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HEIR TO THE THRONE

 

The Wardbreaker

Book Four

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By Katerina Martinez 

 

 

The mad Queen's crown opened a door to a place I was never meant to go back to. Now I may never leave.

 

A couple of months ago I set foot in the Tempest for the first time. It should've been the last. My Guardian had closed the door to the realm of magic forever, but the Queen's took me back, and now everything's upside down. I want to do is destroy the crown, but she won't let me.

 

The Queen is alive, or maybe she's dead - it's not totally clear. But she still exists, she's been imprisoned for thousands of years, and now she wants to get out.

 

Summoning the crown bound us together somehow, and I spend my every waking moment worried she's going to find a way to take my body before I can figure out how to destroy the crown. I know I don't want to ever wear it again, but I keep trying to. The worst part is, she's not the only one trying to get to me.

 

I'm fighting a war on two fronts, I'm running out of time, and I'm losing.

***

 

To all the key workers getting us through this awful time.

 

***

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

The lanky creature before me unfurled a pair of black, feathery wings and stared at me from within the dark, empty sockets of its birdlike skull. Lightning crackled behind it, throwing its black bones into sharp contrast against the sudden flash of light. I remembered it. Oktos, the Psychopomp. He had been my guide through the Tempest. I never thought I would see him again.

I wasn’t supposed to see him again.

“Well?” Oktos asked, its voice sharp and high-pitched. “What the hell are you doing back here? Didn’t you just leave?” 

I couldn’t answer right away. The words kept catching in my throat. I could only stare at the creature, my jaw slack, my eyes wide, my heart hammering. “I don’t know,” I managed to say, “One minute we were outside, and now we’re here.”

“This is impossible. How did you get back in here? And you,” Oktos jabbed a bony, black finger at Ifrit. “Why didn’t you stop this from happening? You had one job: keep the Mage out of here.”

“I have many jobs,” Ifrit corrected, “But I also don’t know how this is possible. It must be the crown.”

I’d forgotten I was wearing it. I touched it, fingertips lightly caressing the metal. It was warm to the touch, and vibrating, almost. “This…” I said, trailing off. 

“You know what? I don’t care how you got here, but you need to leave.” Oktos started to approach, making shooing gestures with his hands, “You’re not supposed to be here.”

Ifrit suddenly jumped off my shoulder and exploded in size, becoming a fiery, humanlike creature as tall as the Psychopomp. “Don’t get any closer,” Ifrit warned, his voice now deeper, the light from his body illuminating the tower we were standing on. 

“Look, I’m not going to hurt either of you,” Oktos said, backing off, “But this is all horribly wrong. Whatever you did to get here, you need to do it again and go back. Your journey in the Tempest is over, don’t you understand?” 

“I’m not gonna argue with you there,” I said, “Believe me, I don’t want to be here anymore than you want me to be here.” 

“Then do something about it.” 

Concentrating, I touched the crown again, this time with both hands. I shut my eyes, breathing deeply. Thunder rumbled somewhere in the distance. From far below me, I could hear the sounds of waves bashing against rocks; a soothing sound that helped me keep my mind where it was supposed to be. 

“Take me back,” I whispered, and then the Tempest lurched. 

The feeling of motion made my stomach turn upside down, even though I wasn’t moving. In fact, the whole tower I was in hadn’t moved, but the rest of the world had. The wind was rougher here, the ocean more violent, the lightning strikes far more frequent and hitting much, much closer to home. 

“What did you do?” Oktos shrieked.

“I don’t know!” I yelled over the sound of the wind and the waves. “I told it to take me back! I think this thing’s broken.” 

“No,” Ifrit said, pointing across my shoulder. “It’s not.” 

I turned around and gazed upon a rolling ocean of turbulent waves all crashing into each other like they were enemies. Sea spray and rain whipped against my face, matting my hair and making it difficult to see anything without putting my hand up in front of my eyes. But whatever Ifrit was seeing, I saw it, too.

It was hard at first to know exactly what I was looking at. It looked like the dark tower we were on was the only structure standing above the water for hundreds of miles. But there, beneath the water… something was gleaming. 

I caught only glimpses of whatever was down there as the waves crested, frothed, and crashed. Lightning strikes made it a little easier to pick out what looked like structures, shimmering under the water. 

Towers, domes, walls. It was like a mirage, visible only for brief instants at a time, but it was there. The Drowned City of Ashelor. The domain of Qyhena Ophine, the First Queen—the Drowned Queen. It was there. It was here, in the Tempest. 

Of course, it was. 

What else would have the power to drown an entire city other than the most furious ocean I or any other living, breathing Mage, would ever know? 

“Oh my God,” I said, my voice trailing off. 

“No…” Oktos said, approaching the edge. “No, no, no. You shouldn’t be here.” 

“I know I shouldn’t be here,” I said, “You’ve made that pretty clear.”

Oktos started pacing around the tower, growing more and more agitated with every passing second. “Why did you come back?” he snapped, “I did what I had to do, I guided you to your Guardian!” 

“I didn’t choose to come back!” I yelled, “Unless you haven’t noticed, I don’t know how this crown works.”

“Then you shouldn’t be playing with it, should you?” 

“Yeah, I think I’ve learned that lesson.” 

“I’m not sure you have,” Ifrit said, “But I’ll take your word for it.”  

I looked across the waves and at the city shimmering beneath them. I was here. Finally, after all this time, I was here. The city was real. Alright, maybe the magnitude of what I had just done—the fact that I was even here at all—hadn’t quite kicked in yet, but that all felt like a footnote to me compared to the opportunity I had been given.

I can reach it.

Right now, from right here, all I had to do was leap off the edge of the tower and swim for it. Despite the daunting distance to the water, I felt like I could do it. I felt stronger in here, strangely powerful, and I didn’t mean only physically. That Ifrit was a fully sized fire demon right now and not a little flame on my shoulder seemed like he was mirroring the way I was feeling on the inside. 

But was that because I was back in the Tempest, or because I was wearing this crown? 

I touched it again, fingers lightly caressing the metal. I felt a tug against my chest, and I almost tipped over the edge. Scrambling, I grabbed hold of a nearby column and swung myself back inside, panting, my heart wedged inside of my throat.  

“What the hell was that?” I shrieked.

“I don’t know,” Ifrit said, “But I felt it, too.” 

“You see?” Oktos said, “Do you see, now? You shouldn’t be in this place.”

I backed away from the edge of the tower, moving closer to the center and to Oktos. He shied away from me, closing his wings around his body… almost like he was afraid. “I’m not going to hurt you,” I said.

“I don’t believe that. I want to believe it, but with that thing on your head, I don’t know anymore.”

I went to take the crown off, but Ifrit surged toward me and grabbed my hand. “Don’t!” he yelled, his touch warm against my skin. “I don’t know what taking it off will do to us.” 

“Hubris,” Oktos hissed. “This is hubris. You’ve violated the rules of the Tempest, rules that have been in place since the dawn of time.”

He was slinking away from me, leaving a trail of black feathers as he moved. I still had dreams about Oktos, dreams about this place. Sometimes, I remembered him clearly. Other times, I couldn’t remember him at all. But one thing I knew for certain, this wasn’t the Oktos I had met the first time I had come here. That Oktos had been funny, and helpful; he’d helped me find Ifrit. This… I didn’t like this.

“Your feathers,” I said. “What’s happening to you?” 

“That thing on your head is doing something to me,” he said. Oktos stumbled and fell to his knees. He looked up at me, almost like he was pleading. “Make it stop.” 

“I don’t know how. I want to, but…” I looked over at the edge of the tower. “I want to know what’s down there.”

“You can’t go down there!” Oktos shrieked. “That is a dangerous place. It’s not safe. Not for me, not for him, and definitely not for you.” He shook his head. “Why am I even telling you this?” 

“It’s the crown,” Ifrit said, “It has power over you, doesn’t it? Power over the Tempest.” 

More of Oktos’ was falling away, feathers dropping to reveal the skeletal lines of his wings. “You shouldn’t have that. The person who built it was punished for her sins. If you wield its power, you will be punished also.” 

“Punished? By who?” 

“Those are questions for another time,” Ifrit said, “We need to leave.”

“I don’t know how.”

“I think I might.” 

“You do?”

“My powers have grown since we’ve been here. The crown doesn’t have the same effect on me that it’s having on Oktos.” 

“Lucky you,” Oktos snarked.

“Can you send us home?” I asked. 

Ifrit leapt onto my shoulder, shrinking again to become a tiny flame barely larger than a softball. He jumped on top of my head, the feel of his movements filling me with warmth. I never thought I would feel comfortable with my head on fire, but then this was a day of firsts for everyone, wasn’t it?

“Concentrate on home,” Ifrit said, “Touch the crown, bend it to your will. The crown doesn’t control you, you control it.” 

No, you don’t, came a voice, distant and soft, floating on the back of a breeze. Turning my head slightly I saw lightning breaking across a horizon that looked entirely different, now. The city was there; spires, and towers, and domes piercing the sky, a beautiful, golden sphere absorbing the brunt of the lightning as it whipped down from the heavens. 

It was like I felt my consciousness get pulled out of my body and toward it, toward the city, my spirit racing across the ocean. I could hear the wind, the crashing waves, the thunder, and beyond it—far, far beyond it all—a single voice, feminine and light, humming a barely audible tune.

“Concentrate, Izzy!” Ifrit snapped, the echo of his voice into the underside of the domed tower sending me shooting back into my body. 

I pictured home, focusing hard on Danvers’ face, Karim’s, RJ’s… Axel’s, and even Becket’s. We’d been standing in his living room before I arrived here. I could still see them, dumbfounded at what had happened—how the crown had appeared to us in a lightning bolt. 

The world around me started to turn. I could feel the floor falling away from me, the tower’s walls and columns, and even Oktos. 

“Don’t come back,” he said, his voice echoing the further away from him I got. 

My ears popped, my chest released, and the floor beneath my feet felt sturdy again. I opened my eyes slowly, adjusting to the light. I was back in the living room, back on Earth. The wind, and the rain, and the water was all gone. 

Memories of what I’d just been through kept insinuating themselves into my thoughts even as I tried to concentrate on the here and now. The constant assault made my head start ringing. I ripped the crown off my head and tossed it aside, where it smacked against a wall and left a dent in it before dropping to the floor with a thud. 

“Izzy?” came Axel’s voice.

I turned my eyes up to find everyone exactly where they had been the instant I had placed the crown on my head. The table was split in half, the room was filled with a smoky haze and smelling like burned wood. A sea of confused, stunned faces stared back at me. 

“Hey…” I said, blinking hard.

“Hey?” Karim asked. “Can you tell me what the bloody hell just happened to you?”

“What… did happen to me?” 

“You went all googly eyed,” Danvers said, “Like you fell into a trance.” 

I stared at the floor, then at my hands. “I think… I think I went back into the Tempest.” 

“That’s impossible,” Becket said.

I looked up at him, blankly. My mouth opened, as if words were going to form. They didn’t. I rushed over to the crown, picked it up, and retreated to my room. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Axel wiped the sweat from his brow and headed for the front door, pulling his face mask down to his neck as he went. Renovations to Becket’s living room were almost finished; the walls sanded down and repainted, the wooden flooring repaired, the furnishings varnished. 

The whole house had a chemical stink to it now that was difficult to escape, the work had been long and hard, but it helped keep his mind busy.

He found Karim outside, with a similar mask pulled up to his forehead and a thin cigarette between his fingers. Tresses of smoke floated listlessly out of his mouth and into the cool, New York air. When he noticed Axel, he quickly exhaled what was left of the smoke in his lungs and stubbed the last of the cigarette into the mug he’d been holding in his other hand.

“Maestro,” Karim said, offering a half-bow. “How goes the work?”

“Good,” Axel said, nodding, “We’ll be done in a couple of hours, but it shouldn’t stretch into tomorrow.”

“And her highness? Any sign?”

He shook his head. “Nothing yet.” 

Karim offered a glance up at the house; more specifically, at Izzy’s window, shielding his eyes from the sun’s glare. “She’s like a mouse.” 

“Mouse?”

“She has to come out sometimes… for the loo, for snacks. But nobody ever notices.” 

“I’m not sure if snacks are high on her list of priorities.”

“How extensive can that list be? She doesn’t leave her room, hasn’t so much as spoken to us—not since she put that damned crown on. What’s she doing in there? Writing her memoirs?” 

“If she is, you’re going to look like a dick in them.” 

Karim shrugged. “I’m used to being the villain. I enjoy it, actually.”

Axel nodded. “She’s going through something. I can feel it.”

“Any chance you can dig a little deeper than that?”

“I could, but I won’t. I make it a point not to pry into people’s thoughts.”

“How noble of you,” Karim grumbled. He pulled a small metal case open and reached for another thin, long cigarette, but then thought better of it and set it back inside, shutting the case. “No. I think my nerves can go another hour or so without more nicotine. That woman is going to drive me out of my tiny, little mind.” 

“It’s not her fault. I still don’t understand what exactly happened to her that day.” 

“What is there to understand? She went back into the Tempest and it screwed with her brain. We aren’t supposed to go back there. Our Guardians close the door behind them when they come out to join with us.” 

“Well, it looks like the Queen figured out a way to open that door again.” 

Karim scoffed. “And doomed her precious, utopian city to oblivion for her hubris. I’m all for breaking the rules, but there are some things not even I would dare play with.” 

“You play with the dead all the time.”

He waggled a finger at Axel. “Excuse me, I don’t play with the dead. I’m a Necromancer. The dead are my trade. Anyway, name one ghost who ever broke the barrier between this world and the Tempest.” He paused. “I thought so.” 

“Hey!” came a shrill voice from the door to the house. Danvers was also wearing a mask and cleaning gloves. Her hair, though mostly held up, was a mess, her cheeks rosy from the work. She pulled her mask off and cocked her head to the side. “What are you two slackers doing out here? We’re not done yet.” 

“Quiet, you diminutive taskmaster, you,” Karim yelled.  

“Well, someone’s gotta keep you two in check now that Izzy’s on the fritz.” 

“She’s not on the fritz,” Karim said, “Fridges go on the fritz. Computers, televisions, coolers—they go on the fritz. People have breakdowns; let’s call it what it is.” 

Danvers walked over to Axel and Karim, peeling one of her gloves off like she was about to whack it across someone’s face. She didn’t. Instead she tossed it, and her other glove, to the ground to let her hands air out. 

Becket’s place had gone from insufferably cold to agonizingly warm in the last couple of days. They blamed all the work they’d been doing, constantly hammering, and sanding, and painting, but nobody knew what the real reason was.

“We’re Mages,” Danvers huffed, “We can create fireballs, speak with ghosts and demons, we can literally tear holes in space and appear in other places, but we can’t use magic to fix a broken table. What’s up with that?”

“A little bit of manual labor never hurt anyone,” Axel said. “Besides, I think you’re enjoying bossing us around.”

“I have to admit, it feels pretty good telling you two what to do for a change. But I would love to be doing… anything else.” 

“Really?” Karim asked, “Would you rather be skipping naked across a lake of lava? Or performing an exorcism? Or be at the DMV?” 

“I bet I could find fun in any of those things—and be better than you at them.” 

Karim gave her a sarcastic stare. “I’m a Necromancer, you’re a Tempest. If either of us is going to be good at exorcisms, it’s going to be me.” 

“Doubt it.”

“Oh please. What spirits have you had to exorcise in your life?”

“There was a creature from the Tempest, once. A Wraith. It tried to possess one of my friends. The exorcism was brutal. It nearly killed both of us, actually.”

Karim cocked an eyebrow. “You’re having me on. That never happened.” 

“It did. I had to rip it out of him with my bare hands.” 

“See? That’s how I know you’re bullshitting. Exorcisms don’t work like that. You don’t just rip a creature out of a person. You need materials, tools.” 

“Oh, yeah, like what? Rings of salt and crystals?” Danvers scoffed and flexed her muscles. “You can keep your trinkets. We Tempests need only our might.”

“As much as I’m enjoying this back and forth,” Axel said, “Could we… stop?” 

“And maybe go back to talking about Izzy?” Danvers asked, wiggling her eyebrows, suggestively.

Axel sighed and glanced up at Izzy’s window. “I’m worried, okay? We don’t know how long she’s going to keep herself locked up. It could be a day; it could be a week.”

“It could be a year,” Karim said, looking directly at him. “If only someone could get through to her.” 

Axel cocked an eyebrow. “Someone?” 

“We all know I meant you.” 

“Why me?”

“Do you want me to spell it out?”

“Please.” 

Karim made an O with two fingers on his left hand. He was about to insert his right index finger through the O when Danvers slapped his hand down. “Don’t be gross,” she said. “What he means is, as much as we’re all friends here, you’re probably the only person she’ll talk to, so it’s pointless all of us taking turns trying to talk to her.”

“I wish that were true, but it isn’t.” Axel shook his head. “The truth is, if she wanted to talk to me, she would’ve done so by now.”

“You don’t know that. You have no idea what’s going on in her head right now. She went back into the Tempest, man. No one’s ever done that before.”

“Is that accurate?” Karim asked, “I mean, that’s the drowned Queen’s crown, right? If she created it, then it’s logical to assume she’s gone back into the Tempest before.”

Danvers waved both her hands in front of his face as if she were shooing an annoying bee. “Yes, whatever. She went insane, that’s why they also call her the mad Queen. My point is, the journey we all take off the Precipice and into the Tempest for the first time royally fucks with our minds, that’s probably why we’re not meant to go back. She’s done it twice in… what, two months? It’s been three days since she locked herself up in her room, maybe she’s had enough time to process what happened to her.”

Axel shook his head. “I don’t get it. She seemed fine when she came back from the Tempest. Lucid.” 

Danvers nodded. “And then she grabbed the crown, bolted off to her room, and locked herself inside without another word. I know. I was there.”

RJ stepped out into the cool, New York afternoon. He was the only one not wearing a mask—or gloves—and he had a black tank top on, his dark skin gleaming with sweat. “What’s good?” he asked, “We on a break?”

“I guess so,” Danvers conceded. 

He walked over running a cloth through his hands that were covered in dust. “You guys talking about Izzy?”

Danvers rolled her eyes. “You and your superhuman hearing.” 

RJ shrugged. “Don’t hate. You guys think she’s alright?” 

“I hope so,” Axel said, looking up at the window again. “Maybe you should try next?”

“Nah, I tried a couple of hours ago. It’s your turn. I don’t blame her for not coming out of her room. She went back into the Tempest. Who knows what she saw in there?”

“That’s just the point,” Karim said, “None of us know, and I think it’s time we did.”

“Yeah, but you can’t make that call,” RJ said, “That’s up to her. If she don’t wanna talk, then she don’t wanna talk, and you’ve gotta respect that.”

“We all respect her,” Danvers said, “But, like, we’re running out of chores around here, and when that’s all finished, what do we do? She has the crown, but none of us know what she wants to do with it. Think she’s using it?” 

Axel shook his head. “We would’ve felt it. Trust me. Every mage for a hundred miles felt it the first time she put it on. I doubt she’s touched it since.”

RJ, Danvers, and Karim all fell silent, and each of them looked over at Axel with searching eyes. They didn’t have to say it, or even think it. The expression on their faces, their intent, was clear. It was time that Axel went up and talked to Izzy. 

Axel nodded. “Alright,” he said, “I’ll go. RJ, stay close. If she throws a fireball at me, I’ll need you.” 

“I got your back,” RJ said, walking into the house after Axel. 

He headed up to Izzy’s room with her on his mind. The rest of the group had been taking it in turns to try and talk to her, but she hadn’t said a peep to anyone. Not a soul. Thinking about that made him think twice about knocking, his knuckles hovering a few inches away from the door. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this indecisive. Talk to her, or don’t talk to her? Knock, or don’t? Offer his support, or keep his distance? 

Dammit. 

Finally, he knocked on her door, a pulse of anxiety moving through him as the sound reverberated inside. He thought he heard someone move on the other side of the door. It sounded to him as if she’d suddenly sprung off her bed, the springs creaking. 

“Izzy?” he called out. “It’s me.”

No response. 

Axel sighed softly. “Listen, I don’t know if you want to talk to me or not. You don’t have to. I just thought I’d come up here and see how you were.” 

Still no response. 

“We’re almost finished fixing things up downstairs. I think you’d like what we’ve done with the place. If you want to come down and check it out, we’re all down there now, putting the finishing touches on.” 

Axel waited a little longer, then nodded, his heart sinking. “Alright,” he said, swallowing hard, “I’m gonna head back down.” He placed his hand on the door. “I’ll see you.” 

He let his hand slip from the door, turned, and started heading for the stairs when he caught sight of Becket standing in his study. The shades were drawn, the room was gloomy and dark, and the Demonologist’s eyes gleamed like red jewels. He nodded at Axel, and Axel returned the gesture before heading back downstairs.

Izzy didn’t want to talk to him, so now he had to do what RJ had said, and respect her right to talk to whoever she wanted to, whenever she wanted to. It had felt like a rejection, a rejection that had left a tightness in his chest he wished wasn’t there. But this wasn’t about him, and he needed to keep reminding himself.

This was about her. 

Her journey, her experience in the Tempest, her wellbeing. He’d wait as long as he had to, and that was all there was to it. 

When he reached the living room, the others perked up, but Axel walked in alone, shaking his head. “Not yet,” he said. “Maybe tomorrow.” 

Danvers nodded, then gave two quick claps of her hands. “Alright, well, what are we standing around for?” she asked, “Let’s get back to work. Break’s over, grunts.”

Axel walked over to the pot of varnish he’d left by the side of the living room table. He fastened his mask to his face, picked up his brush, dipped it in the mixture, and got back to work. For now, that was all he could do.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

I stared at the door, my heart hammering inside of my chest, my mind racing. It was as if I’d been stuck in a trance; the sound had shaken me violently back into the world.

“Izzy?” Axel called out from the other side. “It’s me.”

It was him, but he sounded distant, muffled, like I was hearing him through water. It was insane, but I didn’t know if I could trust my own ears. Was that really him, or was I dreaming? I licked my dry lips, trying to figure out whether I should respond, when he spoke again. 

“Listen, I don’t know if you want to talk to me or not. You don’t have to. I just thought I’d come up here and see how you were.” 

Is it him?

“It’s him,” Ifrit said. He was sitting on my dresser, right in the middle of the drowned Queen’s crown; his little eyes watching me intently. 

What should I do?

“That’s up to you. Do you know what you want to say to him?”

So many things… but I can’t find the words. I feel like I haven’t spoken in days.

“You haven’t.” 

“We’re almost finished fixing things up downstairs,” Axel said. “I think you’d like what we’ve done with the place. If you want to come down and check it out, we’re all down there now, putting the finishing touches on.” 

My lips curled into something of a smile. I’d heard them working from time to time; the hammering, the power tools, the music. Sometimes I used magic to block the sound out. Other times I couldn’t hear it no matter how loud the racket was, as if my brain couldn’t process the signals from my ears. 

I took a step toward the door, then stopped. 

I don’t know what to do.

“Then do nothing,” Ifrit said. “He will wait.”

Will he? 

That wasn’t a question I thought Ifrit would be able to answer. Even though I’d phrased it as a simple matter of, would he wait at the door or not, the real question was much, much larger than that. I was aware we hadn’t spoken in days, and before I’d put on the crown, he and I had…

The fact I could even think about any of that was enough to prove to me I wasn’t dead, or crazy, but I still didn’t know how to face him. There were too many connections there. Too many emotions. Too much baggage. 

“Alright,” Axel said, “I’m gonna head back down.” 

I reached for the door, a breath held in my lungs.

“I’ll see you,” he said.

I stopped reaching for the door, my fingers contracting, retreating from it. I heard him walk away, and I let him. I sighed, then I turned to look at the crown again. It had been sitting there, on my dresser, ever since I brought it into the room with me the day I came to possess it. 

I hadn’t touched it since, hadn’t moved it, didn’t want to get near it. And yet, all I’d been able to do was stare at it. Stare at it and think. When I wasn’t staring, my mind would be working; sometimes piecing everything together, other times failing to make sense of anything and just devolving into a cacophony of mental white noise. 

Sleep? 

Laughable. I wasn’t getting a break from my thoughts during the daylight hours, and the night time hours weren’t faring much better. When I did manage to doze off, I would dream, and toss, and turn in my bed, and then I’d wake up thinking of the crown, of the way Oktos had looked in the Tempest; the way his feathers were falling off, the way he cowered from me.

The worst part?

I kept feeling like there were parts of my dreams I wasn’t able to remember during the day. Like something was missing, as if there were memories I couldn’t access. Trying to untangle that mess was taking up most of my thinking power, but these were riddles I couldn’t solve, not even with Ifrit’s help, and that worried me.

There was nothing about me he didn’t know. Every single thought, dream, and memory I ever had was perfectly indexed and categorized so that I could pull the information up whenever I needed it, and at a moment’s notice. 

So, what was this dark spot inside of my dreams that neither of us could reach? 

And why did it feel like it was growing?

Another knock on the door sent my heart hurtling back into my throat. It was a soft, firm rapping of knuckles. “Isabella,” Becket said, his voice coming through a little more clearly than Axel’s. 

I still couldn’t be sure if I could trust what I was hearing, but I decided to answer him. “I’m here,” I said, a little hoarsely. I had to cough to hear my throat. “What do you want?” 

“Would you be willing to speak with me?”

Good question. 

I had just avoided Axel. He had gone away thinking I didn’t want anything to do with him, and that just wasn’t true. I just didn’t know how to face him, how to face any of the others. I felt like I had failed them, like I’d made a horrible, horrible mistake. I felt… shame, and talking to the others, I’d have to deal with that shame.

I didn’t want to. I wasn’t ready for that.

But with Becket… my relationship with Becket was different to my relationship with everyone else. In some ways I considered him a mentor, maybe even a father figure, but despite all that, I still didn’t know enough about him as a person for there to be any baggage between us. Talking to Becket felt safe. 

At least, it did this time. 

With a quick flick of my wrist, I unlocked the door from a distance. “Come in,” I said.

A moment later, Becket entered my room. Instantly his red gaze was drawn to the crown, but then he settled on me. The glow in his eyes dulled somewhat, maybe because of the ambient light in the room, or maybe he’d done it to appear a little less intimidating. But he stayed where he was, by the door, shut at his back.

“You still won’t talk to him,” Becket said.

“I can’t,” I said.

“Oh?”

“You and I both know very well why I can’t, and if you don’t mind, I’m not in the mood for a lecture. You can leave if you want.”

Becket paused, narrowed his eyes. “I didn’t come here to lecture you. I came here to check on you.”

“Why now?”

“Because I felt like you’re ready to talk, and I was right.” 

I scoffed. “You’re always right. You never make a bad move, every action perfectly planned. Do you have any idea how insufferable you can be sometimes?” He cocked an eyebrow, and I caught myself. I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap.” 

Becket waved it off. “It’s quite alright. We’re mostly human and prone to our passions. No one can fault you for that.” He looked over at the crown. “Have you come any closer to finding the answers you’ve been looking for?”

I shook my head. “Not at all. If anything, I have more questions.” 

“Care to tell me what happened to you that day? I would be lying if I said I wasn’t at least mildly curious.”

“Mildly curious?” 

“Just a little humor. Please, I want to know what happened, if you’re in the mood to tell me.” 

Sighing, I sat down on the bed again and ran my fingers through my hair. “I don’t know where to start.”

“You’ve kept your cards close to your chest.” 

“Only because I don’t know what the damn things mean or how to use them.” I looked up at him. “I went back to the Tempest. I… I was there, in the tower where I found my Guardian.” I laughed. “My Psychopomp, too.” 

“Your guide…” 

“Oktos. His name is Oktos… he’s a funny guy. Karim would like him.”

“Strange. Your memories of your time there aren’t cloudy, or distant?” 

“Nope. Clear as day. After my time, the night I found Ifrit, everything seemed a little hazy. I’d all but forgotten about Oktos until I saw him again.”

“Psychopomp are meant to disappear from our memories gradually, over time. I could not tell you who, or what, my guide through the Tempest was. None of us could. But you say you returned to the place where you last saw him.” 

“I did. But then the whole world shifted, and then I was… standing above the drowned city.”

Becket took a single step closer. “Ashelor… you found it?” 

“Unless there’s some other drowned city in the Tempest that this same crown can take us to, yes. It’s there, Becket. Shimmering like an open clam under the water… a clam filled with pearls. At least, it was. It’s not underwater anymore,” I added, trailing off. I shook my head. “I hated it.”

“Hated it?” 

“Something was happening. I felt drawn to the city, like I was being pulled toward it. And Oktos… the crown was doing something to him, and I couldn’t stop it. It was like I had no control over the crown.” 

“But you came home.”

“Only because my Guardian was with me. It was Ifrit who helped me wrestle control of the crown long enough to make it bring me back.” I paused. “I don’t know if I would’ve ever been able to leave that place otherwise.”

Becket stayed silent for a while, maybe processing everything I’d just said, or maybe only to give me a little space to think. But I didn’t want to think. Thinking took me back to the Tempest, back to images of Oktos cowering away from me, back to the smell of the roiling ocean, back to that voice. 

No, you don’t, it had said, just as I’d been struggling to control the crown.

No, you don’t control it.

“I don’t want to go back there,” I said. “I can’t.” 

“Then don’t,” Becket said.

I frowned at him. “That… wasn’t what I was expecting.” 

“Why not?”

“I just told you I don’t want to go back to the Tempest, that I don’t want to use the crown’s power. That means this whole thing ends here, with me.” 

He shrugged. “The it ends.”

“Just like that?”

Becket took a deep breath in through his nose. “Isabella, I think you don’t assign yourself enough importance as a person. Yes, we are all here because your unique talents and abilities have enabled us to start unravelling one of the greatest mysteries of our kind.”

“No pressure.”

He shook his head. “Let me arrive at the point,” he stressed, “I cannot speak for the others, I can only speak for myself, and from where I’m standing, I can tell you this. You are more important than this discovery. You, Isabella. Not the crown, not Ashelor, and certainly not Qyhena Ophine. No one is going to force you to put on that crown and continue exploring this mystery. I am almost certain the others will feel the same way.”

“Almost…” 

“I admit Karim is something of a wildcard. He may very well have some choice words for having wasted his time. But he will respect your decision.” 

I looked up at him. “I haven’t made my decision yet.”

“Be that as it may, I would like to offer you a single piece of advice, and it’s this. Get up, Elemancer.” 

I scoffed. “Get up. Sure.” 

“Yes. Get up, and face this decision head on. If the adventure is over, then admit it. First to yourself, and then to the others. If not, then let’s continue. But do it now. Do not let yourself be shut down for another minute. That would be a tragic waste of your talents… also they’ll be running out of chores to do soon, and then there’ll be no standing them.” 

I couldn’t help but smile at that, even if I did turn my face away from him to hide it. “Fine,” I said, standing up. “But only because I wouldn’t want to inflict Karim on you or anyone else for a second longer than is necessary.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Today was the first time I’d let the crown out of my sight except to sleep. I wasn’t sure what I expected would happen. I guess I thought it would grow legs and start crawling around the room like a spider, or maybe it would burrow its way back into the Tempest to get away from me. The truth was, neither of those things was likely; I was just being paranoid, but at least I’d recognized that now.

Heading downstairs, I was accosted by the heavy chemical scent of varnish and paint and music floating off a set of speakers. I could hear them all working, moving around, indiscriminate voices laughing about something someone had said. It should’ve made me happy, but the truth was, I was terrified.

My heart was pounding, my stomach queasy, my chest tight. I was about to face them all, face the fact that I’d locked myself in my room for days—and for what? To think? No. To hide. Hide from them. From Becket. From… all of this. 

Get it together, Izzy. Nobody likes a sad sack. 

It was Danvers who spotted me first. She was heading from the living room into the kitchen, carrying a paint bucket, a brush, and a red palette she’d been using to paint with. She stopped in her tracks and stared at me, her lips falling open. 

“Izzy…” she said, her soft voice floating over the sound of the music. That got everyone else’s attention. 

The others stopped what they were doing. RJ put the table leg he’d been holding down. Karim pulled his mask up and over his eyebrows. Axel set the brush he’d been holding down on a piece of newspaper. 

“Hey,” I said, offering a short wave.

“Hey…” Axel said, his voice trailing off into a sigh, his blue eyes sparkling. 

“Can I help with something?” I asked, “I feel like I’m the ultimate slacker.” 

Danvers’ eyes narrowed. Instead of heading into the kitchen, she walked over to me and dumped what she’d been holding in her hands into mine. “They’re your problem now,” she said, grinning. “Welcome back.”

She sauntered off into the kitchen, leaving me holding the equipment and three stunned faces gawking from the living room. I finished heading down the stairs, set the paint and the brush down, and straightened out. 

“So,” I said. “What did I miss?” 

Karim’s eyebrows flared. “What did you miss?” he asked, “Well, apparently we’re no longer a heist crew, but a construction crew.” 

“I can see that. You guys have done an amazing job. The place looks good as new.”

“We’d have been done a lot sooner if we’d had your magic to work with, but ho hum.”

“A little manual labor is good for the soul.” 

“Is it? Then in that case I’m going to follow Miss Danvers and retire for the day. You can take over from here, yes?”

“Wait… wait. I want to talk to you guys. In fact, go and get Danvers back.” 

He didn’t argue, didn’t quip, he just nodded and went off into the kitchen to find Danvers. 

RJ set the table leg he’d been holding down and folded his arms in front of his chest. “You alright?” he asked.

“I’m still in one piece,” I said, looking over at Axel. “Mostly, anyway. How are you both?” 

Axel was about to speak, but then Becket walked into view behind me. The demonologist’s presence must have turned him off from what he was about to say, because instead of speaking, he narrowed his eyes and simply nodded. 

Danvers returned with Karim by her side. “These guys have been slacking all day, but I’m the one not allowed to take a break?” she asked, “What gives?” 

“This won’t take long,” I said, shaking my head. “I just… I guess I’ve had a lot of time to think about what happened to me, and I feel like it’s time I filled you in.” 

“I was beginning to think today was never going to come,” Karim said. 

I glanced at him, lips pressing together. “It’s been a difficult few days,” I said, “That’s probably an understatement, though.” I shook my head. “I’m gonna try and explain everything to you, but I need you to wait to ask questions until I’m done. That’ll make this whole process go by a lot more easily. Understood?” 

They scanned each other’s faces, then nodded. Becket moved to join the others as part of my audience. Then I started speaking. There was little else left to do but tell them all what had happened from the moment I’d donned the crown, to this moment right now, standing in front of them. 

I told them the same story I’d told Becket, carefully choosing my words to make sure I made as much sense as possible. I probably still sounded like I was insane, but in my defense, I had no proof to reinforce the idea that I was sane to begin with. So, there was that, at least. 

Giving a voice to what had been a tangle of thoughts helped organize them a little better. I’d spent too long in my own head, too long thinking, trapped in my own mind because I didn’t want to risk anyone hearing my solo ramblings through the walls. Now that I was talking again, the world was starting to make a little more sense.

At least, it made more sense to me. My audience, however, was a sea of confused faces by the time I was done with them. Silence stalked through the living room like the specter of unanswered questions. Karim didn’t look like he believed me, Danvers’s stared at me like I was mad, RJ looked like he was ready for a fight, and Axel… his expression hadn’t changed much.

He just watched me, his jaw clenched revealing dimples in his firm, high cheeks. “I understand,” he said.

“You do?” I asked, “Because I feel like I just rambled.” 

“You did,” Karim unhelpfully put in. “Like a bloody lunatic.” 

“You don’t believe me?” I asked.

“It’s not that I don’t believe you, I just don’t understand why you felt like you needed to wait a few days to tell us all this.”

“I freaked out, and that was it. I shut down. I’ve spent every possible moment trying to go through everything that happened, trying to figure it all out. I still feel like I’m coming up short.” 

Danvers raised her hand like she was in class. “Hold up,” she said, “So, you met your Psychopomp for a second time, right?” 

“That’s right.” 

“And it recognized you?”

“It did. Honestly, it was as if I’d never left the place where I’d last seen it.”

“Huh… well, there’s the answer to that eons old question.” 

“What are you talking about?” RJ asked.

Danvers pointed at me. “Izzy over here just answered a question that had plagued scholars for a very, very long time about Psychopomps. Do they remember us? Congratulations. We’re probably gonna make a bunch of breakthroughs before we’re done with this.”

Great. Seriously, no pressure.

“That’s just it,” I said, taking a deep breath, “That’s why I wanted to talk to you all.”

“Oh God,” Karim said, letting his shoulders drop. 

“Oh God, what?” I asked.

“She doesn’t want to finish this. Do you?” 

I paused, heart racing, mind speeding away like a runaway train. I licked my lips—still dry. “No,” I finally said, shaking my head. “I don’t.” 

There was that specter again, moving through us like a silent wolf, eating up all ambient noise save for the beating of my frantic heart. I was growing to really detest silence. Even during the time I’d spent locked away in my room, I’d never been far from some kind of noise and I was always comforted by it.

This? 

This sucked.

“Can someone say something?” I asked. Karim was about to speak, but I jabbed a finger at him. “Not you.” 

“Izzy…” Danvers said, “Are you sure this is what you want? I mean, we’ve been working toward this for months. I abandoned my lab, my business, for you. RJ hasn’t seen his family in months.”

“Don’t you think I don’t know that? I know all that, Cass. But you don’t know what it was like putting that thing on. I could stand here and try and explain it to you all week and you still wouldn’t get it. I’m telling you, that thing is dangerous.” 

“But it’s also precious, and so are all the discoveries we could make. Think of all the answers we could have, all the riddles we’d be solving. We’re standing on the drowned Queen’s doorstep; we’ve literally made it all the way to the door. Do you really want to turn around and go back to our lives right now?” 

“No, I don’t.” 

“Then what do you want?” 

“I don’t know what I want.” 

“Sounds to me like you’re hiding. Why are you hiding?” 

“Because I can’t do it, okay?” I snapped. “Do you have any idea what I went through when I put that fucking thing on? My world is different now, everything’s changed, and the thought of putting that crown back on my head scares the hell out of me.” 

Axel took a step toward me, his hands slightly raised. “Okay, let’s take a second to—” 

“—relax? Calm down? It’s hard to do any of that when I feel like all of you are against me on this.” 

It happened again. 

I stared at him, glared at him like he was about to attack me. No, like I was about to attack him. Maybe I was starting to go a little crazy, because I could’ve sworn I’d heard roiling thunder rolling above us. Distant, faint, but there. 

“We’re on your team,” Axel said, “Okay?” 

“I swallowed hard. “It doesn’t feel that way.” 

RJ moved up beside Axel. “It is that way, Izzy,” he said. “You know we’ve got your back no matter what you decide to do. If you say you don’t wanna put that crown back on, then we ain’t gonna make you. We ain’t gonna try to convince you, either. If the door’s closed, the door’s closed.” 

“It’s closed,” I said, “I can’t do it. There’s more to that crown than any of us can see, but I can sense it. I can feel it.” 

“What is it, exactly?” Karim asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s pure evil. I just know I don’t want to be anywhere near it or the crown.” 

“We’ll have to lock it away, then,” Danvers said. “I mean, that’s the sensible thing to do, right?” 

“Maybe. I haven’t gotten to that part of the process yet. I just wanted to make sure you all knew… I wanna go home. Back to my normal life. Don’t you?” 

Karim shrugged. “My normal life wasn’t anything exciting,” he said, “But I do miss the pleasure of my own company.” 

“Ew,” Danvers said, “Nobody wants to know about that. Anyway, we probably shouldn’t forget there’s a psycho crime lord out there that probably wants revenge on us.” She looked over at Axel. “No offence.” 

“None taken,” Axel said. 

A pause, then Karim took a deep breath. “It would be nice to go back to what I know, I suppose. Normal life… maybe going back to it isn’t a bad idea?” 

He’d said the words, but I wasn’t convinced he’d meant them. Either way, it sounded like I had some kind of consensus from the rest of the group, so I wasn’t going to push the matter. We’d come this far, we’d uncovered plenty of secrets, we’d played with plenty of forces none of us really understood all that well.

Miraculously, we’d all survived Asmodius, his crows, even Harrowgate prison. There was nothing this little team hadn’t been able to achieve, no obstacle that had been able to beat us. Except this one. This one had beaten us. There was no going past this. 

It was time to go home. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

I woke up with a start, covered in a thin film of sweat and shivering from the cold. My heart raced, my teeth chattered, and it was so dark I could barely see a thing. I must’ve kicked the bedcovers off because my bed was naked, and freezing. Scrambling, I searched for them, finding a piece of the bedcovers right at the corner of the bed. 

I tugged hard and pulled it to me, wrapping it around me and rocking on the spot to try and generate a little warmth. Even though I couldn’t see, I was sure my breaths were coming out in little warm puffs. 

“If—Ifrit,” I said, my lips quivering. “Ifrit… wh—where are you?” 

Ifrit didn’t come. 

I tried reaching for the Tempest to draw a little warmth into my body, but I couldn’t think straight. I’d woken up too fast, too suddenly. My brain was fuzzy, and that was no way practice safe magic. So, instead, I sat there, trembling under the covers, chattering and shivering, waiting for just a little warmth to trickle into my chest. 

I glanced over at the window and looked outside, hoping to find a little light to break the gloom, but there was nothing there. No sky, no stars, no moon—only darkness, utter and complete. It was starting to get to me, making it difficult to think. The cold didn’t help.

A twinkle of light caught the corner of my eye. It was little more than a shimmer, but enough that I noticed. The crown. I could see its edges, glimmering like they were underwater. There was no light to play on it, though, nothing to make it sparkle like that.

“Ifrit?” I called out again.

Nothing.

Isabella, came a voice, faint and distant. It was a woman’s voice, and one I recognized instantly—a voice that made my heart leap with excitement, but also sink with dread. It wasn’t the queen’s voice; it was my mother’s. 

“M—mom? I asked, my lips still quivering.

I’m here… she said, her soft, graceful voice trailing off. 

I couldn’t feel my hands. Not from the cold assaulting my body from the outside, but from the block of ice that had just fallen into my stomach to chill me from the inside out. I couldn’t move. The urge to get off the bed and speed toward the door was there, but my bones were locked in place, my nerves frozen solid.

“Ifrit!” I yelled, my voice piercing through the crushing darkness all around me. 

A tiny flame flickered to life; not in my hand or on my shoulder, but on top of the crown across from me. Light from his flame flickered and danced around the room, sending sinister shadow puppets along the walls and giving the crown itself sharp highlights. 

“I’m here,” Ifrit said.

“Where were you?” I asked, frantic now.

“Here… always.” 

“What’s happening to me?”

“Nothing. Why don’t you get up from your bed?” 

“Because I can’t,” I snapped. 

“So you keep telling yourself…” he trailed off. 

I scowled at him. He’d just taken a dig at me, and under normal circumstances, I’d have fought back. But these weren’t normal circumstances. Also, since when did Guardians mouth off against their Mages? Something wasn’t right here. 

I had to find the others and make sure they were okay. I had to—Isabella… called the voice. It was closer, now, but still far enough away that I couldn’t see the source, not even with Ifrit’s light to fight the darkness. 

I heard a click, and then the bedroom door opened a little; just enough for me to notice the movement. I looked over at Ifrit. “I need you,” I said. 

The little fire Godling leapt from where it was and landed in the palm of my hand, becoming something of a torch to help me see my surroundings. With Ifrit in my hand, I slid out of bed and moved carefully toward the door. I could see my breath forming in front of my lips, now; tiny clouds of condensation pushing out into the cold.

I reached the door and peered through it, but there was only darkness on the other side. Swallowing my anxiety, I wrapped my fingers around the door and carefully pulled it open far enough for me to slip through. My head spun as I moved through the threshold and into the corridor, my surroundings morphing like they were on moving platforms. 

I wasn’t in the corridor I’d expected to be in. 

I wasn’t even in Becket’s house. 

Despite the gloom, Ifrit’s light allowed me to see the ripped wallpaper, the cracks running along the ceiling, the coat-hook behind the front door where my father would set his jackets up after coming home. Home. My home, from more than ten years ago. 

My heart gave a powerful thump. I spun around, every inch of my body pleading with me that I turn around and come back the way I came, but the door was gone. There was only a wall, now; a wall covered in that same ripped, faded, cheap wallpaper that had come with the apartment when we had moved in. 

Flowers… so many flowers.

“What’s happening?” I asked Ifrit.

“I don’t know.” 

“Don’t you know everything?” 

“Maybe I’m not really here.” 

I frowned at the little flame in the palm of my hand. “What?” 

I miss you… the voice floated through the apartment like an evening breeze. Cool and soft against my skin, but also strangely warm and inviting. Like a mother’s touch, I thought. 

Slowly, I turned around and looked deeper into the apartment. There was only one way to go, and that way was in. One step after the other, I pushed further into my childhood home, remembering details as I went. 

Everything was here. 

From the small stand by the door with the bowl where my parents would drop their keys and change, to the single, bare lightbulb hanging from the ceiling, all the way to the smell of the damp clothes hanging off the rack at the far end of the living room. 

I could almost hear my dad yelling at my mom when the clothes would hang a little too close to the radiator. It was easier for him to shout at her than to actually move them himself. He was always too busy to do it; always on a phone call, or expecting someone to arrive.

The TV switched on. It was one of those old, tube televisions that would click on and then take a moment to warm up before finally displaying a picture. That didn’t make sense, though. We owned a flatscreen, back then. The light from the TV lit up the room, but there was nothing on it. Only static. 

I searched the room for signs of life. 

My father’s old, leather armchair which he kept in front of the TV was empty. Behind it was a circular table surrounded by three chairs. That was where he did business with his colleagues at all hours of the night. The kitchen was dark, and quiet. My mom and I spent a lot of time there, baking brownies and cakes to take with us into the bedroom at night. 

Another noise—this time, a thump. The sound turned my insides out. I spun on my heel, my hands stretched toward the source of the sound. From where I was, I could see down the other hall. The first door on the left was my room. The first door on the right was the bathroom. And at the very end of the hall, was my parents’ room. 

The door was open slightly, and the sound had come from in there. I was sure of it. 

Izzy… I’m here, my mother’s voice again, soft, but this time closer. Stronger. More urgent. A shadow moved through the gap in the door to my parent’s bedroom, and my heart surged into action. I stepped toward it, using Ifrit’s light to guide me down the darkened corridor. 

Behind me, voices were starting to materialize, whispers fluttering around like butterflies. I thought they may have been coming from the TV, but I could still the TV from where I was. It was static, pinpricks of black and white filling the screen. 

Ifrit’s light danced on the walls as I moved closer to the bedroom. My mother was in there. I could see her shadow crossing in front of the gap. I froze on the spot when I caught a glimpse of the white dress she was wearing.

“Mom…” I said.

My mother’s shadow stopped moving. “I’m here, Izzy,” she said.

“But how? This has to be a dream.”

“It isn’t. Come closer. I want to see you.” 

Pushing my nerves down into the pit of my stomach where they couldn’t reach me took everything I had, but I managed. I started moving again, with Ifrit as my light, pausing again when I reached the door. Carefully, I placed my fingertips against the door and pushed it open just enough to make it swing. 

It was my childhood bedroom. 

I hadn’t had much growing up, despite my father’s claims that he wanted us to live a good life. My bedroom was little more than a box with four walls. Three of those walls had been painted deep purple, the outer wall a light lilac, but the paint had chipped and faded over the years, and it had never been reapplied.

A closet, painted the same color as the walls, sat on the right. The doors on it never quite closed properly; one of them had been installed badly and had come out a little lopsided. That didn’t bother me much. It gave the closet character, much like the legions of stickers I’d stuck to it over the years. 

At the far end of the room was a small desk. I remembered sitting at the desk, day in, day out, drawing and sketching and coloring. One of the legs was a little wobbly, and when my mom found out, she wedged one of my dad’s old baseball cards under it to make it stable again. He never found out. 

On the other side of the window, New York loomed, mighty and iconic. I could see the Empire State Building from here, the Hudson Bridge… the Statue of Liberty. Wait, that’s not right. I couldn’t see the Empire State Building from where we used to live, and I certainly couldn’t see the Statue of Liberty.

The window fogged, as if someone had breathed on it, and my heart lurched into my throat. I watched, rooted to the spot, my head pounding. It happened again, only this time, more of the window fogged up. A moment later, a handprint appeared, fingertips dragging along the condensation as if someone were lightly caressing the window.

But my room was empty. I was the only person in here, despite the voice I’d just heard. 

“Mom?” I asked.

The air smelled like her. The whole room did. All these years, and I’d never forgotten the way she always smelled like coconut. It was her favorite, and mine too. The closet door swayed, and I rushed over to it and yanked it open. 

Empty.

No clothes, no art supplies, and no mom. 

“Izzy,” my mom said. 

I turned to face the window again only to find two handprints resting against the condensation, but there was something else, too. On my desk, gleaming against the dim, ambient light like a priceless jewel, was the crown. I stared at it, my heart hammering now. What the hell was it doing here? 

“Take it,” my mom said. “Take the crown, Izzy.” 

I shook my head. “I can’t.” 

“You can. It’ll bring me back. You can bring me back.” 

“No… you’re lying.” 

“I wouldn’t lie to you… I love you. Please, Izzy. Take it, and we can change the world.” 

The voice wasn’t coming from the window anymore, but from the crown itself. I could tell. I could feel it, even if it was speaking directly into my mind. I had to fight it. I knew it wasn’t real, but at the same time, what did I really know about the crown? What if my mom was right? What if I really would have the power to bring her back?

I took a step toward the crown, watching it like I expected it to jump up and start dancing. I reached for it, my fingertips slowly moving toward it. Ifrit wasn’t speaking, he wasn’t objecting to what I was about to do, so I couldn’t have been doing something wrong. He wouldn’t have let me, right?

I drew my hand back, noticing that Ifrit wasn’t with me anymore. Shaking my head, I shut my eyes. “No,” I said, “This isn’t right.” 

Then another voice, this one distant, and difficult to hear at first. “Izzy, can you hear me?” it was Axel.

“Barely…” I trailed off.

“Open your eyes.” 

I opened my eyes, blinking the daze away. It was cold out here. Out here. I was outside, staring at Becket’s place. A cold gust pushed past me, the biting wind sobering me up and sharpening my senses. Axel was standing a few feet away from me, his hand outstretched. 

“Axel?” I asked, “What’s… going on?” 

“You tell me.” He gestured with his head. “What are you doing with that?”

I looked down. The crown was in my hand, and I was outside, my bare toes digging into the cold tarmac of the street. I turned my eyes up at him, fear pulsing through me like a second heart. “I… I don’t know,” I said, “I don’t know what just happened to me.” 

“Let’s get you back inside,” he said. 

I took his hand and let him guide me back into the house, where he wrapped me in every possible blanket he could find, and just held me for a while.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Axel decided to make me a cup of hot cocoa to help me get warmed up. I could’ve used magic to warm up with, but the last thing I wanted to do was reach for the Tempest, considering magic was the reason I found myself in this mess.

I barely registered the passage of time as I waited for Axel. A minute, ten, an hour. I wouldn’t have been able to say with any real certainty. The dream I’d just had wouldn’t let me go, like a wolf with a piece of meat in its mouth. I couldn’t get the drowned Queen out of my head, no matter how hard I tried.

I’ve come to take you home. 

The words reverberated through my skull like it was hollow, bouncing off the insides of my head time, after time, after time. Was it real? Had I been dreaming? Or had the drowned Queen somehow reached out to me? No, not somehow—through the crown. The crown was letting her reach me. But how?

More importantly, how was she still… a thing? Was she alive in the Tempest? Was she a ghost? A figment of my imagination? Some kind of psychic projection? As a Mage, I understood all those things were possible; each of them offering a valid, rational explanation I could onto, for my sanity’s sake.

And yet, here I was, slowly going insane.

He walked over to me with the cup of steaming hot coco in his hand, not saying a word. I took the cup, the warmth of it radiating into my hands and up toward nose. Already I was feeling a little less like a dead person come back from the grave, and more like a regular human being. 

“Thank you,” I said, before taking my first sip. It was deliciously sweet, with a hint of cinnamon. 

Axel sat down on the bed next to me, careful not to rock it too much. “Are you alright?” he asked.

“I’m not sure how to answer that,” I said. 

“Are you comfortable, at least?” 

I looked over at him. “I’m comfortable…”

A smile worked across Axel’s lips. “That makes me happy to hear.” He paused. “Have you been able to make sense of what happened?” 

I shook my head. “Not at all. How did you know I was out there?”

“I guess you could say I sensed you. I couldn’t sleep, so I was awake when you woke up.”

“Is that something that happens often?” 

“Not really. But the house was quiet, my brain was quiet, and yours… wasn’t. I tried to ignore you for a little bit, though I did consider going over to your room.” 

“Why didn’t you?”

“I thought you wanted some space after today. Anyway, after a little while I thought I could hear you talking to yourself. Then you opened the bedroom door and started moving downstairs. That was when I opened my door and followed you. I caught sight of you leaving the house just as I reached the living room.” 

“Was I still talking to myself?” 

“No. You were sleepwalking, dragging that crown around like a kid dragging a teddy bear. I tried calling out, but you didn’t answer. That was when I came rushing after you.” 

A chill worked its way through me, despite the warmth radiating from my lap and hands. Was I just sleepwalking, or was I going somewhere with that crown? And if so, where the hell was I going? It wasn’t like me to sleepwalk. I’d never done it before. Then again, I’d never been in possession of an ancient crown summoned from out of the Tempest.

“I don’t know what would’ve happened if you hadn’t had found me,” I said.

“Good thing I was awake,” he said. “Another couple of minutes and you’d have slipped right by me.” 

I looked over at the crown sitting on my dresser. “What if this happens again?” 

“Do you think it will?”

“I don’t know. I just… I feel like the crown is haunted. Haunted by her.” 

“The drowned Queen…” 

“No, the Ghost of Christmas Past,” I snapped. I shook my head, then exhaled. “Sorry. I know you’re only trying to help.” 

“That’s all I want to do. So, you think the crown is haunted. Maybe we can have Karim take a look at it in the morning? If there are any ghosts attached to that thing—”

“—no, it’s more than that. I don’t think there’s a ghost attached to the crown; I think she is attached to it.” 

“Impossible. She died a long, long time ago.” 

I frowned at him. “Did she?” I asked, “Was there any proof of that? Was a body ever found, were any records written?” 

“There were records. I haven’t seen them, but I know they exist.” He paused. “Although, now I’m starting to question that myself… maybe we should ask a historian?”  

“We aren’t doing that. The fewer the people that know about this the better. My point is, the story goes that her shining city drowned, and she drowned with it. But if the shining city still exists inside of the Tempest, then couldn’t she, too?” 

“It’s possible.” 

“And is it also possible that I’ve… I don’t know, woken her up, or something? And now she’s using that thing to try and get to me?”

Axel turned his eyes on the crown, now, too. He exhaled harshly through the mouth. “Yeah… it’s possible. But why?”

“I don’t know. What would you want if you’d been trapped in the Tempest for a bajillion years?” 

He nodded slowly, not looking directly at me. “I’d want to get out.” 

Another chill pulsed through the room, like it was responding to our conversation. “If that’s true,” I said, “If she’s real, and she’s trying to get out, and she’s using the crown as some kind of bridge to get to me… what if she gets more desperate as time passes? Angrier, and more powerful. We have to destroy it.” 

Axel stood and walked over to the dresser, stopping just short of it. “You’re right,” he said. “We have to destroy it.” 

“Don’t touch it,” I warned, rising to my feet, “Leave it alone. You have no idea what’ll happen to you if you touch it.”

“If we need to destroy it, we should do it now. There’s no time to waste.” 

“I know… I just don’t know how I’d even start.” 

His eyes darkened, and his voice became a low rumble in his throat. “Melt it down.” 

Taking a deep breath, I walked over to the dresser, set my cup down on it, and let my hand hover over the crown. Even though I wasn’t touching it, I could still feel the cold radiating off the metal, as if it were made of ice. I picked the crown up with my mind and held it, suspended in the air, creating a bubble of telekinetic energy around it that would contain the flames and the molten metal. 

“Ifrit,” I said, under my breath, and a moment later, the little fire Godling burst to life in the center of the crown. 

He looked up at me, his little eyes fixed on mine. “I’m here,” he said, perhaps a little distantly.

“I’m going to destroy this crown.” 

Ifrit’s flame flickered wildly. “Is that wise?”

“I didn’t summon you to argue. I summoned you so you’d protect me if something goes wrong.” 

He bowed. “As you wish.” 

I concentrated, reaching out into the Tempest with my mind and drawing its power to me. Thunder grumbled outside, but I felt it rumble through me as if the lightning had gone off inside of my body. My fingertips started to glow, blue sparks bursting to life between them and reflecting off the shiny metal surface of the crown.

But just as I was about to channel the magic through me and into the crown, something strange happened. I heard whispers; distant, faint, and nonsensical, but enough to distract me from my goal. They were the same whispers I’d heard in my dream, only they were a lot closer now, and drawing nearer by the second. 

My heart started racing, beating hard against the sides of my head. The whispers came louder, and faster, enveloping me so they sounded like they were coming from all sides. And behind them, there she was, racing toward me like a meteor hurtling toward the planet from outer space. 

I tried to hold on, charging the magic I needed in the palm of my hand. I needed a lot of it if I wanted to smelt metal and turn it into a puddle, but the longer I held on, the closer she got. I could feel her, the anticipation, the hunger in her heart, the desire to reach me. 

I broke the connection instantly, sending what magic I’d charged into my hand back into the Tempest from where it had come. The crown fell to the floor with a loud thud, and I backed up, shaking the pins and needles out of my hand. Using magic was the most natural thing in the world to me; it felt good, and right. Sending it back into the Tempest, though, had me feeling all kinds of messed up and jittery.

“What happened?” Axel asked.

“I can’t,” I snapped, “I can’t do it. If I reach into the Tempest, she’s there, waiting for me.”

Axel perked up and scanned the room. “I can’t feel anything. Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure!” I yelled. “She was there, Axel. I could hear her in my mind, her and probably the rest of the people that died when her city got swallowed up and into the Tempest for what she’d done. She doomed them all. She broke a rule of the universe she wasn’t supposed to break, and the universe punished her, and now I’ve opened the door for her to come back.” I jabbed a finger at Ifrit, “And you, why didn’t you stop her?”

“Because I can’t,” Ifrit plainly said, “I can’t stop her. She’s like… a hurricane, and I’m just a candle. If I try to get in the way, you could lose me.”

I shook my head. “Then I can’t use my magic. If she can sense me when I call to the Tempest, then I shouldn’t reach.” 

“I would advise against it. At least against prolonged use of magic.” 

“Then I’ll destroy it,” Axel said.

“No. You can’t.”

“The hell I can’t.” He went to reach for the crown, but I lunged at him and stopped him from touching it. There was no telling what would happen if I’d let him touch it. For all I knew, she’d be able to reach him—or worse, kill him. 

“We’ll find another way,” I said, “But we’ll do it tomorrow, when we both have level heads.” 

“I don’t know about you, but I’m pretty level.” 

“Okay, but this isn’t the way to do it. Tomorrow, in the morning, we’ll get everyone on this. We’ll figure out a way to destroy it safely, together. We’re stronger as a team.”

I took Axel’s hand and led him toward the bed, away from the crown. He sat down on the edge of the bed, staring at his feet. Running his fingers through his hair, he sighed. “I don’t like the thought of spending another night with that thing still in one piece.”

“I’ve spent a few nights with it already. One more won’t hurt.” 

I walked over to the dresser, picked up my cup of cocoa, and brought it over to him. “I think you can use this more than I can right now.” 

The gesture got him smiling. He took the cup, sipped it, and then licked his lips. “Alright… we’ll get some sleep,” he said, standing up.  

I placed a hand on his shoulder and gently urged him back down. “No,” I said. “Stay with me.” 

Axel searched my eyes with his, then nodded. We settled into bed together; Axel the big spoon, and me the little spoon. It felt good to have him nearby, to allow myself to open up to him again, but sleep still escaped me that night. For the most part, at least. 

I couldn’t help but feel like the crown itself was watching me, somehow. 

But that was insane… right?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Karim stared at the crown with all the attentiveness of a cat eyeing up a fish in a bowl as it swims. Scratching his chin, he gave off an audible hmmmm that caught everyone’s attention. I perked up. He’d been staring at the crown for almost five straight minutes and had insisted on total silence. This was the first time he’d done anything interesting.

“What is it?” I asked.

Karim shot me a dirty look. “Did I say you could speak?” he hissed. “This is incredibly delicate work I’m doing, or do you want me to bugger it up?” 

“I’d rather you didn’t.” 

“Then speak only when I say you can.” Frowning, at me for a moment longer, Karim returned to his investigation of the crown, studying it carefully as if he were trying to find bacteria living on it with his naked eyes. 

We were gathered in the living room of Becket’s place. The sky was bright outside, the birds chirping. It looked glorious and warm beyond the doors to the house, but in here we were wrapped up in layers of clothes, anything to fight that persistent, demonic cold.

Across from us, coming down the stairs, I caught sight of Becket entering the living room to join us. He didn’t get too close, though. He kept his distance, his arms folded in front of his chest, his red gaze fixed on the crown.

“Okay,” Karim finally said, “There aren’t any ghosts here.” 

“That’s it?” Danvers asked, “It’s taken you this long just to tell us there aren’t any ghosts here? Some Necromancer you are.”

“Necromancy is a subtle art I wouldn’t expect your underdeveloped brain to be able to grasp. If you wanted someone to tell you whether there were any ghosts about, you could’ve have gone out and found one of those frilly vest wearing séance hosts. What I mean when I say there aren’t any ghosts here, is that the crown has no ectoplasmic residue on it, nor has it any link to any dead person, nor is it a conduit for the dead to communicate through.” 

“Why couldn’t you have said that?” RJ asked, “could’ve saved us a bunch of time.” 

“Yes, well, I can see that now.” 

“So, okay, that thing doesn’t belong to a ghost,” I said, “What if that means the drowned Queen is real, and alive, somewhere in the Tempest?”

“Do you have any idea how many crazy things you’ve just said?” Danvers asked.

“I think I get the idea.”

“How is this woman even still alive? We aren’t meant to live in the Tempest. It’s not exactly a hospitable place.”

“You’re right, it’s hardly a vacation home. But I don’t think she chose to spend her time there. I think she was punished.” 

“By who?”

“Magic itself, the Tempest,” RJ said, “One of the first things the Magistrate taught me was to respect the Magus Codice, and don’t paint outside the lines. Bad things happen to people who do.”

“We are Mages,” Karim proudly said. “We’re supposed to paint outside the lines and break the walls of knowledge down. That sounds like religious nonsense to me.” 

“Because it is,” Becket said, “The Magus Codice is the closest thing we have to a magic rulebook.” 

“Humbug. The Codice was designed to keep lesser Mages at the bottom and powermongers at the top. I would know. My ancestors invented that trick.” 

Becket shook his head. “The Codice is more than that. It is a book written over several millennia by Mages from various different religious backgrounds. Monotheists, Pantheists, Animists, these people were masters of magic, from all walks of life who gave their unique perspectives to help write the literal book of all knowledge. The only problem is, that incredible diversity has created a fractured society.”

“Fractured?” I asked.

“There is no central, unifying myth that binds all of Mage kind together,” Becket said. “Vampires believe they all came from a single progenitor, and the vast majority of Werewolves revere the moon as a maternal figure. Though we are an enlightened race, we are also broken by the weight of our own opinions and biases. That’s why Western Magistrates cling to more Roman traditions, while others follow Pagan traditions, and so forth. The Codice gives us rules to follow, but no two Magistrates interpret them the same way.”

“That’s the price of intellectual freedom, I guess,” Axel said.

“One of them, yes,” Becket agreed. “I’m sure there are many Mages out there who would rather study the crown. Others might revere it as a gift from God. Others, still, would want to destroy it.” 

I looked at the crown. Part of me didn’t want to destroy it. Part of me wanted to tell him I’d changed my mind, that we were going to keep it and maybe put it somewhere safe. But my rational mind knew that wasn’t the right path to take. We had to get rid of it. It was the only way.

“I don’t want to use magic,” I said, shaking my head. “Maybe I’m just being paranoid about what I felt last night, but if I’m not… I don’t want to risk it. Danvers, you’re a Tempest and that thing came from the Tempest. Any ideas?”

Danvers stood, walked over to the crown which was sitting on the living room table, and carefully examined it the same way Karim had. Only she didn’t take an obnoxiously long time of it. “Hard to say,” she said, “It did come from the Tempest, but I’m getting strange vibes from it.”

“Strange? How so?”

She straightened out and turned to look at me. “Well… in the same way Karim can sense ghosts, I can sense magic. But I can go deeper than just sensing it. I can pick apart its essence, identify where it came from, who brought it here from the Tempest. Everything has some kind of magical resonance, even stuff that isn’t magic.” 

“Let me guess,” Axel said, “The crown doesn’t have any magical essence.” 

“Oh, no, this thing’s packed with magic. If magic were radioactive, we’d all have been killed seconds after Izzy called it out of the Tempest.” 

“So, what’s the problem?” I asked.

“That’s just it. I wouldn’t even know where to start chipping away at this thing. It’s not gonna be as easy as hitting it with a brick. The alchemist in me wants to try and take this thing apart molecule by molecule, as carefully as possible. But the realist in me knows we don’t have that kind of time.”

I shook my head. “Not hearing a lot of solutions there.” 

“I can try to take it apart in a hurry, but it’s not gonna be pretty, and I’m gonna need help.” 

“How ugly is it gonna get?” 

Danvers scoffed. “If I mess this up… boom.” 

A pensive silence pushed through the room. “Can we take it outside, then?” Karim asked, “We just got done fixing things in here.” 

“Yeah, if this thing blows up, Manhattan will feel the blast, let alone this house.” 

“Jesus… that bad?” Axel asked. “This doesn’t sound like a good idea.”

“We need to destroy it,” I said, “It’s the only way of stopping the Queen… I can hear her, Axel. All the time. She’s always there, getting closer and closer. She wants me to use the crown, to put it on and go to her, and I don’t know how much longer I can fight her off.” 

“If you wish to destroy it,” Becket said, “Then we will do what we can. If something goes wrong and the crown is about to detonate, I could take it somewhere safe with a portal.” 

“Portals and teleportation are tricky magic,” RJ said, “You think you can open one in time?”

“I can.” 

I nodded, and stood. “Alright, let’s do this.”

Danvers stepped up to the crown again, squaring up to it as if it were a monster she was about to fight. Axel came up on my right, Karim moved behind me, and RJ took up a position to my left. Becket stood a few paces away from Danvers, one hand slightly raised, his palm glowing with deep red light. 

“Here goes,” Danvers said, and with a flick of her wrists, both of her hands ignited with pale, blue lightning that crackled between them. A phantom wind encircled us, sending her hair whipping around in a wild frenzy. The light was mesmerizing, but I was drawn to the shadow she was leaving on the floor. 

It looked like her own shadow, but… it had wings, and it was much bigger built than she was. 

Ifrit, I thought, and my little fire Godling sprang to life on my shoulder. “What am I seeing?” I asked.

“Her Guardian,” he said.

“How is that possible?” 

“She’s a Tempest. Their Guardians are strong enough to have a slight presence on Earth, unlike the rest of us.”

Danvers hands started closing, the magic lightning arching between them. Becket was ready if something went wrong and he had to dispose of the crown, but something was going wrong, and it had nothing to do with the crown, and everything to do with me. 

A sharp pain drilled into the side of my head, making me wince. I tried to ignore it, but the pain persisted. It was like I’d been hit with a dart—something that had happened to me once before at a bar in Brooklyn—only back then I’d been able to turn around and deck the asshole with the bad aim. There was nothing on my head, or in my head. 

Axel gave me a quizzical look. “Are you okay?” he mouthed.

I looked at him, my eyebrows wide. “I don’t know,” I whispered, but then the pain hit me again, this time harder. Someone had pulled the dart out and driven an ice pick into my brain. I felt numb, my knees gave out, and I fell to the floor in a heap of myself, and screaming. But it wasn’t just me who was screaming. 

It was her. 

I could hear her, wailing into the back of my head like a banshee, roaring over the sound of the lightning. Karim took a step back, giving Axel and RJ enough space to look me over. They were talking to me, but I couldn’t hear them. All I could do was cover my ears with my hands and howl from the pain.

“Stop!” I yelled, “You have to stop now!” 

The lightning died down, the wind ceased, and the Queen’s wailing started to fall away, but the pain remained where it was like an awful, terrible migraine that didn’t want to leave. It felt like my skull was caving in on itself, and shards of bone were digging into the soft tissue of my brain.

It took a while for the pain to subside and for me to regain my ability to breathe properly. If RJ hadn’t been there to lay his hands on me and deliver his Vivimantic healing magic directly onto my body, I didn’t think I would be able to think properly for days; maybe even longer. 

RJ helped me get back on my feet, then he guided me over to a chair for me to sit upright on. “How are you feeling?” he asked.

“Like I’ve been hit in the head with a hammer,” I said, rubbing my temples. 

“What the hell was that?” Karim asked.

“It was her,” I said, “Whatever Danvers was doing, she hated it. I shook my head. “She lashed out at me… I felt like I was gonna die.” 

“You might have if Cass hadn’t stopped,” RJ said. “Your vitals are all over the place right now.”

“It’s that fucking psychic link you were talking about,” Danvers said, “I was worried something like this would happen. Isn’t there anything you can do?” she asked Axel, “You’re a Psionic; psychic stuff is your ballgame.” 

“Don’t you think I’ve thought of that?” Axel snapped. “I know I’m not strong enough to break that link, just like you’re probably not strong enough to destroy the crown. None of us are.”

“Great, so what are we supposed to do now?” Karim asked. “We have to destroy it so the Queen can’t get to Izzy, but we can’t because destroying it will hurt—or maybe kill—her. But the longer that bloody thing exists, the closer the Queen gets to her anyway.” 

“Rock and a hard place,” RJ said, “We just need cool heads. We’ll think of something, right?” 

I shook my head. “I can’t think right now, not even if I wanted to. I need a break.” I also didn’t want to be near the crown right now. A couple of seconds of… whatever that had been… had crippled me. 

I was feeling raw, out of control, and more than a little vulnerable.  

“I may know of something we can do,” Becket said. 

I turned my eyes up at him. “You do?” I asked.

“Perhaps, but you should rest, first. I need time to prepare.” 

“Prepare for what?” Axel asked, but Becket didn’t answer him. Instead, he walked over to the crown… and grabbed it.

I didn’t stop him. I couldn’t have raised my voice to stop him if I’d wanted to. He took one look at us all, and then exited the living room by way of the stairs. 

“What do we do now?” Danvers asked.

“Wait for Becket,” I said.

“Oh, fantastic,” Karim said, “When it’s Becket, we wait. When it’s me, we complain. I see how it is.” 

Danvers rolled her eyes. “Don’t be jealous, Karim,” she said, “It ain’t a cute look.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

My head felt like I’d detached it from my shoulders and given it to a bunch of kids to play football with, but the real pain was in my back. It was like I was constantly on the verge of a panic attack, a hair trigger from flying off the rails and breaking down entirely; and that was her fault. Even if I couldn’t always hear her voice, she was always there, her presence triggering my senses like an invisible monster lurking over my shoulder. 

I didn’t know how much more I could take, but I knew—because she knew—that with every passing second, she was getting stronger. She’d made it clear, through this empathic connection we had, that her psychic link with me was directly why she was getting stronger. Somehow, I needed to break it, but I had no idea how I was going to do that.

Becket summoned me to his study not a moment too soon. Another moment of quiet contemplation and I was likely to start pulling my own hair out. I wasn’t sure what exactly he’d been working on for the past hour or so, but what I hadn’t expected it to look like something of a ritual space. 

He’d pushed the chairs and his table back to create enough room for a summoning circle painted deep red. I stared at the circle, trying to make sense of all the different glyphs and intersecting lines, but finding none.

“I really hope that isn’t blood,” I said.

Becket turned his red eyes on me. “I’m not a savage,” he said, in a low voice. “Please, come in, but don’t break the circle… yet.” 

“Yet? Why don’t I like the sound of that?”

“You’re wise to question what I’m doing, but don’t be alarmed. You’re quite safe.” 

I scanned the room for the crown, but I couldn’t find it. It wasn’t on his desk, nor on one of the chairs; it also wasn’t in the center of the summoning circle, which was going to be my next guess. I didn’t know a great deal about Becket’s powers or what he was capable of, but even I could say with at least some kind of certainty that he wasn’t planning on drawing the drowned Queen out of the Tempest. 

“Where is it?” I asked.

Becket lowered his head, although he kept his eyes on me. “Hidden,” he said. 

“Hidden? Why?”

“Because I know what you’re going through. I know you feel like you can’t trust yourself with it. It’s for the best that I hide it.”

Pressure mounted against my temples. “You don’t have the right to do that,” I said in a low voice. 

“The crown doesn’t belong to you, Izzy. Does it?”

The pressure released, all of a sudden. I blinked hard, staring at him. “No,” I said, shaking my head. “No, it doesn’t.” 

Becket nodded. “Good. You’ll forgive me if I don’t tell you where it is. I want it to be safe for as long as possible, at least until we figure out how to safely destroy it without hurting you.” 

“Do you think we’ll ever find a way?”

“Perhaps… tell me, do you feel her presence right now?”

I paused. “She’s always there. Always watching, waiting for her chance, for her moment.” 

“Does she speak to you clearly?”

“Sometimes. Mostly it’s just whispers I hear, or feelings I get.”

“I suspect that will change with time, as her power grows.” 

“Have you ever dealt with anything like this before?” 

Becket looked off to the side, as if remembering something. “Too many times…” he looked up at me again. “What you’re going through right now isn’t too different from what I see frequently in my line of work.”

“Which is?” 

“Demonic attachment.” 

“Of course it is. I should’ve known a Demonologist wasn’t going to say something lovely and calming like designing floral arrangements.” 

He slowly walked around the ring he’d drawn into the floor of his study, his hands clasped together by his belt. “Do you know where I was the night you stole from me?”

I narrowed my eyes. “No. I guess I’ve never asked.”  

“I was treating a patient.”

“Patient? You’re a doctor?”

“I have a PhD in clinical Psychology, although I don’t practice in the traditional sense. When I use the word patient, I’m referring to the poor, unfortunate souls who find themselves the target of demonic attachment. That night, I had been with my patient; a particularly troubled individual who had run afoul of a particularly dangerous demon—one I had come across before.” 

“Wait, when you say demonic attachment, you mean possession, right? Or am I just spouting uneducated bullshit I’ve seen in too many movies?” 

“One is a precursor to the other. A demon doesn’t simply possess people, it attaches itself to the person first and leeches off their life force, wearing them down bit by bit. When it grows powerful enough, it begins manifesting in the world around them, now feeding off something much stronger—the person’s fear. Eventually, the demon gains enough power to entirely possess its host.” 

A shudder pushed through me. “What happens then?”

“The short answer? Nothing good. I became a psychologist so I could study the mind of a person in various stages of demonic attachment, to try to understand what happens to a person’s psyche as the demon grows more powerful. Each demon is different, as is every person, and I’m fascinated by the nuances I’ve been able to find.”

“Are you saying the Queen is some kind of demon?”

“I’m not sure what she is, but I’m sensing in you the kinds of emotional shifts I would expect to find in a person in the mid-to-late attachment phase.” 

“Late… how late?”

“Usually a person in your position would be days from full possession, maybe hours.”

“Hours? That’s impossible. I feel fine.”   

“You’re irritable, you’ve displayed a tendency to snap, an inability to sleep full nights, you have a clouded judgment… conflicted thoughts. You say you want to destroy the crown, but you’re torn between destroying it and using it. You also say you can hear her, that you can feel her presence. Were she a demon, I would already be working to exorcise her from you, but I doubt if she is.” 

I looked around the room. “So, what are we doing here? What’s all this for?” 

Becket smoothed his chin with his fingertips. “We don’t yet know how to destroy the crown. In order to learn how to do so safely, we’ll need time. But I worry you don’t have much time. If the Queen is already close enough to influence your thoughts, your actions… we need to delay her.” 

“And how are we going to do that?”

“By bringing a demon into the world, and attaching it to you.” 

I felt like I’d just been flung out of my body, and whipped back to it. The pain in the side of my head came back, though not as strongly as it had hit me before. Still, I grimaced hard enough that Becket noticed. 

“Are you alright?” he asked.

I rubbed the side of my head where the pain was highest. “Yeah… fine. I don’t think she liked what you just said.”

“Good. I had hoped as much.”

“I’m not sure I like it either.” I paused. “Actually, no. I don’t like it. In fact, I hate it. It’s already bad enough I live in a house full of demons, but I can deal with that at least knowing they’re safely under your control.” 

“I can assure you; this will be a controlled attachment. You won’t be in any danger.” 

“Becket, I’m already in danger. Anyway, how is duct taping a demon to my ass going to help me with the Queen?” 

“Demons are incredibly territorial creatures. Once they have latched onto a host, they will sink their claws into them and refuse to let go until they are forced out. When the demon we attach to you senses the Queen’s presence, it will lash out at her and push her away, theoretically providing you with a buffer against her efforts. It isn’t a solution to the problem, but it could buy us more time.”

“Assuming the Queen isn’t powerful enough to just bat the demon away like it’s nothing.” 

“Demons are impervious to most Mages’ magic, except perhaps for Psionics. According to the records I have been able to find, the drowned Queen was an Elemancer. She should have no more authority over the demon than you would.” 

“That’s… comforting?” I shook my head. “I still don’t like this idea. Even if the demon can keep her away, I’ve still got a demon trying to… what did you say they did? Eat my life force?” 

“As long as the demon remains under my control, it will pose no threat to you. When we destroy the crown, and your link to the Queen, I’ll put the demon back where it belongs.” 

I frowned at him. “And where’s that?” 

Becket gestured toward his table, and there was the little doll, its dead, wide eyes staring at me. I backed up a step, my heart leaping into my throat. “Holy shit,” I said, “That wasn’t there a minute ago. What’s it doing here?” 

“Izzy, meet your demon.” 

“No way. I don’t want that thing anywhere near me.”

“This is the only one I trust to respond to my commands. The only demon I trust.”

I shook my head harshly. “You can’t get me to believe for a second that you can trust a demon.” 

Becket paused, then nodded. “Very well. You’re right, demons cannot be trusted or tamed, but they can be controlled, so long as you know their true names. They also respond well to threats. It knows I can and will obliterate its essence if it doesn’t comply with my commands. If it causes you even the slightest bit of discomfort, I will exorcise it from you and rip it into so many little pieces it will never be able to reform.” 

I looked over at the doll… and immediately felt repulsed by it. There was something so sinister about it. The shadows clung to it in strange, and unnatural ways, and the way it sat upright on its own… I had also fought with the demon inside of that doll once before, and I knew how powerful it was. 

I also happened to know how loyal it was to Becket. 

The night I had stolen from one of Becket’s properties, that doll decided to put itself between me and the way out. It had thrown wave after wave of foul, demonic energy at me to try and keep me from leaving the house with the key I had stolen. 

I shuddered. “Alright, fine,” I said, “If we’re going to do this, let’s get it over with. I hate this idea. It’s like I’m consenting to being dunked into a tub of roaches with my eyes blindfolded and my mouth clamped open.” 

Becket smirked. “Not quite, but I get your point.” He gestured toward the center of the room. “If you could kindly step into the center of the circle, we’ll begin. This won’t take long.”

“Will it hurt?” I asked, carefully stepping over the lines Becket had drawn into the ground. 

“Not at all. In fact, you may feel somewhat empowered at first.”

“Has this ever happened to you?” 

He turned his glowing, red eyes at me. “Yes,” he said, his eyes briefly flashing. “Once before.” 

It was easy to forget Becket was an Infernal Mage and not quite like the rest of us. At some point in his life, he had made a bargain with a demon and exchanged away a part of his immortal soul. For what, I didn’t know. I also didn’t dare ask. What I did know was, doing that was a kind of blasphemous hubris that forever marked the Mage as nefarious, untrustworthy, and dangerous. 

Becket was only one of those things, which meant the rest was just stigma.

Right?

He picked the demon doll up from his desk and brought it over to me. I turned my head to the side and shut my eyes as he handed it over. “I hate you,” I said.

“You’ll be thanking me soon. Now, let’s begin.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

The word sick didn’t even begin to describe the way I felt while Becket wrapped a literal demon around my soul; and he’d barely just begun. Just holding the doll in my hand made my skin prickle, and not in the ‘I’m listening to good music’, way; more like in the ‘there are spiders crawling all over me’ way.

I had a hard time concentrating on what Becket was doing. The doll wasn’t only creeping me out, it wasn’t only making me feel sick; as if those two things weren’t already bad enough. It was whispering. What it was saying, I didn’t know. But the thing locked away inside of the doll had started talking to me, and I wasn’t okay with that.

“How long will this take?” I asked. 

“Not long,” Becket said, “Please, be quiet.” 

Becket walked around me, toeing the edge of the chalk circle he’d drawn into the floor. There were no flashing lights, there was no chanting, and no fiery hellmouths opened up to bind me to the demon with physical chains. Whatever was going on was invisible, subtle, and that was probably the most terrifying about this. 

About demons.

They didn’t like to make themselves known. They didn’t like to be known. They liked moving around silently, away from the senses of others, because to be unknown was to be unconquerable. You can’t hurt what you don’t know is there, and you can’t cut out the parasite you don’t know you have worming around inside of you.

I was willingly opening myself up to having one of those things inside me. “Too late to back out of this?” I asked.

Becket cocked an eyebrow, but said nothing.

“I know, I know. Be quiet. I’m nervous, okay? What if this goes wrong?” 

“It won’t… if you remain quiet. Demons feed on fear. Don’t give it fear, and it won’t grow any larger than it already is.”

I hate this. I thought. I hate this. But I’m not gonna be afraid. Nope. This is fine.

Becket continued pacing around the edge of the magic circle, making a series of intricate and quickly shifting shapes with his fingers. I tried to catch them all, but he was moving too fast for me to make sense of it. It was like he was trying to have a covert sign language with someone staring up at him from the floor. 

Finally, he stopped moving and extended his hand toward me. “The demon is ready to attach itself to you,” he said, “I only need you to accept it.” 

“I’m ready,” I said.

Becket paused. “I speak now to the demon, Olmon. With my words I bind you to my will. With my will, I offer you passage out of the doll and into Isabella, a willing vessel. It is this vessel that you will attach yourself to, and claim as your own.” 

Wait a minute. Claim?

My heart started racing. Something was happening; something dark, and almost sinful. I’d never felt anything like it before. It was like willingly picking a broken cigarette out of the gutter and smoking it; like choosing to grab the dirty bottle of hooch left by the park bench and drinking the dregs left inside.

Every ounce of me rejected this idea, fought back against this course of action, but it was too late to turn around now. There was no stopping what was going to happen next. I shut my eyes, focusing on my breathing even as the prickling of my skin, and the growing knot in my stomach, intensified.

“You will protect her mind,” Becket said, “You will not harm her, you will not influence her thoughts; you will not possess her. As your better, you are commanded to keep her safe, and act as my conduit. Do this, and you shall be rewarded.”

I felt it happen. I didn’t think I would, I thought I would’ve been spared that, at least. The moment of transfer was… slimy. It was as if a fat, heavy, slimy slug had crawled up and along my chest to settle around my shoulders. I wanted to shudder, to shake the feeling off, but I also couldn’t move. The prickles had turned to static, and then into full blown numbness. 

I stood there, my heart beating like a jackhammer inside of my chest, my eyes fixed on Becket, pleading for him to make the feeling go away. It didn’t. In fact, it only got worse. The invisible slug on my shoulders wasn’t content to stay there. It wanted to curl around the side of my face and whisper sweet nothings into my ear. 

It promised power beyond my wildest dreams if I’d only lash out at the man who had bound it to me and escaped the prison he had fashioned, but Becket was quick to chastise it. 

“I’ll give you that one,” Becket said, reaching for the demon with hand as if to try and choke it. “But that will be the last time I entertain your whims. Is that understood?” 

I heard the demon whisper something, and then felt it back away from my ear. A moment later, the pressure around my shoulders was gone. It was as if the slug had merged into my body and disappeared. I wasn’t sure what was worse—knowing the thing was back there, sitting on my shoulders, or knowing it had gone somewhere else.

“How do you feel?” Becket asked.

“Like I need a hot shower,” I said, “In bleach.” 

“I understand that feeling well. Working with demons is an unnatural thing for non-Demonologists.” 

“Trust me, there was nothing natural about that. I don’t know how you can do it.”

“And I don’t know how you carry within you the power to command the elements. From an academic point of view, yes, I can wrap my head around it. But the responsibility of carrying, and wielding, that power… I can’t fathom it.”

I shrugged. “To each their own, right?” 

Becket nodded. “Indeed.” 

I looked around, breathing deep. “Alright… what now?” 

“Well, now you have a demonic attachment. I would like to monitor your progress over the next twenty-four hours, just to make sure everything is… on the up and up.”

“Are you anticipating problems?” 

“No. This demon will protect you because I have commanded it to do so. Not only am I a Demonologist with power over its kind, but I also used its true name. A demon cannot resist the use of its true name.” He pointed a finger at me. “Don’t use it yourself. Promise me.”

I put my hands up. “Geez, I won’t. I wasn’t planning on it.”

“Good. I suggest you go and get something to eat and drink. The early stages of attachment come with only mild side-effects, but you may find yourself feeling tired, or lethargic as the days go by as the demon uses some of your energy to maintain its own. You’ll need more sleep than usual to compensate. It will feel strange, but trust me, everything is under control. It won’t hurt you.” 

“Won’t, or can’t? Because I’d be much more comfortable with can’t.” 

“Won’t. Ever.” 

Nodding, I left his room and headed down into the kitchen where I found Axel fixing himself a cup of coffee. He glanced across at me and stopped what he was doing to stare, intently. The coffee cup started spilling over, and when he noticed, he shook his head and cursed. “Dammit,” he said, grabbing a cloth to soak the hot liquid up.

“You alright?” I asked, walking into the kitchen, “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 

“I’m not sure what I saw… what happened?” 

I shrugged and walked over to him. “Oh, nothing much. We talked, reminisced, then he attached a demon to my soul.” 

Axel stopped wiping the counter down and looked at me, an eyebrow cocked. “Was that wise?” 

“He seems to think so. If the Queen is trying to get into my mind, and my Guardian can’t stop her, he thinks having a demon attached to me could help.” 

“That doesn’t sound safe to me.” 

I grabbed the pot of coffee and pulled a mug out from the cabinet. “Tell you what, if I start acting bat-shit, I give you permission to exorcise me.” 

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” 

I clinked his cup with mine and took a sip. “How are you holding up, anyway?” 

“Things could be better, but I’m in one piece, at least. I can’t say I’m not shaken up by this whole thing.” 

“Tell me about it. That job your dad hired me to do has really spiraled out of control, hasn’t it?” 

Axel chuckled. “Yeah, I guess so. A couple of months ago, if you’d have told me I’d be spending my time with this group, I’d have wondered if they had peered into another dimension. This whole thing is so disjointed from reality.” 

“Is it? I mean, magic already makes anything possible. I don’t think it’s too much of a stretch to think someone like you would be hanging out with people like us. You hated your old life.”

He walked over to the small table in the kitchen and sat down. “Hated it, but I was comfortable. It was everything I knew.” 

I sat down across from him and took another sip. “I know what you mean. I didn’t hate my life while I was Kandi, and I didn’t hate my life as a thief.” 

“Finder, remember?” 

“Yeah, we can drop the pretense at this point. Anyway, I was also pretty comfortable doing what I was doing, even if I was just avoiding all the things that would make me… me.” 

“You’ve come a long way. I don’t know if this means much coming from me, but… I’m proud of you.” 

“Proud of me?” 

“Yeah. When I met you, you were kind of an asshole.” 

My jaw dropped, and I playfully kicked him in the shin. “That’s totally not true, mister ‘You’d better do what I say’. You were so much more of an asshole than I ever was.” 

“Debatable. I distinctly recall a fair bit of insubordination coming from you.” 

“Yeah, well, you did kidnap me.” 

Axel lowered his eyes and set his cup down. He looked at me again, deeply, softly. “I don’t know if I’ve ever truly apologized for that. I’m still having trouble believing there was a time where I did everything my father asked me to.” 

I shrugged. “Water under the bridge. If you hadn’t kidnapped me, we wouldn’t be here right now.”

“Do you mean, sitting in the kitchen of a Demonologist’s house, trying to figure out how to destroy a crown that came from the Tempest, with the threat of my father eating your heart hanging over us?” 

“It’s cozy, right? If you don’t mind all the cold.” 

 “I guess.”

“My point is, don’t beat yourself up about that, okay? I was a thief. I was bound to get caught by someone sooner or later. I’m glad it was you.” Axel smiled, softly, and I returned it. 

Despite the coffee in my hands, though, I felt my energy levels fall like a rock from the sky. My head started to hurt, and I had to struggle to keep my eyes open.

“Damn,” I said, “Becket didn’t say it would be this fast.” 

“What would be this fast?” 

I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. I just really need to get to bed.” I looked over at him. “Join me?” 

Axel nodded, took my hand, and led me up to my room where I passed out almost as soon as I hit the pillow.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Wake up.

I opened my eyes to a flood of bright light that forced them shut again. Warm sunlight caressed my skin, I could hear seagulls cawing in the skies nearby, and around me, the flowery scent of exotic perfumes mingled with the salty smell of the ocean. Slowly, I opened my eyes, allowing them to adjust to the light. 

Around me, a strange, ancient world of white marble and sandy cobblestones unfolded. Tall structures and columns glinted against the sunlight. Many of them were adorned with hand carved designs, each unique and different; from birds, to roses, to octopi with their many legs. 

Beyond the buildings nearest to me, though, were much larger structures—domes of moss green glass and tall, golden spires with burning balls of turquoise fire burning at their tips. The most impressive building of them all, though, was directly ahead of me, at the crest of a set of huge, marble stairs. 

It was a temple, I thought, with a domed roof and five enormous pillars—one on each corner, and one jutting out of the center of the structure. The entire building was covered in winding patterns and shapes that looked hand carved, adorned with golden fixtures and decorations, and lorded over by tiny statues of dragons, more of them than I could count.

And in the sky? 

A shimmer, barely visible but there all the same, soft puddles of light rippling across its surface. That was the shield that protected the shining city, the dome that could be seen for miles and miles, the thing that gave this place its namesake. I was here, in Ashelor; the drowned city.

Ifrit stood beside me, the fire Godling not sitting on my shoulder, but standing tall—taller than I was—and burning bright. 

“What am I doing here?” I asked, feeling strangely calm. 

“I don’t know,” he said, his voice low, but powerful. “We should be careful.”

“Where even is this? Are we in the Tempest again?” 

“I can’t be sure.” He turned to look at me, his face now no longer a little thing with beady eyes, but a fully formed face, with wide eyes of fire, a nose, a mouth and even horns. “We should expect this place to be hostile to us.”

“Hostile?” I asked, “There’s no one here.” 

The paths were deserted. There wasn’t a soul in sight, unless you counted the seagulls roaming overhead. “All the same, I don’t trust this. I don’t trust our senses. Tread lightly.”

“Tread where?”  

Ifrit pointed directly ahead, at the set of stairs leading to the dragon temple. “There,” he said, “That’s where we must go.” 

“How do you know?” 

A pause. “Because I have been here before.” 

“You… have?” 

Ifrit started walking. I followed, choosing not to spend too much time trying to understand how or why he was walking away from me. He was meant to be my Guardian, but lately he’d been acting a little weirdly; a little distantly. It couldn’t have been Becket’s demon at work, not so soon. And anyway, Ifrit’s change in behavior had started the moment I put the crown on.

This was her work.

It was almost dreamlike the way I arrived at the door to the temple. I hadn’t noticed the passage of time. It hadn’t felt like I’d been walking at all. I was just there, now, standing in front of a giant, golden door decorated with mesmerizing magical glyphs and runes and carvings of dragons with jewels encrusted into their eyes. 

Written across the doors, in Draconian, were the words Only the Mighty Ascend.

I couldn’t see any locking mechanism, or handles to pull the door open with. I didn’t think I’d have a chance at pulling it open with my own hands, in any case. It was easily two stories tall, and above the door was a dragon’s head, its mouth opened wide, a massive sapphire wedged in its throat. 

“How am I supposed to get inside?” I asked.

“Only the mighty ascend,” Ifrit said, gesturing toward the door.

A series of warm tingles moved through me, making my body vibrate. “Magic?” I asked. I shook my head. “No, I can’t. She’ll find me if I do.” 

“She’s already found you, Izzy,” Ifrit said, “But without your magic, you don’t stand a chance. Show her just how mighty you are.” 

Yes, show me, Isabella.

I frowned. I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t want to be here. But this was the hand I was dealt, and now it was time to play. Concentrating, I reached for the Tempest, drawing power from it as easily as breathing. Far too easily, in fact. It usually took a moment for the magic to reach me, especially powerful magic, but this was instantaneous. 

I grabbed hold of the door with my mind and pulled, making it slowly grind open. Using magic had never been this easy, or this freeing. I had gotten better at drawing magic from the Tempest ever since I found Ifrit, but even then, there was always a little resistance to deal with as the magic crossed from one realm to another. 

This was… wonderful, as easy and as invigorating as taking a lungful of fresh, clean, air at the peak of spring, when the flowers are blooming. Not that you got much of that in New York, but I remembered a trip once, when I was much younger. My mom had taken us both to a lake upstate, away from the city. 

It was beautiful up there, so much greenery. This place reminded me of her now, somehow; reminded me of that trip. I couldn’t understand why, but finding the answer to that question wasn’t as important as what lay on the other side of the door I’d just opened. 

“Holy hell,” I said, my mouth falling open slightly. 

It was a throne room, flush with golds and whites. Open archways lined the farthest edges of the walls, letting the sunlight and sea breeze circulate through the room. Columns rose from the floor all the way up to the vaulted ceiling, which was painted to depict dragons clashing amongst each other while lightning roared above them. 

The dragons seemed to move slowly as I watched, the lightning strobing as if in slow motion. I’d only ever seen something like this once before, in Asmodius’ compound. Some of the pieces of art he used to own moved the same way the art on the ceiling moved, only this was on a much, much larger scale.

The throne itself, however, was the centerpiece of the entire room. Sitting on a raised dais, it was large, elaborately carved, and made of perfectly sculpted marble. It, too, was covered in many of the same designs and glyphs I’d seen on the door to this place, on the buildings, on the columns. The seat and backrest were lined with plush, sea blue cushions, and on the arm rests, more dragons. 

One of them roaring, with rubies for eyes; the other with its mouth shut, and sapphires for eyes. 

“Ifrit…” I said, my voice falling away from me. “Is this real?” 

“It’s real enough,” he said, “We should be cautious.” 

“There’s no need for caution here,” a voice echoed into the vaulted ceiling. 

The hairs on my spine stood at attention. “Who said that?” 

“You know well who I am.” 

The voice was coming from the throne, I thought, but there was nobody there. “Show yourself.” 

“I don’t need to do that. I’m already here.” 

“Why am I here?”

“Isn’t it obvious by now?” 

“Send me back. I want to go back.” 

“Come closer, instead… I have something for you.” 

I wanted to resist, I didn’t want to walk closer to the throne, but I also couldn’t help myself. One foot after the other, slowly, I approached. I was powerless to stop my limbs from moving, even though I wanted to more than anything. All I could do was speak.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“It’s not about what I want, my child. It’s about what you want… what you’re destined for. The throne.” 

Strangely, I started thinking about my old life. The life I’d led before I became a thief; the life I’d led before even Kandi arrived on the scene. I hadn’t grown up in luxury, I hadn’t had authority, or even power during my adolescence. There were a hundred and one reasons I gave myself to justify my time as a dancer, even though I didn’t have to give anyone even a single reason.

I danced because I wanted to.

But the truth, I know, went deeper than that. My father ruled over our house like a tyrant; he, the King who gets what he wants, my mom the Queen who shouldn’t get in his way. That left me as the Princess who was better not seen, and not heard. I never had a say in what happened to me or my family, and that lack of confidence bled into the rest of my life.

I didn’t keep long-term friends, and I never could never a relationship with… well, anyone. You can call them commitment issues, you can call them trust issues, but at their core, they were insecurities. Insecurity was what drove many of my life’s choices up until the day I decided to become a thief; but I’d always wanted more than that.

I’d always wanted to be the best dancer. 

The best thief.

The best Mage.

Greatness, it seemed, was always just out of reach. But now, here, even though every inch of my body, my soul, knew that taking this throne, accepting its power, was wrong on just about every level imaginable, there was one thing I knew it could do for me. It would allow me to finally find that greatness, to achieve that potential.

I walked up to the throne, taking the steps around the dais one by one, feeling the weight of the moment pressing down against my shoulders. I’d committed, now. I was going to do it, and ride the waves wherever they took me. I wanted to be important, I wanted to be respected, I wanted to be loved, and the answer was right in front of me. 

All I had to do was sell my soul.

A sharp jolt of pain struck my chest. My heart gave a hammering thud against my ribs, and in the back of my mind, something utterly inhuman, gave a chilling hiss. 

“No!” it snarled, “Your soul is mine.” 

I staggered back like I’d just had the wind knocked out of me. In the blink of an eye, the grandiose splendor of the throne room was gone; the serene, golden light replaced by a somber gloom. 

What had once been a pristine room of perfect marble structures and a ceiling of shifting light was now a cracked and broken ruin quickly filling with water. It came roaring into the room, flooding in through the open archways on both sides of the throne.

“Isabella!” Ifrit yelled, but I almost couldn’t hear him.

Panic filled my mind with static. I could hear the ceiling giving way and cracking apart. Pieces of marble started to fall, forcing me to move if I wanted to avoid getting hit. It was only when the water reached my feet that I managed to grab hold of my thoughts. 

I reached out to the Tempest and wrapped myself in a bubble of telekinetic energy that pushed the water away. I was underwater in a manner of seconds, my bubble of magic completely submerged. It was because of Ifrit that I was able to see anything at all, and his light gave me comfort, but then I started to see things moving around in the water. 

At first, I wasn’t sure what I was seeing. They were shapes, dark and formless, but they didn’t stay that way. There, in the dark beyond my bubble of magic, reflective eyes watched me, hungrily. I thought they were fish, but they weren’t fish. They were people, corpses, drifting slowly toward me. Bloated, rotting, pale corpses, their mouths black and filled with moss, their bodies covered in glyphs and sigils that had been carved into their flesh.

Murderous sharks, skull crushing squids, giant crabs… anything would’ve been better than what was actually coming for me.

“Ifrit…” I said, “How do we get out of here?” 

“You have to wake up,” he said.

“But I’m awake!” 

“Wake up.” 

I shut my eyes hard, shook my head, and then I opened them again. I wasn’t underwater anymore. It was still dark out here, but I soon realized I was standing in a park somewhere. There were trees nearby, the air was filled with the dewy scent of wet grass, and somewhere, toads were croaking the night away. The distant howl of a dog, followed by the quick rushing of a siren speeding down some street, placed me back in New York City. 

Awake. 

Alive.

And somehow, holding the Queen’s crown in my hand.

I stared at the crown, my heart hammering. I had no idea where Becket had put it when he’d hidden it. He’d seemed pretty confident I wouldn’t have been able to find it, and yet, unless I was dreaming, here it was, gleaming against the moonlight. I sucked in a deep breath through my teeth.

“Holy shi—” a bolt of magic struck me in the back. My entire body went numb, my knees gave out, and I started to collapse onto the wet earth beneath my feet. 

“It’s good to see you again, Isabella,” Asmodius said. “Take her.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

I had doled out my fair share of stunning spells in my life. Mostly to humans, sometimes to things who weren’t exactly human. But I’d made it a point in my life to avoid confrontation with other Mages as much as possible because, honestly, being stunned sucked.

Being stunned by a mage like Asmodius sucked even more than most.

He was an incredibly capable Mage. His stunning spell had thrown my mind into a deep, dark hole. I couldn’t see the world around me, couldn’t hear what was happening, couldn’t move. I knew I was awake, but it was as if my brain had been shut off from the rest of my body. All I had were my thoughts, and they weren’t exactly great company.

How had he found me?

Shit, he has the crown. 

But how did he find me? 

Do the others know what’s happened? 

Axel. 

Axel. 

Axel.

The worst part about having been thrown into this dark hole of the mind, where not even Ifrit could reach me for comfort? I didn’t feel like I was alone. Something lurked in the dark with me, at the very edge of my senses, always out of reach but only just. Like a shadow, a perfectly camouflaged predator. 

Add that to my list of problems.

I blinked hard, trying to focus on my surroundings. I was in a brightly lit room, with a light shining directly into my face. It was quiet in here, save for perhaps the buzzing of the light in front of me. I tried to move, but my hands were tied behind my back. So were my feet. I was sitting on a chair, and I’d been strapped to it. A blurry figure moved in front of me and dropped something heavy on my lap. As my eyes regained the ability to focus, I saw it was the crown. It glinted against the light coming off the lamp shining only a few feet away from me. 

“Why doesn’t it work?” Asmodius asked. I couldn’t see him, but it had to have been him. That deep tone, that inflection, it could only have been him.

I looked up at him, slowly, shrugging. “Have you tried turning it off and on again?” 

Someone grabbed my face and pinched my mouth shut. I couldn’t see who it was that had me, but they weren’t playing around. 

“I’m going to warn you only once,” Asmodius said. “Don’t play games with me, don’t mouth off, and don’t even think about trying to be smart. Nobody’s coming for you here, nobody can hear you down here. You aren’t going anywhere unless I say so, and that means you’re going to do as I ask. Nod if you understand.” 

I didn’t nod. 

Asmodius glanced at the man behind me, who squeezed my cheeks even harder. Pain flared, forcing my eyes to shut for just an instant, but I willed them back open. I didn’t want Asmodius to see even an ounce of weakness in me. The man behind me released my jaw, but only slightly. Enough for me to be able to talk.

“Do you think I don’t know what that is?” Asmodius asked.

“It’s just a stupid crown.” 

“A crown that happens to belong to an ancient Mage. Don’t insult my intelligence, Isabella. It’s only because of my orders that the crown is even in this realm again. I know exactly what it is. What I cannot seem to do, is use it. You, however, have.” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“Oh? Am I to believe you haven’t used this crown to travel back to the Tempest?” 

I kept my mouth shut.

Asmodius slammed the light aside, sending it hurtling into a stone wall where it shattered, plunging the room into darkness. He advanced quickly on me, pressing his hands against the chair and tipping it onto its back legs. I could feel his breath on my face, I could hear the growl in his throat. 

“I’m getting bored of this,” he said, his voice a low rumble, “I’ve chosen to be lenient with you, but my patience is starting to run thin. I could reach into your mind, pry it open, and take the information I want from you. I can promise you, the experience would be harrowing, even if I would enjoy nothing more. But I like to think I’m a civilized man, and so I’m giving you the choice to cooperate of your own free will. Tell me how to make it work.” 

“No.” 

“Last chance. You and your friends made me lose my estate and killed my crows. As far as I’m concerned, I’m owed a little restitution, and I’m happy to start with you.” 

I stared at him, my jaw clenched tightly. “It doesn’t work because it’s not meant for you,” I hissed, “Isn’t it obvious?” 

“Explain.” 

“The crown is hers. It’s not yours or mine.”

“You’ve used it at least once before. I know you have.” 

“How could you possibly know that?” 

“I felt it. We all did. Every mage for a hundred miles felt it.” 

“Are you sure?” I angled my head to the side. “Are you sure you didn’t just feel the crown coming into the world?”

Asmodius stared into my eyes. Already I could feel psychic tendrils reaching for my mind, trying to burrow into my head through my irises. He was going to extract the information he wanted from me one way or another. I started to wriggle, trying desperately to knee him in the stomach, or the groin, but it was no use. 

Whoever had tied me down was a pro, and I wasn’t going anywhere. 

A sudden buildup of pressure pushed against the sides of my temples, and the Psionic recoiled, pushing the chair away from him and sending me crashing onto my back. I hit my head so hard stars exploded in front of my eyes, but I was alive, and my mind was still my own. He, on the other hand, had a look on his face as if I’d just killed his favorite crow.

“Becket,” Asmodius snarled. He then placed one foot on the chair and used it to pull me back up to a seated position. The chair slammed into place, and I was staring at him again.

The demon.

Asmodius must’ve sensed it inside of me. I had to admit, everything I’d ever heard about demons—that they were selfish, evil parasites who enjoyed inflicting pain—was starting to fall apart. This demon had come in handy, stopping assholes from manipulating or reading my thoughts. If it kept it up, I’d have to give it a cookie or something.

“Found something you didn’t like in there?” I asked.

“Do you have any idea what you’ve allowed that Infernal to do to you?” he said. “Of course not, because you’re just a stupid little girl with no real knowledge of the way our world works. You have no respect for authority, for magic itself, or even for your own soul, do you?” 

“The first one, sure, but the rest? I think that’s probably taking it a little too far.”  

“I don’t think so.” He moved in a little closer. “You have placed your loyalty in a man who had no issue with cutting out a piece of his own soul and handing it to a parasite to feast off. What makes you think he won’t cut you out of his life the moment he feels like he’s done leeching off your unique talents?” 

“You’re right, it’s almost like putting my trust in someone who planned on stealing my talent by eating my heart.” 

“What makes you think that wasn’t also a part of his plan?”

I paused, not able to formulate an answer quickly enough. 

“I thought so,” he said. “Now, are you going to tell me why I couldn’t make this thing work, or do we have to start getting creative?” 

“I told you, it beats the hell out of me. But if you’re gonna go around your house wearing it, trying to make it work, I might suggest you also put on a dress and heels.” I shrugged. “Maybe you need to really channel your inner Queen to make it work.” 

Asmodius frowned and delivered a back-handed strike across my right cheek. The impact stung, and sent a sharp stab of fresh, warm pain shooting into my jaw and neck. Already I could taste blood in my mouth, I could feel it pooling under my tongue. 

I turned my head up at him again, defiantly, and grinned. “Is that all you’ve got?” I asked, blood seeping between my teeth. 

Asmodius’ lip curled. “Sooner or later you’re going to give me what I want,” he said. “Everybody does.” 

“I think you’re a little too used to that.” 

“Perhaps I am, but right now, I’m the one in a position of power. I’m going to give you a little time to reconsider helping me. I can assure you, that will be a far more enjoyable position for you to be in than the one you’re in now.” 

I didn’t speak, deciding instead to let him have the last word. A moment later, he and his big friend decided to leave. The big man shut the door behind him, leaving me in darkness and alone with my thoughts and my demon; a far more frightening proposition now that I couldn’t see my own nose in front of my head. 

That thing Becket had told me about the way these creatures sapped a person’s energy was really starting to make sense. I didn’t know how long I’d be able to hold onto consciousness for, or if I would even be able to do so at all.

I took a deep breath, sighing. “Alright, guys,” I said, “I’m the one who needs saving, now. You’d better have a plan.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

“Can someone explain to me why we don’t have a plan yet?” Karim asked, a little panic in his voice.

“Plan?” Danvers asked, “Why are you talking about a plan?” 

“Because her Royal highness, Queen Isabella of the Glittered Goddess, is missing, obviously.” 

“Could you calm down? RJ is out looking for her.”

“What is she even doing out in the first place? It’s the middle of the bloody night.” 

Axel pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger, and shut his eyes. He’d been trying to reach Izzy with magic, using the power of the Tempest to enhance the reach of his psychic antenna to try and find her signal across the dead of night. It hadn’t worked. Either she was out of his range, or someone was blocking him from reaching her.

That second possibility scared him way more than the first.

“Okay,” Axel said, shaking his head, “Who spoke to her last?” 

“I did,” Danvers said, “About two hours ago, before we turned in for bed. I didn’t think she was gonna get any sleep, not the way her brain was racing. We talked in her room for a while, and then I went to mine. I didn’t hear her door open again, and even if I had, it probably wouldn’t have set my Spidey senses off.” 

“Why not?” 

Danvers rolled her eyes. “Don’t make me say it? It’s weird enough the two of you are smashing as it is.”

“There’s an elephant in the room I wouldn’t want to address if my life depended on it,” Karim said, “But getting back to the matter at hand. Danvers says she saw Izzy two hours ago. Assuming she didn’t immediately leave her room, she could be anywhere in the city by now. What I want to know is why did she leave? It’s not like her to go walkabouts all of a sudden, especially when you consider how absolutely unsafe we all are outside right now.” 

Axel sighed. “Unfortunately, it is like her to just get up and go. She’s done it twice before.” 

“Twice?” 

“Once the night she answered the Tempest’s call, and again the other night.” 

“Wait, what?” Danvers asked, “Where’d she go the other night?” 

“I don’t know where she was planning on going, but she did leave the house. I caught her standing out on the street. It was like she was sleepwalking.” 

“I’ve never known Izzy to be a sleepwalker.” 

“And why haven’t any of us been informed of this troubling development?” Karim interrupted.

“Because she didn’t want to worry anyone,” Axel said, “She’s clearly not in the right frame of mind right now.” 

“Did she give you a reason why she suddenly wanted to venture into the great beyond?” 

“She thinks it has something to do with the Queen… she had the crown with her. It was all just… bizarre.” 

Danvers and Karim gave each other cocked eyebrows. “Let me get this straight,” Danvers said, placing a hand on her hip. “So, the other night, you caught Izzy sleepwalking out of the house, with the crown in her hand, saying it maybe had something to do with the crazy psycho Tempest Queen who wants to eat her soul or whatever, and both of you decided to keep quiet about that? Jesus, you guys really worked together on this screw up, didn’t you?” 

“You should have told us,” Karim said, “Maybe we could’ve prepared for something like this.” 

“It wasn’t up to me to tell you.” 

“Wasn’t it?” Danvers asked, “Izzy’s gone now, we have no idea where she is, or who she’s with. Where’s the crown?” 

“With Becket, as far as I know. He hid it from her.” 

Danvers nodded. “That’s something, at least.” 

The front door to the house opened, and RJ came rushing inside. He took one look at the group assembled by the table they’d just reconstructed a few days ago, and shook his head. “Nothing,” he said. 

“Please, mister animal-man, be more specific,” Karim said.

“I tracked her scent out of the house and up the street. Then things got weird. Scent went up into the air. It got pretty hard to track after that, but I traced the scent all the way out to Williamsburg, then I lost it.” 

“Williamsburg?” Axel asked, “There’s nothing relevant in Williamsburg.” 

“Maybe she just fancied a moonlit stroll,” Karim said, waving his arm, “It’s a nice night for it.” 

“Now isn’t the time to be cracking jokes,” RJ said, his tone a scolding one.

“Fuck,” Danvers cursed, slamming her foot into the floor. “Where the hell did she go?”

“We need to keep level heads,” RJ said, “Last thing we need to do right now is be freaking out. I know this is another situation to add to the list of messed up situations we’ve been in, but there has to be a reason for this. Anybody talked to Becket?” 

“He’s aware, and he’s working on it.” 

“And working on it means…?” Karim asked, trailing off.

“I don’t know what it means. I also don’t know how long he’s going to take. What I do know is we can’t just sit around waiting for him to tell us what to do next. We need to do something.” 

“I agree,” Danvers said, “But what?”

“RJ says he tracked her scent to Williamsburg… can you give all of us the ability trace scents?” 

RJ’s eyebrows went up. “I could… but you guys ain’t trackers. How do you think you’re gonna find her?”

“Three inexperienced noses probably amount to one experienced one, no?” Karim asked.

RJ shook his head. “It don’t work like that. You can’t just slap on a dog’s nose and get after it, man. Tracking takes patience and skill.” 

“So, then we’ll look for her the old-fashioned way,” Axel said, “There are four of us. We can all cover a lot of ground if we split up.” 

“Wait,” Karim put his hands up, “Split up? You mean, go and search for her alone, in the cold?” 

“That’s what split up means, genius,” Danvers said, rolling her eyes.

Karim scowled. “You’ve had some terrible ideas before, but this one is by far some of your best work. You do know who’s still after us, right? Splitting up is a death sentence.” 

“So, then we’ve sentenced her to death!” Axel snapped, sending a chilling silence through the room. The rest of the group stared at him, but said nothing, leaving the echo of his voice lingering, stalking. “I know who’s out there. I don’t know for sure if anything’s happened to her, but if something has, and I’m sitting on my ass, I’m never going to forgive myself.” 

Danvers walked over to Axel, slowly, and placed a comforting hand on his arm. “I know how you feel,” she said, “I’m scared too… that’s why I’m with you. I think we should find her, no matter how dangerous it could be.” 

“You’re both insane,” Karim said, “I’m all for a little adventure, but this is crazy.” 

“So, when we find her,” Danvers said, “Do you want to tell her how you refused to mount a rescue, or should we?”

“That’s not what I’m saying at all. I’m the one who asked why we didn’t have a plan, yet, remember? What I’m saying is that this is a bad plan. We’re Mages, for crying out loud, and the best solution you have is I guess we can look for her the old-fashioned way. No! We can find a better solution; we just need to think a little harder and not act impulsively.” 

“Karim is right,” Becket said, his voice immediately commanding the attention of the room. Axel turned to look at him, and as always, his gaze went to the Infernal’s red eyes. They were impossible to miss, especially in dim light. “We mustn’t act impulsively.” 

“Did you find anything?” Axel asked. 

“I have.” Becket paused, scanning the room before settling his stare on Axel. “She’s been captured by your father.” 

Axel’s stomach sank. “My… what? How?”

“She left the safety of this house. Ordinarily, that alone probably wouldn’t have been enough to draw your father to her like a magnet, even if he’d been continuously searching for her magical signature… but she has the crown with her.” 

“Didn’t you hide that from her?” RJ asked. 

“I did. I don’t understand how she was able to retrieve it, least of all without my knowing, but the moment the crown left the protective bubble of this house, I suspect the information wouldn’t have been far from Asmodius’ senses. He ambushed her in a park.” 

“And where is she now?”

“In a dark room with plain, concrete walls and a single door leading in and out. I wish I knew more, but my source can only give me so much information.” 

“Source?” Karim asked, “You have someone on the inside?”  

“Not someone. A demon. I need you to all not ask too many questions, but needless to say, she’s in danger, and we must act quickly. Asmodius hasn’t been able to use the crown, but it won’t be long before Izzy does use it, likely in an attempt to escape his grasp.” 

“Then we have to leave now,” Axel said, heading for the door.

“Action should be taken, yes, but I have no way of knowing how secure this compound is or how much hostility we’ll be facing once we descend upon it. Asmodius likely already believes we’re preparing to mount a rescue, so his facility will be on high alert. If we want to get her out, we’ll need her help.”  

“How are we gonna do that?” RJ asked, “She’s under guard in a compound.” 

“I don’t yet know, but there’s another problem. As long as we are separated, I have no control over the beast. It will try to take her for itself. Time is of the essence here.” 

“We don’t even know where she is,” Danvers said.

“No, but we know where to start looking,” RJ said. “Maybe you can’t all track her by scent, but if he jumped her in Williamsburg, it means he could be operating from somewhere nearby.” 

“Unless he used a portal to get the hell out of dodge.” 

Axel shook his head. “My father doesn’t use portals. Doesn’t trust them.” 

“I don’t blame him,” Becket said, “The mental acuity needed to successfully link two places in time and space is… not for the faint hearted or for the intellectually unimpressive. If we’re going to go and look for Izzy, then we need to move now. But we can’t do this alone. We will need help.” 

“Help?” Karim asked, “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’re kind of social pariahs in this city. Who’s going to help us?” 

“The Magistrate. Asmodius is a wanted criminal, and he’s taken one of the Magistrate’s Mages. It’s time they got involved in the hunt to bring him to justice.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

The binds around my hands weren’t coming off. It was no use. Whoever tied me up had done a good enough job that all I’d succeeded in doing so far was making my wrists raw from all the wriggling. The chair itself was bolted to the ground, too, so I couldn’t tip it over. Needless to say, magic was out of the question; the anti-magic runes glowing all over the walls were making sure of that.

“Save your strength,” Ifrit said, “You’ll need it when the time comes.” 

“And if it doesn’t?” I asked, “I can’t just sit here and wait. I’ve never been good at that.” 

“Weren’t you going to wait to be rescued?”

Grunting, I tried moving my feet, but they didn’t budge. “That seemed like a good idea for about five minutes, but then I got bored.”

“Asmodius isn’t a novice. He’s made sure you can’t get out of this room on your own.” 

“Maybe, but there has to be something he missed, or something one of his cronies missed. I think one of the rear bolts is a little loose.” 

“Izzy, stop.” 

I stared at the little flame sitting on my lap. “I can’t, okay? I don’t know how long I’ve been in here, but I’m already starting to feel… weird.” 

“The demon, yes. I know. It’s trying to find a vulnerability, too. A weakness it can exploit. I’m keeping it at bay, it’s nothing I can’t handle.” 

“Whether you can handle it or not, it’s still a pretty solid argument for getting the hell back to Becket in a hurry. He’s the only one who can take this thing out of me, unless Asmodius happens to have an exorcist on hand.”

“Somehow, I doubt that very much.” 

“Exactly.” 

I tried twisting again, groaning from the effort. I thought I could feel the rear bolt giving way, even if it was only a little bit. Then again, that could’ve just been my mind desperately trying to cling to the hopeless idea that I could get out of here on my own steam. Ifrit was right. Asmodius had locked this place up pretty damn well. 

He had me, and it was only a matter of time until—the door unlocked with a heavy clunk sound, sending my heart leaping into my throat. I settled back into the chair as the door opened slowly, letting a little light from the corridor beyond spill into the room. Asmodius and the man from before walked into the room—Asmodius holding the crown, his friend holding… a toolbox. 

“Come to do a little maintenance work?” I asked. “Good idea. I think the chair isn’t properly secured to the ground.” 

The thug with the big hands set the toolbox down on the floor and opened it. Inside, I saw several instruments, many of them rusty and old, some of them sharp. The door slowly swung just as Asmodius took his position in front of me. The room fell into darkness again, but only for a moment. With a click of his right thumb and forefinger, Asmodius brought a ball of red-violet light into his hand. 

The light shimmered off the crown in his other hand, the colors dancing on the smooth metal. “Well then,” he said, “I think I’ve given you enough time to reconsider your earlier decision, don’t you?”

“I don’t know,” I said, “Can I have a week or two to think about it?” 

“I’m going to miss your wit, but I didn’t come here to trade blows. I came here to tell you what’s going to happen, and why.” 

“Let me guess. I’m going to put the crown on, and you’re gonna cackle maniacally as I give you the power of the drowned Queen.” I shook my head. “You weren’t listening before, were you? It’s not going to work like that. I can’t give you what isn’t mine.” 

“That’s not true. You see, I know for a fact you’ve used the power of this crown once before, which means you can do it again. That little worm you’ve got coiled around your soul may have prevented me from diving into your mind and pulling your secrets out by force, but I got enough of a glimpse to know you’re scared of the crown. You’re scared of what it can do. So, you’re going to do it again, and this time, I’m not leaving until one of us breaks.” 

“We’re gonna be here a while, then.” 

“Oh, I’m not so sure about that.” 

Asmodius shone a little sinister light on the big thug he’d brought into the room with him. He was wielding a set of pliers, the kind you pull bolts with; only he clearly wasn’t going to be using them on the chair. They were probably meant for my mouth. I swallowed hard, hoping that, in the dark, neither man could see just how on edge I was. 

“That’s disappointing,” I said, shaking my head. 

“Disappointing?” Asmodius asked.

“You know. You work so hard on putting out this civilized monster routine, not a hair out of place, every word and action meticulously chosen to perfectly fit with the mask you’ve chosen to wear. But then when it comes to the good part—to the nitty gritty torture part—your fall back is a thug with a set of pliers? I almost expected more from you. I certainly expected you to do the deed yourself. For shame.”

“I feel like I have to object to this,” Ifrit said, filling the silence that followed, “I wouldn’t be a good Guardian if I didn’t.” 

Asmodius looked across at the man holding the piers and took them from his hand. “Who said I wasn’t?” he asked, taking a step closer to me. “But even this, I think, won’t be enough to convince you to do as I ask. No. I could pull all of your teeth out, I could cut you, maim you, I could bring you to the brink of death only to have you healed so you can endure the same pain over, and over, and over again, but I believe not even that would be enough.” 

“Figured me out, huh?” 

“Indeed. You’re quite the stoic little one. Here you sit, trapped in front of the man who wanted to eat your heart, and you still find it within yourself to be brave. To be bold. To make jokes, even.” He tapped his nose with the pliers. “But little Isabella Warden has a weakness, now. Do you want to know what it is?”

“I have a feeling you’re gonna tell me anyway.” 

Asmodius leaned a little closer to me. “I’m not going to kill you,” he said, “Instead, I’m going to let you sit here, and day after day, I will bring your friends in here and make you watch as I do to them what I’m going to do to you right now. The Necromancer, the little Tempest, the Vivimancer, and even my son. I will butcher them in front of you, eat their hearts, and when I’m done with them, I will hunt down each and every member of their families and do the same to them, day after day until you decide to do what I want you to do.” 

“You don’t have the balls,” I growled.

“Don’t I?” he asked, clamping the plier around my index finger. He hadn’t applied enough pressure to break it, but the pain was already a hell of a thing. I took a deep breath in through the nose and held it as the pain reached its peak. “My agents have been following the Vivimancer’ family for weeks. His father, his mother—his sister, the one you allowed to get hurt once before. They’re all being carefully watched. A single order from me is all it would take for them to be bagged and brought here, kicking and screaming.” 

I hadn’t been taking him as seriously as I should’ve been. It wasn’t the pain in my hand, it wasn’t the thought of being tortured—even though that would suck. It was the thought that Asmodius wouldn’t just harm my friends, but that he had RJ’s family in his sights. That had struck the deepest nerve.

I didn’t want anyone else to come to harm because of me. I could deal with the slings, the arrows, the pain. I’d dealt with pain before, plenty of it, and I knew if I tried—if I really tried—I could resist Asmodius until I was dead. But if it meant protecting other people, then I didn’t have a choice, because he wasn’t the kind of man to bluff.

I had to put on the fucking crown. 

“Fine,” I growled, “Fine. I’ll do it.” 

Asmodius released my finger, and the pain subsided. “Good,” he said, “I’m glad we could come to an understanding.” He straightened up. “Now, will you do as I ask?” 

“Untie me, and I might.” 

“Do you take me for a fool? Give me what I want, and I’ll leave your friends and their families alone.”

“And what exactly do you want? Because the crown won’t work on you. It only works for me.” 

“What I’ve always wanted… her treasure. Or did you think I was after something more esoteric?” 

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I should’ve known you were only interested in the money.” 

“There’s more than money to be found in the drowned Queen’s city. What I want is wealth, and there’s a difference, but I doubt if you would know what it was.” 

“Right, because my brain is so much smaller than yours.” 

“No, but your ambitions are.” He paused. “Can you do what I want from you? Or is this a pointless endeavor?” 

I stared him in the eyes, so he knew I wasn’t trying to hide anything from him. “I can do it, but I’ll need time.” 

“How much time?” 

“I don’t know. Time works differently in the Tempest than it does out here. You can’t rush this, and you won’t be in control of the situation… you understand that, right?  

He frowned. “I do.” 

“Then let’s get this crap over with, but you need to give me your word you won’t hurt my friends or their families.” 

“I give you nothing of the sort.” 

He handed the pliers over to his friend, then slowly moved the crown closer to my head. The whispers started almost immediately. I hadn’t been able to hear them the whole time I’d been down here, but the closer the crown came to sitting on my head, the stronger they got. I could feel the Queen’s presence drawing nearer, and nearer, pushing through even the anti-magic runes Asmodius had installed into the room. 

Nothing was going to stop her from crashing into me like a wave. 

The crown touched my head, and as it did, I felt a sudden surge of pressure against my shoulders. Thunder rumbled, not outside somewhere, but inside of me; and behind it, a voice came screaming, screeching, tearing through the barrier between dimensions. 

I caught a flicker of something in Asmodius’ eyes—maybe excitement, maybe fear, maybe both. He recoiled from the crown, stepping back, and as he did, the world around me fell away as if it had been swept up in a hurricane. 

The Tempest roared around me; the smell of it, the sound of it, the sight of it filling me not only with dread, but also with excitement. I was standing on a rock overlooking an ocean violently churning, waves breaking and frothing around me. And there, gleaming like a pristine jewel above the waves, was the shining city of Ashelor. 

Once drowned, but no more… thanks to me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

The Athenaeum. Axel hadn’t been back here since the night Izzy hurled herself into the Tempest and joined the ranks of enlightened Mages. He stared at the monolithic, gothic temple, at the hordes of Pegasi and Angel statuettes decorating the walls, at the brilliant blue fire burning atop the central spire. 

This was a place of magic, knowledge, and wonder, but it was also a place of judgment. It was here that the city’s Magistrate held court.  In this building, five of the most powerful and influential Mages in all of New York—called Tribunes—convened to discuss Magistrate business and pass judgments in a session lorded over by Magister Eliphas himself.

There was a time when Axel’s own father would have had a seat at that table, but that time was long gone. Now, it was his father who was about to be discussed by the city’s governing body of Mages. The reason? Justice. 

Axel waited with Becket and the others in a well-lit corridor adjacent to the Athenaeum’s main chamber. The corridor was marble, flush with golds and browns, the décor clearly inspired by many of the world’s oldest, and most pristine Cathedrals. On the walls, were shifting dioramas of Mages gloriously conquering the elements, of battles fought against mighty, demonic beasts; of the Tempest itself, the source of a Mage’s magic.

“Snap out of it,” Danvers said, clicking her fingers in front of Axel’s face. 

Axel blinked hard and stared at her. “What?” he asked.

“You’re stuck in a daze when you need to focus. You’re gonna do the talking in there.” 

“Not all of it,” Becket said. “Though, as the son of the man we are here to discuss, I suspect the Magistrate will want to hear from you as we argue our case.” 

“What’s there to argue?” RJ asked, “Izzy needs help, and they need to help us get her.” 

“I have told them what I can, and they have undoubtedly spent some time deliberating already, but you more than anyone should understand just how difficult the Magistrate can be when they are called to action.” 

RJ shrugged. “Why do you think I left?” 

“Can everyone just… stop talking for a moment?” Karim asked. He was pale, far more than usual, and holding himself upright against a wall. “I don’t think I’ve quite gotten over the portal hop over here.” 

“We shouldn’t be here,” Axel said, “We should be out there, looking for her.” 

“And we will, but we need their resources,” Becket said, “We don’t even know where she is, and even if we did, it should not fall on just us to do battle with Asmodius. We do not want him to escape again, and for that reason at least, we need them.”  

The double doors to the Athenaeum’s main chamber slowly opened on their own. Beyond the doors was a domed, circular room with a giant empty space in the middle. On the far end of the room sat a semi-circular panel of Tribunes, all of them watching as Axel and the others made their way through and took center stage. 

At the head of the congregation of judges was the Magister himself, Eliphas. Axel recognized every last one of the faces staring at him from on high. Each of the Mages there represented one of New York’s major boroughs. 

Azalius, from the Bronx. Callista, from Manhattan. Dexius, from Queens. Neeve, from Brooklyn—she was the newest member of the Magistrate, having replaced his father.

As was the custom when the Magistrate was in session, each Tribune wore a ceremonial robe, stylish and covered in shimmering trimmings. Their hoods were pulled up and around their heads, though, revealing only their mouths and chins. Magister Eliphas wore a black robe, but unlike the Tribunes, he wasn’t required to wear his hood. 

When Axel and the others reached the center of the room, Eliphas stretched his hand and bid them to stop where they were. “In the name of the Magistrate of New York,” he said, “I bid you welcome.” 

Axel took a deep breath to center himself. They didn’t have time for all this pomp and pageantry, especially considering Eliphas himself knew what was going on. Not only had he been told what was happening, he pointed Becket and Izzy in the direction of one Hugo West. It was clear to Axel, though, that the rest of the Magistrate had no idea what was going on under their noses. 

This pageant was clearly for them.

“Thank you for convening for us, Magistrate,” Becket said. 

“What business do you bring before this court?” 

“One of our number has been kidnapped by a man who used to sit on your very court. We would ask for the Magistrate’s assistance in locating and retrieving her.” 

“Who is the victim, and who is the assailant?” asked Callista, her glossy, red lips delivering soft, smooth tones.

“The victim is Isabella Warden,” Becket replied, “The assailant is Asmodius.”

A quiet series of whispers moved through the chamber. “Mages are frequently being embroiled in disagreements with other Mages. If every single one of them was brought to the attention of this court, we would never get anything of importance done.” 

“Perhaps not, but a kidnapping by a man who used to wield the power of this court is a serious matter that should be actioned by this body. I should also inform you that Isabella is a member of your Manhattan protectorate, as are many of the Mages standing before you now.” 

“And just what are you implying, Becket?” 

“Nothing, except, of course, that inaction on your part could be mistaken for weakness, or perhaps even cowardice, in the face of a more powerful foe.” 

“You would call me a coward?” she hissed. 

“Not at all, however I think the issue needs to be stressed. Asmodius has, in his possession, a magical artifact of incredible power. Though he has not yet used it, it is only a matter of time until he gets what he wants from Isabella. Am I to believe you would all sooner let him have what he wants than move against him?”

“I want to hear more about this crown,” said Dexius, his voice harsh and gruff. “Is it real?” 

“It is real,” Becket said.

“And you’ve seen its power?” 

“We were all present when Isabella used it the first time.” 

“How do you know it took her to the Tempest?” 

“Isabella isn’t a liar,” Axel snapped. 

The Tribune broke into a series of murmurs and whispers. Becket frowned at Axel, chastising him without words for stepping out of line, but he hadn’t been able to help himself. Izzy was in trouble, and these people didn’t seem interested in helping her.

“The prodigal son speaks,” Callista said. “Tell me, has the apple fallen far from the tree? Or do you forsake your father’s wrongdoings?”

“I didn’t come here to have my loyalties dissected and scrutinized,” Axel said, “I came here because my father is going to use the crown if we don’t move to stop him. And if he can’t use the crown, he’s going to rip Izzy’s heart out from her chest and eat it.” 

“Now, there is an outrageous claim if ever I heard one. Asmodius? A cannibal?” Callista scoffed. “Tell me a better joke.” 

“It’s not a joke. When my father first kidnapped Izzy for her skills, he wanted me to incapacitate her and bring her to him so he could cut out her heart and eat it.” 

“What you’re saying is fucking blasphemy,” Azalius snapped, his voice a sharp rattle in his voice. “There are no Heart Eaters in New York.” 

“Believe whatever you want, but I’m telling you the truth. Maybe my father can’t use the crown yet, but Izzy can, and if he kills her and eats her heart, maybe he’ll be able to use it too. And then he’ll have more power than any of you.” 

“I don’t think that’s the case. I think you want us to fight your battles for you, and that’s not what this court is about. If any of what you’re saying is true, then your friend is the one who should be brought to justice for meddling with something she shouldn’t have meddled with. If the crown is real, and if its power is real, then Isabella Warden is the one we should move against.” 

“Let’s not act rashly,” Magister Eliphas said. “We can all agree we had our doubts about Asmodius. Perhaps he isn’t truly a Heart Eater, but he is a criminal, and a fugitive of this court, at the very least. We can come to an agreement, here.” 

“We are listening,” Becket said.

“Asmodius must be brought before this court to answer for the crimes he has committed against the Magistrate of New York. Of that there is no question. However, if the crown is real and if its power is as you say, then it cannot be allowed to fall into the hands of those who would use it for evil. I believe you when you told me Isabella was brought into this on pain of death, and I do not blame her for wanting to unravel the mystery of the crown—for wanting to see this through to the end. I know all of us gathered here today would have done the same if presented with such an opportunity.” 

“Isabella is a trustworthy person. Right now, she is being held against her will and possibly fighting for her life. We must act quickly. What are your terms?” 

“With the agreement of this court, I move we act against Asmodius now. Find the girl, find the crown, and bring the man to justice. However, the crown should belong to the Magistrate. We will take possession of it and lock it away, never to be used by another soul.” 

A pause. “If the crown’s power is real, why wouldn’t we study it?” Callista asked. “If the crown can truly open the doors to the Tempest, imagine what discoveries we could make.” 

“The crown is dangerous,” Eliphas said, “Its power would only corrupt, like it did the drowned Queen all those many years ago. It must be locked away. Unless there are objections to my proposal, we will act immediately.” 

A pause, then Azalius slammed his hands against the arms of his chair, sending an echo through the chamber. “Are we seriously going to believe a word these people are peddling?” he asked, raising his voice. “Who are we even dealing with, here? The son of a crime lord, a man who broke the Legionnaire’s oath, a child, and… whoever the hell that is.” 

“Oi!” Karim objected, “’l’ll have you know I’m the Lord of Westchester.” 

“Lord?” Danvers asked in a low voice.

“I have a flat there. I’m Lord of my own property. It counts.” 

“English,” Azalius scoffed, “A foreigner. And worst of all, the Infernal. Why you are even allowed to function as a member of our society baffles me, Becket. You should crawl back into the hell hole you climbed out of and lie in the filth with your demons. I’d sooner help a vampire steal blood from innocent children than help the likes of you. I object in the strongest of terms.” 

Becket nodded. “Noted,” he simply said. 

“Settle down, Azalius,” Eliphas scolded. He paused. “Tribune Callista, how do you vote?” 

Callista paused, perhaps deeply contemplating the issue, perhaps soaking in the attention—likely both. “I can see the merit in putting a sick dog down,” she said, “At the same time, that dog isn’t so sick that it can’t bite your face off if pushed too hard. What you’re suggesting is incredibly dangerous.” 

“No more dangerous than some of the threats this Magistrate is asked to deal with from time to time,” Tribune Dexius said. 

“Perhaps, but this isn’t some external threat we’re being asked to interfere with. It is, at best, an interpersonal dispute.” 

“And the crown? I would call that an external threat.” 

“We don’t even know if the crown is truly real. All we know is, at some point a few days ago, we detected an energy surge. All we have now is their word that what they’re saying is true. If it isn’t, and we as the New York Magistrate descend on Asmodius, our leadership will be questioned. I, for one, don’t want to risk it. I vote no.” 

“Then you’re a coward,” Dexius said, folding his arms. “For Queens, and for all the good it will do, I vote yes.” 

Eliphas sighed. “In order for my motion to pass, the vote had to be unanimous,” he said, “I’m sorry, but the Magistrate cannot help you.” 

“This is bullshit!” RJ said, stepping forward. 

Azalius leapt to his feet. “You dare step toward the Magistrate?” he snapped. 

“Yeah, I dare. What the fuck are you gonna do about it?”

The Tribune glared at Eliphas. “You would allow that man to address his betters like this?” 

“I—” 

--Danvers felt the pulse before anyone else did, and Axel felt it an instant later, the feeling rippling up and along his spine. He turned to look at her, his eyes wide. “Izzy?” he asked.

Danvers nodded. “Yeah…” she said, “I think she’s just used it.” 

“Shit, we have to leave.” 

Karim shrugged. “It’s not like we’re getting any help from these pricks, is it?” 

“Do you know where she is?” Axel asked, “Can you trace the source?” 

“I think so, but we need to move fast,” Danvers said. 

“Then let’s get the hell out of here,” RJ said, already moving toward the door. 

“Excuse me,” Eliphas called out, “Where are you all going?” 

Axel stopped and turned around. “Did any of you feel that?” he asked.

“I felt it,” Neeve, the woman in Asmodius’ old seat finally spoke. “Was that it? Was that the crown?” 

“Yeah… it was. Either she’s put it on, or my father has found a way to use it. Either way, we have to go and help—with or without you.” 

Neeve looked at the Magister. “I’ve felt that power before,” she said, “It’s real, and it’s bigger than all of us.” She pulled her hood back, revealing a young face—she must’ve been in her mid-twenties—with black hair and sharp, hazel eyes. “We have to help them, and if not as Tribunes, then as Mages.” 

“Who let this child speak?” Azalius barked. “You’ve sat on this Tribune for less than a heartbeat, and you think you can go against the wishes of this Magistrate without repercussions?” 

“She can,” Eliphas said, yanking his robe off entirely and tossing it aside. With his eyes fixed on his brother, Becket, he nodded emphatically. “The Magistrate will not move on Asmodius, but I, as a citizen of this great city, will. Tribunes Dexius and Neeve, gather all your Legionnaires who are willing to volunteer.”

“This won’t stand,” Azalius said. “The three of you will not come back to find this Magistrate exactly the way you left it.” 

“Maybe not, but if this is real, I want to be on the right side of history.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

“You again!” hissed a shrill voice.

I spun around on my heel to find Oktos looming high above me, his black, feathery wings spread wide, his skeletal body on display. It was an intimidating sight, a thing of nightmares, and yet his presence comforted me; made me feel safe.

“It’s me again,” I said, “Why do we keep meeting?” 

“Because I’m your Psychopomp, obviously. I’m supposed to show up whenever you enter the Tempest, but you’re only supposed to have entered once. This is your third time, and you’ve still got that damn crown with you. Why are you here?” 

“I didn’t have a choice,” I said. “Trust me, I want to be here less than you want me.” 

“So, take the crown off and go away like you did last time.” 

“I can’t. Right now, another Mage is holding me hostage. If I take this off and go back to him empty handed, he’s going to go on a torture fest.” 

Oktos stared at me, his wings curling around his body. “I can see why that might be upsetting.” He paused. “But I can’t let you stay here without knowing first what you plan on doing with that crown.” 

“I made a promise to the man who threatened to kill my friends. I’ve got to go to that city and bring him the treasures inside.” 

“You’re kidding… right?” 

“No, I’m not.” 

The Psychopomp shook his head. “No, you’re lying. Tell me why you’re really here.” 

“You want to know if she plans on destroying you,” Ifrit said, his voice low and deep. He was huge, a Godling made of fire standing tall beside me. 

Oktos slowly nodded. “I am.” 

“Why would I destroy you?” I asked. “I couldn’t even if I wanted to.” 

“That’s not true. The crown can do many things, even kill us, if that’s what you wanted. As for why? I don’t know why you would choose to destroy me, but I know enough about humans to understand just how dangerous you can be, given enough power. You aren’t the first Mage I have guided.” 

“Yeah, okay, most humans are assholes, but I’m not one of them.” 

Ifrit cocked a silent, fiery eyebrow at me. 

“Okay, sometimes I am,” I said, “But I’m not a murderer. Besides, I like you, Oktos. I never wanted to see you again, but if I have to be here, then I’m l relieved to be in your company.”

“Is that true?” Oktos asked. 

“Of course. You helped me find the other half of my soul. I’m always gonna be grateful for that.” 

The Psychopomp paused, maybe to think about what I’d just said, maybe to consider whether I was really lying to him. The water around our rock was calm, now; or at least, mostly quiet. It was like an oasis in a desert, a spot of blissful perfection in an otherwise inhospitable environment. 

“Alright,” Oktos said, “I’ll accept that. But now you have to get serious with me. Are you really here to try and steal treasure from that place right there?” 

I turned my head and glimpsed Ashelor in the distance behind me, the city now standing triumphantly above the waves. “I am. I don’t know how, but I need to try.” 

“I don’t recommend that.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because that is a dark and dangerous place. None of us go there. Not Guardians, not Psychopomps, not even Wardens or Oracles; and Oracles are meant to be everywhere at once. That place is a blight upon the Tempest. Nothing good can come of going there. Best to just let it sink again.” 

“What do you mean by that?” 

“I haven’t seen the city standing like that in a very long time. When you first showed up with the crown, it was under the waves, where it belongs. Does it look sunken anymore?” 

“No… are you saying I caused that?” 

“Yes, I am. Ever since you showed up with the crown, things have been happening in that place. First it came out of the water, then it started reaching into the Tempest, expanding its influence and poisoning everything it touches. The last time that city stood above the waves, the Tempest itself fought back and sank it. The same thing will happen again.” 

“The last time. Do you mean the first time?” 

“Exactly. The first and only other time that city stood above the waves.” 

“What else can you tell me about the city?” 

“I shouldn’t be telling you anything about it. The city has nothing to do with the search for your Guardian, but I can’t seem to be able to stop answering your questions.” 

“Do you think that crown is doing that?” 

“I really don’t know.” 

I turned my eyes up at the spire jutting into the sky from the heart of the city. I could see the dome beneath it, the four pillars at each corner of the temple. It was impressive, and dark, and sinister all at once. Lightning struck it several times, from all directions, but the spire didn’t crack, didn’t break. 

“What if I wanted to destroy it?” I asked.

Oktos gave a hearty chuckle. 

I looked at Ifrit, then back at Oktos. “Why are you laughing?”

“Because not even the Tempest itself could destroy that place. Its answer was to drown it and hold its corpse beneath the waves. You can’t destroy it.” 

“You talk about the Tempest like it can think.” 

“It can think, and feel, and want. I’m sorry if you can’t wrap your mind around that, but the Tempest isn’t merely a place, nor is it a thing, or a vessel through which humans can wield the incredible powers they do. The Tempest is everything. It’s the universe. It’s God. To suggest you can do something the Tempest can’t isn’t just hubris, it’s blasphemy to my ears.” 

“Okay, well, I’ve never considered any of that. What you’re saying is probably true, but I have to find treasure in there to bring to the man who is going to kill my friends and their families. I also have to destroy that place. I don’t know how I’m going to do any of that, but I have you, I have Ifrit, and I have the crown. We have to be able to find a solution to both problems.” 

Oktos’ entire body shook, causing his feathers to ruffle. “Wait, we? What do you mean by we? I can’t be involved in any of this.” 

“And why not?” 

“Because my purpose is to guide you to your Guardian. Nothing more. I shouldn’t have told you half of the things I’ve already said.” 

“And yet, you’ve said them. You’ve already broken the rules that bind you, but you haven’t stopped existing.” I grinned. “Maybe your brain can’t wrap itself around that.”  

The Psychopomp stared at me. If it had eyes, I had a feeling they would be glaring. “Alright, maybe we both have smaller brains than we’d like to think. That doesn’t mean pursuing this course of action isn’t going to end up meaning oblivion for all of us.” 

“I’ll give you that. Now, are you gonna help me or not?” 

“I’m not sure. Where would we even start?” 

I turned to look at Ifrit. His attention was fixed on the city itself, his massive fiery body shifting with the breeze. “What do you think?” I asked, “I don’t know how any of this works. For all I know, we could all be marching into the end of our existences.”

“I don’t register the passing of time the way you do,” he said, “For me, I have always existed, and will always exist. Or I have never existed, and I won’t. Oblivion does not frighten me.” He turned his head to look at me. “But it’s my duty to protect one of the most precious things in the universe. Your soul. Putting that in danger goes against everything I have ever known.” 

“I know, but this is bigger than my soul. If we don’t destroy the city, and someone else finds a way to use the crown, then more people than we can imagine would be put in danger. Not just people, either, but the Tempest, too. I can do this with or without your help.” 

“I’m bound to your service, Izzy. I’ll go where you take me, and I’ll fight to protect you and your soul until the bitter end.” 

Oktos approached. “Not that I agree with any of this,” he said, “But what’s your plan? Are you just going to march in there and tear the place down brick by brick?” 

“If that’s what it takes. Maybe there’s a quicker way, but I’ll need your help, and I’m only going to ask one more time. Will you help me?” 

The Psychopomp squared himself up, ruffling his feathers. “If I don’t, you’re going to get yourself and possibly your Guardian killed. I don’t think I can stand by and do nothing.” 

I nodded. “Good. Thank you, Oktos. Now, more than ever, I need a guide.” 

Oktos bowed. “I’m yours. I’ll answer your questions as best I can, but you’ll need to ask them.” 

“Ifrit… will the crown take me to the city?” 

“Yes,” Ifrit said, “Command it to, and it will take us there.”

I turned my gaze toward the city and took a deep breath of salty, ocean water. I found it strange I couldn’t hear the Queen’s voice, that I couldn’t feel her presence drawing nearer. Maybe it was because she’d already won one of her battles—getting me here—but I couldn’t tell with any certainty.

I took a step toward the city, picking my way across the rocks that made up the little island we’d been standing on. The water frothed and broke around us, but the spray didn’t seem to touch my hair or dampen it at all. As I reached the waterline, the water receded, like magic, pulling away from the rocks to reveal solid, walkable land underneath. 

The Tempest itself parted for me, creating a path between where I was, and the base of the shining city itself. I glanced at Ifrit and Oktos, then I started on my long walk to Ashelor. I could only imagine what some Mages would have given to be in my position, the Tempest itself bowing to their will in a way they could never have dreamed. 

But they didn’t really know the whole truth, did they? 

I doubted if they’d like having the fate of the Tempest itself on their shoulders. They’d probably only want the treasure that was supposed to be in here, somewhere. But that’s not how things work. Nothing comes for free. 

We walked in humble silence, watching the walls of water churn and rush around us. As we walked, the Tempest fell in behind us to close the path we’d used to get to where we were going; a clear signal that from here, there was no going back. 

From here, I could only go forward, closer to the heart of this place; closer to the throne room, and to the drowned Queen.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

On a normal day, even the Magistrate would’ve had trouble locating Asmodius’ safehouse—but today wasn’t a normal day. Not even Asmodius could’ve predicted just how powerful an energy spike using the drowned Queen’s crown would create. It had lit his lair up like a Christmas tree, and with Becket’s intricate knowledge of portal magic, Magister Eliphas, Tribunes Dexius and Neeve, six Legionnaires, and one pissed off gang of low-key criminals were falling on it like a hammer.

Still, Asmodius had erected wards around his second compound to prevent portals from opening, or Mages from teleporting, directly inside. By Becket’s own estimates, he’d been forced to anchor the portal’s end point about a half-mile away from the property itself, but even from where they were standing now, Axel could see lights.

According to Becket, they’d landed somewhere upstate; somewhere far enough away from the city itself that even the orange-hued clouds hanging above New York itself were only a suggestion in the distance. Out here, there were only trees, and grass, and moonlight

As soon as they stepped out of the portal and Becket confirmed their location, Eliphas went to work on summoning some cars for the ride back. He didn’t like the idea of cramming Asmodius and any of his captured cronies single file through a portal that could be tampered with. Magic-proof cars, however, would work nicely as prisoner transportation. 

“Have you ever been here before?” Becket asked Axel.

“No,” Axel said, “I’ve never been here. I didn’t even know this place existed.” 

“Are there more compounds your father keeps in his back pocket?” 

“Probably. If I didn’t know about this one, then there are others I don’t know about. If you want to make sure he doesn’t go back into hiding again, we need to catch him for good this time.” 

RJ clasped Axel on the shoulder. “I know this is probably gonna be tough for you,” he said, “I just want you to know, I’ve got your back. We all do. Even that sarcastic sonofabitch.” 

Karim rolled his eyes. “Is this the part where you expect me to make some profound speech about friendship and camaraderie?” he asked, “Because if so, you can stick it up your arse.” 

“The friendship or the camaraderie?” Danvers asked.

Karim flipped his middle finger at her. “How about this?” 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Becket interrupted in a scolding tone, “This is no way to behave in front of the Magistrate. Show some dignity.” 

Axel had almost forgotten they weren’t the only ones who’d followed them and the Magister through the portal. Neeve, the Brooklyn Tribune, and Dexius, who watched over Queens, had joined them in their fight against Asmodius. They’d also brought six Legionnaires wearing black tactical armor and black, hooded cloaks that looked sinister as all hell.

“You ever miss wearing a cloak?” Axel asked RJ.

“Pft,” RJ scoffed. “Hated the fucking thing. They couldn’t get me to keep it on.” 

“Do you still have it?” Karim asked, “And if you do, could I have it? It would be a perfect addition to my casual Friday attire.” 

“I’d pay to see you wear something like that,” Danvers said.

Karim scoffed. “Fool, I’d wear it for free.” 

Neeve approached the group while Becket, Dexius, and Eliphas discussed their battle plan. Axel still couldn’t get over how young she was. Tribunes needed experience, wisdom, and maybe a few battles under their belts. They needed to understand politics, war, and the occult all equally in order to effectively maintain order within a city. 

How in the hell had she been picked to take on such a huge responsibility?

“Mind if I join you over here?” she asked, tucking her hair behind her ear. “I kind of feel like they don’t really need me right now.” 

“You sure about that?” Danvers asked, “You’re a Tribune.” 

“Yeah, but they’re having a pissing contest about whose plan is better, and I’m not in the mood to join them. I got them to come here, I feel like that’s enough.” 

“And I appreciate that,” Axel said, “But you do understand who we’re going up against, right?”

Neeve nodded. “I know,” she said, looking right at him, “I took his seat at the table, and he left big shoes to fill.” 

“No,” Axel shook his head and squared up to her. “Do you know who he is?” 

“I’ve met him before. I know his politics, his values, his methods.” 

Axel shook his head. “No. You don’t know his methods, not the way I do. My advice? Stay close to RJ. Tribune or not, my father won’t care. He’ll murder you if you get in his way, and he won’t even break a sweat or think twice about doing it. I’ve watched him do it.” 

Neeve nodded. “You obviously don’t know who I am, Mister Barlow. I may be young in comparison to the other Tribunes, but I have earned my seat. I came to fight for my people, for my city. I’m not about to cower behind someone else.” 

A pause rolled through the group. “I like this chick,” Danvers said.

The Tribune grinned. Then Becket, Eliphas, and Dexius broke away from their quiet discussion to address the group. It was Eliphas who spoke, the Magister clearly wanting to at least look like he was the person in charge of the operation. 

“Alright,” he said, “According to our source, Isabella is laying on a bed, unconscious, likely somewhere toward the rear of the compound.” 

“Your source…” Karim said, “You mean Becket’s demon?” 

“Indeed. According to the source, she hasn’t been harmed, but she’s wearing the crown and she’s under guard.” 

“My father?” Axel asked.

Becket shook his head. “Asmodius isn’t near her. Not right now, in any case. I believe he’s expecting an attack and is preparing his defenses.” 

“How could he know we’re coming?” RJ asked, “Nobody tipped him off.”

“Nobody had to. He would’ve sensed that massive surge of power as soon as Isabella put the crown on and known we would sense it and come like sharks drawn to blood.”

“He’s right,” Axel said, “My father’s actions are motivated by greed or paranoia, sometimes both. You’re sure Izzy isn’t being hurt?”

“Not as far as I can tell. I think your father wants to keep her alive and well, though for what purpose, I don’t know.” 

“If she’d refused to put the crown on, he would’ve had no use for her, and he would’ve killed her. It’s more likely she made some kind of deal with him.” 

“Which means he’s waiting for something,” RJ said, “Ready to pounce as soon as he thinks it’s within reach.” 

“I’m truly enjoying this chat,” Karim said, “But as you all say, we’re burning daylight. Or moonlight… we should get a move on.” 

“Right,” Becket said, “We have a plan.” 

Axel folded his arms across his chest. “Let’s hear it.” 

“If Izzy is being kept in a room near the rear of the compound, I’m going to take the Magister, Tribune Dexius, and the Legionnaires, and attack from the front.”

Crickets filled the silence that followed. “Are you kidding me?” Danvers asked, “That’s a stupid plan.” 

“It isn’t. Asmodius will be shoring up his defenses, anticipating this attack. That means, he’ll be reinforcing the weak spots around his compound, and not expecting a full-frontal attack.” 

“Heh, full frontal,” Karim chuckled.

Danvers elbowed him in the gut. “Quit it, you child.” 

“As I was saying,” Becket said, “The attack will force him to divert resources away from the compound’s weak points, which is where you will be striking.”

“Do we even know what the place looks like?” RJ asked. 

“Not exactly, so you’ll have to find a way in while we cause a distraction.” 

“You realize you’ll be throwing yourselves into the wolf’s mouth, right?” Axel asked, “This won’t be an easily fought battle.” 

“I understand. I also think it’s about time I got my hands dirty and did some of the hard work. I’ve been waiting on the sidelines far too long.” Becket’s eyes flashed bright red, emphasizing his intent.

“Tribune Neeve, I want you to go with them,” Eliphas said. “They’ll need a Demonologist handy to suppress the demon attached to Isabella when they make contact with her, and Becket will be too busy coordinating the primary attack to assist.” 

Neeve nodded. “Just tell me what I have to do.” 

“The demon is under my control,” Becket said, “But it cannot tell me where it is, and I will not be able to get close enough to the compound to sense where it, and Isabella, exactly are. That will be Tribune Neeve’s task.”

Neeve nodded. “I’m up to it.”  

“Do I have time for another ciggie?” Karim asked, “My nerves are through the wall.” 

Axel cocked an eyebrow. “Later,” he said, “We need to get to Izzy, the sooner the better.” 

Karim rolled his eyes. “I suppose you’re right. Come on, then.” 

Becket, Eliphas, Dexius and the other Legionnaires watched Axel and his group start pushing through the trees toward the compound. 

The walk through the woods was shorter than he’d imagined it would be, probably because he’d spent most of it psyching himself out for war. That’s what this was, after all. War. It wasn’t that he hadn’t done battle with his father and his father’s forces before. He had. What was keeping his mind running in circles was the fact that he had Izzy in a vulnerable position. 

One wrong move, one misstep, and Asmodius plunges a dagger into her throat. 

The only thing keeping him going, the only nugget of hope he had to cling to, was that Asmodius wanted something from Izzy. Until Asmodius got what he wanted, he would keep her alive. He would do everything he could to keep her alive, and that meant there was still time—even if there wasn’t much.

The attack hadn’t started by the time Axel reached the low, barbed fence surrounding the compound. Axel scanned the area, saw that it was quiet, and went to step over it, but Danvers yanked him back by his elbow. 

“Wait,” she hissed. “Don’t.” 

Axel stopped. “What is it?” 

“The moment you cross over that line, he’ll know.” 

“How do you know that?” 

“Izzy isn’t the only one who knows a thing or two about wards, remember?” 

“What do we do about it?” RJ asked. 

Danvers stared at the barbed wire, watching it like it was about to get up and attack. “I can tear it down, but they’ll know we’re coming, and they’ll know where we’re coming from.” 

“I sort of feel like Becket should have anticipated this,” Karim said, “Right? Or is that just me?” 

“Maybe he did anticipate it,” Neeve said, “And maybe we should walk right through anyway. Let them know we’re coming.” 

“Won’t that throw the whole stealthy approach angle off?” Danvers asked.

Neeve pointed across Danvers’ shoulder. Axel looked, and there, walking swiftly across the dirt path leading toward the compound, was the Magistrate. Dark Mages clad in cloaks and hoods moved like shadows with a purpose, and Axel felt the thrill of battle start rising inside of his chest.

He watched Eliphas raise his hand toward the sky, saw the way his fingertips started to glow, saw the way the clouds above churned and roiled. Thunder rumbled, lightning stirred, and an alarm sounded. 

The compound’s main gates opened, and four men spilled out—none of them were Asmodius. Three of them trained guns on the Magistrate, while the fourth raised a hand toward Eliphas. Words were exchanged, but it was Becket who fired the first shot.

 A bolt of blood red light streaked from his fingertips and striking the Mage in the chest and sending him crashing to the floor. The other three men holding guns opened fire, but their bullets struck magic shields protecting the Magistrate Mages, the impacts sparking and exploding in little flashes.

“That sounds like our cue,” Neeve said.

RJ walked up to the barbed wire and pulled it apart with his bare hands, making a hole big enough for Axel and the others to step through.

There was no turning back, now.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

At the top of a mighty set of stairs leading out of the water, stood Ashelor—the shining city, only it was different to how I remembered it. 

I’d never been here before, but I had dreamt about this place. In that dream, I remembered seeing a lot of whites and golds, perfectly sculpted marble structures, and well-maintained roads. At least, that’s what the city looked like before the dream turned into a nightmare that almost stopped my heart on the spot.

This city, this Ashelor, was somewhere in between. 

There was a hint of beauty in the cracked facades and broken marble columns. I could see the impeccable craftmanship that had gone into laying the cobblestone roads at my feet, even if now they were also fractured and smashed, and covered in thick, green weeds that filled the air with their briny, mossy stink. None of the buildings had fallen, each standing defiant in the face of time and the Tempest itself.

But this was no longer the awe-inspiring place it had probably been all that time ago. Now it was a ghost town grown overrun by deep algae, its streets gone silent, its buildings left hollow and empty—like an amusement park that gets shut down but never dismantled, leaving only echoes of the happiness it had once brought to people.  

I walked through it almost in a daze, my eyes not quite knowing what particular detail to settle on. Oktos kept a close step behind me, with Ifrit sitting on my shoulder again. Neither being had spoken since we’d set foot in this place. Ifrit didn’t seem so much scared as he was vigilant. Oktos, meanwhile, was trying to be respectful, but even I could sense his fear of this place. 

I couldn’t blame him; Ashelor was giving me the creeps, too.

“Why can’t we hear the lightning?” I asked, turning my eyes up at the sky. It was constant, the bright arcs tearing through the grey sky above like they meant to kill the very clouds themselves. But they were silent. No thunder grumbled through the heavens. I couldn’t even hear the ocean.

“Good question,” Oktos said. “I don’t know.”

“It’s eerie… I almost prefer hearing it.”  

“I’m not surprised. The lightning, the waves in the water, the currents underneath them, they are the Tempest. They are the lifeblood of this realm, which means they’re your lifeblood too.” 

“Is this place trying to keep me from reaching my magic?” 

“It’s possible, have you tried calling on your magic?” 

I shook my head. “Not since the other night. I tried to use magic, but I felt the Queen breathing down the back of my neck. It was like she was getting closer to me because I was reaching into the Tempest. But I’m here, now, and she’s… not.” 

“Try picking up that rock,” Oktos pointed a long, bony finger at a fallen piece of marble the size of a football.

I hesitated. I wanted to lift it, but if using magic brought the Queen closer to me, then risking it wasn’t a good idea. Then again, I was already here. I stretched my hand, called to the Tempest to give me my power, and grabbed the rock with my mind. This time, when lightning struck, I heard it. I felt it inside of my chest, rumbling through me, making my entire body hum. 

The marble chunk floated off the ground a few inches. With a quick wave of my hand, I sent the marble hurtling across the street, where it slammed into the cobblestones and started bouncing away. My body tingled, exhilarated at how easy that had been… and still, no Queen. 

“I think I’m good,” I said.

“Good,” Oktos said, “I suspect Ifrit and I would be affected well before you lose your powers. Think of us as your canaries.”

“I would rather you didn’t,” Ifrit said.

“Relax. You’re a Guardian, I’m just a guide. If this place really does start affecting us, you can be happy in the knowledge that this canary would go down before you did.”  

“Let’s hope neither of you go,” I said, “I need you both.” 

I pushed deeper into the city, keeping my eyes peeled for signs of movement in the alleys between buildings, or even in the skies. But Ashelor was dead. Corpse was the word Oktos had used, and corpse was right. It reminded me of a rotting, bloated thing that had been dragged out of the ocean. 

I’d seen one once. 

I remembered stumbling upon a crime scene on the banks of the east river. Someone had drowned, or had been murdered, I never found out what had happened to them. But I’d happened to catch the body being prepared for transport. I shuddered at the thought, and then something caught my eye.

Not movement, but artwork. 

I walked over to the side of a building that looked like it had once been someone’s home. It was two stories’ tall, with many windows, shutters desperately clinging to their hinges, and a door decorated with beautiful golden trimmings that didn’t seem tarnished by time. But none of this was as interesting as the designs on the wall itself.

In my dream I remembered seeing many sigils and markings on the walls, on the doors—the people of Ashelor clearly loved etching designs into their marble surfaces. But many of the icons and much of the artwork I’d seen showed dragons; roaring, soaring dragons. Not once had I seen a drawing of a tentacled creature like the one in front of me right now.

It looked like an octopus or a squid, but it had way too many limbs, eyes, and teeth to be either. “Oktos…” I said, slowly approaching the wall. “What is this?”  

Oktos moved closer to the wall and carefully inspected it, his skeletal, bird-like head swaying curiously. I heard something crack, and Oktos suddenly recoiled from the painting, hissing and turning away as if he couldn’t stand to look at it for a second longer. 

“What happened?” I asked. 

The Psychopomp touched his face, then turned to look at me, slowly. He was nursing one of his eye sockets that looked like it had collapsed into itself, fresh lines of broken bone spidering out in all directions. “Step away from that wall,” Oktos warned, jabbing a finger at the mural.

Figuring I shouldn’t question his warning, I moved away from the wall. “Your face…” I said, “What is that?” 

Oktos shook his head. “The result of a careless action. I shouldn’t have gotten so close.” 

“But, why? It’s only a picture.”

“It’s more than that. It’s a dedication to Kamos.”

“Kamos?” 

Ifrit pointed at the wall. “That is Kamos.” 

From where I was standing, I could get a good look at the image etched into the mural. A lot of it was broken, and fractured, but the creature looming large was easy enough to make sense of. Tentacles, eyes, teeth, and now pincers, too. It looked like a cross between a crab, a wolf, and an octopus, dipped in a nightmare, and slapped with an ugly stick.

The image on the mural didn’t only show this creature, though. At the foot of the beast was a large, circular dome, and inside of that dome, structures, houses, spires. That was Ashelor, the shining city, and it looked like this thing was more than twice the size of the entire city. 

“What the hell is it?” I asked.

“To even utter the word Kamos, especially inside of the Tempest, is blasphemy. But all of us know about the sunken city, all of us know how it got here, and all of us know the Tempest itself couldn’t destroy it; it could only contain it within itself. It was difficult, trying to process the idea that the Tempest wasn’t the only God in the universe. That’s like finding out you have two fathers and two mothers, instead of just one of each.” 

The crown on my head suddenly started to feel much heavier than it had a moment ago. “So, you’re saying this thing on my head has the power of another God inside it? The magic that got me here isn’t Tempest magic?” 

“The crown is of the Tempest,” Ifrit said, “If it weren’t, the same thing that happened to Oktos could’ve happened to you.” 

“But this place,” I trailed off and scanned the immediate neighborhood, “It’s covered in images of Kamos. In my dreams, there were dragons here, not weird crab-squid monsters.” 

“The story goes that the drowned Queen didn’t begin dabbling in darker arts until sometime after the city was originally built. Nobody truly knows whether she summoned Kamos from some distant realm or awakened him from eons of slumber. Either way, she must’ve thought she could control it, and for a time she probably did—perhaps while it slowly regained its strength. But then she lost that control, then she lost her mind, and then her city.” 

“There’s more to the story,” Ifrit said.

“More?” I asked.

I watched him turn his head slowly, watched his eyes move as they rolled over the neighborhood around us. For a moment—and maybe I was going insane myself—I thought he recognized this place. I had no way of knowing from only looking at his eyes, but Ifrit and I shared a bond, and that bond allowed me this moment of understanding, this glimpse into my Guardian’s mind.

“Ifrit?” I called out to him.

A distant roar pierced the relative silence between us, sending my hackles up. 

The sound had been shrill, not like a dragon at all but more like a high-pitched screech. It echoed through the alleys, the streets, bouncing off the walls as it moved. I spun around on the spot, trying to find the source, my heart racing inside of my chest, but nothing was moving; nothing was out of place. 

“What the hell was that?” I asked. 

“I don’t know,” Oktos said, “But I didn’t like the sound of it.” 

Another roar, this one closer, and coming from a different direction. I turned to look for the source, and this time I found myself staring at a tight alley between two buildings. It was dark there, light barely reaching the other side of the alley itself. I backed up a step, my entire body tense. Another shriek filled the air, but I was more interested in the low growl coming from the alley in front of me.

There was something in there, something big and drawing near. 

“Ifrit,” I called out, “I need you.” 

Without warning, he hurled an arc of fire at the space between the buildings up ahead, sending a shower of flames bursting all over the walls and into the alley itself. But whatever was hiding inside didn’t retreat from the fire—instead, it came charging out; a six-legged beast that looked like nothing I’d ever seen before, except here. 

All six of its eyes were bulging and red, its mouth was huge and filled with row upon row of sharp teeth, and from its back, hard spines dripping with slimy ichor jutted out. 

It was coming right at me, murder burning in its eyes like fire, and it wasn’t alone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Sporadic gunshots and flashes of magic filled the night air with sound and light. Each clap of a gun rattled the teeth, making Axel duck—even if only slightly. The constant stream of magic energy being flung around caused the hairs on his arms to stand on their ends, but he kept his cool and pushed toward the compound building itself.

His father knew they were coming. He could feel it, that awareness. Even as Axel did his best to mask his group’s approach with magic, he knew, there would be no tricking his father; no making him look one way while the real threat comes from another direction. But that had been the crux of Becket’s intentions. 

It wasn’t to trick Asmodius, it was all to force a choice; deal with Becket, or deal with Axel?

Not both.

A backdoor to the dull, grey building opened, spilling a square of light out onto the yard. Axel and the others took cover behind a large van, pressing their backs against it to avoid being spotted by the wandering flashlight. 

Axel peeked around the corner and spotted two men, both holding guns, one of them making a quick search of the area. “Alright,” he whispered, “I think we can take them—we just need to use the darkness as cover.” No sooner had the words left his mouth that floodlights came online, bathing the area with light. 

“Or not,” Karim said.

“Screw that,” RJ said, “I’ll take ‘em.” 

“RJ, wait!” Danvers hissed, but RJ was quick to step out of cover and move around the van. He rushed toward the guys holding the guns, who were quick to spot him and open fire. Some of the bullets went wide of the charging Vivimancer, others hit him in the chest, the shoulder. The floodlights illuminated the spray of blood and even the bullets as they brutally entered and exited his body, but they weren’t enough to slow him down. 

He fell hard on one of the guards, dropping him with a single right hook. Grabbing the first guard’s gun as he went down, he spun around and smashed it into the second guard’s face. There was a loud crack, and the guard hit the ground with a thud. He turned his head to the side and beckoned the group to follow him, despite smoke still issuing from the wounds on his body.

“Holy shit,” Neeve said, a little breathless. 

“He’s impressive, isn’t he?” Karim asked. 

“Keep it in your pants, both of you,” Danvers growled, before rolling out of cover and rushing over toward RJ. 

Axel followed, meeting them both by the door to the compound. Blood covered RJ’s shirt, but the holes in the skin underneath had already healed. “Here’s the plan,” RJ said, “I’m gonna charge in there and cause all kinds of shit. You guys follow when I give the all clear.”

“You mean you’ll do all the work?” Karim asked. “Brilliant. I’ll wait here in case any ghosts show up.”

“We’re not doing that,” Axel said. “We don’t even know what this place looks like on the inside or where Izzy is, exactly.” 

“But we could,” Neeve said.

“I’ve tried,” Axel said, “My father is blocking me from reaching her.” 

“But I bet he’s not blocking me from reaching the demon. We’d need to join forces, but I think I can find the demon from here.” 

“You wanna join spells on the fly?” Danvers asked, “That’s dangerous.” 

“Maybe, but we need to know where she is,” Neeve said, “This might be the only way.” 

Axel nodded. “Yeah, alright. Let’s do it.” 

Neeve extended her hand, and Axel took it. The others, meanwhile, formed a defensive perimeter around the two, keeping an eye out for more guards while RJ put his weight against the door to keep it from opening all of a sudden. 

Axel placed his other hand against the wall and shut his eyes. Neeve followed suit, giving him her full concentration. Reaching into the compound was easy. The walls themselves weren’t protected from Axel’s Psyonic intrusion, but Izzy was. 

He could feel the conscious minds of the people inside. Each one of them was anxious, but ready for a fight—and a fight to the death, if it came to it. They were sycophants, ready to die to protect their master. He pitied them, but not as much as if they’d been mentally dominated into protecting his father at all costs.

They knew what they were doing, and they deserved what they got.

Trying to find Izzy proved impossible, though. Asmodius was keeping her hidden from him, which meant he was probably near her. Maybe not in the same room, but possibly in an adjoining room, watching her from behind a two-way mirror. It was the only way he would be able to keep her constantly hidden from his magic.

“I can’t find her,” he said.

“Then let me use your mind,” Neeve said. 

Axel nodded. He wasn’t used to this kind of ritualized magic, to sharing powers. It was possible, sure. Danvers did it all the time, mixing and joining spells from different Mages into her concoctions. But two Mages joining their powers to create a single spell in the moment was different, especially when they were Mages of different Practices. 

There was a spark, a moment of connection, and Axel found his own mind suddenly open to demonic energies. He could feel Neeve working through him, his Psionic magic enhancing her senses.  He glimpsed Phades in his mind, the dark, smoky specter creating a shield around his soul to prevent it from being touched by things that shouldn’t touch it. 

A tense moment passed, and then Neeve’s eyes shot wide open. “I found her,” she said, sucking in a deep breath of air.

“Where is she?” Axel asked, letting go of Neeve’s hand.

“We can get to her from here, she’s about sixty yards down, but we need to move fast.”

RJ opened the door and peeked inside. The corridor behind it seemed quiet enough—quiet compared to the ruckus going on outside, at any rate—but Axel didn’t trust the quiet. “We’re gonna need another distraction,” Axel said. “The place is swarming with guards. Did you sense anyone else in the room with her?” 

“The Mage and two guys with guns.” 

“We can take them. The rest of you are gonna have to make a whole bunch of noise. Are you ready to fight?” 

Danvers grinned. “After watching this guy get shot and not go down? I’m ready.” 

“Speak for yourself,” Karim said. Then he paused to take in the audience of frowning faces around him. “But alright. if I absolutely must.” 

Axel looked down the corridor again. “Do you know what door we’re looking for?” 

Neeve peered inside. “I’m not sure, but I’ll be able to sense it on my own once we get close enough.”  

“Okay. We’re going in. RJ, Danvers, Karim, create a distraction—and make it a big one. Buy us all the time you can.” 

“Oh, please, like that’s going to be difficult,” Karim said, pushing past Axel and walking inside. 

With a snap of his fingers, he triggered a gust of icy cold air to push past him and into the building. Wherever the wind went, the lights flickered wildly and died, leaving a trail of darkness in their wake. Axel’s insides were so cold it was starting to hurt. He shuddered and shivered as his breath started forming in little puffs in front of his lips.

“What the hell did you do?” Danvers asked, stuttering.

“Created a distraction,” Karim said, turning his head to the side. His eyes were glowing, like Becket’s, only his were pale blue and smoking slightly. “Are we doing this or what?” 

Axel nodded and moved into the building, following the path of the wind. Already he could hear the sounds of confusion moving through the building, and it was only going to get worse. This had happened before, he recalled. Or, at least, something like this had happened before. It still amazed him just how effortlessly Karim had been able to kill the electronics in the area. 

It was a testament to just how powerful Necromancers were, and a stark reminder of exactly why they were so rare.

A door swung open off to the right, and a man in tactical armor holding a gun spilled out into the corridor. By the time he caught sight of the group, Axel’s stunning spell was already hurtling toward him. The man’s hand seized around the grip of his gun, his finger squeezed the trigger, and the gun started firing as he toppled and fell, sending a hail of bullets into the walls and ceiling. 

Axel threw his hands over his head to protect himself from falling debris, and quickly pressed himself against one of the walls. Another guard came rushing out after the first, this one with his gun aimed and ready to fire. It was Neeve who stunned him this time, sending the guard crashing to the floor, gripping his head and screaming. 

“Woah,” Danvers said, “What did you do to him?” 

“Just a mild stun.” 

“That was mild?” 

“Get it together,” Axel said, “RJ, take point and start hunting guards. Take down anyone that moves that isn’t us. Karim, Danvers, fan out and do the same. We’re gonna make a run for it and try and get to Izzy.” 

“You go,” RJ said, “I’ve got these punks.” 

He rushed toward the room from which the guards had emerged. Someone yelped, gunfire erupted, and then it stopped. A second later, RJ hurled the guard through the door and sent him smashing into the wall in the corridor. 

“Who the fuck is next?” he roared from inside the room. 

“Save some fun for me!” Danvers yelled, rushing in after him. 

Karim followed too, leaving the corridor open for Axel and Neeve to head deeper into.

Axel started moving, keeping his head low and his psychic senses peeled. He had no idea what the internal landscape of the compound was, and without being able to sense Izzy directly, he didn’t know exactly how far or exactly in what direction she was. He only had a vague idea based on what Neeve had said.

He concentrated again hoping that, from inside the compound, he’d be able to get a sense of where she was. 

Instead, he found something else.

“Just what do you think you’re doing?” came Asmodius’ voice beamed directly into his head.

“I’m not coming to dinner, that’s for sure,” Axel thought.

“You’re starting to sound like her. It’s pathetic. This entire attack is pathetic, and it will fail.” 

“I’m going to give you one chance. Surrender Izzy, unharmed, and I’ll make sure you don’t get executed for your actions.” 

“And why would you do a thing like that?” 

“Because you’re my father, and as much as I hate you, I can’t escape that fact.” 

“No. I think you’re trying desperately to cling to the notion that you’re one of the good guys; that you have the higher ground. You have everything you needed growing up because of me. I gave you your childhood, your life, every luxury you ever enjoyed. You can play pretend all you want, but you are just as stained with the blood I have spilled in the name of our family as I am.” 

“Maybe, and I’ll never be able to repay that debt, but we’re defined by our choices.” 

Silence. A door opened, and two guards moved through it accompanied by a bald man with a goatee. He was wearing a black suit with a black shirt and a red tie, and he had a knife in one hand and crackling magic in the other. He whipped his hand out and sent a bolt of magic sailing through the air, but Neeve deflected the magic away. 

The Mage grinned and cracked his neck.

“Last chance,” Axel thought. “Give up, or else whatever happens, happens.” 

“You and I both know I’ve made up my mind,” Asmodius said. “Do your worst.” 

Axel stepped up beside Neeve and stared at the Mage standing across from them. “You recognize him?” she asked.

“Even if I did, I wouldn’t care,” he said. “Let’s kick his ass.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

I spun around on my heel and made a mad dash away from the creature. Already Oktos had taken to the skies on his massive, black wings. Ifrit sprang into action, growing in size in an instant and, with a mighty roar, he breathed a circle of fire around the three of us. 

The flames gave the creatures pause, now. They circled us like hyenas, four of them in total. I could see them through the flames, watching us, searching for an opening. Long, purple, serpentine tongues flicked in and out of their mouths. 

“What are those things?” 

“They’re called Murklings,” Ifrit said, “And they’re more dangerous than they look. They share a telepathic bond, they’re incredibly agile, and strong enough to break bones with a single bite of their jaws.” 

“Oh, awesome,” I said, “For a moment there I thought you were going to give me some bad news.” 

“They do have a weakness, however—” one of the creatures leapt through the fire wall before Ifrit could finish his sentence and started charging toward me, its mouth slack and open, saliva dripping from its massive tongue. 

I leapt to the side to avoid its bite, spun around, and fired a blast of telekinetic magic into its ribcage. The Murkling staggered, whimpering, but after shaking its head, it was good to go again. I rolled my eyes. That blast should’ve been enough to break it in half, but I’d only managed to knock the wind out of it. 

“You’re a tough bastard, aren’t you?” I yelled, as the Murkling came for me again. 

This time, I leapt into a backflip just as its jaws came down on the spot where I’d been standing. Using a little magic, I was able to get enough air to clear the creature completely, sending it rushing through underneath me. Still in the air, I drew the power of the Tempest into my right hand and charged a bolt of lightning, snapping my hand at the creature and sending the magic hurtling toward it. 

Contact. 

The lightning struck the Murkling all along its spiny back, burning its flesh and causing it to stumble and fall on its side. I landed on the ground with my hands outstretched, but by the time I’d turned around to face the creature again, it was already getting back up, growling, even though half of its face had been burned off.

“Ifrit!” I yelled, “What’s this thing’s weakness?” 

But Ifrit couldn’t answer me. I caught him grabbing one of the Murklings by the throat with one hand and smashing a fiery fist into its face with the other, over, and over, and over again, completely ignoring me. That wasn’t like him. I’d never known Ifrit to ignore me, but I could only deal with one thing at a time. 

“Okay, fine,” I said to the Murkling. “I’ll deal with you by myself. C’mon big boy.” 

The Murkling growled and charged again, only this time he didn’t come for me on his own. Another one leapt through the flames and fell into step beside it, only that one wasn’t already half burned. 

The burned Murkling pounced first, its jaw opened wide. I was able to step out of its path, but only just, and only with the help of my magic. Cupping my hand again and filling it with lightning, I was about to strike, when a tentacle wrapped itself around my arm and yanked me to the side. The new Murkling grinned at me, as if to say gotcha, and it had. 

I tried to break free, but it threw another tentacle around my other arm, and then another toward my neck. Each limb worked on its own, striking at different parts of my body while the Murkling stood its ground, pulling me toward it with its six, powerful legs. I couldn’t use my hands, and my legs were starting to burn from the effort of keeping myself upright. 

The Murkling yanked hard, and I fell forward, landing on the side of my face. My head started ringing, and the tentacle around my neck tightened its grip, squeezing my windpipe shut. I tried kicking out with my legs, but this thing had my arms and my neck. 

It flipped me onto my back and started dragging me toward it. Turning my head up, I could see its mouth, its teeth, its long, viscous, purple tongue. I couldn’t breathe, I could barely think, and the world around me was starting to darken at the edges when a shape darted across the sky faster than I could keep track of it. 

Oktos descended on the Murkling like a massive bird of prey, his giant wings beating hard, his fingers and feet splayed. He grabbed one of the Murkling’s tentacles and tore into it with his massive beak, splitting it in two and freeing one of my arms. The tentacle, now limp, slid off my wrist and fell to the floor, giving me an opportunity. 

I snapped a stunning spell at the creature, striking it square in the shoulder. The Murkling’s whole body seized up, putting even more pressure on my throat, but Oktos was on it. He landed beside me, grabbed the tentacle constricting my throat, and drove his beak into it, tearing it in half. 

I had never been happier or more relieved to draw a breath in my entire life, but I couldn’t celebrate the occasion because the Murkling had turned its focus on Oktos. It lunged at the Psychopomp, snapping at him with its jaws. Oktos was quick, but not quick enough to avoid getting bitten in the leg. 

The bone snapped, shin separating from thigh, and Oktos fell to one knee. 

“Oktos!” I screamed. I rushed at the Murkling and drove my boot into the side of its head, but only succeeded in pissing it off even more than it already was. Its massive ears twitched, its eyes narrowed, and it snapped at me with its powerful jaws. I jumped back once, twice, avoiding getting bitten but only by a hair. 

It came in for a third bite, but this time when I jumped back, I used magic to propel me even higher than normal. Then, as I hung in the air, I charged a lightning bolt into my right hand and sent it streaking into the Murkling. The lightning roared, tearing through the air, arcs of light exploding in all directions. 

The Murkling shied away from the lightning as it soared towards it. When it struck, a powerful explosion of light rocked the world around me. The creature seized and convulsed as thousands of volts coursed through its body frying everything from its nerves deep inside of its flesh, to the flesh itself. 

The air was left singed, and reeking of burned flesh, but the Murkling was down.

One of them, anyway. 

Ifrit was still dealing with two of them, but they weren’t attacking him—the were staggering from left to right, as if they were dazed. Oktos had taken to the skies again, holding in each of his hands a piece of his shattered leg. I yelled out to Ifrit again, and this time, the fire Godling finally acknowledged me. 

“What!?” he growled. 

That sent me for a loop. My entire body went suddenly cold, almost numb. “Ifrit…” I said, trailing off. 

Ifrit’s angry stare softened, like he’d only just become aware of it. His eyes widened, as if coming out of a daze. “Sound,” he said, “They use their incredibly sensitive hearing to track their prey.”  

“Alright. I can work with that.” 

“I think I’ll just wait up here from now on, if you both don’t mind,” Oktos said.

“Yeah, you do that,” I replied, looking around for more Murklings. Several hadn’t dared enter the ring of fire Ifrit had made for us. The other two that were still up and inside were starting to shake their momentary stun off. It made, now; they’d been stunned when I sent that second lightning strike crashing down on one of their friends. 

I readied myself, taking a defensive stance and cupping my hands. Calling on the Tempest again, stretched my hands to either side of my body, and clapped once, hard and fast, sending a thunderclap ripping through the city. The sonic wave was powerful enough to take bites out of some of the less sturdy marble columns and walls, the ones nearest to us, anyway. 

For the Murklings, though, the blast was more than they could bear. The Murklings lurking outside of the fire ring turned tail and scampered away, while the others stuck inside with us took to the ground, whining and whimpering. Ifrit came down on them like a hammer of fire, kicking one of them hard in the side and making it burst into flames. 

The other one, I took care of. I grabbed it with my mind, lifted it into the air, and then sent it hurtling into a solid marble wall. The creature crashed through the wall itself, making it crumble around it. When it didn’t get back up, and the others didn’t return, I allowed myself a moment to breathe deeply, then exhale.

That was that, at least for now.

I walked over to Ifrit, slowly. “Are you alright?” I asked. 

“I’m sorry,” he said, “I don’t know what came over me.” 

“You scared me.” 

“I scared myself. I’m not meant to disobey you.” 

I nodded. “It’s alright. We’re alright.” 

“Speak for yourself,” Oktos said, descending near us. Even standing on only one foot, he was still graceful, and lithe. He shook the remnant of his foot at me. “What am I supposed to do about this?” 

“Is there no way you can fix that?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I’ve never been dismembered before. Psychopomps weren’t meant for battle.” 

“Maybe not, but you saved my life. Thank you.” 

Oktos scoffed. “You’re welcome, I suppose.” 

“No, I mean it. That was badass, what you did. I’m gonna try and find a way to put you back together, I promise.” 

The Psychopomp nodded. “In the meantime, I suggest we get out of this place. We’ve probably alerted more of those things to our presence here.” 

“You realize, getting out of here means going deeper into the city, right?” I pointed at the temple of five pillars. “We’re going to the throne room.” 

“Better in there than out here. At least that place has walls.” 

“I hate to break it to you, but if it’s anything like my dream, it doesn’t have walls. Still, I don’t think those things came to us by accident. I think she’s watching us.” 

“Testing us,” Ifrit said. “She wants to know if you’re truly worthy.” 

“Worthy?” I asked, “Of what?” 

Ifrit fell silent for a time. “Of her.” 

A shudder pulsed through my body, igniting my skin. “She’s not gonna get me,” I said. “Let’s go and finish this.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

The men opened fire, their machine guns rattling and spitting chunks of hot lead at Axel and Neeve. Neeve waved her hand and a wall of black flames rose up from the ground, swallowing the bullets as they reached it. Axel watched the mesmerizing fire with wide, curious eyes. He’d never seen anything like it, the way it moved, and shifted… and whispered.

The Mage on the other side of the wall, though, wasn’t as impressed. He frowned and snapped his hand, and sent a bolt of magic hurtling through the air. The magic pierced the fire with impunity, leaving Axel to block it and send the spell’s energy into a nearby wall, where it left a smoking scorch mark.

Axel fired a stunning spell of his own, not at the Mage, but at one of the men holding guns. The first one went down fast and hard, and Neeve took the second one down without much trouble. That left the Mage on his own, facing off against a Psionic and a Demonologist.

Neeve’s wall of black fire snuffed itself out in a single breath, leaving the corridor wide open for the battle that was about to take place. 

“What’s your name?” Axel asked.

“What’s it to you?” the Mage barked.

“I’m asking because I want to know what name I should give the Magister when he comes into this compound looking for corpses to cart away.” 

“You think you’re gonna kill me?” 

“I don’t have to remind you of who I am, do I?” 

A frown crept across the Mage’s lips. “Asmodius’ little bitch of a son. I know who you are. I also know—”

Neeve attacked, firing a spell at him from her right hand which he only barely managed to deflect away. “I think that’s enough out of you,” she said, preparing another attack.

The Mage’s eyes narrowed, and he took a defensive stance. “The only corpses being carted out of here, will be yours.” 

Axel rolled his eyes. “I don’t have time for this,” he said to Neeve. “Where is Izzy? Are we close?” 

Neeve nodded across from where they were standing. “Just on the other side of that door,” she said, “I think.” 

“You’re not going anywhere,” the Mage barked. “I have orders to keep you right here, and that’s what I’m gonna do.” 

“You go,” Neeve said, “I’ve got this under control.” 

“Like hell you do,” the Mage barked, and he launched into a series of quick strikes that reminded Axel of the way Delia used to fight. 

Neeve was nimble, though, and quick to react, deflecting the Mage’s spells away and launching counter-attacks of her own. Axel dove into the line of fire, tucking into a forward roll to avoid getting hit by either of their spells. He scrambled to get back on his feet and started moving fast along the wall, blocking any stunning—or killing—spells that came his way. 

The Mage tried to move between Axel and the door, but Neeve threw up another wall of black flames to block his path and keep him standing where he was; keep him directly in her line of fire. 

“You’re not going anywhere,” she said, in a low voice. “You’re mine.” 

A shiver ran up Axel’s spine, and he made a mental note never to cross this particular Tribune as he made a dash for the door. It was unlocked, and opened easily. Beyond the door, in a dark room, laying on a table illuminated by a single bald light hanging above her, he saw Izzy. She was unconscious, the crown sitting softly on her head, and she was alone. 

Axel had taken a few steps into the room when the door slammed shut behind him.

When Asmodius stepped into view, it was as if he’d manifested out of thin air. Axel knew this trick well, because he’d used it himself before, many times, to obscure himself from the eyes of others. Asmodius had always been here, waiting beside her, but not even Becket’s demon had been able to see him.

That was a testament to Asmodius’ power.

Axel stood rooted to the spot and stared at his father from across the table on which Izzy lay. “I gave you a chance to give up,” Axel said.

“And I gave you a chance to leave,” Asmodius said. “And yet, here we both are.”

“Do you have any idea how stupid this is? The Magistrate is at your door, your forces are being beaten back, and you’re cornered. How do you think you’re going to get away from this one?”

Asmodius flicked his wrist and birthed a glowing sword of red-violet light to life. The sword hummed and crackled at first, then settled into a low drone as he gripped it with his right hand. Axel watched him bring the sword up, as if to threaten Izzy’s life. He took a step forward, but Asmodius brought the tip of the sword to hover just above Izzy’s neck.

“Do you think the Magistrate can touch me before I end her life?” Asmodius asked.

“Don’t you fucking dare touch her,” Axel growled.

“Why? Don’t tell me you’ve fallen in love with this common thief. I like to think I taught you to have better standards than that.” 

Axel felt that familiar anger start rising into his throat. “And what the hell would you know about love?”

“I don’t have to explain to you how your mother and I brought you into this world, do I? Or has your time with the merry men made you dumb as well as soft?” 

Axel jabbed a finger at his father. “Don’t talk about my mother,” Axel snarled.

“Don’t hurt Isabella, don’t talk about your mother. I don’t think you quite understand how these games are played. Several times you’ve asked me to give up, to stop what I’m doing thinking I can find some kind of redemption if I would only do what you ask, but I seek no redemption. I only want what she can give me, and she’s going to give it to me, because so long as I stand here, you won’t move on me. You see, the founding principle of this game we’re playing is leverage; I have it, and you don’t. What you have ahead of you, however, is a choice.” 

“I thought we were past choices.” 

“We are past the choice you gave me, but you’ve arrived at a point where you have a decision to make. Likely the defining decision of your life.” 

“Enlighten me.” 

“You have put yourself on the other side of the battle line because you suddenly decided you had a conscience, and that conscience decided what I was doing was wrong. There was a time when you didn’t think this way.” 

“I was ignorant to what you were really up to.” 

“Perhaps, and that was my failing. I should’ve blooded you sooner. I should never have put you in charge of making sure this rat didn’t try anything stupid; especially considering what I wanted from her.” 

“Her heart.” 

“Who would’ve thought we both wanted the same thing from her?” 

“Yeah, only I didn’t want to eat it.” 

“And that’s your own fault. You don’t understand the kind of power you could have if only you followed the old ways. Why do you think it’s taken an entire Magistrate to hunt me down to the point where I’m—at least to your eyes—cornered with no way out? And why do you think I have the confidence to fight my way out of here if necessary?” 

“Because you’re deluded and you think you’re better than you are. That’s always been one of your biggest flaws.” 

“I’m sure there are others who would disagree with that.” Asmodius paused, then he circled the table where Izzy lay, coming out into the open and making himself more of a target. Axel had been searching for an opening this whole time, looking for something he could use to get an advantage over his father, and it looked like one had opened.

But that was only what it looked like. Axel knew he couldn’t take the bait, but he also knew he had to try. Otherwise, his father was right; the Magistrate had no hope of capturing him tonight. Keep him talking, Axel thought. Keep him talking, and make him take his eye off the ball for just a couple of seconds.

“So, what’s this decision I have to make?” Axel asked.

“Stand down,” Asmodius said, “Stand down, and I’ll spare her. I’ll spare all of them.” 

“Bullshit.” 

“Do you think I want her now? I have no use for her skills. She has the crown, and so long as she gives me what I want, I have no need to kill her. You must know I have never killed a person before for the simple sake of killing someone. I don’t get a thrill from ending a person’s life.” 

“Again, bullshit. You don’t really expect me to believe that, do you?” 

“I have been a lot of things in my life, but I have taught you the value of a man’s word. If I tell you I will spare them, I will do exactly that. But you must stand down. Now. End this fight while you can. I will take what I want from these people, and I will move on.” 

Axel paused, and shook his head. “Even now, even after all this time, you still don’t know who I am, do you? You have no idea what kind of a son you raised.” 

“The kind of son that abandons his family.” 

“No,” Axel said, squeezing his left hand into a fist. “The kind of man who fights for the family he chooses.” 

Axel slammed his hand against the wall he’d been slowly inching toward and sent an explosion of red-violet sparks flying into the room. The lightshow caught Asmodius off guard just long enough for Axel to summon his own crackling sword of light into his other hand, and in an instant, he was off, dashing toward his father with his sword in a downward arc.

But Asmodius caught the blow at the last second, and the two shimmering, magic swords clashed. With a hard shove, Asmodius separated himself from his son and gave himself a little room to maneuver, but Axel had now put himself between his father and Izzy. Axel lowered the sword, though its light bathed his body and danced across his face.

“I see you’ve picked up a few of my tricks,” Asmodius said.

“Just because I didn’t turn out the way you wanted me to doesn’t mean I didn’t learn what I needed to learn from you.” 

“Summoning a psychic sword and knowing how to wield it effectively are two separate skillsets, my boy. How do you effectively balance a sword that weighs nothing? How do you move with it? How can you possibly trust it to block another sword of its kind?” Asmodius changed his stance, putting one foot forward and pointing the tip of his blade toward the floor. “I have spent years studying the art of swordplay. Have you?” 

“Not really,” Axel said, twisting his body in just the right way to counter his father’s stance. “But I’m a quick learner.” 

Asmodius scowled and launched into an attack, his sword shrieking through the air. Axel parried the blow, the moment of contact between both blades creating another light explosion. Father and son glared at each other in the crackling, red-violet glow of the swords in their hands, the light burning in their eyes like fireballs.

Axel growled and kicked his father squarely in the abdomen, sending Asmodius back a few paces. Pressing the advantage, Axel moved toward his father, swinging his sword in sharp, deadly arcs, each blow swifter, and more precise than the last. He was forcing his father to go on the defensive, forcing him to react to his attacks instead of allowing him a chance to throw strikes of his own.

Asmodius backed himself almost into a corner, pulling his sword up only to defend himself against his son’s attacks. When he did manage to strike, Axel was ready to parry the sword strike away or pull himself out of danger—only to press on once again until his father stumbled and fell flat on the floor.

Axel aimed the tip of his sword at his father’s neck. “You’re getting slow, old man,” Axel said, breathing a little heavily.

“Perhaps,” Asmodius said, raising his neck. “Or maybe I want to see if you have what it takes to kill a man while he’s down.” 

“I’m not going to kill you.” 

“If you don’t kill me, I can promise you, I’ll kill you.” 

“Doubtful. Your whole life you’ve talked about your legacy, the family name. You won’t kill the only heir to the family throne.”

A grin spread across Asmodius’ lips, the light from the glowing sword giving his face an even more sinister look. “I have time to make more heirs,” he said. “Maybe the next one won’t be as disappointing as you.” 

The door to the room they were in suddenly swung open. For a mad moment, Axel thought his father’s reinforcements had arrived, but no, it was Neeve. Her eyes widened as she took in the sight unfolding before her. 

“Axel…” Neeve said, disbelief in her eyes. 

Asmodius hissed, and Axel felt the sting of psionic magic bite into his leg. He collapsed onto one knee, bleeding from the wound his father had left in him. Asmodius rolled to the side and quickly got to his feet. Neeve threw herself into the room, but Axel’s father reached for her mind with his own and wrapped his psychic tendrils around it.

Axel watched Neeve suddenly stop running, and her eyes roll into the back of her skull. “So, this is one of the Magistrate’s best Mages?” he asked. “I expected more from dear old Eliphas.” 

“Let… her… go,” Axel growled. 

“Why? What is she to you?” Asmodius turned his attention back onto his son. “Look at you. Did you really think you had the upper hand a moment ago? It would be laughable if it wasn’t also utterly sad. I’m going to take what I want from both of these women, and you’re going to watch.” 

“Like hell you are,” came another voice from the door to the room. It was Karim. He was standing in the doorway with RJ and Danvers by his side. 

“Put the weapon away and come quietly,” RJ said. “We won’t ask twice.”

Danvers cracked knuckles wreathed in magic fire. 

Asmodius frowned, then the frown turned into a scowl, that became a furious roar. He drew his sword up into the air and brought it crashing down on Axel’s head, but he hadn’t expected his son to have backed up a couple of steps. His sword cut into empty air, then he staggered and fell forward, his eyes wide, his sword arm well out of position to strike—defenseless. 

Axel found his life flashing before his eyes in the heartbeats that followed. His father had told him tonight he would have to make the most difficult decision of his life. Stand down, his father had said, but that hadn’t been it. 

Not by a long shot.

This was it. This was the moment, the decision. His father was falling, helpless, vulnerable. In Axel’s hand was a sword made of pure magic, buzzing, vibrating; a tool with which he could end the life of the monster his father had become. 

He didn’t want this choice. It was too much, too big, but he understood all too well just how capable his father was at evading death. Even if the Magistrate captured him, even if he refused to help them, even if they sentenced him to die, Asmodius would wriggle his way out of it somehow, and then he would be free again to continue defiling all he touched.

This was the moment, Axel’s moment—the defining choice of his life. It wasn’t right to end a person’s life. He knew, it would haunt him for the rest of his days if he did. But would it be worse if he didn’t? Could he live with himself either way?

With a breath held in his lungs, he drew his sword into his father’s chest, the glowing tip emerging behind the fallen Psionic’s back.

Asmodius gargled blood, some of it finding its way onto Axel’s shirt. “See?” he struggled. “We’re… the same.” 

Axel didn’t reply. He didn’t know what to say. His father went limp on top of him, the shimmering sword fading into red-violet mist as the life left his body. 

And that was it.

His father was gone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

The dragons were all gone. Every image and statue I’d seen in my dream depicting dragons in flight, or roaring, had been replaced by images of the tentacled God, Kamos. It was everywhere, especially around the temple of five pillars. 

Instead of dragons guarding it, there were octopi with massive mouths filled with teeth. The huge, golden doors were likewise covered in images that, the more I looked at them, the more they started to feel wrong on a level I couldn’t wrap my mind around. 

It was like they were striking the wrong chord against my very soul, as if simply looking at them was some kind of mortal sin. More and more, I was beginning to understand what Oktos meant when he referred to this, all of this, as blasphemy against the Tempest. 

Against our God.

“I hate this place even more than the Murklings,” Oktos said. 

“Do you think it’ll hurt you to go inside?” I asked.

“I don’t know, but there’s no turning back. Not for you, or for me.”

I nodded. “Alright.” I looked over at Ifrit. “Are you ready?” 

Ifrit didn’t respond. Instead, he stared at the door his body sending ripples of soft light over its golden surface. The door opened all on its own, the gap grinding just wide enough for me to squeeze through. I entered, my eyes peeled for potential threats, my heart firmly wedged inside of my throat. 

The throne room was dark, and gloomy; not the bright, shimmering place I remembered from my dream, but also not the underwater hellscape from the nightmare that followed. It lay somewhere in between both of those extremes—like it was stuck in limbo. Many of the walls were cracked and broken, many of the columns no longer reached the ceiling, and where once I’d seen a beautiful shifting mural, now there was only fractured darkness overrun by algae.

The one thing that stood, however, was the throne, only just like everything else, it too was different. I remembered it being a solid, rigid structure of marble, with dragon’s heads for arm rests and a soft cushion to sit on. This throne didn’t seem to have any right angles at all.

It was a fluid construction, with many curves and smooth, almost shiny surfaces. Instead of dragon’s heads, the arm rests were large, black orbs that looked like they were filled with a thick goop, roiling around a dim light source as if to smother it. Most disturbingly of all were the tentacles. 

Hundreds of them, it felt like, loomed above and behind the throne—not separately from it, but part of it. Several tentacles reached around the top of the throne, curling over it like fingers. Others were positioned around the throne itself, sculpted to look like they were ready to whip out at anyone who got too close.

Already I could feel its power, pulsing from it in rhythmic waves, not unlike the pounding of a heart. I didn’t like the way those waves made me felt, I didn’t like looking at the throne, and I liked the thought of getting near it even less. But if that was the beating heart of this place, then I had to destroy it. 

Somehow.

I took a few steps closer to the throne, but Oktos stopped me. “Wait,” he said, “Look.” 

In the open archways along the sides of the throne room, Murklings were starting to emerge. They weren’t rushing into the throne room to eat us all alive, they weren’t growling or snarling. They were simply present, making themselves known, showing us they were there. Waiting to be told what to do, I feared.

“Find a high spot,” I said. “I don’t want them hurting you.” 

“I admire your optimism,” Oktos said, “But I highly doubt I’ll be safe even up there.” 

Still, he took to the air, soaring until he reached the top of a broken column and perching himself on it. Ifrit came up beside me, his warmth and light giving me something comforting when I needed it the most. Steeling myself against the anxiety welling inside the pit of my stomach, I approached the throne, each step a little surer than the last. In my mind, I saw myself destroying it; I saw myself calling fire down on this whole place and burning it to the ground and letting the Tempest swallow its remains forever. 

But something was telling me the drowned Queen wasn’t going to let her once shining city go down without a fight.

The throne suddenly started moving, forcing me to stop dead in my tracks. The tentacles slowly writhed and pulsated, shifting independently at first, but then pulling the throne apart as one. It was like a living structure, splitting itself in two and transforming into a dark archway, with the dark orbs resting at its crown. 

And within that archway, stood the drowned Queen. 

She was resplendent in her white dress, a stunning specimen of a woman—her body perfectly sculpted, her skin flawless and tanned, her eyes smoky and dark, but filled with intelligent light. When she turned her eyes on me, the small, sigil-like tattoos on her body flashed with soft, blue, mesmerizing light.

It was hard to focus on anything else with her in the room. Nothing else mattered except the Amazonian Goddess standing less than twenty yards from me. But just like her shining city, I could sense the rot underneath the surface. There was something eerily off about her, a kind of wrongness I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Maybe it was that unnatural light in her eyes, or maybe it was the way her hair swayed like it was underwater.

Keep your cool, Izzy. 

“At last,” she said, in a soft, feminine voice. A smile curled across her lips. “We meet.” 

“I can’t say I share your enthusiasm,” I said.

“You haven’t been waiting eons for this moment. I, however, have been waiting far too long.” 

“Waiting for what, exactly?” 

“For you, my dear Isabella. For the one who could achieve what no other has been able to for as long as I have been here. You summoned the crown… you helped my city rise from its deep, dark prison, and now you have come to take what is rightfully yours.” 

“I think you’ve got that mixed up. I’m not here to take anything. I’m here to destroy this place and everything in it, including you.” 

The Queen stepped through the archway, clearing the way for the tentacles to re-form themselves into a throne once more. “I know you think that,” she said, “I can sense the fire burning within you. But we have much to discuss first, and you’re going to want to hear what I have to tell you. Perhaps then you can make a more informed decision about your place in the cosmos after.” 

She’s reading my mind. Shit. 

“No, I’m not,” the Queen said, pointing a finger at Ifrit, “But he is.” 

Ifrit was staring at the Queen, his eyes burning, his whole body burning. “Ifrit?” I asked.

“Oh, dear… he hasn’t told you?” the Queen asked. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. The Tempest has such strict rules, doesn’t it? But we worked around those rules, didn’t we Ifrit? And oh, what wonderful things we discovered.” 

“What the hell are you talking about?” I snapped, my voice filling the cavernous room and bouncing off its walls.

“Go ahead,” the Queen said, “Tell her. I know you want to. You know you want to.”

“Ifrit, what is this?” 

“I don’t answer to her anymore,” Ifrit said, his voice low and deep, like the rumble of lava shifting in the mouth of a volcano. 

“Oh, but you did. You remember.”

I grabbed Ifrit’s arm, my hand merging through his flaming body until it found something solid to hold onto. “Ifrit, talk to me, not to her. I’m here, and I need you.”

Ifrit finally gave me his attention. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I can’t share information with you about past lives I’ve lived… or past Mages I’ve been bound to. The Tempest forbids it.”  

“Wait… what?” 

“Ifrit was my Guardian well before he was yours,” the Queen said, “And we accomplished many things together. We built this place together.” 

“And you destroyed it with your insatiable greed,” Ifrit said, in a low voice.

“Yes, we disagreed on some things, but without you, I never would’ve been able to bring Ashelor to life. I never did get a chance to thank you before… well, you decided to leave me in the dark, alone.” 

“You threatened to forever corrupt the very essence of your soul—our soul—I couldn’t allow you to continue, but it wasn’t a decision I took lightly. It almost destroyed us both.” 

“But it didn’t, and I should be thanking you for that, also. Without you, without a soul, I never would have been able to bring Kamos into myself—into the world.”

I stared at my hands like I could see through them and into my own soul. I was reeling, my heart slamming against the sides of my temples. I remembered being told the story about how a Mage becomes a Mage. It isn’t randomly determined sometime during their lives; it’s written into their destinies well before they’re even born. 

The Tempest itself marks the Mage to be, and when it’s born, the Tempest tears out part of the human’s soul and devours it, filling the void left behind with magic. But that void isn’t enough. The void makes the Mage incomplete, it makes them yearn to find their Guardian who possess another half of a soul—an immortal soul that leapfrogs through time, from Mage, to Mage, to Mage. 

In many ways, I was the reincarnation of all the other Mages Ifrit ever bonded with… and that list now included the drowned Queen.

“You carry within yourself part of something that was once mine,” she said, “The Tempest may have trapped me here all this time, but I live on in you. It’s why only you can use the crown, and it’s why only you can take your rightful place on this throne.” 

“What the hell makes you think I would ever do that?” I asked.

“Because it’s your destiny, Isabella. Ashelor yearns to be released from its prison. This place was a utopian paradise, a city where Mages from all over the world could come and share their ideas, their wealth, and their art. We have lost that vision. Mage kind is now splintered and scattered across the world, bickering amongst themselves and hiding from a human race that will destroy itself soon—it’s only a matter of time. We have the power to save humanity from itself.”

“By walking all over them?” 

“Even enlightened races need their masters. But think of what you could accomplish if you had the kind of power I once wielded. With a thought, this entire city could descend back into the world of humans and take its rightful place as the beacon of civilization it once was. We could bring peace and long life to a war-torn, disease-stricken species.” 

“I’m not buying it. I’ve seen better Miss America speeches than the shit you just spewed.”

The Queen’s eyes darkened. “Very well. Then in that case, consider this—” She whipped one of her hands out towards Ifrit, sending a blast of magic into his chest that threw him into a marble column. The marble came down hard on my Guardian’s body, collapsing around him and drowning his fire to little more than embers and smoke. 

“Ifrit!” I yelled. I was about to move toward him, when the Queen’s magic slammed me hard in the chest too, sending me crashing to the floor. 

Winded, coughing, I fought to get back on my feet, not once taking my eyes off her. “Let me guess,” I panted, “This is the part where you threaten all the people I love with torture and death, because I have to tell you, that’s already happened once today and it’s getting old."

“No,” she said, grinning widely and pointing a single finger at me. “This is the part where I find out if you’re worthy after all.” 

It wasn’t a bolt of magic that shot out of her fingertip, but more like a dart. I barely saw it leave her finger, and I didn’t feel it tear through my ribcage and into my chest. All I felt was the sudden, warm release of blood, and a sharp pain when I tried to breathe. 

I fell hard on my knees, then onto my side, my ears ringing, my heart beating wildly at first, but rapidly slowing. 

Shit. 

I wasn’t expecting that.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

Get up, Elemancer.

Becket’s voice. I remembered him saying that to me. It felt like a lifetime ago, but then again, I’d run through many lifetimes in a manner of a few months, hadn’t I? Who the hell even was I anymore? I wasn’t Kandi, the stripper. I also wasn’t Izzy, the finder—or the thief. I wasn’t even the Wardbreaker anymore. 

Now I was the bringer of death, probably. 

The drowned Queen’s ride out of the Tempest. 

No. Screw that. 

Breathing hurt; holy crap if it hurt, but I wasn’t dead. Not yet. I slowly opened one eye, trying not to give myself away. My vision was a little blurry, but I was still in the Tempest—still in the throne room, still in the presence of the Queen. I saw her walking toward me, sauntering, more like; a victory walk. That bitch was smug, but as long as I still had life in me, I was going to wipe the smug off her stupid, perfect face.

When I thought she was close enough, I rolled onto my side and fired a stunning spell at her. Her eyes widened, she took a step back, but she wasn’t fast enough to avoid getting hit in the forearm just as she tried to block the spell. She staggered back a few paces, and I shot to my feet, staring at her from where I stood.

 I was bleeding from my left side. How bad, I didn’t know, but breathing was painful, and I was starting to feel woozy. Ifrit would’ve been able to tell me just how much I’d been hurt, but he was still down. With the Queen still reeling from the spell I’d just hit her with, I took the chance to charge a lightning bolt. 

“It’s gonna take more than that to keep me down,” I snarled, and when the magic was ready, I sent the lightning streaking from my fingertips and racing toward her. 

But the Queen’s eyes flickered up. She raised her hand, and the lightning struck an invisible wall she’d brought up with little more than a thought, leaving the air singed and smoking. Her hair swayed as if it was underwater, and her mad, wild eyes were on me—fixed on me, like a hungry lioness staring down her prey.

“You’re not dead yet,” she said, “Impressive.” 

“I’d thought about dying, but,” I shrugged, “It’s not for me.” 

“Strong words indeed. But how long can you hold onto your mortality before your body gives way?” 

I frowned at her. “Long enough to kick your ass,” I growled, and I went on the attack. 

She was lithe, gracefully able to block my attacks, but I was crafty, and nimble. I made a running dash toward her, leapt toward a marble column, and springing off it, snapped a stunning spell at her that broke past her defenses and clipped her in the shoulder. The spells weren’t enough to take her down on their own, but if I could just hit her enough times… 

I landed on my feet and spun around to face the Queen who, with a little grin, shot a spell at me from where she stood. I blocked it, but the force of the impact almost took my arm off. I stared at her, my shoulder throbbing with pain. 

“This would all be a lot easier if you only gave in,” she said. “Think of all the things I could show you, all the wonderful secrets I’ve learned could be yours if you would only sit on the throne and claim it as your own.” 

“And let you possess me? Not thanks.” 

She lowered her eyes, frowning. “Then I’d suggest you don’t try blocking my attacks. You won’t find that pleasant.” 

Qyhena Ophine roared and fired another blast of magic at me. I twirled away from the green bolt of light, then spun out of the path of the one that followed, and flipped over the third. I was really stretching the limits of my acrobatic skills, but each of her magic blasts bit into pieces of marble with enough force to make them explode on contact. She wasn’t kidding about the kind of power she had.

I had to avoid them, but I was getting tired, and the bleeding was starting to really make me feel faint. I was running on adrenaline.

Instead of using what was left of my energy trying to avoid her magic by dodging it, I used the terrain to my advantage, sprinting behind and around marble columns. Blast after magic blast turned the cover I was using to rubble, but I needed to buy some time—I had to think. 

The drowned Queen struck the column Oktos had been perched on, and he yelled in protest before taking to the air on his massive wings. That, at least, caught her attention enough that she took her eyes off me—even if only for a moment. I peeked out from around a marble column, and I was about to attack her, when a thought hit me. 

The throne. 

Instead of firing a stunning spell at her, I drew a fireball into my right hand and hurled it like a baseball at the throne, screaming from the effort. The ball of fire streaked past the Queen’s face, igniting her wild eyes as she followed it. 

The fireball struck the throne and exploded, bathing the tentacles, the seat, and the dais in fire. The tentacles writhed and screeched, the Queen shrieked, then she turned her mad gaze back to me. Great, I’d pissed her off. Now what, Izzy?

I ducked behind what was left of the column I’d been using for cover just as she hurled a bright green bolt of light at me. “What’s the matter?” I yelled as the rubble fell around my body. “Did I break something important?” 

“You could have everything you wanted!” the Queen screamed. “We both could. If you took the throne, you could pull this city out of its wretched tomb and bring it back to Earth, where it belongs. Together we could rule the entire world from a throne of gold and marble, as it was meant to be.” 

“I can barely rule my group of thieves and crooks, what makes you think I can effectively rule the world?” 

“I can help you. I know how to unlock all of that potential sleeping inside of you because my soul burns within you. Nobody will ever be able to do for you the things I can do for you, or understand you the way I can.” 

“I doubt that,” I said, creeping around to try and get a better view of her.

“No? I know exactly what it’s like to lose a parent and be neglected by the other. I know what it’s like to feel stuck on a mundane path to nowhere, knowing I am destined for greatness. You and I are more alike than you think. Why else would we both have been bound to the same Guardian? We are soulmates, Isabella Warden. Look inside yourself and you’ll know it’s true. It is your destiny to come here.” 

That last part gave me a moment of pause. The magic had stopped, the marble wasn’t crumbling around me anymore, and the Queen wasn’t talking. This was the break in the fight I’d needed to catch my breath, my thoughts… but I hadn’t caught my thoughts—she had, because she was right.

I had always wished I was destined for more than what I had. Growing up, I truly believed I was going to be one of those people who, despite having the potential to do great, good things, would end up being forgotten by a world that didn’t care about people as much as it should.

I was exhausted, Oktos was injured, and I had no idea what condition Ifrit was in. One blast of magic, and I was done for, and she’d be able to take what she wanted… my body. But if I gave it to her willingly, then at least I’d give myself a fighting chance at finding a way back.

My heart hammered quickly against the sides of my head, but not as fast as it would’ve been if I didn’t have a hole in me. I touched my chest, and my hand came away soaked in blood. My shirt was soaked, too. The sight of it made me queasy. But then something happened. A light, soft and green, began to glow from the wound in my chest. 

I watched the light radiate, felt the warmth of it move through me, and fill me. I’d felt this before. It was RJ. It smelled like him, felt like him. I could feel my strength rushing back to me, the blood in my veins regenerating once the hole in my body had healed. I made a ball with my fist and squeezed it tight. 

They were with me. Somehow, my friends had found me, and I wasn’t alone anymore. I stood, emerging from the cover of the broken marble column. The throne was still on fire, and the light of the flames danced on the drowned Queen’s Amazonian body. But something else caught my eye.

Movement in the rubble to my right—bits of marble falling into each other, kicking up a cloud of smoke, embers, and a little tongue of fire. It was him. Ifrit. He was still there, still intact. I could feel him now, his thoughts, his intentions. He’d made himself small again to slip out of the mountain of rubble he’d fallen under without being spotted. 

“I’ve made my choice,” I said.

“Oh?” the Queen asked.

I paused. “I’d rather live in the dirt among equals than live in your world as a ruler.” I angled my head to the side. “Ifrit, now!” I yelled.

The tiny flame that had wormed its way out of the rubble leapt into the air and transformed into a hulking beast of fire. He beat his chest, roared, and charged—not at the Queen, but at the throne itself. The Queen moved to try and stop him, but I sprinted toward her and brought her down to the ground with a shoulder tackle fitting of an All-Star line-backer.

We tussled across the floor of the ruined temple, a tangle of flailing hands and swirling hair, each trying to pin the other to the ground. The Queen was bigger than me, and more muscular—I was at a disadvantage—but Ifrit was getting to work on the throne, tearing tentacles apart with his bare hands and tossing them across the room like they were made of paper instead of marble. 

The Queen rolled on top of me and pinched my windpipe closed with her hands, removing my ability to breathe. Her eyes were wild with madness and fire, the eyes of a killer, a powermonger; the eyes of a person past the point of all morality. She didn’t want to help anyone but herself, and she was willing to kill me to do that.

“I gave you a chance,” she hissed, “Now you’re going to watch while I bring your world to its knees.” 

I struggled with her, but she was stronger than I was, her grip vicelike. I could feel my throat crushing under the pressure of her thumbs, and no amount of pulling at her arms was going to get her off me. Panic filled my mind, killing my ability to form a spell—any spell, even a small, stunning spell. 

I could feel the life bleeding out of me, the corners of my vision starting to darken. Then something large, wet, and on fire thudded against the floor near my head. It was one of the throne’s tentacles, once made of marble, but now very much fleshy, and thick. I reached for it, my fingers stretching, and when I grabbed it, I flung it against the side of the Queen’s face with a loud slap.

The impact was enough to shake her grip from my throat. Hacking and coughing, desperate to catch a breath, I rolled onto my side, scrambling to get away from her, to get back on my feet. She was standing before I was, and already rushing toward me. I was still stumbling forward, using my hands and legs to keep myself from hitting the ground entirely. 

She grabbed my leg, yanked hard, and sent me sliding toward her. Her hand flew toward me, a lazy finger pointed directly at the space between my eyes. “You are no heir of mine,” she snarled, “A true heir would’ve put up more of a fight.” 

Light erupted from her fingertip, but my own hand came up in response. I didn’t block the spell, but instead sent my own spell crashing into hers. The two beams of light met in the space between us in an explosion of crackling lightning and sound. Her eyes widened, not in anger, but in disbelief. I couldn’t believe what was happening either; I hadn’t formed a spell in my mind, I hadn’t even reached for my magic, but the Tempest was working through me all the same. 

The Queen’s eyes narrowed, her face twisting with hatred. She pressed the attack, the lightning flying from her fingertips intensifying. It made the pressure building against my own hand almost unbearable. Any longer, and I worried it was going to snap off. 

Something struck the back of the Queen’s head, and shattered into a hundred smaller pieces—among them, small, black toe bones. Oktos swooped into view behind her, his wings beating mightily. Snarling, the Queen stretched her other hand toward him and unleashed a torrent of purple lightning tearing through the air.

I watched, powerless as the Queen’s magic struck body. He started convulsing, arcs of light leaping from bone to bone, causing them to crack and break apart until all that was left of him was a shower of black feathers falling softly from the air. 

“Oktos!” I screamed, “No!” 

A wave of anger filled me, and I rode that wave all the way through until my magic pulsed harder and more vibrantly than the Queen’s. By the time she turned her face to look at me again, she’d lost the fight. My magic struck her hard against the chest with enough force to send her flying across the throne room and into a marble column, where she fell flat on her face, her body singed and smoking.

I stood up, panting and gasping, surrounded by falling feathers. My chest tightened, and my eyes stung. He was gone.

Ifrit roared again, pulling my attention toward him. He had reduced the throne to little more than a mass of burned, shriveled tentacles barely able to keep themselves standing upright. I watched him tear into the writhing mess with claws made of fire and tear it to pieces, leaving nothing behind.

“You did it…” I said, trailing off, my voice low. 

My Guardian didn’t immediately turn around. Instead, he stared at what he’d done, almost as if he’d been waiting a very, very long time to do it. I realized then, there was so much more of him, and the soul I carry within me, that I didn’t know, and probably wouldn’t ever find out—not after today. 

“Isabella!” Ifrit yelled, reaching for me. 

My heart leapt into my throat. I heard movement, and when I turned, the Queen was charging toward me, her eyes wide, her expression pure fury and hatred. With her hands splayed, she grabbed my throat and threw me to the ground, but my head didn’t hit concrete—she pushed it into a pool of dark water and held it under. 

I could hear her anger, her rage. She wanted to kill me, was going to kill me, and there was nothing I could do to stop her. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

Izzy stirred, her eyes opening slowly. Axel pulled her close to him, holding onto her as if letting her go would cause him physical pain. They kissed, their lips locked and tightly pressed together. When the kiss broke, Izzy drew him close, burying her face into his collar and… sobbing. He’d never heard her sob before, but he held her through it all the same until the moment passed. 

“Thank you,” she whispered, “Thank you.” 

“Is it over?” Axel asked.

“We did it. The throne is gone.” 

Izzy pulled away and smiled a tearful smile. The relief in her eyes was profound. It looked like she’d just woken up from a nightmare she’d been living for years, and for all Axel knew, that was exactly what she was feeling. 

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you smile like that before in my life,” Karim said from across Axel’s shoulder. “I can’t say it suits you.” 

Izzy smiled at him, too. “Oh, shut up,” she said, rolling her eyes. Then she looked over at RJ, and stretched her hand toward him. “You saved my life, for like the hundredth time.” 

“Don’t mention it,” he said, “When I checked your vitals… you were dying. We didn’t know if the magic would work for sure, but I’m glad it did.” 

“I remember it.” Izzy looked up at Axel. “I remember everything. The memories aren’t going away.” 

“And the Queen? Is she gone?” Axel asked.

“Yeah… we destroyed the throne, that was the seat of her power in the Tempest.” 

“I don’t mean to cast doubts,” Danvers said, “But I sensed a huge energy spike just moments before you woke up. I don’t know what it meant, or where it came from, but something happened somewhere.” 

“That’s really specific,” Karim said, “Well done.” 

“Did you sense anything, mister big shot Necromancer?” 

“Well, no.” 

“Exactly. I don’t know how to explain it, okay? But it’s probably something only Tempests could sense, so it has to be related to what Izzy did.” 

“Let’s assume that it is,” Neeve said, “And let’s also assume we can’t do anything about it, because we can’t. We need to get you all out of here.” 

Izzy sat upright and looked around, then she saw the body laying on the floor in a pool of blood. “Axel…” she said, the word spilling out of her mouth. 

Axel’s eyes darkened, images of his fathers’ last moments alive flashing before his mind. Kill or be killed, he thought as the wave of grief, rage, and relief broke against the shores of his mind. He could’ve switched it off with a single flex of his willpower. If he had wanted to, he could’ve put a mental wall up to protect himself against emotions he neither needed nor wanted. 

But that wouldn’t have been right. He needed to feel, otherwise how would he grow? 

I’m starting to sound like you, Phades, he thought.

You could do worse.

“He’s gone,” Axel said. “We don’t have to worry about him anymore.” 

Izzy nodded. “It’s for the best, I guess.” 

“Right… but we do need to get out of here. The Magistrate is outside; they want to conduct a thorough investigation of the compound to find out what Asmodius had been up to all this time.” 

Axel stood upright and helped Izzy get to her feet. “Where’s Becket?” she asked. “And who’s this?” 

“Back at his place. The Magister thought it would be a good idea for him to make himself scarce before the rest of the cavalry arrived. He might not make us too nervous, but we seem to be exception instead of the rule. This is Neeve, a Tribune. She helped us get to you.” 

Neeve waved. “Hey.” 

Izzy nodded, then scanned the room she found herself in. She suddenly went quiet for a moment, almost like she was lost in thought. Then she shook her head nodded again. “Let’s go.” 

“Izzy, wait,” Danvers said, her eyes widening. 

“What is it?” Izzy asked.

Danvers pointed at the crown. “Look.”

It was like she’d forgotten she had been wearing it. She reached for it slowly, then carefully plucked it off of her head and stared at it. Something was happening to it. The shine of the metal was starting to dull in places, and in others, red-brown spots of corrosion were forming. 

“What the hell?” RJ asked. “What’s going on?” 

“I don’t know,” Danvers said, “Maybe I can stop it—”

“—no, don’t,” Izzy said. “Let it happen.” 

The crown started to crumble in her very hands. Pieces of it snapped off and fell to the floor, exploding into little clouds of fine dust upon impact. The rest of the dust pooled in Izzy’s hands. Without giving it much of a second thought, Izzy clapped her hands together, ridding herself of the dust and letting it fall harmlessly away from her. 

“I guess that’s that,” she said.

“Good riddance,” Karim said, “That thing’s been nothing but trouble.” 

“Guess we won’t be raiding the drowned city’s coffers for treasures after all, huh?” Danvers asked.

RJ placed a hand on her shoulder. “This stopped being about treasure a long time ago.” 

Danvers patted his hand. “I know, big guy,” she said, “I know.” 

“You alright?” Axel asked. 

Izzy nodded. “I’m fine with it,” she said, “We didn’t need it anymore, anyway.” 

“Couldn’t you just summon a new one with the scroll?” Karim asked. 

“I could, assuming the scroll hasn’t also decomposed to nothing. But I don’t think I would want to, even if I could. I don’t ever want to go back into the Tempest. This is where I belong.” 

Axel nodded and took her hand. He then led the rest of the group out of the compound. The group had worked well tonight, and he could say he was proud of all of them. Not only had they shut down an entire criminal organization, they had also brought its leader to some kind of justice—even if Axel was the one who would bear the weight of that decision for the rest of his life. Kill or be killed. You didn’t have a choice. He didn’t give you a choice. 

The Magister was waiting outside, his entourage of cloak wearing, broody looking Legionnaires loitering around him. Neeve joined Eliphas and Dexius, who looked a little worse for wear, but otherwise alive. 

“It’s all yours,” Axel said to the Magister as he walked past, hand in hand with Izzy. 

“Uh, one thing, Mister Barlow,” the Magister said.

Axel stopped, turning his head slightly. “Yes?” 

“I surely hope the apple has, in this case, fallen far, far away from the tree?” 

“I think that I’ve more than proved to everyone here that I have no interest in following legacies. From now on, my family name will mean something good, for a change.” 

Eliphas instructed his Legionnaires to move in and begin their work, leaving Axel and the rest of the group to get the hell out of that place. 

He spent the rest of the drive back quietly contemplating the night’s events, trying not to focus too much on the negative, and think about all the positive that had come of it. The Queen was gone, the drowned city would remain drowned forever, and Asmodius… he was gone too, and as much as it meant Axel was now officially an orphan, he understood it had been necessary. 

By the time they reached Becket’s place the sky was already starting to show the first pinks of a fresh, brighter morning. The air was crisp and cool, the breeze welcomed on Axel’s tired face. He would get some much-needed sleep tonight. They all would. And tomorrow? Shit. Tomorrow. He hadn’t given that any thought.

Now that the Queen was dealt with, now that Ashelor was where it belonged, what happened next? 

Izzy squeezed Axel’s hand and gave him a comforting smile. “Penny for your thoughts?” she asked.

“It’s nothing,” he said, shaking his head. 

“No, tell me. I want to know every little thought buzzing through that brain of yours.” 

Axel frowned. “Okay… I’m thinking about my father. About tonight. About tomorrow.” 

“What about tomorrow?” 

“Well, our team doesn’t have to be a team anymore. We’ve been through hell and back together, but the mission is over. So, now everyone goes their separate ways.” 

“Everyone?” 

“Maybe not everyone…” Axel paused as the car rolled to a halt just outside of Becket’s place. “I guess I’d gotten used to having everyone around. I hadn’t felt like I had real family for a long time, but you’ve all become family. Even Karim.” 

Izzy smiled. “He takes some getting used to, but he’s definitely worth keeping around, isn’t he?” 

Axel’s eyebrows pinched in the middle again. “Yeah… he is.” He stepped out of the car and into the cool, crisp morning. Izzy followed, taking a deep lungful of air; as if it had been the first time she’d ever truly breathed. Her face was bright, her smile wide, her eyes shut and turned in the direction of the slowly rising sun. She was a vision of relief itself, her skin glowing.

It was good to see her like this; happy, for once.

He watched her rejoin her friends on the path leading up to Becket’s house. RJ threw an arm around her, escorting her through the gate. Karim hung back, lighting a cigarette on the sidewalk he intended on enjoying before heading back inside. Danvers, meanwhile, walked alongside RJ and Izzy, beaming about what had happened tonight, despite just how exhausted she must’ve been. 

Axel started walking toward the house, but he stopped at the gate, just as his hand touched the wrought iron bars. Something had hit him, then. Not a physical object, but a psychic ping. Phades descended from out of the darkness; his cloaked, smoky form falling in beside Axel, his gaze fixed on the house. 

No, not on the house; on her.

The psychic ping struck him again, harder this time; only this time, it was more than just a strange, sharp pain in the side of the head—a thought came with it, and more than just a thought. He saw fire burning bright and hot, roiling and shifting, roaring all around him; and in the flames? A face of fire, twisted with anger, and charging toward him.

It was a woman, but not a woman he recognized. She was screaming, like a demon, her hands stretched, her fingers splayed. He jerked back, trying to keep away from her, but she crashed into him like a fireball realizing at the instant of contact that the person screaming wasn’t this fiery demon, but Izzy.

“P—Ph—Pha…” Axel said, though the word wouldn’t manifest in his throat.

Karim exhaled a cloud of blue smoke from between his lips. “What’s the matter with you?” he asked, his eyes narrow, “Swallowed a fly?” 

Concentrate, Axel, Phades whispered. Take control of your mind.

Through sheer force of willpower, Axel managed to snap out of the daze, sending the images and the feelings scattering away like that same cigarette smoke. Pain throbbed in his throat, his vision hadn’t quite cleared up yet, and it felt like he had water in his lungs. He coughed to clear his throat, and that caught the attention of Izzy and the others. 

“No…” he said, staring directly at her. 

The morning light slowly transformed Izzy’s bright, happy smile into a dark and sinister grin. “What’s the matter, Axel?” she asked, “Aren’t you joining us?” 

All the pieces fell into place. Everything she’d said, her strange disposition, her lack of empathy at his having had to kill his own father. 

With his heart slamming against his throat, Axel wound back his arm and hurled the strongest stunning spell he could muster at her, hoping to the Tempest it would take her down quickly.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

I clawed my way into consciousness, gasping for breath. My throat was hoarse and raw, and my lungs felt like they were full of water, but nothing came out as I coughed. Looking around I’d hoped to see all of my friends, but instead I found myself still in the ruins of the old temple where I’d battled the mad Queen.

Only… she wasn’t here. 

Struggling, fighting through the pain, I got to my feet and dusted myself off. Ifrit bounded over to me, the little fire Godling bouncing on bits of fallen rock like they were stepping stones. A cold, ill wind howled through the open archways around the edges of the temple, and I knew, I was still in the Tempest. 

“Are you alright?” Ifrit asked.

“Ifrit… what are we still doing here?” I asked.

Ifrit looked down. “I’m sorry. We were not successful.” 

“What?” I shook my head in disbelief. “What do you mean?” 

“She’s gone, Isabella. We’ve swapped places with her.” 

“So, she’s in my body right now… pretending to be me?” 

“I think so. I can’t sense her. I don’t know what she’s doing.” 

I ran my fingers through my hair, trying my hardest to fight away the panic building inside of me. She’d gotten out. She’d gotten out, and she was in my body. I had no way of knowing what she was doing with me, or to me, or to my friends. No way of knowing what she was doing to Axel. She clearly hated just about everyone; did that mean she’d killed them all as soon as she’d gotten the chance?

No, don’t think like that.

I started pacing back and forth, avoiding bits of broken marble and fried octopus monster. “How could this have happened? We destroyed the throne!” 

“I don’t know. I watched her attack you… she threw herself into you, and then disappeared. Then you fell to the floor, and I’ve been waiting since.” 

The crown. “It’s gone. The crown is gone. Did she take it?” 

“It’s how she got out.” 

I started spinning on the spot, frantically looking around for a solution to an answer as if I’d find one written on the cracked and broken walls. But there were no answers there, no secret messages written by ancient hands on how to escape this awful prison, no in case of emergency, break glass boxes. 

I was stuck here like she had been, stuck for thousands of years with no way out.

“How am I still alive?” I asked. “If she’s out there, and she took the crown… I mean, didn’t she want me?” 

“I suppose she would’ve preferred that, but I think we have him to thank for your survival.” 

Ifrit nodded across from where we were standing, the light from his fiery body intensifying to bring light into a dark corner of the temple. There, amidst the gloom, a black, shadowy shape existed that was thicker than the shadows around it. It almost looked human, with shoulders, a head, legs… but it was more mist than a person.

“Becket’s demon…” I said, sighing. “It saved my life?” 

“You’re of more use to it alive than dead,” Ifrit said. “We should count our blessings.” 

I wanted to approach the demon, but the creature pulled deeper into the darkness with a groan, like it was in pain. “What’s wrong with it?” 

“It’s being slowly torn apart by the energies of this place. It isn’t meant to be here… it won’t last long.” 

“Great. We can add feeling bad for a demon to the list of weird things that happened today.” 

Lightning flashed just beyond the boundaries of the temple, filling the chamber with light for an instant. Thunder rumbled, rolling toward us and then falling away into the distance. I figured I’d better start getting used to that, seeing as how I was going to be stuck here for a while. I shook my head. No. You can’t think like that.

“There has to be a way out,” I said.

“I’m thinking as fast as I can, but I’ve never been in this situation before. I doubt if any Guardian has.” 

I looked around again, scanning the inside of the temple while Ifrit put his mind to work on getting us out of here. I had a feeling he was on a fool’s errand, though. The mad Queen had been locked away in here for as long as she had, and she was way stronger than I could ever be—certainly stronger than I was now. 

If she couldn’t find a way out of her prison, then what made me think I had a shot?

“It’s so quiet here,” I said, “So calm. I didn’t think the Tempest could be like this.” My eyes started to sting, tears threatening to well up inside of them. I didn’t want to die in here I definitely didn’t want to spend eternity in here. The calming quiet all around me was anything but soothing. It was heartbreakingly lonely, and I’d barely been here a heartbeat.

If the Queen hadn’t already been insane before she arrived in this place, spending her days and nights locked up in here would’ve definitely done the trick.

“I’m never getting out of here…” I said, my words catching in my throat and trailing off. “Am I?” 

Something touched my shoulder. Something light, and soft. I moved to the side, shrugging out from underneath the thing that had fallen on me because, knowing this place, it was something bad. But it wasn’t bad. It was a feather, black and long. I watched it float softly to the floor, then I picked it up when it settled.

“Oktos,” I whispered, then smiled. “You saved my life, and I’ll never be able to thank you.” 

The feather whipped out of my hand like it had been plucked up by a stray wind. I followed it with my eyes and watched it join a large collection of feathers that were floating in the air. I couldn’t help but stare, transfixed, as the feathers merged together right in front of me. Tens of them, hundreds of them, flocking together to create something that looked almost human… almost bird.

Oktos exploded from the collection of feathers, his wings unfurled, his body tucked into itself. He turned his birdlike head to the side and stretched his limbs, cracking his neck to the side. “That…” he said, pausing, “Was the most unpleasant thing I have ever experienced.”

“Oktos!” I yelped. “You’re alive?” 

He patted his bony body down. “I was never alive to begin with, but I’m still existing.” 

“Screw the semantics, you’re still here! How?” 

“The hell if I know. First, I am… then I’m not, and now I am again. It’s so weird.”  

“I thought the Queen killed you.” 

“I did too, for a moment. But it looks like she didn’t have as much power as she thought she did. That, or maybe the Tempest has taken a liking to me. I am, after all, one of its champions, now.” 

“Champion, huh?” 

“You are too. Don’t be jealous.” 

Oktos landed, checking himself for injuries. “Well, I’m still in one piece… but what the hell are you still doing here? And where’s the Queen?” 

The light in my eyes dimmed. “We lost.”  

“So, she got out? Oh, no… that’s not good.” Oktos started pacing. “We need to get her back here. If she’s out there, the Tempest won’t be able to contain her.” 

“You don’t happen to know of a way out of the Tempest and back to the real world, do you?” 

He stuck a bony finger up. “Firstly, this is the real world to me, and it’s realer than yours is. Secondly, there is no way out of here… at least, not unless you meet very specific requirements.” 

“Like what?”

“Well, you need to be a soulless Mage looking for your Guardian. You already have your Guardian, but you’re still here. I don’t suppose you can open the door again, can you?” he asked Ifrit.

Ifrit shook his head. “No. I can’t feel the door. It’s as if it doesn’t exist.” 

“There has to be a door…” I said, “There’s always a door.” I shook my head. “I need to get back to my friends, Oktos. She’s out there, somewhere, using my body… maybe even killing my friends. Dammit, I don’t even want to think about that, but I can’t think about anything else right now.” 

“She’s not killing your friends.” 

“How can you say that? You saw how powerful she is. How can anyone stand up against that in the real—in my world? There’s a reason she was pulled in here and not just left to run wild on the outside.” 

Oktos nodded at Ifrit. “See that little fire Godling right there? That used to be her Guardian. Back when they were bonded, her power was immense. Sure. But now? She doesn’t have a Guardian, and as long as that’s the case—assuming your friends can figure out the Isabella out there isn’t, well, you—then there’s hope. Even if it’s slim.”

“Maybe someone’s figured it out. Maybe they already know. But if they don’t, I need to try and warn them.” 

“Warn them?” Oktos scratched his chin, thinking. 

“If they don’t know she’s not me, she’s gonna catch them by surprise. Guardian or no, there’s no guarantee she won’t kill someone. I can’t let that happen, Oktos. Please tell me you can help me get a message through.” 

Oktos stared at me, and shook his head. “I can’t…” he said, then he looked at Ifrit. “But he can.”

“You can?” I asked.

“I suppose the door is closed,” Ifrit said, “But I always had a window I could reach you through… but I’d be reaching to another Mage.” 

Lightning whipped and cracked high above the dome, sending a rumbling crash of thunder into the room it made my chest rattle. “Holy shit,” I said, “What was that?” 

Oktos and Ifrit looked up at the ceiling, where a fresh, burning hole had appeared. It was as if the lightning had struck the ceiling and disintegrated some of the marble there, leaving an opening just wide enough for them to see the roiling clouds and shifting lightning up above. 

“Would you look at that?” Oktos said in wonder. “I think the Tempest is offering a hand.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

The spell struck true, and Izzy fell into a heap of herself between RJ and Danvers. They looked at Izzy, then they stared at Axel, neither of them understanding what had just happened or why. It was Karim, in fact, who summed up the way they were looking at him with just a few accurate words.

“Have you gone mental?” he barked. 

“Yo’, what the hell did you do that for?” RJ yelled, echoing Karim’s concern.

“That’s not her,” Axel finally managed to say. His throat was working again, though for how long, he couldn’t tell.

“What do you mean it’s not her? Not who?”

“Izzy—that’s not Izzy!” 

“Then where’s Izzy, and who is that?” 

Axel opened the gate and started rushing along the path. “Get her inside,” he called out, “Right now! And get Becket! That’s not Izzy, it’s the Queen.” 

“Danvers? Is it her?” RJ asked.

Danvers got to her knees and touched Izzy’s head with her right hand. “Shit…” she said, “Shit, shit! I can’t feel her Guardian!” 

“What does that mean?” 

“It means Axel is right, it’s not Izzy.” 

“Dammit! I thought we dealt with this!” 

“Clearly we didn’t,” Axel said, just in time to push the door to the house open. 

RJ grabbed Izzy and carted her indoors. Karim followed the rest of the group inside, having tossed his barely smoked cigarette out onto the road. The house was quiet, and dark—but Axel knew that quiet wasn’t going to last. This was the calm before the storm, the true storm, the one they’d thought was behind them.

Becket came rushing down the stairs, stopping once he was within view of Izzy’s unconscious body. “She got her?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Axel said, nodding.

“You’re sure?” 

“I’m sure. We need to get her out of Izzy. Can we do that?” 

“I don’t know. Bring her to my office, we’ll begin an exorcism ritual right away.” 

“I’ll get the salt crystals!” Karim yelled as he bolted into the kitchen. 

“Fuck the salt, where’s the Aetherglass?” Danvers said, zipping around Axel and RJ to go and look for the spyglass. 

Becket moved out of the way so RJ could carry Izzy up the stairs and into his office. Axel, meanwhile, counted the seconds in his head. He had no idea how long Izzy would be stunned for. He’d gotten lucky, he thought. Lucky that she wasn’t expecting it, lucky that her guard was down. Had she been in the heat of battle, even if the spell had hit her, it probably would’ve worn off already. 

Even still, they had seconds, here—not minutes.

RJ barged through the door to Becket’s office. The tables and chairs had already been pushed aside to make room for what looked like a large summoning circle. Axel had never laid eyes on it before, but he recognized the markings, the sigils. This was Demonologist magic. Old magic. Dark magic.

“Should I put her down in there?” RJ asked.

“In the center, yes,” Becket said.

Axel waited by the door, helplessly watching while RJ moved Izzy through the room and toward the circle. Izzy’s head suddenly sprang up. She pushed herself off the much larger and stronger Vivimancer like he was a child, then kept rising until her back was flat against the ceiling. Izzy stared down at the gathered Mages like a spider, her eyes wide and alert, her long blue hair falling around her face.

“That was quick of you,” she said, “But did you really think you could hold me?” 

“Qyhena Ophine, I presume?” Becket said.

“You call me by my real name. For that, I’ll kill you last.” 

“I’m afraid you won’t be killing anyone today.” 

“Why? Because you were going to throw me into that circle and incapacitate me? Your plan has already failed.” 

“You’re outnumbered, and even you must understand what that means for your chances.” 

“I brought the Tempest to its knees,” she hissed, “See what I do to its puppets.” 

With a roar, Izzy launched herself off the ceiling and threw herself at RJ. RJ dug his heels in and tried to catch her as she fell on top of him, but she was too strong, too much. They both went down with so much force, the impact cracked Becket’s wooden floors. She struck RJ across the cheek with her right fist, a thunderclap exploding at the point of contact that left RJ seeing stars. 

Becket whipped his hand around and hurled a bolt of light at Izzy, but she batted it away without having to look at him. Her eyes, now, had fallen on Axel. She had a hungry look on her face, not like a wolf, but more like a shark that had all but starved to death and had just smelled blood in the water. Axel backed up a step, preparing to deflect whatever magic she was about to throw at him, but she didn’t fire. 

She leapt. 

Axel jumped back to try and avoid her, but she crashed into him with all the might of a tidal wave and pushed through the open door and into the wall in the hallway. Axel groaned from the hit as pain rippled through his back. 

“I could’ve given you so much more than she ever could,” she said, drawing her tongue up and along the side of his face, “This one is so fond of you, but she doesn’t know how to handle a man like you.” 

Adrenaline surged within him, and Axel flipped her around and pinned her against the wall. “Izzy, if you can hear me, you need to fight her.” 

“Silly human, she can’t hear you,” Izzy said, “She’s far, far away from here.” 

She tucked her knees into her chest, then kicked Axel away from her, freeing herself from his grip. Instead of attacking this time, she bolted down the hallway, making a bee-line for the stairs. Axel sprinted after her, joined quickly by Becket and RJ, who’d managed to pick himself up.

Izzy went racing down the stairs, stomping, it sounded like, as if her feet were made of concrete. If she got out, if she somehow managed to leave Becket’s place, then what? How would they find her? Izzy and the Queen would be gone, probably for good. Axel couldn’t let that happen. He couldn’t let that lunatic take away the only woman he had ever truly loved.

He was about to turn the corner to head down the stairs when he heard Izzy scream, not in pain, but in frustration. 

“What is this?” she roared. 

Axel reached the living room to find Izzy standing still between the stairs and the front door. Danvers and Karim stood nearby; Danvers with the spyglass in her hands, Karim with a big jar of table salt in his. Axel looked down, and saw Izzy was standing in a big ring of salt that had been crudely, but effectively, poured onto the floor. 

“Take that,” Karim yelled, pointing at her. “Who said salt circles don’t work?” 

“Not now,” Danvers said. 

“You said they didn’t work.” 

“Release me, right now!” Izzy roared. Her voice made the entire house tremble. “Release me, or I swear I will pull your eyes out through your throat and feed them to your next of kin.” 

“Ew… gross,” Danvers said, “But no. We’re not doing that.” 

Izzy approached the edge of the ring of salt and tried to put her hand through it, but it struck an invisible forcefield that was keeping her inside. RJ and Becket moved into the living room, going around the circle of salt to put themselves between the door and the way out. Just in case. 

“Good work, Karim,” Becket said.

She snapped a sharp look at Becket. “Yes, very clever,” Izzy said, “But you’ve only prolonged the inevitable. You can’t keep me here forever.” 

“Probably not, but we can keep you here for now, and for now will do.” 

“Let me go right now!” Izzy screamed, her shrill, high-pitched voice making the walls shake again.

“Why did this work?” Axel asked, confused. “How did a salt circle work?”

“Karim’s trick worked pretty easily because she has no Guardian,” Danvers said, “Full disclosure, I fully expected to have been turned into mince-meat by now, but we’re still standing.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Karim said.

“Alright, well, now we need to get her out of Izzy.” 

“Fools!” Izzy hissed. “There is no Izzy—there’s only me. Your efforts will be in vain. Your plan will fail.” 

“Then you won’t mind if we try,” Becket said, approaching the edge of the circle.

Izzy snarled and lunged at him, her eyes wide and wild, but she bounced off the edge of the forcefield and cursed. “This magic is pathetic, and already beginning to fail. When it does, who of you will dare try and keep me in this place?” 

“I will,” RJ said, stepping toward her. 

“Ah, yes, RJ. Fierce, loyal, protective RJ. How much of a beating can a Vivimancer withstand, I wonder? How long until your bones break in a way they can never recover from?” 

“Why don’t you try it and we can find out?” 

“With pleasure. Release me.” 

 “How are we gonna get it out of Izzy?” RJ asked.

“That’s gonna take all of us,” Danvers said. “The Queen isn’t a Tempest creature, but she’s also not a ghost, or a demon, or even alive—she’s a bit of everything.” 

“A group ritual,” Becket echoed.

Danvers nodded, then raised the spyglass. “With this.” She looked at Axel. “We’re gonna draw the Queen out of Izzy, but you’re gonna have to try and reach Izzy while we do that. Find her in there, make sure she comes out to reclaim her body, or we could lose her forever.” 

“You have already lost her!” Izzy yelled. “I killed her in the Tempest. If you try to pull me out of this body, all you’ll be left with is a broken, empty husk. Is that what you want?” 

Axel stared at her, determined to find any trace of Izzy that he could within those mad eyes… but he couldn’t. Part of him wondered if the mad Queen was telling the truth. If she had completely obliterated the Izzy he knew when she escaped the Tempest. 

“Hands,” he said in a low voice, and he stretched his arms out—one for Danvers, and one for RJ. 

The group joined together, forming a circle around Izzy’s ring of salt. “We’re only gonna get one shot,” Danvers said, “Let’s not fuck it up.” 

“I’ll reach for my demon,” Becket said, “I will pull it out with her.” 

“I’ma make sure her vitals stay green,” RJ said.

“I’m gonna hold onto the Queen’s ghostly essence,” Karim said. 

“And I’ll grab that bitch and drag her out by her hair,” Danvers added. 

“Are we ready?” Axel asked.

Izzy approached the edge of the circle closest to him. “I killed her, you know,” Izzy said. “I wrapped my hands around her neck and I pushed her under the water until she stopped squirming and the life went out of her. You know it’s true because you’ve seen it, haven’t you?” 

Axel paused, hesitation pinching his throat shut, if only for an instant. He took a deep breath and shut his eyes, then he reached into the Tempest to draw his power into the world… and he searched Izzy’s mind for any trace of her consciousness. He could only hope the Queen was lying to him. 

“Izzy,” he thought, “Can you hear me?” 

He didn’t get a reply. Swallowing hard, he tried again, reaching deeper with his psychic tendrils. The Queen was fighting him. He could feel her essence, her energy, acting as a barrier. Forcing his will through, he tore the barrier down… and found himself underwater. 

It was dark. He couldn’t see the surface, and the water kept sloshing around eyes. He tried swimming through it, but the currents were thick and fought back, keeping him from moving too far ahead—but he could sense her. Izzy, the real Izzy, was in here somewhere. 

He could almost feel her; her distress, her panic, her fear. Axel anchored a silver tether to his mind, and then dove into the darkness after her, using her panic to help guide him to her, to narrow his senses to a fine point. 

Despite the darkness, he had a compass, a way to get to her, a way to reach her soul if not her mind; because she wasn’t in her own body anymore. She was in the Tempest, and somehow, he’d been given a chance to dive in and pull her out.

While Axel tried to reach Izzy, a battle was raging around him. The Queen wasn’t going down quietly, or without a fight. A phantom storm had invaded Becket’s living room, a storm so powerful it was peeling paint off the walls and moving furniture around. Karim had grabbed hold of the part of the Queen that most felt ghostly, but it was slippery and unlike anything he’d ever had to handle before.

“Can somebody tell me how we’re supposed to get this thing out of Izzy?” Karim asked. “I don’t know how long I can hold on!” 

“Just a little longer,” Danvers said, gritting her teeth. “I’ve only done this once, remember?” 

“That’s not an excuse!” 

The Queen cackled. “You idiots truly think you can remove me from this body?” she yelled, even her eyes were starting to bulge from the strain of having to hold onto Izzy’s skin. “You’re going to fail, and then I’m going to flay you all and hang you from the Magistrate’s precious Athenaeum!” 

“You guys better hurry,” RJ said, raising his voice above the howling of the wind, “This whole thing is putting Izzy’s body through hell.” 

“Alright, on three,” Danvers yelled, “That means you too, Becket.” 

“I’m going to flay you all, do you hear me?” the Queen screamed. “This world belongs to me!” 

In the Tempest, Axel spotted a shimmering patch of light in the water that looked like the surface. He had no way of knowing which way was up or down in here, so he swam for it as hard as he could. She was there, on the other side of that light—he could sense her, and she could sense him. 

Axel stretched his hand as far as he could, reaching for the edge of the water. He couldn’t go wholly through it, the hole wasn’t big enough, but he could stick his hand inside and without hesitation, that was exactly what he did.

Someone grabbed it, and Axel pulled as hard as he could. The opening started to widen, slowly at first, then all at once, and Izzy swam through it, shock and relief in her eyes. Axel grabbed her and held her tightly, watching as, across from her, the hole started to shrink again. On the other side of it, he thought he saw someone waving—a dark creature, with huge black wings. 

Izzy waved back as the hole of light became a fine, dark point, then she turned to Axel and kissed him deeply, holding him as tightly as she could. Swim with me, he said into her mind, and Izzy nodded and followed him back the way he had come, along the silver chord that anchored him to his own mind. 

When Axel opened his eyes, he was on his knees and holding onto Izzy’s limp body. She’d fallen over, and he’d somehow managed to catch her, stopping her from hitting the floor. Around him, the world was in chaos. A storm roared inside the house, wind violently rushing around them like they’d opened all the windows in the middle of a category five hurricane. 

And above him, floating like a phantom, was the Queen. She was screaming, twisting, and contorting in the air, her ethereal body flashing and pulsing with rapidly glowing light. It looked like she was about to explode! Axel shielded his eyes just as the Queen’s body imploded, turning into itself and collapsing like a star. 

Her final shriek shattered all the windows in the house and blasted open all the doors, but she took the storm with her, leaving the room in stunned silence. A portrait fell, the last piece of glass in the nearby area shattering.

“Did we… win?” Karim asked, after a moment.

“I don’t know,” Danvers said. “I think so?” 

Izzy stirred, and Axel tucked his arm under her neck to help lift her head up. Her eyes suddenly sprang open, and she sucked in a deep breath of air. She started coughing, hacking like she’d swallowed eight lungsful of water, but the cough was dry and wheezing. Her throat was in pain, her chest, her mind. He could tell just by looking at her. 

He could also tell, it was her in there, and not the Queen.

“Hey…” he said, taking her hand. She jerked to look at him, startled. “It’s okay, it’s alright.” 

“She’s gone?” Izzy asked. “The Queen’s gone?” 

Axel nodded. “For good, this time.” 

“Are you sure that’s our Izzy in there?” Karim asked, adding a wicked grin, “Because I’m happy to keep throwing magic at her.” 

“Trust me, it’s me,” Izzy said. 

“Oh yeah? How do I know that?” 

“Because I only dislike you, while she hated you.” 

Karim’s eyes narrowed. “That checks out, I suppose. How do you feel?” 

She shook her head, wincing from the pain. “I feel like shit.” 

“Queen psycho bitch probably feels a lot worse,” Danvers said. 

Axel frowned. “Where is she?” 

Becket pointed to a spot next to him, on the floor. Axel looked, and immediately shuddered at the sight of the creepy doll sitting next to him. “What the fuck?” he cried out.

The doll flopped to its side, limp and lifeless, hitting the floor with a thud too loud for its size or weight.

“Don’t worry, it’s perfectly harmless,” Becket said. “The important part is, she’s contained.” 

“Yeah, but for how long?” Izzy asked.

“Forever.” 

Izzy stared at the doll. “That’s what the Tempest thought, too.” 

“The Tempest was also the only thing giving her any kind of power, or even life,” Becket said. “Having been deprived of that connection now, and confined to that doll, her abilities are gone.” 

Izzy nodded and stood up with Axel, who led her to her bedroom, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the doll. Axel didn’t think she’d ever rest easy again, not after what she’d been through—not after all the things she’d seen. For now, at least, the world had returned to some kind of calm.

That was something he could be grateful for.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

The sun shone brilliantly on the boat. The skies were clear and blue, the ocean around me perfectly calm. This was nothing like the Tempest, and yet anxiety still had something of a hold around my throat. I’d been hesitant to come out here, but at the same time, I’d been desperate to find the real Ashelor… if it was even down there.

I walked up to the edge of the boat and looked at the glittering ocean surface. 

“Are you sure you’re up for this?” Karim asked. He was lounging on the side of the boat, with a Pina Colada in his hand. He had a straw hat on, shorts that emphasized his gangly legs, and shades. A layer of thick, white sunscreen covered just about every inch of exposed flesh. 

“I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. You look ridiculous.” 

He sipped his drink. “Whatever. I’m treating this as a holiday, and I’m enjoying myself. Actually, could I get another one of these?” 

“You really think it’s down there?” Danvers asked. She was standing next to me wearing a simple black bikini, her hair held up in a wet ponytail. Unlike the rest of us, she had chosen not to sit around on the boat while I worked up the courage to do what I needed to do.

“I know it is. It has to be. You felt it start making its way through to this world that night, didn’t you?” 

“I felt a lot of things that night,” she said, “I think I’d have known if a whole city had punched a hole between dimensions.” 

“not necessarily,” Becket said, “In fact, I doubt if anyone else felt half of the things you did. You’ve been exposed to the Queen’s magic. I believe that made you sensitive to it.” 

“You also think it’s out here, then?” 

“I believe in Izzy.” 

I nodded. “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said, “Otherwise I’ve dragged you all out here for nothing.” 

“We ain’t gonna know until we go down there,” RJ said. “I’m ready when you are.”

“Me too,” Axel said, squeezing my hand. He was shirtless, wearing only a pair of black swim shorts. “I’m with you.” 

I took a deep breath. “No time like the present, then,” I said, looking down at the water again, only this time I didn’t hesitate. This time, the water looked welcoming, inviting. 

I jumped off the back of the boat and into the water, creating a bubble of air around mine and Axel’s shoulders. RJ threw himself into the water behind us, only he decided to grow gills and start speeding down into the deep. I followed, propelled by magic like it was some kind of childish race between the three of us. 

The skeptic in me didn’t think we’d find anything so far out into the Atlantic Ocean. 

The skeptic was wrong.

The darkness below us quickly gave way to a series of gorgeous, iridescent structures. Towers, walls, a huge dome so bright I thought on a clear day you’d be able to see it from the surface of the water; it was here, Ashelor, the drowned city. Somehow, it had punched a hole through the Tempest and come back to Earth.

Or maybe the Tempest had finally decided to spit it out and be done with it.

Either way, my heart surged when I saw it, and I swam harder toward it. I had spent a long time preparing for this moment, training my mind to be ready to face that place that had haunted my nightmares ever since I’d set foot inside it. But this didn’t feel anything like that place. It was a ruin, calm, and cold, and quiet. 

Deathly quiet, but not in the haunted graveyard kind of way; the kind with crooked trees, low hanging mist, and time-ravaged headstones that looked like they were home to zombies. It was more like a peaceful graveyard; the kind covered in bright, fresh flowers and offerings to the dearly departed. 

I swam with Axel and RJ by my side, moving through the ruin not like an explorer seeing this place for the first time, but almost like a native. I felt connected to the city, somehow. Like I was a part of it. Like it had, at one point a long time ago, been a childhood home. 

Moving through the city like I knew where I was going, I noticed none of the images of Kamos I remembered from my time in the Tempest were present. It was like as if they’d been erased and then replaced with carvings and statues of mighty dragons, instead. The Tempest clearly didn’t want anyone to know what had truly happened here—what had happened to the Queen.

I led Axel and RJ through the main streets and toward the throne room. It was pretty much as I remembered it—ruined. The throne wasn’t there anymore, but instead of being covered in deep, gross, green algae, it was filled with color and light. Fishes of all shapes, colors, and sizes zipped in and out of beautiful corals growing on the broken marble. The entire room was filled with life, and vibrant. I’d never seen anything like it. 

But I hadn’t come to look at the corals and the fish. 

The longer I spent down there, the stronger my connection to Ashelor grew, and the more intimately I begun to know the city. There, behind the throne room, lay a broken door that had once led an ancient vault.

My heart had started hammering as I arrived. With RJ’s help, I’d managed to clear the way into the vault. Then all it took was a little light, and there they were, glittering in the darkness. From golds, to silvers, to jewels as varied in color and size as the fish in the throne room. It was all here, and it was all real, and pulsating with magic.

The drowned Queen’s treasures were all real.

Danvers stared at me once I’d made it back to the surface. “Well?” she asked.

I didn’t speak. Instead, I hoisted myself up onto the boat. 

“Did you find it?” Karim asked, “Is the city down there?” 

Turning around, I helped Axel pull a bag filled with some of the things we’d been able to drag up with us on this first trip. I set the bag down and when it fell on its side, it opened, spilling a handful of gold coins onto the deck. Karim’s eyes widened, the sun’s reflection on the coins playing on his face. He picked one up and stared at it, pulling his shades off so he could see it more clearly.

“Fuck off…” he said on the back of a sigh. His eyes darted to me. “Is this real?” 

“No,” I said, my heart still pounding, “Of course, it’s real!” 

RJ swam up to the boat, pulled himself up, and dropped another bag filled with items onto the deck. A wave of elation moved through the boat. Danvers squealed so loud I thought New York would’ve been able to hear her, even from way out here. Becket’s enthusiasm was more controlled and collected, but even he was excited at our discovery.

“I can’t even begin to tell you what else is down there,” I said. 

Becket picked up a small, marble statue of a dragon with topaz eyes and carefully examined it. “This feels powerful,” he said. His eyes widened. “Many of these are magical artifacts.” 

“It’s not all gold doubloons,” Axel said, grinning. “I mean, a lot of it is, but not all of it.” 

“We’ll have to determine where all this goes,” I said, “We can’t keep it all.” 

“Can’t we?” Danvers asked, “Who else can we trust with this?” 

“I promised the Magistrate we would bring them some of the things we found, and that’s what we’re gonna do. It’s the right thing to do. But they’re gonna promise to keep it at the Athenaeum, where anything we give them will be safe and under guard. Do you think your brother will make sure of that?” 

Becket nodded. “Eliphas will make sure none of these items are misused. If he does, he knows I’ll have him possessed.” 

I shuddered at the thought. “Alright, good. Well, we should probably go back down there. There’s so much stuff to get. I’m not even sure if it’ll all fit on the boat… we should’ve planned for this.” 

“I’ll open a portal back to the house,” Becket said, “We can transport it all directly there from the deck. Someone will have to pilot the ship back to shore…” 

I looked at Axel. “What do you think?” I asked. 

Axel grinned. “Another two days with you out at sea? Why not?” 

Karim stood. “Well,” he said, “All of that is fine and dandy, but none of us have asked the million-dollar question yet.” 

“Really?” RJ asked, “Because it kind of feels like we’re millionaires now.” 

“That’s not it.” He looked at me. “After all this is done, once we’ve handed some of these wonderful little trinkets to the Magistrate and collected our share of the booty, what the hell are we supposed to do next?” 

I shrugged. “Anything you want. You can go wherever you want, do whatever you like, and you can do it without me.” 

Karim frowned and rolled his eyes. “What if that’s not an option?” 

“I don’t understand… what do you mean?” 

“You’re going to make me spell it out for you, aren’t you?” 

I searched the faces of the others around me, looking for an answer, but finding none. “No?” 

“Look, I haven’t known anything except… this—you, all of you—for a long time. Before you stunned me in the graveyard and dragged me by my ears into your little heist, I couldn’t stand the sight of you. But I suppose I’ve grown… attached—don’t you dare make a fuss about that.” 

“Awww, Karim!” I threw my arms around him, but he just stood there. It was like hugging a coatrack, but I soaked it in. Moments later, Danvers joined, squealing with me. 

“Yes, because this is exactly what I want,” Karim said, “Two scantily clad women coiled around me like wet snakes.” 

“Oh please, you’re loving the attention,” Axel said. 

I pulled away from him. “I don’t know what to say, except. I guess I haven’t given too much thought to what happens next. I mean, we aren’t a heist crew anymore. We all have lives we probably want to go back to, right? I guess I just kind of assumed we’d part ways, but I’m gonna say it… I really don’t want to. You guys are my family.” 

“A strange, dysfunctional family of outcasts and criminals,” Becket said, “But yes, I agree. Family nonetheless.” 

“We could be pirates?” RJ said. “We have a boat, and we’re digging up treasure under the ocean?” 

“Not exactly pirates,” Karim said, “But there is a notoriously haunted mansion down in Savannah I’ve been dying to investigate. Rumor has it the old owner left a sizable fortune behind...” 

I cocked an eyebrow. “Even if he didn’t, it sounds like it’ll be worth the trip to me.” 

 

 

 

THE END.
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xoxo,
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Do you want to know what RJ, Danvers, and Karim were up to while Axel and Izzy were breaking Hugo out of prison? I wrote a short story from their points of view just for you! 
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