly hanging from the ceiling in the corner of the room. But had that actually happened, or was I more stunned than I thought?

“Stay where you are,” she warned. 

I turned around, slowly, seeing her clearly now that my vision had stopped swimming. She was clinging to the walls, somehow. Both of her hands were sticking to the far wall, she had her back pressed against the ceiling, and her knees were tucked into her chest. Her head swayed from left to right, her hair dangling down.

“I’m not going to get near you,” I said. “But why do you think I’m lying?”

“Mother says you aren’t who you look like.” 

I scanned the room, thinking there was maybe a third person in here that I hadn’t seen before. No, it was just us. “Whose mother?” I asked.

“Who are you?” 

“I’m… inmate… Rita?” 

“Not true. Try again.”  

Could she see through my magic disguise? This place dulled psychic senses and suppressed supernatural powers. My magic, having come from the outside, was perfect. How could she possibly see through it? In the end, how didn’t matter. She clearly wasn’t going to accept any other answer, so I had to come clean. 

“Fine,” I said, “I’m not… this.” 

“Then who are you?” 

I frowned. “I won’t tell you my name, but I’m here to rescue someone.”

She angled her head to the side. “Rescue?” she asked. “Rescue who?”

“I shouldn’t be telling you any of this… I don’t know who you are, and you could get into trouble for just knowing about me.” 

“I am Azlu, and mother says I cannot let you leave this room unless you tell me what you are here to do. There are many dangerous people in this prison, and we cannot allow you to try to free someone who did something bad.” 

“Who is this mother you keep talking about? There’s no one else here.”

“Mother is mother, and mother is everywhere. But I don’t suppose you will understand. Now… the name?”

A pause. “Hugo West,” I said. 

Azlu shut her eyes, sighed deeply, and swayed again. Left, to right… left, to right. Her eyes shot open. “I know him,” she said. “He’s like you.” 

“Like me?”

“You know, you can stop pretending, now.” 

It was uncanny, this ability of hers to see through my bullshit. I didn’t want to tell her more than I needed to, but I also needed to be able to get past her if I wanted a shot at getting close to Hugo. I also needed to try and find Axel, and hope to all the Gods he hadn’t been frisked by the guards yet; another problem that only grew more likely to happen the longer we spent in here.

“Fine,” I said, “He was imprisoned here for the crime of having crossed the Coalition. As far as I know, he hasn’t done anything wrong… but I need him.” 

“And you broke into the prison to release him?”

“I did.”

“Why? I cannot understand why someone would want to break into this place. You must really need this man.”

“I do.”

“Is he your mate?”

I recoiled. “Not at all.”

“A friend?”

“No. He… actually doesn’t even know I’m coming to get him. But he has something I need, and I’m hoping if I can get him out of here, he’ll help me.”

Azlu took a deep breath through the nose. “Mother says I can trust you, so I will. If you wanted to reach Hugo, you made a mistake by approaching his people.”

I nodded. “Yeah, figured that one out the hard way.”

“Hugo surrounds himself with people because he is afraid of this place. He will not let you get near. Especially because he does not like Rita. You will have to tell him you aren’t who he thinks you are, and he will have to believe you.”

“I can’t do that with his entourage around.”

“He does not share his cell with anyone. He is alone right now, but the guards will be on alert after what just happened. You must wait before you make a move.”

I shook my head. “I can’t do that. Someone’s bound to find the real Rita way before then. I don’t have time to wait. How long will the lockdown last?”

“It’s hard to tell. Possibly a few hours. I spend most of my time in solitary confinement, so I cannot say with certainty.”

“What? Why?”

She shrugged. “Because I prefer it there.”

“But… isn’t solitary confinement bad?”

She smiled at herself, her eyes turning dreamy. “It’s dark down there. And cool, silent… and safe. It isn’t often that someone else gets thrown into my hole, so I can be alone with my thoughts. With mother. Sometimes they even forget I’m there. It’s bliss.”

“Wait, isn’t solitary confinement… solitary?” 

“Sometimes they change the rules. It’s hard to know what they are from day to day.” 

I watched her, curiously now, the urge to fight slowly fading away like the ebbing tide. “You’re a strange one,” I said, “But not wanting to be around people? I get that. People suck, mostly.”

“Imagine being an Outsider, instantly hated by everyone who merely looks at you.”

I nodded. “Yeah… that must suck way more. I’ve met your kind before… maybe not your kind, exactly, but I’ve met Aevians. I’m friends with your people.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, but I am not Aevian. I am Arachnon. Our peoples are very different.” 

“Well, it looks like we’re gonna be stuck in here for a few hours, so we should probably do our best to become friends, right?”

“Why? We will not see each other after this is done.”

I narrowed my eyes. “What did you do to get thrown in here?”

She shrugged. “I am an Outsider. It is enough.”

“Don’t you want to go free? I could… I mean, I could bring you with me?”

“And go outside? No. Mother says, for the time being, this is the safest place for me to be. My meals are given to me, I get to isolate myself as often as I like, and as long as I’m up here, most of you humans can’t reach me in order to hurt me. I am far safer in here than I am outside.”

“Yeah, I guess that’s a good enough reason…” I settled into the bottom bunk. “If you change your mind, let me know.” 

Azlu moved across the ceiling again and let herself fall into the top bunk. My body was still sore from the stunning, so I allowed myself a little time to rest before the breakout. I had a couple of hours to kill. I could only hope Axel hadn’t been locked in a cell with a murderer or something. With any luck, he would also be thinking about breaking out in a couple of hours. 

Otherwise I’d have to go looking for him.

This is what you get for changing the plan, Izzy.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

In the silence of the prison cell, I daydreamed of the man Axel had transformed into. He was old, with wild and unkempt grey hair and a grey beard. Strangely, he reminded me of Ifrit, if Ifrit was a real person and not a little flame thing. I had no idea how these two beings could even remotely resemble each other, but they did, and it made me chuckle.

That’s what he looks like!

Sitting bolt-upright, I smacked my head against the underside of the bunk. Wincing, I rubbed my head. Azlu’s head dropped, her eyes wide. “You shouldn’t sit up so fast,” she said, “That’s one of the reasons why I take the top bunk.” 

“Good advice,” I said, shaking my head. “Do I still look…” 

“The same as when you came in? Yes. I would suggest you do whatever you’re planning on doing soon.”

I slid out of bed and stood up. “Alright, then that’s my cue, I guess.” 

Azlu sat on the top bunk and looked at the door. “How are you going to get out?” 

I unzipped my jumpsuit a little and reached into it. Ripping the duct-tape free from my skin stung, but what I produced was a small pouch filled with half-a-handful of sparkling, grey dust. I walked over to the cell door, took a pinch of the dust, and then blew it against the metal. The cell door unlocked on its own. All I had to do was pull it open.

“Impressive,” Azlu said. “How were you able to do that?”

“A magician never reveals her secrets,” I said, “But the offer to come with me is still on the table, if you want it.” 

Azlu shook her head. “The world outside frightens me. Anyway, once they find the real Rita, they’ll probably have questions for me. I’ll answer them in a less than satisfactory way, and they’ll throw me into solitary confinement for a while. So, you and I both win from this.”

“Are you sure that’s all they’ll do? I mean, who even are the people that run this? Are inmates given proper sentences? Are there rules that govern this place?”

“I don’t know, but mother seems to think I’ll be okay, and I trust mother more than I trust you. No offence.”

I nodded. “None taken.” I paused, my hand on the door. “It’s a shame I’m not going to cross paths with you again. I have a feeling you’d make a really useful ally.”  

“I don’t know about that. I can barely remember who I am, or where I come from. I’m not sure I would be useful to anyone. But I appreciate the thought.” 

“Take care of yourself, Azlu.” 

“And you, human.” 

Peering out into the cellblock already set my heartrate running. If there were cameras out here, if anyone could see me right now, I’d be screwed. No one was supposed to be walking around the cellblock right now, and I’d just opened a door. I was lucky Hugo’s cell was on my floor, but the utter quiet and the lack of movement meant I wasn’t going to be able to go and find Axel before getting to Hugo. 

I was going to have to talk to him on my own, and that was if I could make it to his cell without being spotted. 

The guard post was on the opposite side of the cellblock. Form inside, they had a commanding view of the whole place. All it took was for a single pair of stray eyes to glance up, and if I wasn’t being careful, I’d get spotted. There were only two ways to play this. 

I could make a mad dash for Hugo’s cell, or I could stick as close to the floor as possible and crawl on my belly. The second choice would take a lot longer than the first, but I was less likely to be spotted. The first option, though, would help me get this over with a lot faster than if I crawled. 

There was also the added problem that, if any of the inmates saw me walking around, they were likely to start making a bunch of noise, and then it was all over anyway.

Dammit. 

I was going to have to try something in between.

With one eye on the guard post and another on the group of cells directly across from mine, I slid out of Azlu’s cell and into the main cellblock. Slowly, I shut the door behind me, sealing my way back. The only way now, was forward—toward Hugo, or out of here in a blaze of glory. Hopefully it wouldn’t come to the latter. 

Not yet. 

I pressed my back as far against the wall as I could and crouched, using my hands to help guide me as I moved toward Hugo’s cell. From where I was, I could see into the cells across the block. The doors were huge metal slabs with a single window on them, so unless someone happened to be directly looking out, I had a feeling I would be safe. 

The guard post, on the other hand… knowing discovery was just around the corner had my heart beating in a frenzy. Step by step, my body as taut as a bowstring, I moved across the level and toward Hugo’s cell. It wasn’t far. A few meters, no more than that. But there was a set of stairs between me and the cell, and that meant there was some open ground to cover.

Axel fluttered into and out of my thoughts as I went. 

He could’ve been in any of these cells right now, waiting for a sign from me. I thought as hard as I could, screaming his name in my head. If there ever was an appropriate time for him to catch one of my floating, surface thoughts as they came, now was that time. 

He was just as locked away from his powers as I was, though, so… fat chance of him catching the mental waves I was putting out into the world. Still, it couldn’t have hurt. Movement in the guard post caught my eye. One of the guards was on his feet, but he hadn’t left his post—he was stretching. 

I watched him for a few seconds with my heart wedged in my throat. Was he going to leave his post? Was he going to start his rounds? He scratched his ass, had a little walk around his post, and then sat back down. I exhaled, relieved, and then I noticed the second empty chair in the post.

Someone directly beneath me coughed, and my ovaries shot up into my throat to join my heart. I’d been so focused on watching the guard post, I hadn’t been paying enough attention to the floor below. One of the guards was moving toward the set of stairs I was going to have to sneak past in just a couple of seconds.

Hugo’s cell wasn’t far. One quick dash and I was there, but not before this guard caught me. Shit. I could’ve risked it, but what I was doing was already risky enough. I had to do something, and I had to do it fast, because there was nowhere to hide up on this metal gantry.

I reached into my jumpsuit again, this time ripping a small, almond shaped pebble off my body. I had to time it just right; wait for the guard to come right up to the top of the stairs and—I tossed the pebble directly at his back. The guard didn’t seize up, he didn’t convulse, instead he started going down. Before he could hit the floor with a loud thud, I was on him, grabbing him and pulling him against the wall.

The bastard was heavy, but I was able to get him down without making a sound. 

From here, there was only one thing left to do. I couldn’t leave him out in the open. He’d be spotted within seconds. I also couldn’t go back to Azlu’s cell and drop him off in there. Not only did I not have the time to go back, it wasn’t fair on her. 

I dragged the guard by his feet toward Hugo’s cell. When I got there, I blew some more of the grey powder onto the door and heard it unlock. I yanked it open, and Hugo shot up and out of bed, sucking in a deep breath. I put a finger up in front of my lips and told him to shush, then I dragged the unconscious guard into the room and shut the cell.

“What the hell is all this?” Hugo asked.

I stood upright, breathed deeply, and stared at him. “This is your rescue party,” I said.

“Rescue? What are you talking about? And what did you do to that guard?” 

“Hold that thought,” I said, pinching my left wrist with my right thumb and forefinger. A quick thought and a breath was all I needed to do to dispel the magic making me look like someone else. The disguise melted away within seconds, returning me to my former self and sending Hugo staggering back into the wall.

“Who are you?” he asked, frowning.

“I told you,” I said, “I’m here to bust you out of prison. All you have to do is cooperate.”

“Cooperate? Nobody busts out of Harrowgate, girl.” 

Girl. So he was that kind of guy. I sighed, pushing the anger down. I hated being called that. I advanced, moving in on him like a predator. “Now, you listen to me,” I said, “My name is Isabella Warden, and I just broke into this prison so I could pull your ass out.” 

He shook his head. “Why? I don’t know you.”

“Because I need you to do something for me. But I warn you, the next time you call me girl, I’m going to stun you just like I did this guard, and then I’m going to take my Elemantic magic and brand dicks into your face that even you won’t be able to get out. Understood?” 

Hugo paused. “That sounds… unpleasant.” 

“I’m sure it does. Now, we have a little while until that guard wakes up, but his friends will notice he’s missing any second now. You can stand here and ask me twenty questions, or you can agree to help me with what I need if I get you out of this place.” 

He frowned. “Help you with what you need? If it’s Aetherglass you want, forget it.” 

“Forget it? Why?”

Hugo jabbed a finger at me. “I knew it. That’s all you want from me, Aetherglass. I’m done with that. I don’t make it anymore, for anyone.”

I shrugged, then turned around. “Suit yourself. You can rot in here, then.”

“Rot? No. Someone else will be around to pick me up eventually.” 

“I hate to break it to you, but I am that someone else. You can take your chances in here, or you can help me once I get you out of this place.” 

A pause. “Do you have any idea what you’re asking me to do? I don’t know who you are. I don’t know your motives, your politics. I’m not just about to give you one of the greatest gifts the Tempest ever gave us. You must understand why?” 

“I do, and if I were in your position I’d probably resist too, but when we get out of here, I can prove I’m one of the good guys, but you’ve got five seconds to decide.”

“You’re asking me to make an impossible choice.” 

“I don’t think it’s impossible. Uncomfortable, sure. It looks like you’re something of a Lord in here, what with your entourage and everything. But it being inside this shit hole better than being free?” 

He paused. “Okay fine. But I want safe passage out of this hellhole state; then I’ll help you.” 

“You help me as I secure your safe passage.” 

Hugo screwed up his face, thinking. Sighing, he nodded. “Deal.” 

“Good enough for me,” I said, extending my hand.

Hugo stared at it, frowning. “You a handshake person?” 

I ripped another little pouch off my body and sprinkled some glowing yellow dust onto my hand. “Shake it,” I said, “This is magic pledge powder. I need you to shake my hand to seal the deal.”

“How do I know touching you isn’t going to kill me? How do I know you’re not an assassin?”

“Because if I were, you’d be dead.” 

Still frowning, Hugo shook my hand. A cool breeze passed between us, the powder glowed brightly, then disappeared, and the deal was made. I turned around and moved toward the cell door. Glancing outside, everything looked calm and quiet. 

“Time to go,” I said, blowing a little grey powder onto the door. It unlocked, opened… I peeked around the corner, checking for guards, movement—Axel-. All was quiet. I glanced across at Hugo and nodded. Just as I took my first step through the door, the entire prison came alive with the sounds of blaring alarms.

Our time was up.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

Shit, shit, shit.

I had to fight my instinct to shut the door, otherwise I’d have to use more magic to unlock it again, and I needed to ration the powder if we were going to get out of the prison. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but it looked from up here like the guard in the post was mobilizing. It wouldn’t be long before more arrived.

“What did you do?” Hugo asked.

“A lot of things,” I said, “Shit, maybe they found the bodies.”

“Bodies? Did you kill someone?”

“No, only stunned them and stuffed them in a closet so we could pretend to be them. Be quiet, and let me think.”

More movement downstairs. Guards? No, that was a cellblock door swinging open! I edged out of Hugo’s cell and went toward the ledge looking over the floor below. Axel waved frantically at the guard in the post and called to him.

“Hey, idiot!” he yelled, “I’m over here!” 

The guard’s eyes widened, and he sped out of his post, magic arm cocked and ready to strike. By the time he got around the post to fire the first stunning spell at Axel, Axel had already taken cover behind the thick metal door. The spell struck the door with a loud thwang, as if it had been hit by a bullet. 

Axel was taking cover, but he could leave as long as the guard was shooting stunning spells off at him from where he stood. And the guard wasn’t staying where he was. He was calling for backup with one hand, shooting stunning spells at the door, and trying to go around it at the same time.

“That’s our cue,” I said, “Let’s go.”

“Go? Into that?” 

“It’s about to get a lot uglier than this, and you have a guard in your room who’s about to wake up. Where would you rather be?”

Hugo nodded and tentatively stepped out of his room. I quickly zipped around the top level, yelling down at the guard. “Hey look!” I yelled, pointing across from where the guard was standing, “A dragon!” 

The guard stared at me, wide-eyed, and then he turned around. Moron! Axel took the opportunity to rush out of cover and get into a spot behind a column. From there, the guard wouldn’t be able to hit him, and Axel also wasn’t pinned next to a cell. 

“Fuck you!” the guard yelled as he moved closer to where Axel was standing. “Get back in your cell, inmate!” 

“I’m not an inmate, but he is.” 

Someone else came charging out of the cell. No, not someone—something. It was huge, covered in thick, bristly, grey fur; a cross between a man and a wolf, if the man had swallowed a tank for dinner. It had a long snout, gnarly teeth, glowing yellow eyes and fingers tipped with wickedly savage claws. 

I had never seen a werewolf before; just looking at it made my blood run cold. But it was… on our side, somehow. It launched itself at the guard, pinning it down on the stairs and hacking into him with its massive claws. I rushed down to meet Axel when it became clear the werewolf wasn’t going to tear me to shreds. 

He rushed out of cover to scoop me up into a hug. “I’m so glad you’re alright,” he said, “You have no idea what spending an afternoon with Garou over there was like.” 

“How did you get his collar off?” Hugo asked.

Axel produced a large, metal collar covered in strange runes. “Unlocking powder,” he said, grinning, “Worked on this, too. I figure he’s gonna be a big enough problem the prison won’t send all of its units after us.” 

“That thing is a murderous beast, and you just unleashed it!” Hugo shrieked.

I rolled my eyes. “Axel, Hugo West. Hugo West, Axel.” 

“Barlow?” Hugo asked, “What is Asmodius’ son doing here?” 

“Long story,” I said, “One I’d be happy to deal with once we’re out of here. After you,” I added, gesturing toward the main door into and out of the cellblock. I had considered leaving through the yard, considering there was only one corridor separating this place from the yard. But out there, we’d be exposed to all those rifle wielding guards, not to mention the ghosts. 

I shuddered at the thought of having to face myself against another one. Going through the prison was a much safer bet, even if we’d have to deal with a bunch of guards, inevitably. Another sprinkle of magic powder was all it took to unlock the main door. Axel pushed it open, allowing Hugo and me to walk through it and into the next hallway.

It was brightly lit, but narrow. A wrought iron gate prevented our escape, so I got to work on that with my hairpins instead of wasting more of the unlock powder we had. My heart was pounding, and the sounds coming from the cellblock—not only a fight, now, but also inmates howling. That, and the alarms blaring all around… it was almost too much. 

But I managed. 

The gate clicked open, and we were through, rushing through the labyrinthine prison with our escapee in tow. Up ahead, the sounds of rushing boots stopped us in our tracks. I spotted a door to the left, so I ducked toward it and tried it. Locked. Damn. Ripping two more stunning spells free from my body, I handed one over to Axel, who waited for the guards to come running around the corner. 

I took the one on the left, he took the one on the right. Both guards went down hard, crashing to the floor as if they’d instantly fallen asleep, mid-run. 

“Nice shot!” I said.

“Not so bad yourself,” Axel grinned.

“This is all incredibly adorable, but is that seriously your plan?” Hugo asked. “Are you telling me you’re going to try and fight your way out of this prison?” 

“Considering we’re down to our last stunning spell,” I said, “… yes. That’s the plan.” 

“Your last stunning spell? What other magic do you have?” 

“Enough to get us to the medical ward.” 

“Do you really think we’re even going to get that far? There’s going to be an army of guards in our way, and we haven’t even gotten to the ones covered in tactical gear.” 

“By the time the tactical guards mobilize, we’ll be at the wall and on our way out of here.” 

“How sure are you about that?” 

I glanced at Axel, then back at Hugo. “Pretty sure. My source has told me what kind of response times to expect. We can make it.”

“Why the med ward?”

“The med ward is closest to the outer walls, and only one guard tower can draw line of sight to our point of exit. Once we’re outside, I can get us through the walls.”

“There are probably a hundred guards between us and the medical ward. We won’t make it.”

“A hundred?” Axel asked, “I don’t believe that.”

Hugo shrugged. “Don’t believe me, then—believe your source. But I’ve been living in this prison. I think I’d have stronger intelligence than anyone on the outside.”

Axel looked at me, his expression grave. “Options?”

“Dammit. Maybe we can double back and go through the yard? I don’t like our chances.”

“We’re taking too long!” Hugo yelled, “The only way out of here—from here—is the roof. This way!” 

He’d already started running. I didn’t really have a choice but to follow him down the hallway and hope he wasn’t planning on throwing us directly into the arms of waiting guards. I had no reason to believe Hugo wanted to stay in the prison, but I’d learned the hard way you could never really trust a person judging only by what they say.

Another guard came screaming down a corridor, this one with a baton drawn and ready to crack some skulls. He saw me and charged, didn’t even ask us to stop. I broke ahead of Hugo and Axel and threw myself into a low slide that took me past the guard. By the time he turned around, I’d thrown a stunning spell into his back and sent him face first into the concrete. 

I picked up his baton. “We’re out of stunning spells,” I said, breathing hard.

“We should get to the roof, then,” Hugo said, pointing at the door. 

I walked over to it, grabbed a little more of the unlocking powder, and blew it against the metal. It was incredible. I was going to have to ask Danvers to make more. Honestly, I had been thieving the hard way for years. But this spell? Game changer.

“After you,” Axel said, gesturing for me to go ahead of him. 

The stairwell was brightly lit, the stairs themselves dull concrete risers. As I climbed, it was impossible to avoid the stench of the place. Not the chemical smell you’d expect in an institution that needed constant cleaning and disinfecting, but the 	animal aroma of human left unchecked. It was also hard to miss the bloodstains on some of the risers. 

Maybe prisoners were brought in here and beaten. Maybe the guards beat themselves, for fun or for other reasons. Still, I had a hard time getting away from some of the realities of this place. The worst part was not having a lifeline to a body or organization that could help you once you were thrown in here. 

The Magistrate couldn’t help us if we were foiled in our escape—we’d rot in here, like the rest of them. That was why we needed to get out. That was the single, driving force behind each and every one of my steps. Get out of the prison, and get out right now. We’d already spent far too long in here. 

Somewhere beneath us, a door opened and guards spilled out of it. One of them looked up, saw us, and yelled for us to stop. When we didn’t, the gunfire started. Bullets ricocheted off metal pipes and panels. Some of them struck the walls instead, taking bites out of the concrete. 

My lungs were burning by the time we reached the top, my hands trembling as I blew some more powder onto the door marked ROOF ACCESS. When I heard the click, I turned the handle and pushed with my shoulder, but the door didn’t open.

“Crap!” I shrieked. 

“Not to hurry anyone up,” Hugo said, “But there’s a tactical squad rushing up the stairs, and I don’t think they’re going to be very friendly if they catch us here.”

“Use some more,” Axel said.

Nodding, I dumped what was left of the powder into my hand and blew it against the door. I tried the handle again, pushing against the door with all of my might, and then I realized what was wrong. The door was unlocked, but it wasn’t budging because it was old and probably hadn’t been opened in a long time. 

“It’s stuck,” I said to Axel, “We need to through it.” 

More gunshots barked throughout the stairwell, flashes of falling sparks erupting around us. Hugo took cover, shielding his face against debris. Axel and I started kicking the door, timing our strikes so they lined up perfectly. The guards would be up here in only a few seconds, but the door wasn’t opening, no matter how hard we went at it. 

My foot was throbbing, my heart was pounding, it sounded like the guards were on the floor below us, and we were stuck here with nowhere to go. Hugo screamed and charged at the door with his shoulder, slamming into it with all of his might, his strength joining ours. 

Despite the fact that he looked a little dried up, the door budged just enough that, one more hit, and it swung open letting the cold, putrid Devil Falls are come rushing into the prison.

“Holy shit…” Axel said. 

“I think I broke my foot,” Hugo said.

“We can cry about it later,” I said, grabbing him and pushing him out.  

The guards came rushing up the stairs just as Hugo and Axel were clear. One of them trailed a rifle on me before I could make it through, catching me flat footed at the top of the stairs. I stared at him, and he stared at me, the laser point of his scope shining against my chest. 

Thunder grumbled, not outside, but inside of me. My heartrate shot up as a wave of power came rushing at me from the Tempest. It was euphoric, an almost dizzying sensation that strangely made feel more focused, instead of less. 

Do it, I heard Ifrit’s voice in the back of my head.

Glad to have you back, I thought.

Narrowing my eyes, I grabbed the guard’s rifle with my mind, yanked it out of his hands, and smashed it against his head, sending him crashing to the floor, unconscious. Happy with my work, and before the other guards could climb over the first, I headed out onto the roof.

It was raining hard, the sky dark and grey. It was hard to see where we were going, and there were alarms blaring all around us. The guard posts were on high alert, and they knew we were heading for the roof, because already searchlights were trying to find us. Harrowgate was a tall prison, though, and the guards in the towers didn’t quite have the angle to shoot at us up here. 

There was still the matter of the guards piling up the stairs… and all those ghosts looming over the walls. I could only hope Karim was able to keep them from us while we made our escape.

“Stop where you are!” came a grunting voice from somewhere behind us. 

I slammed the brakes and turned to find five guards, each pointing the business ends of their rifle at us. They didn’t give us another warning. Instead, they opened fire, sending a hail of bullets whirring at us. 

My instincts flared, my body hummed with magic, and with a phantom wind swirling around me, I put up a shield that stopped the bullets from hitting us. I watched them slow to a grinding halt in midair, then fall inertly to the ground at my feet. The guards stared, wide-eyed. One of them roared and opened fire again, prompting the others to shoot at us too. 

None of their bullets were finding their targets—they were getting sucked into the invisible wall I’d built in front of me, but that didn’t stop them from trying.

“Go,” I screamed.

“Go?” Axel yelled, “Not without you!” 

“If I put my hands down, they’ll hit us. Get yourselves out of here before I throw you out. I’ll cover you.” 

“I’ll get help.” 

RJ had helped prepare a potion for each of us; a spell that would greatly enhance our physical abilities as well as rapidly heal wounds. Axel grabbed his, knocked it back, and tossed the phial aside. A moment later, he grabbed Hugo, tossed him over his shoulder, and made a running leap off the prison’s roof and over the wall. 

It was a superhuman feat, and impressive enough to watch.

Ifrit popped to life on my shoulder, the little fire Godling willing himself back into existence now that my connection to the Tempest had returned. I glanced at him, grinning. “Glad to have you back,” I said.

“Glad you actually listened to me,” he said. “Now, let’s deal with these guys.” 

Nodding, I turned my attention back to the guards… but they were all down except one. The one still standing was glassy eyed, rigid, and tightly holding his gun against his chest. I caught a flash of green light behind him, and he toppled forward like a plank of wood, falling flat on his face. 

Behind him… was Delia, her black hair soaked and matted to her face, bloodlust in her crazy eyes. “Well, well, well,” she growled, “Look what we have here.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

“What the hell are you doing here, Delia?” I yelled.

“Did you really think I wasn’t following you?” she asked, “Did you think you’d lost me all that time ago? You’re even more incompetent than I thought.” 

Incompetent? That stung. I hadn’t seen Delia since the night I returned from the Tempest—not since the night we killed Karkov. I’d always known she’d be back for revenge someday, but did it have to be tonight? It was pretty inconsiderate of her.

“I’d love to stand here and chat with you, but I really need to be going.”

I went to turn around, but Delia lurched forward and snapped a stunning spell at me. I twisted just in time to deflect it with my right hand, sending the bolt of green magic harmlessly away from me.  

“You’re not going anywhere,” she snarled. “You’re going to pay for what you and your little friends did to Karkov.”

“He had it coming. Or didn’t Asmodius tell you if you’re gonna behave like a murderous asshole henchman, you’re probably gonna die young?”

“I don’t work for him anymore.” 

“So, why are you here?”

“Because I want revenge,” she hissed, and then she attacked, launching a tirade of consecutive magic blasts at me that I had no choice but to defend against. It was her style, that snap and advance, snap and advance. 

I could only defend myself against her, knowing at some point she would tire and I would get my chance. The only problem was, she was pushing me toward the edge of the roof, and the closer I got to it, the more I opened myself up to being shot by the guards—or being attacked by ghosts. 

I had to get out of here, but I couldn’t follow Axel and Hugo; that would put them in danger. 

Delia ceased her attacks to catch her breath, but she didn’t stay where she was. Roaring, she charged at me, venom burning in her eyes. A searchlight fixed on me from behind, setting my sixth sense alight. Instead of attacking Delia, who clearly was more interested in ripping my skin off my face with her bare hands, I turned around and leapt off the edge of the prison. 

The wind rushed past my ears, rain beat against my face, but I was soaring through the air. I heard gunshots go off, even heard some of the bullets whiz past my ears as I flew, but then I was clear of the prison and coming in for a controlled landing on the tarmac just beyond its outer walls. 

I hit the ground with a spinning roll, turning around to face the prison as I stood. Delia was on the roof, her long, black coat billowing in the wind. Lightning crackled in the sky behind her, and when it settled, she was no longer wearing human skin. She was a crow, and she was bearing down on me. 

Spinning around on my heel again, I started to run away from the prison

I leapt into the air, using magic to propel myself up and over a low-rise. I stuck the landing without losing my stride, then continued sprinting across the rooftop guided entirely by my instincts. Ducking and weaving past protruding pipes, satellite dishes, and steam vents, I made it to the other side of the building and leapt again, sailing over the gap and landing on the next rooftop in a graceful roll.

Delia was right behind me, the crow squawking as it soared toward me like a bullet, its silver eyes gleaming. I conjured a stunning spell into my hand and fired it off at her, but she effortlessly swirled out of its path and kept coming toward me, beak-first. I side-stepped her, but only just. By the time I turned around to look for her again, she was there, ready to deliver a swift heel-kick with her boot into my gut.

I staggered back, coughing. She’d knocked the wind out of me, but she wasn’t stopping. Delia pressed her attack, this time with a hand tipped with razor-sharp claws. I ducked to the left, avoiding one swipe, then I parried the next swipe with my forearm. The third strike, I wasn’t quick enough to block. 

Her claws bit into my shoulder, ripping through my clothes and finding the flesh underneath. The pain was exquisite, and white-hot. Delia’s wicked, lustful grin widened, having drawn fresh blood. She attacked again. This time, I pulled back far enough that she missed. With a cleverly placed foot swipe, I was able to knock her on her ass.

“What are you waiting for?” Ifrit asked, “Stun her!” 

It took Delia a split second to get herself back up, but by that point I was ready. I snapped at her with my injured arm, sending a bolt of red magic directly into her chest. The force of the impact was enough to pick her up and send her flying a few feet away. Delia fell flat on her back with a hard thud. 

Panting, bleeding, I moved quickly toward her, summoning more magic from inside of the Tempest—preparing the killing blow. 

Delia’s eyes shot open. Shrieking, she launched three bolts of magic at me in quick succession. Switching from attack to defense, I pulled back, parrying her magic attacks and sending her magic scattering in all directions. I watched her jump up to a standing position in one quick move, her eyes mad with revenge. 

“Don’t you know better than to try and stun a Vivimancer, little witch?” she asked. “It always takes at least two hits.” 

She hissed, but this time, instead of attacking, she turned herself into a crow and took to the skies. Lightning flashed, and she came at me again. I was about to try to stun her, but she was too small and fast. Instead, I turned around and leapt off the edge of the building again, launching myself into the air. 

This time, instead of landing, I used cleverly placed blasts of telekinetic magic to keep myself moving through the air, rapidly switching directions to try and throw the crow off balance. She, however, was a far better flier than I was. Keeping up wasn’t a problem for her. I, on the other hand, was moving so fast, taking sharp turns between alleys with such speed, I would’ve ended up eating a wall if I was off by even milliseconds.

I ducked into an alley, springing from gantry, to wall, then into the air again, not once touching the ground, when I saw an opportunity. A building loomed up ahead, unfinished and hollowed out for the most part. If I could keep her grounded, I would eliminate one of her biggest advantages—her mobility. 

On the other hand, Vivimancers were no joke in a fist fight; and I was already injured.

Dammit. 

I didn’t have any better ideas, so I headed for it, pushing myself through the air with my magic. Delia followed me closely; so closely, that when I reached the building and tumbled inside, she tumbled in right after me, not giving me even a single second of respite. 

I righted myself and turned to face her. Lightning flashed outside, elongating Delia’s shadow and deepening her features. “I don’t want to have to kill you,” I said.

“Oh, but I do,” she said. “I’ve wanted this ever since the first night we caught you. We should’ve ended your life then and there, but Asmodius said he needed you, and then his son had to go and fall for you.” 

“Axel?” 

“He was always so weak, but his father never saw that because he was his son. The golden boy. The prodigy. Meanwhile, Karkov and I always got the shit jobs; the clean-up jobs.” She grinned. “Never again. When I kill you, I’m going to show your head to Asmodius—and then I’m going to kill him, too. Everyone will finally see my worth, and I will make Karkov proud to have ever called himself a crow.”

“This isn’t about Karkov. It’s about Asmodius. You want to rub your success in his face; you want him to see you. I know what that’s like.”

“You know nothing,” she shrieked, and then she launched herself at me in a flurry of vicious claw swipes. 

I blocked her attacks where I could, using magic to throw her footing off and give myself a little edge. I wasn’t as good a fighter as she was. Hand-to-hand combat had never been my thing, but just as I rolled away from one of her strikes, I caught sight of a monkey-wrench sitting on a stool. I reached for it with my hand and drew it to myself with my mind just as Delia came at me for another attack. 

I swiped at her with the monkey-wrench, striking her square in the jaw with a loud crack that resounded through the hollowed-out building. Blood splattered against the floor, and Delia turned her face away from me. Lightning flashed, illuminating her shoulder and the side of her head. 

Slowly, she turned to look at me. Blood poured out of her mouth and nose, but she was smiling like a wild animal. Worse, whatever damage I’d done was already healing—and fast. She grabbed hold of the monkey wrench and drew me to her with a single hand. 

The other, she drove into my gut.

Pain flared for an instant, then it died, replaced by a sudden rush of warmth and blissful numbness. I could feel her fingers in my stomach, wriggling, filling me with nausea. She pulled her tongue up and along the side of my face, then brought her lips to my ears. 

“Gotcha,” she whispered. 

I pushed her away, but I couldn’t hold myself upright. I fell on my ass, then on my back, clutching my stomach with both hands. I was bleeding, and badly. I didn’t need Ifrit to tell me I’d be dead before long. Delia wasn’t going to let me just bleed out. 

Her claws dripped with my blood. She licked her fingers, tasting the crimson flow as it dribbled down her arm. 

I tried to scramble away from her, but I couldn’t pull my hands away from my stomach. I had to keep the pressure applied for as long as possible. The more blood I lost, the harder it would be to remain conscious. 

“What good is being conscious if you can’t fight?” Ifrit asked.

“Not helpful!” I barked.

“Any last words?” Delia asked, “I’ll be sure Axel gets them when I see him.” 

I spat blood at her. “Fuck you,” I snarled. “You can kill me if you want, but it won’t bring him back, and it won’t make you feel better.”

Delia shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s going to make me feel a little better, I think.” 

She pounced on me, brought her arm up to swipe, and then a bolt of light struck her in the shoulder, sending her toppling off me like she’d just been hit with a wrecking ball. Another flash of light filled the hollowed out building, a smell like rotting eggs filling the air. My hands trembled even as I pressed down against the wound, but I had to pull one away. 

Someone had struck Delia down, but I couldn’t concentrate on that. I had to focus all of my energy on grabbing the healing potion I had strapped to my body and ripping it off me. I was so numb, tearing the duct tape off me didn’t hurt at all. It didn’t even sting. 

Fingers shaking, I brought the potion up to my lips, pulled the cap off with my teeth, and swallowed its contents. This was RJ’s magic; warm, and vital, like the kiss of the sun on a bright, summer’s day. My vision was swimming, but after a moment, my body started to hum with the magic coursing through me. 

The tingling sensation focused on the wound. I could feel the skin knitting back together, and as I slowly removed my hand, I saw it happen with my own eyes. Miraculous, efficient, and so fast. I was about to die, and now… I wasn’t. 

The person who had struck Delia down moved into view at my side. I turned my head and looked up. 

It was him.

It was Walter.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

I scrambled to my feet and threw my arms around him. This was the first time I’d hugged Walter in years, and it felt… I wasn’t sure what it felt like. Not in that moment. But I was relieved, especially when I noticed Delia’s crumpled body lying about ten feet away from where we were standing.

She wasn’t moving, and fingers of smoke were rising from different points of her body. The smell of burnt flesh filled the air, but a quick wave of Walter’s hand sent a breeze pushing through the hollowed-out structure that sucked the stench out in one fell swoop.

I pulled away from him, then looked at my hands. They were soaked with blood. I’d gotten it all over him, too. But the wound on my stomach had just about healed, and my strength had returned. 

Was this what it felt like being a Vivimancer able to stitch their own wounds? 

“She’s dead?” I asked.

Walter nodded. “Unless she’s superhuman,” he said.

“She’s pretty tough… was pretty tough.” 

He craned his neck around and looked over at Delia. Sighed. “No… she’s dead. And you’re not.”

“Thank you… she would’ve killed me.” 

“I could see that. She had you on the ropes.”

I shook my head. “I wasn’t thinking straight. I was bleeding and… yeah.” 

“I also don’t think you wanted to kill her. Not really.”

I sighed. “Yeah.” I paused, this time, surveying the scene. “Are the others safe?”

“Axel and Hugo made it out. The prison is on high alert, the alarms are still blaring. They haven’t had a prison break in…” he shook his head, “I don’t know if they’ve ever had one.”

“They got complacent, relied too much on inmates being too weak and unmotivated to want to escape.”

“You probably shook that up a bit tonight. You also likely got yourself on the Coalition’s shitlist.”

I shrugged. “I’ve been a thief for years. I’m used to being on people’s shitlists.”

Walter grinned. “I know.”

“You know?”

“News of your adventures aren’t usually far from my ears.” He put his hands up. “No, I’m not keeping tabs on you. But information is currency out here, and I always like to keep a little spare change so I can ask about you.” 

“A little spare change…” I said, nodding along. I sighed. “You know what, for now, I’m not going to get into any of… all that old stuff. You saved my life, and I owe you one.”

He stretched his arms out by his sides. “Hey, I’m your father, you don’t owe me anything.” 

I smiled at him, then I looked over at Delia again. “We should probably take care of her…” 

“Don’t worry about that. I’ll have someone come here and pick her up.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You aren’t going to have her dumped into a pool of acid or have her chopped up, or something, are you?” 

“No, nothing like that. We’re Mages, not savages. She’ll be buried with dignity.” 

“Good… thank you. I guess I should get going, then. We have Hugo, thanks to you. This is where we part ways.” 

Another pause. “Does it have to be?” he asked, his voice echoing lightly through the building. 

“I can’t take you with me. This is too important for me to bring anyone else in, and I can’t trust you.”

 “I can see why. I left you without so much as a goodbye, and now I show up again out of the blue. I wouldn’t trust me either.” Walter fell silent for a moment, looking at his feet. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t a good dad to you. I didn’t handle the situation the way that I should’ve. There are probably a million reasons I could give you to try and justify my actions, but none of them matter. I left… but now I’ve been given another chance to make it right, and that’s what I want to do.”

“I really want to believe you, but I’m having trouble seeing how you can fix this.”

He turned his eyes up at me again. “Aetherglass.” 

I frowned. “What about it?”

“I know what you’re planning on doing with it…” he approached, warmth and optimism in his eyes. “The drowned Queen… her treasures… you know what the two of us could do if we found it?” 

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about you and me. I’m talking about taking everything we ever wanted to take, living the life we’re owed.”

“Owed… that’s a pretty strong word, don’t you think?” 

“You don’t understand. My whole life, I lived for one purpose. To provide the best possible life I could for me and my family. Every deal I ever made, every scam I ever pulled, every con job I ever ran; every hustle. It was all for you and your mother.”

“And for you,” I added.

“Yes, and for me. But I was never going to live a good, happy life if I couldn’t bring you with me. I know that’s probably hard to believe right now, but I’m telling you the truth about my intentions.” 

I sighed. “You know what they say about the road to hell.” 

He scoffed. “The road to hell isn’t paved at all; it’s made of barbs, and spikes, and razor wire. I’ve paid for my sins; I’ve given more than my dues. It’s time for us, for you and me, to take back the life we could’ve had, and now we have that opportunity.” 

I turned around to look at him, but my heart was already starting to sink. “What did you have in mind?”

“Think about it. You and me, at the top, getting everything we ever dreamed of having. We’re the best crooks in town… stealing the drowned Queen’s treasures is the biggest job of our lives, and the two of us, together—we can’t fail.”

“So…” I approached him. “What you’re saying is, you want me to double cross my friends and team up with you?”

“No, that’s not what I’m saying at all. I want you to have the best life you could possibly have. You deserve to be showered in riches, waited on hand and foot. Your friends, too, if they’re important to you. With my help, there won’t be anyone who can stand in our way.”

My chest tightened, not out of anger, but out of sadness. He didn’t realize how deeply his words were cutting me. Your friends, too, if they’re important to you. Abandon my friends the way he abandoned me? Is that what he was asking me to do? And all this talk about having everything I want, and how not even the Magistrate could stand up to us? 

Walter was already a lot of things. I guess I could now also add power hungry to that list. 

I shook my head. “Why did you have to do that?” I asked.

“Do what?”

“Remind me what an asshole you really are?”

“That’s not what I want to do. Christ, you’re not listening to me.”

“I am. I’m listening loud and clear. You’re trying to manipulate me, promising me the world when really all you want is to use me for your own selfish ends.”

“That’s… Izzy, no, I’m not doing that.”

“Do you know I’ve spent my whole life fighting predators like you off? Do you have any idea how often men think they can sweet talk me into doing what they want me to do?”

“No…” 

“Do you want to know how often that kind of shit has ever worked on me? Only once, and never again.” I turned around and moved to the edge of the building again. “You saved my life… for once in as long as I can remember, you did something good for me. You could’ve walked away on a high note, and maybe sometime down the line, we could’ve built on that. But you had to go and ruin it.”

“Izzy, please. Listen to me.”

“Why?” I snapped, eyes stinging. “Why should I listen to you? What could you possibly have to tell me that would make me change my mind?” 

Silence. His head fell. 

I turned my head again. “That’s what I thought.” 

“He’ll kill me if I don’t give him the box and the Aetherglass.” 

My whole body went cold. It was as if I’d been hit with grave chill, but worse. Much, much worse. I had to turn around and face him. Not because I wanted to look at him, but because I was worried. Worried he was going to attack before I got the chance to jump away. Worried he was going to do to me what he’d done to Delia.

Then something, somewhere in the back of my mind, clicked. A puzzle piece fell into place and sent a question racing to the forefront of my mind. We had been attacked at Becket’s mansion by an Elemancer; and not just any Elemancer, but a skilled one, too. Whoever it was had been quick, efficient, and sent by Asmodius.

“Was it you?” I asked, staring at him, my entire body trembling.

He licked his lips. “I didn’t know you’d be inside the house,” he said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. You have to believe me. I wouldn’t have burned that house down if I’d known. It was just a job.” 

The cold wash went away, taking the tightness in my chest and the sting in my eyes with it. I exhaled lightly. “Bye, dad,” I said, and then I turned, and leapt off the edge of the building, hurling myself into the night. 

Walter didn’t follow me. At least, it didn’t look like he had followed me. Good. I wasn’t sure what would happen the next time we crossed paths, but I definitely wasn’t going to be hugging him anytime soon. Part of me couldn’t believe he’d been working for Asmodius. The other part of me, though, knew this wasn’t only entirely possible; it was the most natural combination in the world.

Axel had picked my psychic signature up once I had gotten into range. He’d created a telepathic bridge for us to speak, but I hadn’t said much except to wait for me on the roof, and get the others to pack up. It was time to go.

I found him there, his hands in his pockets, warm puffs of breath pushing from his lips. I landed before him, my body still buzzing from the magic, but I didn’t get too close to him. I needed space, not just from him, but from everyone.

“I’m sorry,” he simply said.

“I’m not,” I said. “Is everyone ready?” 

Axel nodded. “We can leave whenever you want.” 

“I want to leave.” 

He stepped aside, and I walked past him, stopping as I reached him. “You did good today…” 

A grin played across his lips. “You weren’t so bad yourself.” 

I walked away from him, a half-grin on my face. We had Hugo, and we had the map. All we needed now was the Aetherglass, and we’d be able to see where this journey was going to take us next. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

I spent the ride back to Becket’s place in relative silence. I didn’t want to talk, not really. Not more than I needed to. I certainly didn’t want to tell Axel about Walter allying himself with Asmodius. That was probably going to come out eventually, but right now wasn’t the time. Now was the time to reflect. 

Delia was dead. I couldn’t get the image of her body lying, smoking on the floor. Another couple of seconds, and it would’ve been me lying dead on the concrete. Walter had saved my life by killing the last of the Crows, but only because he wanted to use me. 

Oh, what I would’ve given to be in the room when Walter returned to tell Asmodius that, a, he didn’t have me, and b, he’d killed his last pet Crow.

Feels like justice.

It also felt like we were one step closer to wherever we were supposed to be going. The drowned Queen had been dominating my thoughts lately, just like she’d dominated my life ever since Axel showed me one of the coins that proved the existence of her city. 

I couldn’t tell what the end of this road looked like, or what I’d feel like when I got there. If I ever made it there. The road was long, still. We had Hugo, and he was going to make the Aetherglass we needed. But what if we just found another hurdle to jump over? Another puzzle to solve? I wasn’t sure I had the energy, but I sure as hell was going to give it my best shot.

Becket was waiting for us at his place, standing sentry at his front door as we pulled up. Hugo stiffened up in his seat the moment he saw the Demonologist with the red eyes. Becket was something of a celebrity in New York—an infernal allowed to operate freely within the Magistrate. I wasn’t surprised to find Hugo knew who he was.

“It’s good to see you again, old friend,” Becket said to Hugo as we approached.

“They didn’t tell me you were behind this,” Hugo said, “I suppose I should’ve known.” 

“I don’t see how. My machinations are usually kept secret.” 

“Sure, but there’s only one Mage I know who’d have the balls to break someone out of Harrowgate.” 

“Ahem,” I coughed, “I’m that Mage. Those are my balls you’re talking about, and even Becket didn’t know you were locked in Harrowgate.” 

“Right…” Hugo said, “Sorry, I didn’t mean any offense.” 

“Good. Now, can we please get inside? It’s freezing out.” 

Becket stepped aside. Axel led Hugo inside, followed by RJ, Danvers, and Karim. I waited until they were all through to have a moment alone with Becket. I breathed deep. “We got him,” I said.

“I can see that,” Becket said. “And you’re all doing well?”

“I think we’re doing alright. Karim is a little fed up of all of this, but he’s still playing ball.” 

“I’m sorry to learn about your father.” He paused. “The demons… they kept me informed as much as they could.”  

I shrugged. “Don’t even mention it. I’m still reeling that he thought he could sweet talk me into a life of absolute assholery, just like that.” 

“He clearly underestimated you. Something I learned not to do a very long time ago.” 

“It wasn’t that long ago we met, was it?”

“I have to say, it feels like decades. I can’t seem to be able to get you out of my house,” he added, grinning. “Anyway, you have proved yourself not only an incredibly capable Mage, but also a great leader. We can all take a little inspiration from your actions.” 

“I don’t think anyone would be saying that if I’d never met you. You’ve been a better role model for me than he ever was.” 

 Becket, nodding and smiling, gestured for me to enter his house, and I walked through ahead of him. The others had gathered in the living room, each looking more tired than the last except, of course, for RJ. He looked like he was still ready to pounce on enemies at a moment’s notice, and everybody was safer for it.

“Congratulations,” Becket said, “You successfully rescued this man from potentially being incarcerated for the rest of his life for the crime of having once worked for the Magistrate.”

“I’m eternally grateful,” Hugo said, “I may not be good at showing gratitude, but I’ve spent the past few…” he trailed off for a second. “I’m not sure how long I’ve been locked in there, you know.”

“We’ll help you figure that out later. Right now, there’s the matter of why you were rescued.”

“Ah, yes… Isabella mentioned something about Aetherglass. It’s not exactly an original request, if I do say so.”

“No, but it’s necessary for our work. Will you make it for us?”

Hugo scanned our faces, his eyes settling on RJ last. “It’s a little late for me to decline now,” he said, swallowing hard. “I have to admit, I had thought of cutting and running on the way over here. I could’ve gotten out of that car without too much of an issue, but I wanted to see how deep this rabbit hole went. Now that I’ve found you lurking in its belly, I find myself a little less hesitant. I still want to know what you’re going to do with the Aetherglass.” 

“I’m not sure if we should tell you,” I said, “I think it’s probably better for everyone if you just do what you have to do for us, and then we make sure you get out of New York.” 

“You know I can make that happen for you,” Becket said, “I have the means.” 

“I’m sure you do,” Hugo said, “But I’ve just been through an ordeal also. It would be nice to have a little context, here.” He paused. “Are you trying to build some kind of weapon?”

“Nothing like that,” I said.

“A shield? Or maybe just something to enhance your powers?” 

“Why is it important for you to know what we’re up to? You’ll be leaving as soon as this is done and we won’t have to see each other again.” 

“Because if I’m sitting on some beach somewhere and I hear the world is on fire, I want to be able to know whether I should be guilty of having helped start that fire or not. Anyway, I can’t just create a piece of Aetherglass and hand it to you. It needs to be properly shaped and suited to its purpose. You don’t have to tell me what it’s for, exactly. All I need to know is its general purpose.”

I glanced over at Becket. Hugo had a point. It was important for him to know, finally, that we weren’t going to use the Aetherglass for anything nefarious. Not that we knew of, anyway. Becket didn’t object, so I decided to give Hugo something to work with.

“I need to be able to read something,” I said, “Something written on a scroll.” 

“Fascinating… hidden text?” 

“Something like that.”

“Yes… yes, I’ve come across that before. That’s old magic, but commonly used by Mages who want to pass secret notes around. I’ll need time to craft it. Possibly a few days.”

“RJ, would you mind showing our guest to his room?” Becket asked, “You will stay here while you work, as a guest, of course.”

RJ stood and helped Hugo up. “I would love a shower to begin with,” Hugo said, “And food. Real food. Sausages, eggs, toast—oh! A cup of coffee would be incredible. Wait, no, how about some sushi? I haven’t tasted real fish in months.” 

“I’ll make him a full-English,” Karim said, standing. “None of us have the energy to go out and get sushi, and I certainly don’t know how to make it.” 

“When did you get so hospitable?” Danvers asked.

Karim shrugged. “I need to do something menial to take my mind off the nonsense we went through tonight. I’ll be in the kitchen.” 

“I’ll help,” Danvers said, following him in. 

I smiled to myself as they walked off. They didn’t get along, not usually. It wasn’t uncommon to watch them bickering amongst each other. But I had a feeling they enjoyed each other’s company anyway. After all the crap we had just been through, this kind of camaraderie was a breath of fresh air.

Axel walked up beside me, breathing deeply. “So, now what?” he asked. 

“I suppose now we wait for Hugo to do what he’s been tasked with doing,” Becket said. “I should thank you both for what you’ve done… this was no simple feat you’ve accomplished together.” 

“I have a crack team,” I said, “And a pretty decent boss.” 

“Boss?” Becket shook his head. “I’m no one’s boss. I’m merely a facilitator. If anyone’s in charge here, it’s you, Izzy. You know that.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. They handle themselves pretty well. Anyway, if we’re all under control down here, I think I need to get myself to bed.” 

“Of course,” Becket said, bowing slightly. “I’ll let you both get some rest. With any luck, in a few days, we’ll be on our way to learning the truth.”

“The truth?” 

“The truth about all of this… whether it’s all real or not.” 

“I sure hope it’s real. Otherwise all this has been for nothing.” 

Becket grinned, perhaps a little knowingly. “Not for nothing.” 

He walked away, heading upstairs to either his bedroom or his study. Once he was gone, I headed up the stairs; stopping, turning, and looking across at Axel. I didn’t ask him any questions, didn’t speak. I stretched my hand out toward him, and he took it. Silently, I led him to my room, my heart hammering harder than it had at any point during the past couple of days.

Axel stepped into my room with me and shut the door. Slowly, I turned around to face him. I was tired. He was tired. We’d been through hell tonight, but none of that mattered. I wanted to tell him how brave I thought he’d been, how proud of him I was, how infuriatingly hot I thought he was. I didn’t do any of those things. I didn’t want to ruin this with words.

Instead, I stepped up to him and lightly brushed his face with my fingertips. Axel placed a hand on my hip. I thought he was about to speak, but before he could, I pressed my lips against his, silencing him. His lips were warm and soft, his tongue playful against mine. My body trembled, shuddering with anticipation.

But Axel was tender, and gentle, and in absolutely no rush. 

His touch was soft, and caring, his fingertips gently gliding across my hips and around my back like explorers charting new land. I felt his hands crawl up and along my ribs, then lock under my arms. He picked me up, and I wrapped my legs around him, not once breaking the kiss. 

Carefully, he guided me over to the bed and let me lay on my back. This wasn’t the quick, rough tussle between the sheets we’d almost had the night Becket’s place was destroyed. This was different. Better. 

He trailed kisses down my cheek, my neck, my collarbone. Frantic, eager, I pulled my top over my head and tossed it aside, encouraging Axel to continue exploring my body. I shut my eyes, surrendering to the moment, gripping the bedsheets as each kiss triggered an explosion of tingles to ripple through me. 

His fingers reached the hem of my jeans, and my breath hitched as they worked to undo the button… the zipper. I wriggled out of them, settled back down on the bed, and opened myself up to him. Axel knelt by the edge of the bed, leaving a trail of kisses down my inner thigh as he inched toward my aching center. 

My breath caught for a second time, and this time, I held it for what felt like an eternity. My body ignited; my heart was hammering so hard I couldn’t think. Finally, I exhaled, releasing every ounce of tension and frustration I’d soaked up during the course of the day. I didn’t need it anymore, hadn’t wanted it to begin with.

Climax came hard and fast. That man knew exactly what to do to me with only a little encouragement. Then again, I had wanted him for so long, he could’ve breathed on me and it would’ve been enough. 

It wasn’t long before neither of us could take the wait any longer. He furiously ripped off his clothes, and I drew him to me, wrapping my legs around him and exulting in the blissful release that followed. We rocked together, swayed together, killed hours together… and when we were both spent, we slept together. 

For the first time, I spent a night in Becket’s house and didn’t feel the cold.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

It was the break we all needed, even if it wasn’t quite the vacation Karim had wanted. Still, things had been calm over the last few days. Quiet—at least, as quiet as New York could be. Quiet where it counted. No sign of Asmodius, or Coalition thugs come to kill us for defying their rule, or even dead Crows coming to haunt us. 

It was bliss, and that was to say nothing about Axel and me. 

We’d spent the last few days seeing each other in an entirely different light, and figuring out how we fit together—if at all. I liked to think we did fit. He did, too. But we had spent months basically living together, months of being around each other, breathing the same air, eating at the same table. 

Sometimes I wondered if, were the situation any different than what it was, if we’d be… whatever the hell we were right now? Just as quickly as the thoughts drifted in, though, I swatted them away. I was enjoying myself. I was enjoying Axel. Nothing was going to get between that.

When Becket summoned us into the living room one afternoon, I knew, it was because Hugo was ready. I hadn’t watched him go through the process of drawing Aetherglass out of the Tempest and then working it into something usable by a Mage. The process happened behind closed doors. But we’d hardly seen Hugo the whole time we’d been here. He didn’t socialize much, didn’t eat with us, and barely left his room.

Seeing him now, clean shaven and wearing a decent clothes instead of a prison jumpsuit, I almost didn’t recognize him. He had a smug grin on his face, too; the face of a man who knew he was about to be carted off somewhere sunny, where his reputation wouldn’t follow him.

RJ, Danvers, and Karim joined Axel and me downstairs. When we were all ready, Becket gestured at Hugo, who produced something… curious. It was a tube, short and metallic, with a small lens on one end of it. Is that a spyglass?

“Here it is,” Hugo said, presenting the spyglass to me, “All yours.” 

Cautiously, I walked over to him and touched it, but the spyglass gave me a little jolt. I pulled my hand back. “Ouch,” I said.

“Don’t worry, that happens the first time you touch it. Go ahead, take it.”

I took the spyglass out of his hand—no shock this time—and examined it. It was black, with golden rings where the little contraption no doubt extended. I pulled it open, turning the little tube into a long one. I wasn’t sure, but I thought the spyglass was vibrating in my hand; like a kitten purring after being picked up and petted. 

“This is it?” I asked.

“What were you expecting?” Hugo asked.

“I don’t know…”

“This will allow you to read what’s written on the scroll. Becket allowed me a chance to see it, and I have to say, you just don’t come across magic like that anymore.”

“You saw it?” I looked over at Becket. “You let him read it?”

“I can assure you Hugo didn’t read the scroll. He has no interest in it, but he needed to get a feel for what kind of magic obfuscation he was trying to overcome. I’m sure you can relate given your unique talent.”

“If I hadn’t seen it,” Hugo added, “I would’ve had to create a much more elaborate piece of art. Such as it is, I think this will suffice.”

“Thank you,” I said, looking around at the others. “I guess it’s probably time we checked this thing out, right?” 

“I’m ready when you are,” Axel said.

“Well,” Hugo said, “That sounds like my cue to get out of here. I don’t want to be present whenever you do… whatever you’re going to do. The less I know about it, the better it will be for everyone.” 

Becket turned to Hugo. “My associate is waiting to take you to JFK airport. There, you’ll board a private plane which will send you off to your final destination.” 

Hugo picked up a suitcase filled with essentials Becket had undoubtedly provided. “Thank you. Of course, if anything goes wrong, you know I’ll come back and kill you all.” 

A tense moment passed through the room like the specter of anxiety itself. Becket suddenly cracked up laughing. It was the first time I’d heard that sound, and it was incredible. It made us all instantly start laughing with him. 

Becket patted Hugo on the shoulder. “It’s been good to see you, old friend. Take care of yourself out there.” 

“And you,” Hugo said, “Whatever you’re doing, don’t get yourself killed.”

“I’ll consider it.” 

Nodding at the rest of us, Hugo made his exit from Becket’s place. Jones was waiting for him outside, standing by Becket’s black sedan. The front door shut, leaving the six of us standing in the living room—me holding an honest to God spyglass. I’d never used one before in my life. 

“Who’s the pirate now?” Karim asked, beaming.

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Alright. Anyway, we should get this show on the road. I don’t know if I can go another second not knowing what’s written on that damn thing.” 

“Seconded,” Danvers said, “The sooner we know, the better.” 

Becket nodded. “It is for that reason exactly that I have the box right here.” He picked the box up from the coffee table and opened it. Inside was the scroll. Axel took it and set it down on the dining table. I followed, spyglass in hand. 

“Someone should grab a notepad,” I said, “I’ll dictate what I see.” 

Becket handed a notepad over to Karim, who sat on the other end of the table, ready to write. Ifrit popped to life on my shoulder just as I neared the map. He wanted a front row seat, and I was glad to have him there, just in case reading the map made my brain explode, like the prison had tried to do.

“If anything happens to me…” I started to say.

“Oh, just read the bloody thing,” Karim said.

I licked my lips, hesitating. “Right.” I peered over the map, bringing my eye level with the spyglass and looking through it. I almost couldn’t believe my eyes. Looking at the scroll without the spyglass brought only confusion and questions. No one could make heads nor tails of what was actually on it. We’d been calling it a map this whole time because, sometimes, that’s kind of what it looked like. 

Lines, arrows, glyphs, these were the kinds of shapes anyone would see when they looked upon the scroll. But those same shapes were never quite in the same place twice, so it was impossible to get a clear picture of what was written on it. But now, looking at the scroll through the spyglass…

“Holy shit,” I said, squinting.

“What do you see?” Becket asked. 

“Everything… all of it. You guys, I’ve been calling this a map all this time, but I don’t think that’s what it is.”

“Then, what is it?”

“There are glyphs on this thing; runes, sigils, text. A lot of it. I don’t think I’m going to be able to sound any of this out—it doesn’t look English; it doesn’t look like any language I’ve ever seen written down.” 

“Draconian,” Becket said, his voice soft, and low. “Of course.” 

“Draconian?” I asked.

“A dead language not spoken today, and rarely seen except for on the oldest of magical documents. The most famous example being the Magus Codice itself; our book of laws.” 

“That was written in Draconian?” 

“Indeed, it was.”

“So, is it a magic language?”

“Draconian in and of itself isn’t a magic language,” Becket said, “Though it predates Latin and any other form of written language, it has no magical properties of its own, but it was widely used until about a millennia ago.” 

“Why did they stop using it?” Danvers asked.

“Because of the drowned Queen’s hubris. She notoriously forbade Mages from speaking or writing in any other language while they were within her city’s walls. Some even say she enacted profane rituals using the Draconian language. Mages saw the destruction of her city as an act of retribution from the Gods, so they banned its use, except for on already written texts.” 

“I’ve seen it before,” RJ said. “When I was sworn in. I had to put my hand on the Codice and swear an oath to the Gods in Draconian.” 

“You know Draconian?” I asked. 

He nodded. “Yeah. We all do. Our Guardians teach us.” 

I cocked an eyebrow and glanced over my shoulder at Ifrit. “You’ve been slacking,” I said.

“Will you give me a break?” Ifrit asked, “It’s been a busy… month. Just concentrate, and the words will show themselves to you.” 

Taking a deep breath, I turned my attention toward the scroll again, peering at it through the spyglass. This time, though the signs and sigils hadn’t changed… I could understand what was written on the page. It was surreal, and a little jarring. All it took was a glance at a strange sigil, and know exactly how to pronounce it aloud. Not only that, but I knew what the word meant.

This wasn’t a map; it was an incantation.

“Terrak—”

“—wait,” Becket said, interrupting me. 

I stopped. “What?”

“Be careful. If that’s a spell…” 

“It is a spell,” I said, staring at him, “And… I think it’s going to be okay if I read it. I think I have to.”

Becket nodded. “Go ahead.” 

I returned to the scroll, and word after word, I repeated what had been written on it. As I spoke, the words on the scroll materialized, as if the spell keeping them hidden was starting to fall apart. The words seamlessly rolled off my tongue, but my heart raced ever faster as I worked through the scroll. 

Something was happening, or about to happen. I could feel it in my chest, a kind of tightness that wasn’t anxiety, or anticipation, but actual, real pressure. It was like I was doing magic, I could feel the Tempest, I could hear it, senses its pulse past the veil between worlds, but the magic wasn’t mine. 

It belonged to someone else. Someone far, far older than I. Someone who had lived a long time ago. 

Someone who had died a long time ago.

It was like I could hear her, reaching out to me from the great beyond. Her voice echoed in the back of my mind, repeating the words as I said them. Part of me wanted to stop, but I couldn’t now. It was as if some force had taken hold of the wheel, I was no longer driving the car, and we were heading off the edge of a cliff.

Thunder rumbled all around. I could hear them talking, maybe yelling—I wasn’t sure. The table started shaking. I caught a flash of light out of the corner of my eye, I heard something smash, but I couldn’t take my attention away from the scroll. I had to finish reading the text. That was all that mattered. 

No matter how close I felt the drowned Queen’s ghost was getting, I had to finish. 

And I did finish, and it was as if lightning had struck the table in front of me. The force of the impact picked me up and tossed me across the room, but I didn’t slam into the wall—I stopped about a yard short of it, both my hands stretched to the side, the power of the Tempest holding me in place. 

The living room was a mess. The couch had tipped over, the dining room table was ripped in two and on fire, and the windows had all shattered. Axel, RJ, Danvers, Karim, and even Becket all had to pick themselves up from the floor. I set myself down, my heart hammering inside of my chest, and approached the smoldering dining room table.

There was something in there. Amidst the splinters and the embers, there was something in there. 

I gestured with my hand as I got closer to it, and the embers snuffed out, leaving wispy trails of smoke rising into the air. My thoughts were plagued with images of flashing lightning, of distant clouds, and roiling oceans, and between each flash… a face. 

Her face.

Qyhena Ophine—the drowned Queen. 

“Isabella, no,” Becket called out. 

I turned my hand up at him and shook my head. “Wait,” I said, getting ever closer to the ruined table. 

It was a crown. Small, circular, and golden; encrusted with jewels of sparkling teal and turquoise. Its surface shimmered and glimmered, as if it were underwater. I knelt down and reached for it, touching it lightly with my fingertips. It was cold, even though it looked like it had arrived on the back of a lightning bolt. 

Carefully, I picked the crown up and held it in my hands. 

“What… the actual fuck just happened?” Karim asked.

“I think,” I started to say, but I trailed off. “I think this is hers.” 

“What do you mean hers?” 

“The Queen’s,” Becket said. “But, where did it come from? How is it even here?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know,” I said. “But I think I need… I think I need to put it on.” 

“Absolutely under no circumstances,” Karim said, “Are you mad?”

“Why do you think that?” Axel asked.

I looked over at him. “I think she wants me to.”

He stared at me, his head low, his eyes clearly locked with mine. “You have no idea what putting that on will do. For all you know, it’ll drive you insane.”

“Or worse, it’ll invite that crazy woman’s ghost into your body,” Karim added. “Don’t put it on.”

Danvers and RJ chimed in, too. None of them wanted me to put it on, but every fibre in my body told me I had to. I had no idea what was going to happen when I did, but that didn’t seem to matter as much when faced with the overwhelming urge to slip the crown onto my head. 

“Put it on,” Becket said, his voice soft and calm.

I didn’t need more encouragement than that. I placed the crown on top of my head, shutting my eyes before letting it rest. 

The world lurched, my stomach twisted, my chest tightened, and then a wall of sound broke against me. The wind roared around ears, rain whipped my face, and the smell of the sea wrapped around me. My eyes shot wide open, and then my heart skipped a beat. I wasn’t in the living room anymore, but standing in front of an endless horizon of violent, crashing waves, streaking lightning, and dark skies pregnant with thick clouds. 

But there was more than just that. I was standing at the edge of a little structure, one I recognized. 

I backed away from the edge, vertigo seizing me.

“This isn’t right,” Ifrit said. “This isn’t good, or right.” 

“I’ll say,” I heard a voice call out from behind me. A familiar voice. One I thought I’d never hear again. I turned around to find a lanky creature standing there. It unfurled a pair of black, feathery wings to reveal a human skeleton with the skull of a huge bird, its bones entirely black. Lightning crackled behind it, sending its sinister features into sharp contrast.

“What the hell are you doing back here?” Oktos asked.
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