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Their enemy is getting away. Their danger is just getting started…
 
Alice is in hiding. Holed up in a magically-protected house without her main weapon, the supernatural bounty hunter wants nothing more than to hunt Nyx down. But her enemy is in hiding too, and without her powers the dangerous Pain Children are more than a match for her. 
 
When Alice learns that Isaac Moreau remains in Magistrate custody, she has no choice but to follow Nyx’s trail without backup. Her only chance to catch the villain may lie in Isaac’s attempt to learn the dark, deadly secret of the Void. His failure could get them all killed in the process. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Prologue
Dark Kiss
 
Raegan Theroux was a dead girl walking, and within the next hour of her life she would know it. 
Her evening began just like any other did. At half past five in the afternoon, after the nurse arrived, Raegan left her mother’s side and took the subway halfway across town to her place of work; a small, 70’s style all-chrome diner clinging to the edge of the Warwick financial district, a dwarf among giants. The yellow neon light on top spelled the word “Kasey’s”, and hanging from one of the long windows was another sign which read “Burger and Fries, only $3.99 after 8pm.” 
The diner sat on a busy street opposite a gas station. It had a small parking lot all to itself, black and white checkerboard tiles, and red vinyl seats. Mounted on the walls next to a number of—tastefully fake—platinum records were images of Johnny Cash, the Beatles, and the three kings; Elvis Presley, Michael Jackson, and Freddie Mercury.
Kasey’s was also the proud owner of a classic jukebox that let you play a whole host of old school songs, if you had the quarters for it. No one used it much these days, but Raegan did when the place was quiet. She had a special key she could use to make it work without the need for quarters and enjoyed watching the records slide out of the rack, slip onto the turntable, and wait for the needle. 
Just after six, a couple of minutes late for her shift courtesy of the clogged up and piss-ridden Ashwood metro system, Raegan slipped into her black and Barbie pink uniform and got to work waiting tables during the dinner rush. It wasn’t a job she enjoyed, serving plate after plate of burgers, chili cheese fries, and fried chicken for minimum wage plus tips, but it was something, and someone needed to pay her mother’s medical bills. 
Raegan had wanted to be a musician once, a singer, and had been for a time. She and a couple of her college friends had started a little rock band and had landed a couple of small shows playing covers. They were working up to originals. But when her mom got sick she had to, as her own mother had put it, give that crap up and get a real job. 
And now she was here, at midnight on a Friday, getting ready to close up on her own because Marie’s babysitter had only been paid up to eleven and she needed to get home early. It wasn’t the first time Marie had pulled a similar line on a Friday, and Raegan was sure if she checked her social media account in an hour or so she’d see pictures of Marie at some club somewhere with a drink in her hand and a guy attached to her mouth. 
Whatever, Raegan thought, and she went over to the jukebox, unlocked it, and slid a record onto the turntable. A mariachi band was playing and Johnny Cash was singing about falling into a burning ring of fire when Raegan spotted the large truck pulling into the diner’s parking lot. She wasn’t sure what it was at first, but when she went to the door to flip the sign from open to closed, the massive, rectangular crushing machine attached to the cockpit identified it as a garbage truck.
Raegan stared through the glass door, seeing both the truck and her own ghostly, caramel skinned reflection. When it became clear that the driver, a tall man wearing a set of blue coveralls and sporting a receding hairline and a comb over, was stepping out of his truck with the intention of coming into the diner, she grabbed the open/closed sign and held it between her fingers. The diner didn’t close for another half an hour, but she had been left on her own and she had a subway train to catch. It was either close early or miss her train. 
The garbage man came up to the door just as Raegan flipped the sign to Closed. 
“Sorry,” she said through the glass, “But we’re closed.” 
“Aww, no! Aren’t you normally open a while longer?” the man asked as he approached. 
“Yeah, but we’re closing early tonight for… maintenance.” 
The man smiled. “That’s a shame. Listen, if I could trouble you for a cup of coffee, that’s all I really want—I’ve got food in the truck.” 
“I’m really sorry but I’ve turned the machine off. I think they do coffee at the gas station across the road though, right? Maybe you could try there?” 
“I could, but if I’m honest, that coffee tastes terrible. Yours is pretty good.” 
Raegan realized she hadn’t yet let go of the sign on the door. Her hands fell away from it covered in a thin film of sweat. 
“All I need is a cup of coffee before my rounds and I’ll be out of your hair,” the man said, smiling. “I’ll drop you a big tip?” 
Raegan opened the door and let the night in remembering she had a baseball bat under the counter, and telling herself she would use it if she had to. 
“Ahh, Johnny Cash,” said the garbage man as he walked inside, rubbing his hands and courteously nodding at Raegan who had stepped aside. “I haven’t heard this song in a while. Big Country fan?”
“Big oldies fan,” she said, closing the door behind him. For a garbage man, he didn’t smell bad. She circled around the counter, making a mental note of the baseball bat lying inert under the cash register, and asked “How do you like your coffee?” 
“Diesel n’ dynamite.” 
Raegan stopped at the coffee machine and turned her head. “I’m sorry? I didn’t get that.” 
The garbage man smiled. “Sorry. Means I like it strong, dark, and with three sugars.”
“Alright, coming right up.” 
He drummed his fingers on the counter to the tune of the music until the song was over. When Raegan turned around again with the coffee in a to-go cup, she found him looming over the jukebox and selecting another song. 
 “Coffee’s ready,” she said, placing the cup on the counter for him to pick up.
The garbage man turned around and smiled, but he did something she hadn’t expected him to do, something which didn’t… feel… quite right. He had started dancing to Johnny Cash’s “I walk the line” as he approached the counter, stepping and hitching, doing a cowboy boogie and singing along with the music. 
Raegan smiled a nervous smile. “You’re definitely a fan, then,” she said.
“Oh yeah,” he said, grabbing the cup of coffee and helping himself to a stool at the bar. “I went to see him back in, oh, ninety-three I think it was. Willie Nelson was at that one, and Mellencamp. Charlie Daniels, too. Man, that guy can fiddle, let me tell you. Still got the t-shirt from that one somewhere. Little faded now, though.” He took a sip of the coffee, smacked his lips, and raised the cup in a gesture of cheerful satisfaction. “Now that’s good stuff. Exactly what I needed.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” she said. “That’s two fifty.” 
The garbage man went to reach for his pocket and then his eyes went wide. His coveralls didn’t have any pockets. “Oh shoot,” he said, and he laughed at himself—a real high-pitched giggle more appropriate for a little girl than a grown man. “Left my wallet in the truck. I’ll just go get it.” 
“No,” Raegan said, having immediately decided that it would take longer for him to retrieve his wallet and pay her than it would for her to simply pay the two fifty out of her own pocket and call it a night. “It’s on the house… since you’ve given me a little dance.” 
The garbage man smiled again, a big, wide, wolfish grin. “That’s real kind of you. I’m going to come back here tomorrow night and make sure to plant a nice, crisp, twenty on your lap for being so kind.” 
“You really don’t have to, it’s fine.” 
“No, no. I insist. What kind of a man would I be if I didn’t repay such generosity? Too many bad things happen to good people these days, but I’m one of the good guys.” 
“Wow, that’s… that’s really nice of you…”
Doug,” he said, “Name’s Douglas M Church. I’m sorry, I should’ve introduced myself a long time ago. I come here so often I just assume everyone knows my name by now.”
“Well, now I do.” 
She looked up at the clock hanging sentry over the front door. Twelve fifteen had come and gone, and she hadn’t even started cleaning up yet. If she wasn’t out of here in ten minutes she’d miss her train, and a cab ride home would cost more than she had made here tonight. When her eyes fell back on Doug, he was grinning at her. 
A cold shiver ran down the length of her spine, rooting her to the spot momentarily. The world swam in and out of focus as Doug mentioned something about having visited New Orleans a couple of years ago. Instinctively she reached, as subtly as she could, for the baseball bat beneath the counter and gripped the handle. But the moment passed, her mind righted itself—what the fuck are you doing, Raegan?—and she let the baseball bat go.
“I’m sorry,” Raegan said, “But I really need to close up. I have a train to catch and—”
“Say no more,” he said, laughing and putting one of his hands up. He stood and snatched the coffee from the counter. “This big mouth of mine could talk for hours.”
“That’s okay,” she said, following him to the door. 
“Anyway, thanks for the coffee. I appreciate it. And I’ll be back tomorrow to keep my promise, don’t you worry.” 
Raegan reached for the door handle and as she went to pull it realized that the music changed. Johnny Cash was no longer singing; instead she heard a woman’s voice humming some kind of soft, light, song. It felt almost like an operatic piece, but since when do we have operas in the juke? The record skipped, and when Raegan turned her head to open the glass door, the proximity of the—monster—woman standing on the other side of the glass made her jerk away and smack Doug’s coffee into his chest. 
“Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” she said, more concerned with having possibly burned the poor man than the woman who had just given her a fright.
 “Don’t worry about it,” Doug said, “These clothes will get into a lot more trouble before the night is over, believe me.” 
The door twinkled open and the woman came in. Her blonde hair was frizzy and damp, her clothes were soaked, but she had an air of grace Raegan couldn’t ignore. The woman wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and smiled, but Raegan’s mind superimposed upon her the image she had seen from the other side of that door. The skin around the woman’s lips had been black, hadn’t it? Hadn’t she seen tiny black lines spreading out of the corners of her mouth? 
“Hello,” said the woman who, despite how cold the air was and how wet she was, didn’t seem to be shivering. “It’s quite cold out there. Could I trouble you for a cup of coffee?” 
“I—I’m sorry,” Raegan said, her voice shaking, “But we just closed.”
“Oh, now, don’t be like that Raegan,” Doug said, “This poor girl needs help. Why don’t you come inside and we’ll see about warming you up?”
The woman looked quizzically at Raegan and waited for an answer. 
“I, no, I really can’t,” Raegan said, “I have to clean up and catch the train before the metro closes for the night.” 
“I have a truck outside. I could give you a ride if you like?”
Her mouth was starting to dry up, and she could feel the steadily increasing speed of her own heart. Catching a ride with a stranger wasn’t exactly her idea of being responsible, but then wasn’t catching a cab the exact same thing? It wasn’t, she supposed. Cab drivers drove people around in exchange for money, and that—in itself—provided some level of security. Hopping into some random man’s garbage truck didn’t have that. 
She scratched the back of her hand, sighed, and said “Okay. Come inside.” 
Raegan was about to turn around and head for the counter when she realized the juke had stopped playing again. She headed toward it instead of going for the counter, pulled her key out of the machine, and shut it down. A moment later, when she was about to reach the counter, she heard the music start playing. She stopped walking, held onto the counter for support, and turned her head slowly, listening to each floaty note as it touched her ears and wormed its way into her heart. But the jukebox was dark. 
“Something wrong?” Doug asked. He had gotten up and was stretching his back. 
“Do you hear that?” Raegan asked.
“Hear what?” 
“The music.” 
Doug turned his head and looked at the jukebox. He turned back to Raegan and shrugged. “I don’t hear anything. Maybe you just got the music in you.” 
“Maybe…” 
“Anyway, let me know when you’re ready to roll. I’ll be in the truck.” 
“Sure…” Raegan said, trailing off. Her eyes were starting to sag. Doug said something else, but he sounded like he was underwater. She couldn’t hear anything now, in fact, except for the song. What is that song? 
Her hand slipped, her knees gave, and she hit the ground.
She was aware, in the same way a dreamer is aware of anything, of the blonde woman fast approaching and kneeling beside her. She took Raegan’s hand and squeezed it.
“Everything’s going to be alright,” the blonde woman said, only Raegan heard that with her mind and not her ears. 
“Everything… alright…” Raegan repeated, almost dreamily.
Slowly, almost as if to kiss her, Helena bowed over Raegan’s face. The blonde woman smiled, and when she smiled, the same black veins Raegan had thought she had earlier seen surrounding the woman’s mouth reappeared. Helena’s eyes became bright blue headlights on a dark road. Raegan tried to turn her head to shield herself from the brightness—too much, too much—but the effort she made was too weak. In a moment, she felt a set of lips press against hers. 
They were cold lips, but Raegan surrendered to the song playing on the juke and in her mind, to the kiss, and to Helena. In the moment of transfer, when Nyx’s dark energy passed between mouths like a breath of shadow, Raegan’s mind took her back to the first time she had ever been kissed by a boy named Carter Higgs when she was fourteen years old. 
When Raegan opened her eyes again, it wasn’t as Raegan at all, but as Nyx. The Raegan that had poured coffee a few minutes ago was gone; banished to a place where she would forever re-live the moment of her first kiss. 
Nyx cricked her neck. She brushed her new, dark hair out of her face and checked herself out in the mirror across the counter. A smile swept across her full lips. This vessel would do. It would not last, she knew. Maybe she had a couple of days. But it would do, at least for now.
She turned around, stepped over Helena’s dead body which now lay slack mouthed on the floor, and walked across the diner to where Doug was standing. He had watched the whole thing, but he wasn’t scared. She didn’t expect him to be. He had, after all, ensured the girl stayed in the diner just a little longer. He had done well. 
“Hello Doug,” Nyx said. 
He nodded and smiled. “It’s really you.” 
“It is as I said it would be.” 
“I’m so glad you’re here. This is something like a dream.” 
“For me also.” She planted a kiss on Doug’s cheek, and he blushed like a fourteen-year-old boy. “Thank you for your help.” 
“Don’t mention it. Hell, you know I would do anything for you.” 
“Good… because we have more work to do.” 
Nyx opened the diner door and the bell above it tinkled. She looked over her shoulder at the diner, at Helena, and then at Doug. 
“What do we do with her?” he asked.
“Leave her,” she said, “This isn’t our problem anymore.” 
Doug nodded and followed her outside. “Anywhere you want me to take you?” 
Nyx closed her eyes, breathed deep of the night air, and when she opened her eyes again they were a misty grey, where before they had been brown. She gave him an address—Raegan’s address—and said, “Take me to her house.” 
“Any particular reason? The cops will come looking for her when they find this body.” 
“I suspect they will, but I’m still hungry, and this girl has a mother who is not long for this earth.” 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 1


 
One Week Later
Something is chasing me. I can hear it, the click-clacking of… something. Nails? Whatever it is sounds metallic. These objects scrape against each other and my stomach goes cold every time the awful sound touches my ears. My heart doesn’t stop pounding. It can’t. I need the adrenaline if I want to get away, but it’s dark in the movie theatre and I’m running out of places to hide. The auditorium is the only place I can turn into, so I do, and it follows, whistling a happy tune as it goes. I know what the objects it’s carrying are, now. I don’t need to see them.
They’re scalpels, and if he catches me, he’ll cut me open again.
The sound of grumbling thunder rolling overhead dragged Alice out of a deep but restless sleep. When the dream slipped away like morning mist, Alice grabbed her phone from the bedside table and looked at the time. Seven in the evening had come and gone. She had laid her head down for a nap with the intention of only resting for half an hour, but had somehow managed to sleep for three. The thunder rolled off into the distance in a series of cascading explosions of sound. Alice rubbed her eyes, unlocked her phone, and updated herself on what was going on.
No calls, no messages, and no emails except for the usual garbage she didn’t care for. The silence in the house suggested Dustin wasn’t around and Isaac… the last time she had seen Isaac had been in the Greek exhibit at the Ashwood Imperial Museum. He had kissed her on the forehead and told her, promised her, everything would be okay. And she had believed him. She had allowed herself to be ushered along the staff corridor, through a hidden door nestled between the male and female restrooms, and into a car where Emily and Nate were waiting. 
She thought he would have been right behind her, and for what seemed like forever she had waited in that car, hoping to see the door she had just come out of open up again. But then Dustin’s phone buzzed. He read the message, then started the engine and told her they had to leave. She was about to throw some questions at him when her own phone buzzed inside her pocket with a message from Isaac. 
“Whatever you do, don’t try to help me.”
“What the fuck?” she had said aloud. 
Dustin had told her not to worry about it, that he just needed to answer a couple of questions. Standard procedure when this kind of thing goes down. Isaac would be back in no time. But then there was the text message. “Whatever you do, don’t try to help me.” It seemed pretty final, more like a full stop than a comma. By the time the car had peeled out of a back alley and into the harshly lit city streets of Ashwood proper, Alice knew he wouldn’t be joining them that night. 
She was right.
The big security guard assistant drove Alice to her place so she could gather some things, only with her body being in as much pain as it was in, the task fell to Nate and Emily to do her a favor and grab a couple changes of clothes out of her bedroom. They were happy to do it and promised they, too, would be doing something similar soon enough. In the back seat of Dustin’s car, they had decided to get out of Ashwood and go someplace else. Maybe Seattle, or San Francisco; didn’t matter which as long as it was on the other coast.
She wondered how they were doing now.
When the grogginess of waking disappeared, Alice rose, with a little effort, from the bed and immediately transitioned into a series of stretches. Her back still complained about the pain, but not as much as it had the morning after the night at the museum. Partly this was thanks to the exercising, but mostly it had to do with the strange infusions she had been drinking. 
Isaac had promised she would have help with her injuries. She thought he meant he would be sending someone over, a mage skilled at the arts of healing, maybe. What she had found instead, though, was a box of specially made coffee beans which would apparently speed the healing process. It tasted like earth and milk, but after a couple of cups she didn’t mind the taste much, and she had to admit moving around was starting to feel a whole lot easier.
She also didn’t much mind the safe house she had been brought to. From her upstairs bedroom window, she could see the twinkling lights of the city off in the distance, skyscrapers standing tall above a sea of trees. Where exactly she was, she didn’t know. Somewhere south, she supposed, given she could see the Ashwood International Airport towers from here. But she also supposed it was a good thing she didn’t know where she was. If she didn’t know where she was, then neither did Nyx.
Alice had been cooped up in here for a week with strict instructions not to leave under any circumstances. The place was stocked with food and Dustin came around at least once a day with fresh fruit, vegetables, and—if she asked for it—takeout. He also went back to her place occasionally and fed her cat; something she truly was grateful for. But how long was she expected to stay here? She had heard nothing from Isaac, and Dustin didn’t know any more than she did.
Alice went downstairs into the kitchen and made herself a cup of earth-coffee, making sure to keep the lights off. She didn’t leave the lights off in the interest of safety; the area was about as remote as it got. But she enjoyed looking out of the kitchen window and seeing the orange glow of the city impressed upon the clouds floating above. A single sip of earth-coffee—she could really taste the herbs this time—caused her body to fill with warmth, and when she had her fill of the city lights, she walked over to the kitchen table where a large box sat.
She set the cup down on the table next to the box, which she then opened. Inside there were four shiny metal film cases and a sword carefully placed so that it would fit. The sword and the metal cases gleamed even in the dim light, seeming as if to wink up at her. Alice ran her fingertips along the length of the blade and over the curve of the discs, but felt nothing besides the cold. 
“Talk to me,” she said to it. “Tell me something, anything.” 
But if the objects in the box had the ability to speak, they weren’t talking. Alice wasn’t sure if the problem was that they didn’t have any secrets for her to learn, or that after the destruction of her camera she had lost her powers. She didn’t think she had; Alice didn’t feel any less like herself. But the possibility was there, and the fact that after a week of studying these damn things she had learned nothing only served to add more weight to the idea that Alice had lost something crucial when Trapper smashed into a hundred little pieces.
“This box cost me a lot of money,” she said to herself, “And it’s been fucking useless.” 
Neither of these things was strictly true, but vocalizing her frustration made her feel better. She had struck a deal with Nate to dismiss the rest of the fee he owed her if he would break into the Cinema Royale and retrieve this box. Alice hadn’t thought he would be able to pay her anyway, and since he was skipping town this was the next best thing she could get from him. It hadn’t been entirely useless either. The film reels inside were blank, or at least they looked blank. Maybe they needed to be played on a projector, but Alice wasn’t about to try that out even if she did have one lying around. However, there had definitely been more film reels in the box when she first saw it, and now there weren’t. 
This told Alice that more of those things, Nyx’s Pain Children, had gotten out and were now roaming the city like rabid animals. So what the hell was she still doing here?
Waiting, she thought as she closed the box. She picked her cup of coffee up and took another sip. A comfortable wave of warmth gently pulsed through her system causing her to shudder, and when it passed, she padded toward the front door of the house. As far as houses went, this one was pretty bare. The walls were a kind of asphalt gray, black wooden support beams raced along ceilings and around door frames, and the wooden floors creaked with every step she took upon them.
The night was dark, and only the barest sliver of light was coming through the window. Alice approached and, as she did so, noticed the markings drawn into the door. More symbols, only these she didn’t recognize at all. Squares, semi-circles, and hexagons were knitted together. Within the shapes there were more shapes; straight lines, jagged lines, and Roman numerals. Lots of Roman numerals. 
She touched them lightly with the tips of her fingers, just as she had done to the items in the box a moment ago… and felt nothing. Not a buzz, not a chill, not so much as a whisper of energy. This time she had been expecting something. These markings were magic. Dustin had told her the entire safe house had been protected against spying and intrusion from physical and ethereal beings, so it stood to reason that she should feel something from them as she did whenever she got close enough to the wards in her own apartment. 
Not good, she thought. But then another thought occurred to her. What if her being inside the house was somehow stunting her senses, too? This nugget of inspiration made a lot of sense and Alice chewed on it like a dog with a bone, but she didn’t act upon it. Not immediately. The neurons in her brain were firing, connections were being made, and choices were being laid before her.
“I could leave,” she said to herself in a soft whisper. “I could open this door right now, step outside, and leave. Find Isaac. Find… her. Find out if my powers truly are gone.” 
She grabbed the handle but didn’t turn it. If she opened the door, would the magical protection around the house disappear? She doubted it. Dustin had been coming and going, and he didn’t have the ability to create and dismantle magical wards that she was aware of. This meant that the wards would remain even if Alice didn’t, but then, if she left, she would forfeit the magic protection built around this place and would expose herself for Nyx to find. Assuming Nyx was even looking for Alice, but why wouldn’t she be? 
The thought of staying here another day, though, with Nyx and her beasts out there, was a tough pill to swallow.
Alice decided at the last moment not to do it, to remain in the safe-house, but just as she was about to walk away someone knocked on the door and she jumped like a startled cat. Her heart shot from zero to sixty in milliseconds, setting her body alight with fear like fire. But it wasn’t the sound of the rapping on the door or even the vibrations that had done the damage.
A cool, wet, earthy night air spilled into the corridor on the back of a cricket’s song. The door hit the wall with a thud when it opened all the way before inching across again about a foot or so. There, standing in the open frame, was the silhouette of a man too well built to be Dustin and too broad shouldered to be Isaac. Whoever this guy was, he wasn’t supposed to be here. 
No one was supposed to be here but her.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 2


 
Before the Magistrate
Isaac Moreau was ushered through a set of large, obsidian doors and into full view of a group of waiting judges whose faces were obscured by shadow. They were called praetors, though as they stared down from atop their elevated, obsidian platforms they looked more like predators; like vultures perched on a ledge, staring down at their prey from behind hooked beaks and beady little eyes. But Isaac was no prey. He swaggered into the room with the sleeves of his white shirt rolled up to his elbows, his chin raised in defiance, and a smirk on his lips. 
Still, the total whiteness of the room he had been brought into had an almost intimidating quality to it. The semi-circular chamber had a vaulted, domed, golden ceiling—a basilica—the underside of which was painted to depict a mage’s struggle, and eventual domination of, the Tempest. Strong men and women with shining eyes, their bodies wreathed in fire and crackling whips of lightning, commanded the furious ocean breaking around them and drew its power out of the water. From beneath the waves, hundreds of hungry eyes looked up, a constant reminder that the magic of the Tempest was dangerous to those too weak to adequately control it.
Behind the rows of white pews on either side of the pit, white marble columns decorated with thin golden patterns rose up from the ground to touch the ceiling. There were eight of these, and each bore a different sigil corresponding to the Roman Gods after which the planets in the solar system were named; Jupiter, Mars, Saturn, Mercury—the list went on. The four praetors sat at the head of the semi-circle behind an obsidian platform trimmed with silver. There were six men and women sitting on the white pews, though there should have been seven.
Isaac walked into the center of the pit and stared up at the praetors. Behind him, Logan—the head legionnaire, Legio Prime as was his official title—stood guard at the entrance to the pit, barring his escape. As he waited for one of the praetors to speak, Isaac registered the sound of soft singing coming from somewhere nearby, but it sounded more like a church choir than a solo. 
One of the praetors put his hand up in a gesture of silence, even though no one was speaking. Through light-play or magic, the faces beneath the hoods of the praetors were almost entirely obscured by shadow. No one was supposed to know their identities. This is why the praetors were called the Shadow Council. 
“Step forward,” said the judge in a deep voice that resonated throughout the chamber. 
Isaac did as he was asked and stepped forward, but remained quiet. 
“State your name and title.” 
“I am Isaac Moreau, mage of House Pluto, custodian of the Ashwood Imperial Museum, and Tribune of this Caucus.” Isaac stared at the empty seat where he should have been sitting.
“Do you know why you are here?” 
“I am aware.” 
“Then you understand the charges are serious.” 
“I do. Would you care to read them out again, please?” 
Without glancing at the papers on his black obsidian platform, the praetor recited: “One count of reckless endangerment of Plebeians. One count of destruction of magistrate assets. One count of failure to report a magical disturbance to the magistrate...” 
“What about the memory wiping?” 
“That charge has been dropped. It was discovered the Plebeians had no knowledge of any supernatural goings on at the museum and were evacuated before any damage was done to their psyche.”
“As I said.” 
“Indeed. However, the remaining charges are severe. You face a period of abstinence from magic at best, and imprisonment at worst.” 
“Hardly seems fair considering I was the one who was attacked, wouldn’t you say?” 
The Tribunes grumbled silently and secretly among themselves, but the praetors remained perfectly still.
“You have been called upon today, Isaac Moreau, to give your testimony of what happened at your museum.” 
“I assume, then, that I have been appointed legal counsel?” 
“The Magus Codice decrees you are to be appointed legal counsel, however, since some of the evidence relating to this incident has been purposefully obscured—”
“Purposefully obscured?” Isaac asked.
More grumbling from the pews. The praetor’s hand came up once more and silence followed. “There will be no more interruptions, Tribune Moreau. Is this understood?” 
Isaac’s lips pressed into a thin line. “I apologize for the interruption,” Isaac said, “However, I would like to know what evidence you have that I have in any way hindered your investigation into what happened besides withholding my testimony until I could have someone assigned to represent me, as is my right by law.”
The praetor gestured with his hand, two fingers beckoning, and Legio Logan came strolling into the pit. He gave Isaac a sidelong glance with his strange, ruby-red eyes before directing himself to the praetors. 
“State your name and title,” said another praetor, a woman this time. Her voice was sharp and rigid, like a whip crack.
“I am Logan Hodges, noble-born mage, Sword of House Mars, Legio Prime of this great Caucus.”
“And do you accuse this man of tampering with evidence and withholding information from this court?” 
“I do, Praetor.”
“Why have you come to this suspicion?” 
Logan, never taking his eyes off the praetors, said, “On the night of the incident, this mage threatened me and my legionnaires. He advised us he had placed several powerful wards in place around the museum building and that he would need to deactivate them if we were to be able to conduct an investigation. There was a period of approximately five minutes where the accused was out of our sight.” 
Isaac rolled his eyes.
“Surely this alone cannot be enough to bring such a harsh accusation to bear on this mage. Isaac has been an upstanding citizen of our community. Why would he tamper with evidence if he, as he says, was the victim of an attack by an unknown ethereal entity of substantial supernatural power?” 
“Because, Praetor, I believe he has been untruthful in his statement.” 
“Isaac Moreau,” said the male praetor, “How do you respond to this accusation?” 
Isaac glanced at Logan, and then up at the black platform again. “I deny them entirely.” 
An awkward silence hung in the air. When no one spoke, the Tribunes began to grumble amongst themselves. Finally, the praetor said, “Is that it?” 
“It is. I offered my statement, I told you what happened, gave you my theories of what exactly had gotten out of the mirror I had restored, and yet you have kept me under arrest for seven days. Who knows how much power this thing has gained? How many lives it has taken? I was also under the assumption that a memory wipe would take place after I left the museum, but since it hasn’t, my job may very well be at risk. This unjust arrest has already put my livelihood at stake, but now to also be presented with an accusation that I have been less than forthcoming in my testimony is disappointing to say the least.” 
Of course, Isaac had lied during his testimony; he had been extremely careful to omit any reference to Alice’s involvement, or anyone else’s involvement for that matter. This had all happened to him and him alone, because if it had happened to anyone else, the magistrate would want to bring them in for questioning… and the last thing he wanted, after what he had learned about Alice only a week ago, was to put her in front of this group of predators.
“Legio Logan,” said the female praetor, “Do you have evidence to support your claim that Tribune Moreau tampered with the scene of the engagement before your arrival?” 
“I do.” 
Isaac didn’t let it show on his face, but a trickle of fear like cold fingers forced its way down his throat and gripped his insides. He could feel a couple of beads of sweat forming on his brow and hoped no one would notice, but Logan noticed. Logan’s strange eyes were—infernal—sharp, his instincts were strong, and he trusted his own judgement. It was the kind of self-confidence one only gets after a couple of years serving as a distinguished police detective. 
The double doors opened and one of Logan’s legionnaires—the girl with the purple Mohawk, whose name he knew was Sonia—stepped through with something in her hand—a small, black, and mangled thing. She handed the item to Logan, and then Logan showed the item to Isaac, who recognized it instantly. The black frame was damaged and had clearly smashed into pieces when it had slammed against the wall, but the strip of red against the black was unmistakable. 
This was all that remained of Alice’s soul camera, Trapper.
“Do you recognize this?” Logan asked.
Isaac didn’t need to be reminded of where he was standing, who he was standing in front of, and just how many magic spells had to be floating above his head. Until now he hadn’t been brought into this room, into the Throne room, to discuss what had happened that night; all of the questioning had been done in the magically nullified apartment he was being kept in. No mage could use magic in there to tell whether he was being less than truthful.
But in here? He could be sure each of the four praetors had their own spells currently operating silently and invisibly. Standard procedure was to have a minimum of four spells running when court was in session; one to detect whether the witness or the accused was outright lying, another to take note of any sudden changes in their brainwaves, another to note changes in their biology, and another to prevent them from using magic without being detected. 
If he lied, they would know. If he used magic, they would know. But he had to protect Alice. He couldn’t let them find out she was there that night.
“I do recognize it,” Isaac said.
“What is it?” Logan asked.
“It looks like an old Polaroid camera. I used to have one as a child.” 
“Do you know who this camera belonged to?” 
“I believe I saw it around the neck of a woman who was in attendance at the unveiling. If memory serves she was wearing a black dress. A photographer, maybe.”
Isaac was navigating dangerous waters, he knew, but he also knew how these detection spells were crafted. Thanks to the law of the land, praetors were forbidden from invading a person’s mind or being too intrusive with their magic during questioning, so the lies had to be outright and blatant for their spells to catch them. He didn’t think this line of answers had set the spells off. 
At least, he hoped it hadn’t.
“And did you—” 
“Praetor,” Isaac said, interrupting Logan before he could ask the question he knew would back him into a corner. “I do not understand what this broken thing has to do with my supposed tampering of evidence. I did not go back to the Greek exhibit after I met with the legionnaires and did not touch this object. And while we sit here and play judge, jury, and executioner there is a powerful entity out there, moving unchecked throughout our city. We are wasting time, and have already wasted too much time. This has to move along or else we are all in danger.” 
“Legio Logan?” asked the male praetor, siding with Isaac on this.
Logan scowled at Isaac, but nodded. “Of course,” he said, and he turned the piece of broken plastic around so that the inside of the frame was facing up. There, Isaac saw something he hadn’t seen before; something he wasn’t counting on being presented with during this interrogation at Court.
Someone, likely whoever had built the camera, had taken it apart and etched symbols and runes into the inside of the frame—into the plastic itself. The etchings, which looked like they had been cut into the material with a knife before the camera was put back together, bore the unmistakable mark of a mage’s hand. As if that wasn’t surprising enough, the design on the camera looked awfully similar to the one on the back of the closet door in Alice’s apartment; and they bore a striking resemblance to the ones he had seen on the underside of the trapdoor at the Cinema Royale.
“Do you know what these are?” Logan asked.
Lucky for Isaac, lying here wouldn’t be difficult. “I can’t say I know what these runes mean,” he said, maintaining his aura of calm as best as possible.
“Legio Prime,” said the male praetor, “Bring the artifact forward.”
Logan flashed a wolfish grin at Isaac and stepped toward the pews to the right. He handed Trapper’s carcass to the tribunes who each, in turn, gave it a cursory glance before passing it on until it arrived at the hands of the four praetors sitting high above the pit. So high, in fact, it was as if they were floating on clouds up in the sky. 
The praetors whispered among themselves, discussing the item, or Isaac, or both. Above them, in the gold domed basilica itself, the painting of the Tempest pulsed with mysterious, violet light.
“Is there a reason, Legio,” asked the male praetor, “Why this item has not been brought to us sooner?” 
“We wanted to be sure,” Logan said. “When we discovered it, our immediate concern was the safety of the magistrate. We took the item, analyzed it, and when we decided it was of no threat we presented it to you.” 
“Correct me if I am mistaken, Legio,” said the female praetor who was now holding the plastic frame, “But analyzing the intricacies of a magical artifact, especially in order to assess any danger it may pose, is a responsibility which falls to the librarian. Was the librarian consulted in this matter?” 
Logan’s confident smirk melted away. “No, Praetor. I apologize.” 
“The magistrate’s legionnaires are enforcers of the Magus Codice; your responsibility in this case was to surrender the artifact immediately after its discovery. In failing to do so you have potentially endangered this Court, however, as I sense no threat from this object, I see no reason to impart a sanction.” 
“Thank you, Praetor,” Logan said, bowing his head. “It will not happen again.” 
“As for the artifact itself,” she continued, directing her stern, authoritative voice at Isaac. “Did you have any idea that this woman—this photographer—was using a camera that had been built by a mage?” 
“None,” Isaac said, and he wasn’t lying. 
“Very well. We shall adjourn for the time being while the librarian is summoned. Legio Logan, if you or your legionnaires have discovered more traces of this camera, you will bring them to us. For now, escort Tribune Moreau back to his quarters.” 
“As the praetors wish,” Logan said. 
Sonia grabbed Isaac’s arm, turned him around, and ushered him toward the door. Logan followed, silently, and they went through the arch which opened into a dimly lit corridor of dark marble. Delicate golden designs ran along the walls and floor. When the double doors to the courtroom closed, the echoing choir of voices ceased their song, and Logan spoke.
“You think you got away with that.” 
“Got away with what?” Isaac asked.
Logan grabbed Isaac by the shoulder, pinned him against a wall with his forearm, and glared from behind a pair of eyes the color of blood. The purple haired girl watched with her arms folded. “You’re a fucking smartass,” Logan said, “I’ll give you that. But you don’t fool me. I know you’re hiding something, and I’m going to find out what it is.” 
It took every ounce of Isaac’s composure to keep from responding with anything other than civility and dignity, but he managed to rein himself in. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
Logan released him, opened a door immediately to Isaac’s left, and shoved him inside. The door, which was made of simple brown wood and didn’t at all match the dark marble and gold motif of this entire hallway, led to the plain apartment Isaac had been forced to stay in, and when Isaac crossed the threshold he felt the hand of magic transport him from wherever he was, to where he was now. If he had to guess, he put the apartment somewhere on Ashwood’s South Side. 
The sounds of the city—police sirens, dogs barking, and rap music—drifted in from the open window opposite the door. 
“Don’t get too comfortable,” Logan said, “I’ll be back for you soon,” and he slammed the door shut. The wooden frame seemed to glow faintly blue and the runes carved into the back of the door harmonized with the light as the magic wards surrounding the apartment engaged and asserted themselves. 
Isaac breathed a deep breath and exhaled the stress and tension. This has gone well, he thought, when he considered all the things that had been said at Court and the introduction of Trapper’s remains to the praetors. This he hadn’t been expecting, and he wanted to kick himself for not having discovered it himself. 
Of course her camera was magic. He knew that. Alice had told him she hadn’t made the camera herself; she had told him it had shown up at her doorstep one morning along with her Chest of Haunts. And if Trapper had been made by a mage, then so had the chest. The question of who and why formed at the forefront of Isaac’s mind, but he couldn’t think about that now. If he thought about Alice too much, or considered the problem too deeply, he may not be able to trick the spells employed against him next time.
In a way, he thought, it was a good thing he hadn’t been the one to discover the camera’s secret. It was also fortunate that Logan hadn’t surrendered it to the librarian. These two things meant that Isaac had just bought a little more time. He checked his watch, sat down at the table in the plain, boring kitchenette, and opened the book he had left there—the Mountains of Madness, by H.P. Lovecraft. With one leg crossed over the other, Isaac picked up where he had left off thinking he could probably kill a few chapters before the inevitable visit, which would likely be soon.
Good thing he and the librarian were friends.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 3


 
The Lion and the Lich
Alice groped for the hall light, though her fingers had trouble finding it, and flicked it on. Illumination from the single bare bulb in the ceiling was faint, but there was light enough for her to see the face of the man standing in the door and know she didn’t recognize him. He was wearing a leather jacket, had short, sandy brown hair, three-day old stubble growing on his chin and jaw, and a set of severe, narrow eyes the color of murky seawater. 
“Who the hell are you?” Alice asked, perhaps more aggressively than she had intended to.
The man put up a hand in a gesture of surrender. The other hand followed. “You must be Alice,” he said, his voice a smooth sip of whiskey in a smoky bar.
“Who I must be is none of your business. How did you find this place?” 
“How does anyone find anything? I was given a map.” 
“A map?” Alice eyed the threshold of the door and noticed his feet hadn’t yet crossed it. Maybe he couldn’t? There were spells protecting this place, and if he wasn’t supposed to be here he wouldn’t be able to enter. “Who sent you?” 
“Isaac sent me,” he said, “My name’s Cameron. Cameron West.” 
Alice’s body tightened at the sound of Isaac’s name and then relaxed, like an archer who had thought twice about letting an arrow fly. “You know Isaac?” 
Cameron’s hands came back down to rest by his sides. “I do. I’m a friend. He told me you would need my help, said you were a little banged up, so I’m here.”
“I was hurt, but I’m fine now.” 
“Let me guess… you drank the infusions?” 
“How do you know about those?” 
He smiled, and when he smiled his whole face lit up, even his narrow eyes. “I made them.” 
She looked at the floor again, at the threshold, and then looked up at Cameron. “Alright,” she said, “Come on in.” 
Cameron nodded and stepped through the open arch, moving into the house. A second passed, and then another, and another, and nothing happened. His flesh didn’t fall off. No bolts of lightning raced out of the sky to strike him down. He hadn’t triggered the wards, which was a good thing—the last thing Alice wanted was to deal with the kind of mess she was assured an enemy mage would become if they tried to step through the doors uninvited. 
Alice stepped aside.
“Nice place,” he said. When he turned to look at her, he still had that narrow-eyed smile on his face, though in this light she could see his eyes weren’t as dark as she had originally thought; they were misty gray. “Nothing to say?” 
Alice sighed. “Don’t take it personally. I’ve been cooped up here for a week and I don’t know what’s going on. Smalltalk isn’t what I need right now; what I need are answers, and to get out of here.”
Cameron’s smile weakened. “I have bad news on that front.” 
“What bad news?” 
“Do you want to sit down?” 
Alice’s heart began to thump hard against the left side of her ribcage. When someone about to deliver bad news asks the other person to sit down, it usually heralded the impending revelation of someone’s death or injury. Isaac wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be. 
“I’ll stand. Tell me what’s going on.” 
Cameron sighed. “Long and short of it is this; Isaac isn’t getting out anytime soon. He’s still under heavy investigation and the magistrate hasn’t decided what it’s going to do yet. They’ve had some preliminary talks, but Isaac hasn’t been too cooperative with them so they’re holding him until they can gather all the evidence they can. He really does know how to piss them off.”
“Evidence of what?” 
“That he broke the law.” 
“Do you know what happened to him? Has he told you?” 
“He didn’t have time, and in any case he wouldn’t have had to explain anything to me. Isaac and I go way back. He asked for my help, so here I am.” 
“Just like that?” 
“In a heartbeat. I owe him big.” 
Alice took a moment to process everything he had just said. Isaac wasn’t getting out any time soon. How long is that, she thought. A day? A week? A month? “So, you don’t know why he was being investigated?” 
“I do. I’ve heard rumors that something happened at the museum; someone attacked him and trashed his exhibit in front of Pleb—humans.”
Alice cocked an eyebrow. “Did he tell you if he managed to find any leads on were his attacker went?” 
“He’s been locked away since the night the legionnaires picked him up. I doubt he’s had a chance to do more than read the books he was given. His lockup doesn’t even have a TV, and he isn’t allowed a cell phone or even the paper. Can’t use magic either; the place is warded to keep mages docile.”
“Docile?” 
“Unable to use magic. Kinda like the wards around this place. I felt it as soon as I walked in here. I’m about as magic as a ham sandwich right now.” 
“That’s good to know.” 
“Not really. Not for me, anyway. It doesn’t feel right to not have my magic. Feels like I’m naked.” 
Alice caught herself thinking, purely aesthetically, that it wouldn’t be entirely tragic if he were naked. 
“Look,” he said, and his voice snapped her back into the moment. “I won’t sugar coat it. Things don’t look great right now. Isaac got word to me on a wing and a prayer—literally—and I don’t know how long he’s going to be stuck with the magistrate, which means I don’t know how long you need to be in here and under my protection.” 
“Your protection? The answer is simple,” she said, folding her arms across her chest. “Zero minutes.” 
“I don’t want to be that guy, but I don’t think you have much of a choice.”
“I have a choice, and I choose to be the captain of my own destiny. If Isaac hasn’t been investigating what happened after the night of the attack, then I have to.”
“I hate to break it to you, but you can’t leave,” Cameron said. “If Isaac asked me to come over and make sure you’re safe, you must be in some kind of trouble. Also, correct me if I’m wrong, but you’re not a mage, and seeing as I don’t know what you are, I can’t just let you walk out of here.”
Alice regarded him cautiously, trying to read his bodily cues and determine his angle. Everybody had an angle, and Cameron was no exception. She could get what she wanted from him, but she would have to give something in return. The only question was, did she lie to him about the trouble Isaac hadn’t been able to fill him in on, or did she risk bringing him into the fold? If she wanted to leave—and knowing what she knew now leaving was exactly what she needed to do—then she needed to win him over… or call on her police training and subdue him. 
She sighed. “If I tell you what’s going on, will you let me leave?” 
“If you tell me, I’ll think about letting you leave.”
“I honestly think there’s little you could do to stop me if I wanted to leave right now. Once I’ve made my mind up about something I’m like a train on a track, and I used to be a cop. I could take you down.” 
Cameron smiled, more at himself than at Alice, musing as if he had just remembered a funny joke. “Yeah,” he said, “I’ve already figured out that much about you. The way you talk and hold yourself, you’re used to having the last word. I also think you’re not the kind of girl who likes to stay put even on the best of days.” 
“Oh, no, there you’ve got me totally wrong. Give me a good book or a TV show to watch, and my sofa becomes my favorite place in the world. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there’s no TV here, no Wi-Fi, and my cell connection is non-existent. At least before I thought this whole business was being looked into, but it’s been a week since everything happened and both Isaac and I have been locked up and in the dark. The trail is going cold.”
Cameron folded his arms in front of his chest. His leather jacket squeaked. “Alright,” he said, “Now I’m intrigued. What trail is growing cold?” 
“If I tell you, I’m leaving. That’s the deal.” 
He nodded. “Go ahead.” 
Alice told him. At least, she told him as much as she could in the minute or so she wanted to spend discussing the events of the last couple of weeks, omitting the parts where she ate souls and had, herself, been trapped in the Reflection once before. Cameron didn’t need to know all of the details; only that Helena had been possessed by an old and powerful entity that was now on the loose somewhere. 
Cameron considered all that Alice had said, carefully regarding her in the dimness of the kitchen; an artist trying to understand someone else’s painting. He was quiet for almost an entire minute before he finally said, “There’s something I don’t understand.” 
“What’s that?” Alice asked.
“You said you had been hired by someone to find this girl, to find Emily.”
“Right.” 
“Are you a private eye or something?” 
“You don’t know?” 
Cameron shrugged. “Not really. Should I?” 
“I’m a bounty hunter; people pay me to take nasty things down. I’m damn good at it, too.” 
“But it wasn’t Isaac who hired you.” 
“No. I went to him for help.” 
“… because you’re not a mage.” 
“Exactly.” 
“Then… what are you?” 
 Alice cocked her eyebrow again. “You’re asking too many questions. I held up my end of the bargain, now you have to keep yours and let me leave this place.” 
Cameron took a deep breath through his nose but kept his lips pressed together, trying to decide whether to accept her terms or not. When his mind was made up, he nodded. “A deal is a deal,” he said, “Even though we didn’t shake on it, I could hold you to that.” 
“Verbal contracts are binding too. You’re a mage; you should know that.” 
“I’m not that kind of mage.” 
“Okay, well, it doesn’t matter what kind of mage you are—we have a deal.” Alice went to walk around Cameron but he stretched his hand across the open kitchen arch just as she was about to pass him, barring her way. “We had a deal,” she warned.
“We do, and I’m keeping it, on one condition.” 
“No conditions.” 
“You’re going to want to accept this one.” 
“Am I?” she asked, placing a hand on her hip and flicking her long hair over her shoulder.
“I didn’t see any vehicles parked out front, and you’re about fifteen miles outside of Ashwood central. Unless you’re planning to walk along I95 until tomorrow morning, you should probably let me come with you.” 
“You want to come with me?” 
“Why not? If this whole thing is as dangerous as you say, you may need a hand—a hand I’m willing to offer.” 
“Because you promised Isaac?” 
The corner of Cameron’s lips turned up into a smile. “That too, but mainly because it sounds dangerous… and I like danger.” 
Alice rolled her eyes and started to march upstairs. She didn’t have time to argue with him, didn’t have time to call him on his bravado bullshit—whether real or put on. If he wanted to come with her, fine. She wasn’t about to stop him no matter how much she disliked the idea of a tag-along. He was right, after all, about the trek back to the city. Until he mentioned her lack of a ride, she hadn’t thought about how she might get to Ashwood, and she wasn’t looking forward to taking a cab considering her last experience in one. 
This thought led to memories of the museum. A pang of hurt settled into her heart when she remembered how Trapper had smashed into a wall and broken into a hundred pieces. Poor thing, she thought. It hadn’t just been her weapon of choice against the dangerous denizens of the world, it had become a part of her; it was her livelihood, and it was also kind of a friend. How could she collect bounties on nasty supernatural entities without her camera side-kick? What powers did she have beyond her ability to sense auras? Could she even do that now that Trapper had been destroyed? 
The more she thought about it, the more having a little help didn’t sound like an altogether bad idea, at least until she could figure herself out. And if it came to blows between her and Nyx, then Nyx would get the beating of her life.
Cameron had cleared out of the house by the time Alice returned downstairs tucked inside her own cropped leather jacket. She approached the door, stared at the threshold, and then with a deep breath held in her lungs, stepped outside into the cold night air. The icy breeze hit her at once and enveloped her in a refreshing, chilling embrace that smelled of grass and trees and a faraway ocean. The wind grabbed her hair and pulled it away from her face, and she closed her eyes and enjoyed the feeling.
Then she heard the roar. 
Alice didn’t jump, she wasn’t skittish, but the sound had been sudden and unexpected; a lion’s growl that transitioned into a loud, authoritative purr. Of course he has a bike, she thought, and she marched toward the glow of the headlight. The bike was a well maintained Harley Davidson. Black and chrome, with the Harley logo pressed into the body and a decorative lion’s mouth clasping the headlight between its teeth. He tossed a half-face helmet her way, and she caught it in mid-air. 
“Nice ride,” she said, “I haven’t been on a bike in a long time.” 
A proud smirk spread across his face. “Where are we headed?”
Alice slipped onto the back of the bike and felt the rumbling between her legs. The vibrations coursed through her and for a moment she felt powerful again; a welcome illusion considering her actual circumstances. But she allowed the feeling to invigorate her, to excite her, and to drive away the niggling fear that in leaving her protective enclosure she may have just revealed herself to Nyx’s watchful eye. She wrapped her arms around Cameron’s firm midsection and interlocked her fingers.
“Take me to the Victoria district,” she said to the back of Cameron’s head. “I need to get some stuff.” 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 4


 
The Dead Alphabet
Isaac rarely had trouble concentrating, but his eyes were like tires on an icy road—prone to losing their grip on the page every couple of minutes. He wanted desperately to keep his mind clear and focused, sharp and ready to think fast at a moment’s notice, but his thoughts kept circling back to the courtroom, to the camera, and to Alice. He checked his watch. She should be with Cameron by now, and would likely be on her way out of the safe house. 
Good.
The safe house probably wasn’t so safe anymore now that Isaac had involved another mage. He wasn’t sure how he felt about Alice wandering around Ashwood without protection, but she was the only person who could uncover the secrets Isaac was unable to uncover. But Cameron was a good guy, a capable mage, and a good friend. He was someone Isaac could trust, which made him a rare commodity indeed, and yet precautions needed to be taken to further decrease the chance of Alice running into trouble.
Sending her out of the safe house was one of them.
Isaac wished he could be there with her, helping to find Nyx, but he couldn’t leave the apartment. He wasn’t, however, entirely powerless. It hadn’t been easy. Getting a message to Cameron had required him to summon a special kind of earthly, dark magic; magic so mundane it could slip through even the powerful wards surrounding the apartment. Because as powerful as they were, they weren’t terribly sophisticated—and he had succeeded.
Isaac had cut his palm with a knife multiple times and had stood waiting at the kitchen window calling for the crows in his mind. On the third night, one crow came, but then there were more of them, and when there were enough crows gathered in the same place, their intelligence boomed. They say crows never forgot the faces of people who wronged them. That wasn’t entirely true. Crows never forget faces, period; and they remember a person’s name, too. 
At least, they did in Ashwood.
A crow’s call snapped him out of his thoughts, and Isaac realized he had dozed off with the book on his lap. He blinked the sleep away and checked his watch again. The librarian was late, but then they hadn’t made a formal appointment. Isaac stood, placed the book on the table, and stretched. The crow called again and he turned to face the window it was perched upon. The window was closed but there were three of them watching him, waiting for more blood; more of his blood.
Finally, there was a knock at the door, and Isaac crossed the living room in a hurry to open it. The door opened into the kind of corridor one would expect to see behind a simple brown apartment door and not the ornate marble hallway he had earlier been ushered through. Standing there was a man in his mid-forties. He was wearing a brown jacket, he had a closed umbrella by his side—which was leaving drip-drop trails all along the hall—and had a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles which, along with his preppy haircut and buttoned up shirt, made him look exactly like the professor he was.
“We don’t have time,” he said, and he pushed his way into the apartment. 
Isaac checked the corridor behind the librarian and closed the door. “Hello to you too, Jim. Where is your escort?” 
The librarian set his umbrella down in the kitchen sink, so the water wouldn’t pool on the floor, and wandered back into the living room rubbing his hands. “I have no escort,” he said. “I came alone.” 
“Why would you do that?” 
“Because I had to talk to you before… before I have to talk to them.” 
Isaac found his brows furrowing with concern. James Allen, who Isaac knew as Jim, wasn’t exactly a mousy fellow, nor was he easy to scare. As librarian, he was entrusted with the analysis, categorization, and storage of just about any magical artifact surrendered to the magistrate. This included cursed items, possessed items, and worse. This wasn’t to say that Jim looked scared but he did seem… jumpy.
“Where did you find it?” he asked.
“Find what?” 
“The camera. Where did you find it?” 
Isaac considered Jim before surveying the room. It was probably bugged, of that Isaac had little doubt. Even if Jim was a friend and fellow lover of old things, he wasn’t about to give the magistrate anything they could use against him in this case. But then, Jim’s unsanctioned visit could very well be enough.
“I didn’t,” Isaac said, “Logan brought it in and presented it to the praetors. He thought I had something to do with it.” 
“Do you?” 
“Of course not. I don’t know anything about that camera besides what I already told the court. The camera belonged to a photographer who attended my museum event the other night. Seeing as though you’re here, however, I think you wish I had known the photographer. Why is that?”
Jim pushed his spectacles up onto the bridge of his nose. “Did you see the sigils?” he asked.
“I got a glimpse, but it wasn’t enough for me to identify them.” 
The librarian reached into his jacket pocket and produced a piece of paper. He handed it over to Isaac. On it, there were exact copies of the runes and sigils Isaac had seen on the inside of Alice’s broken camera, as well as sigils which hadn’t been on the camera itself, but that Isaac had seen on the inside of the trapdoor at the Cinema Royale, and again in Alice’s apartment. 
“What are they?” Isaac asked—a genuine question.
“Magic,” Jim said. “More specifically, they’re a magic alphabet.” 
“An alphabet?”
“Of sorts, yes. Hieroglyphics designed not by human hands, but by mages.” 
“Do you know who they belong to?”
“That’s the tricky thing. I do, but I don’t see how these markings exist. Here. Now.”
“I don’t follow.” 
Jim sat on the chair Isaac had a moment ago been sitting on. He glanced at the Mountain of Madness paperback on the table and then looked up at Isaac again. “Have you ever heard of an ancient, secret sect of mages called… the Void Weavers?”
“I can’t say I have, though I do recognize the Void.” 
“What do you know of it?” 
“If I’m not mistaken, there are other worlds—other planes of existence—beyond that blasted place we call the Reflection. I have heard of those worlds, collectively, being referred to as the Void, a place where no one goes and nothing lives.” 
“Wrong and so wrong. I thought you were supposed to be smart, Moreau.” 
“My field of expertise is in human anthropology, Jim. Mine is the gift to detect traces of the mystic woven into the fabric of the mundane, not the secrets within the magical. Those require more effort. I have studied our culture greatly, but there are still gray areas in which I am not as well versed as I would like to be. The Void is one of them.” 
“You’re not special in that regard. Many mages know nothing of the Void, only what they know from stories passed down orally or in books. The Void is a well-kept secret, and the weavers are responsible for that.”
Isaac walked over to the window where the crows still stood, perched, watching carefully. Cars hissed along below on wet streets. Thunder rumbled somewhere in the sickly yellow clouds above.
“So these Void Weavers,” Isaac said, “They hold the keys to the secrets of the Void?” 
“According to what little information is available on them, that is the general consensus. They were an order of mages who dedicated themselves to the study of the Void, learning its secrets, harnessing its power, and bringing it to bear on humanities enemies, but they’re gone—and no one knows why.” Jim pressed his glasses back into place. “You understand, then, why this is such a magnificent find. I feel like an archaeologist discovering the remnants of a long lost civilization.” 
“Not quite an archaeologist, though.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Well, the Void Weavers aren’t extinct.” 
“That’s where you’re wrong. The Void Weavers are gone, Isaac. Every last one of them. No one knows where they’ve gone, or when the last one walked on this side of the reality spectrum.” 
“And yet one of them made that camera. It would seem like we have, or recently had, Void Weavers in Ashwood.”
“The camera, as far as I could tell, could be thirty years old. That’s hardly recent,” Jim said, but Isaac knew better. Someone had left the camera, and the Chest of Haunts, on Alice’s doorstep less than two years ago. He was willing to bet the same person who built Trapper built the Chest of Haunts, which right now sat in Alice’s closet. He, or she, may also have been responsible for the markings at the Cinema Royale, but of this Isaac had no proof. 
Jim stood and paced around to the center of the room. “You’re sure you don’t know anything else about this camera? Where it came from, who may have made it, or who was using it?” 
Isaac turned to face him. “No,” he lied. “I have no idea. But I want to find out, only I can’t do it from in here.”
“With that I cannot help.” 
“Jim,” Isaac said, putting on his winning smile. “There has to be something you can do. I’ve been here all week, I’ve answered questions. I’m hardly a criminal.” 
“You aren’t. I know that.” 
“So why am I really still here? You can’t honestly expect me to believe it’s because of what happened at the museum.” 
Jim looked away. Isaac’s heart sped up until he could feel it beating in the palms of his hands. “Jim,” he said, “You have as much authority as the praetors. Tell me why I’m still here.” 
“I can’t, Isaac. You know I can’t.” 
“You can, and you should. I am a tribune. I have a duty to my people and to my museum, and as long as I am a captive here I cannot perform that duty. Keeping me locked in here is only hurting the magistrate. I have nothing to hide.” 
“Are you sure about that?” 
“I’m not sure I understand your meaning.”
“I shouldn’t be telling you this…” Jim said, glancing left and right as if there were spies waiting on either side of the room, waiting to hear what he was about to say next—and maybe there were—but the precursor had been laid. There was no going back. “But they know, Isaac. They know someone else was there that night. They know you’re lying.” 
Isaac’s eyes narrowed into thin slits. “How could they know there was someone else?” 
“Was there?” 
Isaac hesitated. For the briefest of instants, his calm demeanor cracked like dry earth in the sun. Jim’s illicit visit had already put Isaac’s defense in danger, and if the apartment was bugged, anyone listening could have been given enough in the last five minutes to send Isaac in front of the praetors again, only this time he would be brought up on criminal charges instead of just brought in for questioning. 
What did the magistrate know? How could they know? Isaac entertained the idea there may have been another mage in the crowd of attendees that night, but then dismissed it. Powerful wards designed by Isaac’s complex mind were in place around the museum, and any mage foolish enough to cross the threshold would have triggered those wards. Even if they did manage to somehow break through them, Isaac would at the very least have been alerted to their presence. 
Unless someone snuck past. 
No. This was also impossible. Or, at least, it was improbable. Only a mage of great skill could have fooled Isaac’s carefully constructed magical fortifications, and such a mage would likely have involved themselves in what happened with Nyx. He didn’t think a simple fire alarm would have sent such a mage fleeing with the rest of the plebeians in the room. 
So what did they know, and how did they know it? 
“That I am aware of, I was the only mage there,” Isaac said, choosing to again avoid the question while at the same time answering it. This dodging of questions couldn’t last, but he would dodge them for as long as he could. 
“Then I shouldn’t say anything else,” Jim said, staring at Isaac from behind a set of wary—and maybe even disappointed—eyes. “I’ve already said too much, not to mention that I’m in breach of more than a handful of laws by just being here.” 
“You’d best get going then. We don’t want to upset the magistrate.” 
“No,” Jim said. “We don’t.” 
He turned around and started toward the front door, but Isaac called to him and stopped him just as he was about to leave. 
“You forgot your umbrella,” Isaac said.
“Keep it,” Jim said, “I won’t need it.” 
The librarian left Isaac alone in the apartment once more. He could hear the rain hitting the windows—it had picked up—and a car horn blaring on street level. Curious, Isaac approached the umbrella, pulled it out of the sink, and took it to the bathroom. Most of the water had come off by now, but Isaac needed the sink more than he did the bath, so relocating it seemed like the sensible thing to do.
It wasn’t until Isaac was about to drop the umbrella into the bathtub that he felt the sudden rush of magic race up his arm and into his chest. The sensation, one he hadn’t felt in almost a week, was so foreign it caused him to shake and drop to one knee. He held onto the rim of the bathtub for support and allowed himself a moment to recover, breathing deeply through the nose and out through the mouth, until the wave had completely washed through his system and he had resurfaced. 
That was when he noticed his magic bangle had started glowing blue for the first time in days, but this wasn’t the strangest thing—neither was the simple fact that, somehow, magic was allowed to operate within these walls. The strange thing here was that the light from the bangle was causing odd writing on the surface of the umbrella to reveal itself. They were scribbles and lines, mostly illegible while the umbrella was still shut, but when he opened it the writing started to make sense.
“Son of a bitch,” he said, smiling.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 5


 
Messy Business
Cameron’s Harley purred smoothly as it hugged the asphalt of I-95, a chrome ball running along a half-pipe. The moon was full and high tonight, and it bathed the dark countryside in a soft silver glow. With the wind in her hair, the rumbling bike beneath her, and the leathery smell coming off the back of Cameron’s jacket, Alice found herself lost in mundane thoughts; thinking about books she hadn’t been reading, music she hadn’t been listening to, and wondering why she hadn’t bought a bike instead of a car. 
A bike would be much more practical in her line of work. Besides, it wasn’t as if she didn’t have the money for one. She had simply not considered getting one until now. How was that possible? Hadn’t she spent the majority of her 20’s wanting a bike? Craving the freedom? Had she really forgotten one of the biggest wants she had ever dreamed up? 
Nyx did this, she thought, and she wondered what else she had forgotten.
Trees became low-rise apartment buildings, and the highway shrank to a narrow corridor of cars as they rode deeper into the city. Almost immediately, the fresh, grassy, rural air was choked out by the putrid stench of car exhaust, dirty, wet streets, and human life. But at least there were coffee shops, restaurants, and places to shop. 
Cameron rode into the Victoria district and took her right up to the front door of her office. There were many obvious reasons as to why she hadn’t allowed Dustin to visit this place in the entire week she had spent locked up at the safe house. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust
him, but her office was her place of business; the place where she kept her secrets, her safe, and her files.
“Wait here,” she said to Cameron as she strolled up to the front door, retrieving her keys from her back pocket.
“Out here? Why?” 
“You don’t get to come in here unless you’re a client.” 
Cameron turned the ignition off, slipped off his bike, and came up to the door of WERNER INVESTIGATIONS. “You’re right,” he said, “I’m not a client, but I’m technically your partner.” 
Alice rolled her eyes and unlocked the door. There, at her feet, was a week’s worth of newspapers and fliers—more menus, more coupons, and more junk. She rifled through the pile and tossed the junk in the trash, and then she took the newspapers to her desk and laid them there. There were seven. 
“I don’t like this place,” Cameron said. “It’s too quiet, it’s too cramped, too safe.” 
“At least the bulbs have shades on them,” Alice said, “Why didn’t they buy shades for the safe house?” 
“Beats me, but I don’t think anyone was meant to live there for a whole week—not unless they were being kept prisoner or were happy to live in poor conditions.”
“Whatever. I’m just glad to be out.” 
Alice sat at her desk, swung her hair over her shoulder, and got to work reading the last couple of editions of the Ashwood Standard while Cameron watched, arms folded, with his back against one of the walls. There was plenty to catch up on, but Alice’s attention was immediately pulled by a coded headline outlining a disturbance at a diner. The coded message accompanied a mundane sub-headline which read “WOMAN FOUND DEAD IN LOCAL EATERY”. Alice’s eyebrows pinched together. She looked at Cameron, then went back to the paper and read the column.
“Citizens of Lower Lexington Street were shocked when the body of a woman was discovered in Kasey’s Diner earlier this morning. The victim—31-year-old Helena Metaxas, a Greek National—had been in Ashwood yesterday evening to witness the unveiling of the new Greek exhibit at the Ashwood Imperial Museum. Due to technical difficulties, however, the unveiling had to be postponed for a date to be decided by the museum director, Linda Perkins. 
Metaxas was found at approximately six o’clock this morning when Kasey’s Diner owner Belinda Thompson arrived to open the diner for the morning crowd. According to Thompson, Metaxas’ body was lying on the floor of the already unlocked diner when she arrived. In an official statement, Deputy Commissioner Christine Nolan of the Ashwood Police Department has confirmed that the diner had also been burglarized, but whether the two incidents are related is still unknown. 
Deputy Commissioner Nolan has made assurances that all available lines of investigation are being followed. We will have more on this story as it develops.”
“That’s her,” Alice said.
“Her?” Cameron asked. He pushed himself off the wall and circled around her desk to read the same headline. “Helena is dead… I can’t believe no one has said anything about this.” 
“You think Isaac told the magistrate enough for them to have recognized this for what it is?” 
“I don’t know. I wasn’t allowed to watch proceedings. Do you really think he would have kept this to himself?” 
“I don’t think he did. Not this. He would have pushed for them to investigate even if he himself was being held in custody.” 
“According to what I’ve heard—and here it is too,” he said, pointing at another article in a different paper, “He hasn’t been cooperative. I don’t know what that means, but if I know Isaac, he may have kept the details about her name quiet.” 
“Why do you think that?” 
“For the same reason he’s kept details about your involvement quiet, I guess; he wants their backup, but he doesn’t want them prying.”
“He’s probably not going to get what he wants. I don’t have to be a mage to know that’s not how things work.” 
Cameron picked one of the newspapers up and read it while Alice looked through others for more information on Isaac’s case. It surprised her just how much coverage the event at the museum had captured. There was a total of four different articles written in four different editions of the Ashwood Standard, each following the case as it progressed. 
One of the first articles mentioned the cover-up at the museum, and an incident involving Tribune Isaac Moreau. As far as Alice understood it, a Tribune was responsible for the humans in his district, and Isaac had exposed them to danger by allowing humans to enter his museum, despite knowing of a potential attack. According to the magistrate, Isaac put his job before the safety of his humans. In a way she guessed they were right, but at the time the call was a tough one to make.
Would Nyx have acted that night if the museum had been empty, or was it part of her plan to expose herself only when Isaac and Alice’s attention was divided between humans and her?
The rising wail of a police siren stole her concentration and she perked up, her body taut and alert. The siren slowly receded as the car sped off in a different direction, but Alice couldn’t relax. Her back was stiff, her skin tightly stretched over her muscles and bones. 
Cameron picked up one of the copies of the Ashwood Standard from the bottom of the pile and read it. This one had today’s date. “Shit,” Cameron said.
“What is it?” she asked. 
“He’s going to trial. Tonight.” 
“Trial? What trial?” Alice took the paper and read. “Holy shit… Isaac is being charged and tried tonight.” 
“Charged? With what?” 
“It says… endangering the public, reckless destruction of magistrate assets, and an unwillingness to cooperate with the investigation. It also says they’ve determined at least one other mage was involved, but that Isaac has denied this.” 
Alice hadn’t realized it yet, but she was shaking. It wasn’t until Cameron put a hand on her shoulder that she noticed how her bones were trembling. She shrugged her shoulder out from under Cameron’s hand and marched across the room, with purpose, toward her desk. Alice may not have Trapper anymore, she may not have powers, but that didn’t mean she was defenseless or that she didn’t have any weapons.
She had a weapon.
Her Glock, as well as a number of other esoteric items, were kept tucked away in a drawer behind lock and key. Though she owned a license to carry a concealed pistol, she never took the pistol out of the drawer because guns, in general, were messy. Trapper was clean. It snapped a shot of a human and poof, the human was dust. Guns left bullet casings, blood, and corpses around, and that just wasn’t clever.
Alice opened the drawer. Inside was a Glock, a wooden stake, a .38 special filled with silver bullets—there were only three left now—and a small white container. She grabbed the Glock, stuffed it into the gun pocket of her leather jacket, and also took the white container, deciding to leave the wooden stake and the gun with the three silver bullets behind. After that, she slammed the drawer shut, locked it, and began to head for the door.
“Woah,” Cameron said, rushing to intercept her, “Where do you think you’re going?” 
“To do what I have to do for Isaac.” 
“With that?” he asked, gesturing with his head. “You really think you’re going to be able to get Isaac out of the hands of four praetors and a whole bunch of legionnaires with the pea-shooter you’ve just slipped into your jacket?” 
“I have to do something. I don’t feel good about this. He’s lying for me, and he’s going to get into trouble for it. I won’t let him do that.” 
She went for the door again but Cameron held her firmly, both hands on her shoulders, eyes locked with hers. “Listen to me,” he said, “You’re not going out there. Without my help you’d never get to him in time, and even if you did, there’s nothing you can do. You understand that we’re mages, right?”
Alice stared at Cameron for a long moment, losing the battle against her own swelling emotions. The thought of Isaac lying for her, and potentially being exiled—or worse—in order to keep her secret was tearing her in two. Isaac had come to her aid when she had asked him for help, and now it was up to her to return the favor.
And yet… he had told her not to get involved. In a text message on the night he was arrested, his exact words to her had been “Whatever you do, don’t try to help me.”
Don’t try to help me, she thought, recalling the message. 

Breathing was becoming difficult. Each inhalation seemed to have a smaller capacity for air than the last. Again she wriggled out of Cameron’s hold, walked a number of paces away from him, and focused her efforts on breathing normally. With oxygen came calm, and with calm came cohesive thoughts, untainted by emotion. 
Isaac had told her not to help him, which meant… what? Maybe he had things under control—an ace up his sleeve. He must have. If he knew he was going to be lying to the magistrate, or withholding the truth, then why would he allow himself to be captured without having an ace in the hole to fall back on? Isaac was a clever man and she had to trust he knew what he was doing, but she wouldn’t be able to keep herself from thinking about his trial if she stayed put.
Finally, she said, “Fine. I won’t get involved.” 
“That’s the smart play,” Cameron said. “We need to see how this is all going to go down, and we need to stay out of it. We can’t help Isaac if the magistrate sets its sights on us.” 
She shook her head. “You’re right.”
“So, what are we going to do?” 
“The only thing we can do. We’re going to go to Kasey’s Diner and start asking questions.” 
Helena was a corpse that had been moved a long time ago, and Nyx hadn’t been mentioned in the papers once. This meant the mages weren’t involving themselves in what happened, or they didn’t believe Isaac’s story. Whatever the case, it meant the scene of the crime—the diner—hadn’t been touched by the magistrate and the trail wasn’t as cold as she had thought it was. 
So long as there were breadcrumbs for her to follow, she would follow them.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 6


 
Breaking the Law
It’s… a teleportation spell.
The writing and rune work were consistent with the most complicated spells which drew on a great deal of power from the Tempest, but it was the numbers that gave the spell away for what it was. They were coordinates on a map—latitude and longitude. Without a globe handy or any reference chart, Isaac had no way of exactly pinpointing where this particular teleportation spell would take the caster, but he suspected it was pointing somewhere inside of Ashwood.
If he were to use the spell, it could lead him anywhere—maybe even into a trap. And without his Guardian to guide him, who could say what might happen to his body? His mind? His soul? In any case, the point was moot. He had no magic. His bangle had stopped glowing the moment Isaac had committed the spell to memory. Lucky for him his memory was photographic, but without access to magic the image he held in his mind was about as useless as sandals in a marsh.
Unless… 
A cold shiver crawled up his back the instant before someone knocked on the door, loudly, forcefully. When he turned, his heart started to thrum hard against his chest like the drums of war. He knew who was out there, understood full well who was on the other side of that door by the way in which he had knocked. This wasn’t a request to be let in—Legio Logan could walk in whenever he wanted. 
This was an announcement. A declaration. A threat. The prelude to war.
Isaac steeled his nerves. The front door swung open a moment later, and Logan and two of his legionnaires came spilling into the room; a crime boss with his thugs. Isaac stiffened but maintained his wall of composure. He smiled, cocked his head to the side, and said “Legio Logan—what an unexpected pleasure.” 
“Shut up,” Logan spat. He crossed the room in three hard strides and squared up to Isaac so their faces were close enough to kiss—or head-butt. “Who was in here?” he asked.
“In here? Me.” 
“Cut the shit. Someone was in here a few moments ago. I want to know who it was, and I want to know how they got in.” 
Jim, Isaac thought, what have you done? “I can assure you,” Isaac said, “I have been on my own this entire time. The last person to walk through those doors was you.” 
Again Isaac took advantage of the fact that Logan couldn’t use his magic in here. Whatever powers of deduction he had were purely mundane, and this leveled the playing field somewhat. But there was something in Logan’s infernal eyes that suggested the question was more of a formality than anything else, because before Isaac knew what had happened, Logan was on him.
Logan grabbed Isaac by his collar and shoved him hard against the window, but Isaac put his hands out and stopped himself from going through the glass or even cracking it. The crows that had been perched on the windowsill cawed in protest and fluttered away into the night. Isaac’s heart was pumping hard now and adrenaline was filling his veins, clouding his composure. 
“You have no right to touch me,” Isaac said.
“And you forget your place,” Logan said, his voice a scratchy growl. “You’re lying, and I know it. If you want to make this difficult for the both of us, fine. Lie. But if you come clean now, I’ll let you off easy.” 
“I have nothing to lie about.” 
“Bullshit. You’re lying to me right now, you lied about someone having been here earlier, and you lied to the praetors in the courtroom. You may be able to fool them, but you can’t get past me. I can smell the dishonesty on you. Now I’m going to ask again, nicely. Who was here earlier?” 
Isaac’s eyes narrowed and he made a quick scan of his immediate vicinity for anything he could use. A lamp shade? A kitchen knife? Neither of these objects was in immediate range, and any move or action on his part would be easily countered by Logan or either of his cronies. Isaac may have outclassed Logan and his legionnaires in the wits department—at least that’s what he suspected—but he was fighting in a physical arena here… and he still outclassed them.
Fighting them, however, was still a risk—a big one, at that. There would be no going back from here if he fought them, especially if the room was bugged and anyone could review the footage on request. They would see Logan asking Isaac to confess, and then Isaac fighting back. Naturally they would come to the conclusion that Isaac was indeed hiding something—otherwise why would he risk engaging the Legio Prime in combat? 
But Alice… 
“I won’t say anything to you,” Isaac said, having made up his mind.
As soon as he said the words, Logan’s fist came flying. Isaac’s left hand jerked up and blocked Logan’s hand as a disciplined, but primal, instinct took over. Isaac chopped into Logan’s throat with his right hand and sent the big legionnaire staggering away a few steps, coughing and panting. The other two cronies made as if to move in on Isaac, but Logan stretched his hands out to either side and stopped them. 
“That’s how he wants to play it,” Logan said between coughs, “Fine. I’ll give him what he wants.” 
Isaac cracked his neck from side to side. He then casually rolled the right sleeve of his shirt up to his elbow. “You probably don’t know this about me,” Isaac said, “But before I went to University I did a brief tour in the Royal British Navy. My father was a Commodore. He had thought I needed a little toughening up when I was a lad and had suggested many times before he died that following in his footsteps would give me exactly what I needed.” 
“We’ll see how tough you are,” Logan said, and he charged with his fist held high. 
Isaac swept to the left. Just as Logan’s fist sailed across his right cheek, Isaac grabbed his wrist and twisted it. Logan cried out, and Isaac jabbed him in the ribs before releasing the bigger man who then continued to stumble forward a few paces.
“I never wanted to enlist,” Isaac said, “I did it because I thought it would be a good tribute to his memory, but I disagreed with my father’s idea that I needed toughening up. Do you know why?” 
Logan composed himself, drew himself up, and turned to face Isaac. “Tell me.” 
Isaac rolled his left sleeve up now. “Because I had already been boxing for years.” 
“I’ve never met a Brit who could fight before.” 
“I’m right here.” 
A pair of arms wrapped themselves around Isaac’s midsection. The legionnaire to his back, a man, wasn’t as strong as he thought he was, but Isaac cursed himself for not being aware of his surroundings. Logan grinned, then charged, his eyes filled with venom and fire. Isaac struggled for an instant, and then he put his heel into the foot of the man behind him, and he was released. When Logan’s fist came again, Isaac had only a split second to act. 
He ducked, and Logan’s brick of a fist bashed into the other legionnaire’s cheek. Isaac took advantage of the confusion to kick the back of Logan’s knee, sending the bigger man down to the floor. With a hard right hook, Isaac managed to turn Logan’s face and cause blood to fly out of his mouth, but Logan turned his head up to look at Isaac again and spread his bloodied mouth into a wide grin. 
He was enjoying this.
Logan attacked again, this time breaking past Isaac’s block and plunging his fist into Isaac’s abdomen. The blow was enough to knock the wind out of Isaac’s lungs. He staggered, regained himself, and blocked the next attack, but Logan was on his feet now and had become a flurry of fists which Isaac had only milliseconds to block. Or duck away from. 
Logan shot out a hard jab, and Isaac turned his head to avoid it. The fist slammed into a hardwood panel and Logan squealed. Isaac then buried his fist into Logan’s ribs once, twice. The bigger man staggered back. Isaac pressed on, throwing punch after punch, some which were blocked, others which went through to strike a cheek or the abdomen, but Logan made a surprising block and counter-punch move that hit Isaac squarely in the cheek and sent him to the floor.
Isaac turned on his back to face Logan, who towered over him like a giant, and said “You’ll pay for this.”
“Not once I find out what you’ve been hiding from the magistrate. They’ll give me a slap on the wrist and chew me out for using excessive force, but I’ve been chewed out before. I’ll be alright.” 
“You’re wrong if you think I’ll tell you anything.” 
“You don’t have to say a word, Doctor. Just stay still and let me do all the work.” 
No, Isaac thought, he can’t use magic on me; the wards won’t let him. But no sooner had the thought formed than he saw Sonia, the other still-standing legionnaire, drawing symbols into the air and muttering under her breath. Her hands moved fluidly, like exotic fish swimming in a tank, and the symbols they drew into the air left floating, glowing trails; they were white at first, then purple, and then deep red. 
Logan put his hands around Isaac’s neck and held him pinned against the floor. Isaac struggled, but his attacker was stronger than him and used to physical confrontations. Isaac could do nothing but watch and wait for the legionnaire to tear down the magical wards built around this safe house. Because that was what she was doing. The magistrate had created these wards, and while the legionnaires weren’t entirely exempt from their power, they and anyone else responsible for creating them had some kind of power here. Even now, with the dismantling of the protection spells only half complete, he could already feel his connection to the Tempest returning, could feel his Guardian stirring. 
“Now,” Logan said, “Hold still; this will hurt.” 
Isaac closed his eyes and grit his teeth as Logan’s psychic tendrils stretched from his mind and searched for Isaac’s. He filled his mind with static, frantic, and random surface thoughts to create a kind of mundane bulwark against Logan’s invasive magic. When his mind wasn’t immediately torn apart and rifled through, he knew his trick had awarded him a moment to think. To collect himself. In that moment of calm quiet, in this space out of time he had made for himself, the Good Doctor arrived. 
“I need help,” Isaac said. 
“We don’t have choices,” the Good Doctor said, “Logan’s magic is powerful. You are stalling him, but he will break in.” 
“He already is,” Isaac said, “I can feel him rummaging around in my mind.” 
“If we leave, the connection will sever.” 
Isaac considered this. “The teleportation spell? We don’t know where it’ll take us. For all we know, this is one big trap.” 
“If this is a trap, then we are already in it.”
Dammit, Isaac thought, and he allowed his mental defenses to relax so that he could get a grip on his concentration. When he found himself again, Isaac closed his eyes and imagined the spell forming in his mind, imagined the runes taking shape, the mathematical coordinates locking into place. All he had to do now was draw the power from the roiling, turbulent plane known as the Tempest, and he would be gone. Where? He didn’t know, but that hardly mattered now. It was this, or let Logan—
“Who is Alice Werner?” Logan asked.
A whip of lightning tore open the sky above Ashwood, and Isaac Moreau’s body slipped out of Logan’s grasp leaving a cloud of sparkling black and purple dust where he had once been.
Logan stood and dusted himself off. His eyes were white, but after a couple of hard blinks they turned red and he became alert. He scowled and breathed long, hard breaths through his nose as the dust settled on the floor. He hadn’t had enough time to look through Isaac’s mind, hadn’t been able to pull everything out of the asshole’s headspace, but he had gotten something. Alice Werner, he thought. I know that name. 
“How did he do that?” Sonia asked. “Did you know he could do that?” 
“No,” Logan said. “I didn’t think he had it in him.” 
“So, now what do we do?”
“We go out and find him, right?” asked the other legionnaire.
“Find him if you can, and bring him in.” 
“What are you gonna do?” 
 “I’ve got another target to hunt down,” he said, striding out of the room. 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 7


 
Kasey's Diner
Kasey’s Diner came up on the right—a single building sitting at the back of a too-large parking lot. Cameron pulled up and parked the bike in an open spot only a short walk from the door. When Alice stepped off the bike and removed her helmet, the first thing she noticed was the huge, inert garbage truck parked only a few spaces down. Don’t they get stored in depots until the morning, she thought, and then she headed into the diner. Cameron followed.
The door jingled as Alice pushed it open. The diner seemed quaint enough. It had a rock n’ roll theme she could appreciate, checkerboard floors, and there were red vinyl covers on the seats. In the far corner of the room, a classic juke was playing the only Johnny Cash song she knew—Ring of Fire. But the place was as empty as a dive-bar in a bad neighborhood, and when Alice walked over the spot where Helena had met her untimely end, she knew why.
The invasive, almost paralyzing chill she felt was instantaneous and practically pushed her back out the way she had come. Cameron didn’t say anything until he sat down, but even he had felt it.
“Jesus,” he said, “Talk about creepy.” 
“It happened there,” Alice said, nodding in the direction of the counter where a man in dark blue coveralls sat nurturing a cup of coffee.
“What did?” 
“Helena died there… and Nyx left her body.” 
“You know that’s the cause of the feeling for sure?” 
“You’re the mage—can’t you figure it out?” 
“I’m not that kind of mage.”
“This is the second time you’ve said that. What kind of a mage are you?” 
Before Cameron could open his mouth, a waitress wearing a Barbie pink uniform walked up. This woman may, a couple of years ago, have been attractive, but she looked worn now. Ragged. Her dirty blonde hair was a little too frazzled, her cheeks a little too sunken. 
“What can I get you?” the waitress asked.
“Just a cup of coffee,” she said. 
“I’ll have a sealed bottle of mineral water,” Cameron said. 
The waitress glanced at him, cocked an eyebrow, and wrote down the order before leaving.
“Sealed mineral water?” Alice asked. “What are you, a Victoria’s Secret model?” 
“If you ask for water at a diner, they give you tap water,” Cameron said. If you ask for a bottle of water, what they give you is a bottle they’ve already used themselves and refilled with tap water. If you ask for a sealed bottle, you get what you pay for.” 
“So it’s a cheap thing?” 
“No, it’s… complicated. Can we just focus on what we came here for? What’s the game plan?” 
Alice looked around. Besides the man at the bar and the waitress, there wasn’t exactly anyone around to talk to. “When the waitress comes around again, we’ll ask her if she knows what happened.” 
“She’s probably been asked that question a hundred times in the past week.” 
“Probably, but right now we have nothing else to go on.” Alice lowered her voice. “Unless you’ve got some fancy magic I don’t know about.” 
“If the trail weren’t a week old, I may have been able to do something.” 
“So then we settle for some good old fashioned police investigation.”
“Police? We aren’t cops.” 
“I was, or did you forget?”
The waitress returned after a few short minutes with a cup of coffee and a bottle of sealed mineral water. Johnny Cash was still singing out of the juke, and two more customers had walked into the diner. 
“Miss,” Alice said just as the waitress was about to leave. “I was wondering if I could—”
“Ask me about the girl who was killed?” the waitress said. 
“Yeah, I’d like to ask you about what happened that night.” 
“You a cop?” 
Alice’s eyes flashed over at Cameron, and then settled back on the waitress. “I’m… a private investigator. I’ve been hired to work the case, seeing as the police haven’t gotten any leads.” 
The waitress sighed, expelling all of the air out of her lungs and sagging like a limp plastic bag. “Look,” she said, “I’ve already been over this with the cops, the news, and just about everyone else in the damn neighborhood. What else do you want to me to tell you?” 
“I know you’ve been through a lot—what happened here was terrible—but I just want to know what happened… I’m working for a client.” 
“Who’s your client?” 
“I can’t say.” 
“Is it a friend of Raegan’s?” 
“Raegan? Who is Raegan?” 
“That’s the girl who was here the night it all happened? Hasn’t been to work since? Don’t you private investigator types watch the news?” 
“I… do…” 
“Listen, I’ve got a shift to run and I’m tired of answering questions. Go find help someplace else.” 
The waitress turned around and left, crossing the length of the diner to serve the newcomers. Alice watched, lost in thought, chastising herself for not having done a little more research before rolling up to the diner. Raegan, she thought, here on the night Helena died, and hasn’t been to work since. Maybe she knows something.
“What are you thinking?” Cameron asked.
“I’m thinking we need to know more about this girl.”
Cameron pulled his phone out of his pocket and did a quick online search, but found relatively little on the girl. There was mention of the girl in one of the articles he found online; a brief note that mentioned a girl named Raegan Theroux who had been working the night shift prior to the discovery of Helena’s body. She was not considered a suspect, but was questioned as a person of interest about five days ago. The lack of information certainly struck Alice as odd.
“So they talked to her,” Alice said. “Which means she’s alive.” 
Only it was entirely possible Nyx had taken the body over as she had done to Helena. If this was true, then Nyx would have been in complete control of that body and would have been able to say or do anything in a believable way. Alice had fallen for the act moments before Helena bashed her cheek in with her own camera. 
“She just hasn’t come to work since that night,” Cameron said. “Maybe she blames herself for what happened? Or maybe she got fired?” 
“If I could interject,” said a voice which was far closer than either Alice or Cameron would have liked to admit. Standing next to their booth was the man in the dark coveralls. It had the words “Ashwood Waste Management” embroidered above the left breast. “My name’s Douglas M. Church, an’ I think I can be of some assistance.” 
Alice looked up at his wide eyes, receding hairline, and bulbous nose, studying his features to try and get a taste of his aura, but she couldn’t reach it. The aura was there, she knew, as was her ability to sense its presence, but her power wasn’t strong enough to get to it. Maybe Trapper really was a vital part of her supernatural ability—more so than she had thought. But then, back at the house, she hadn’t been able to sense anything at all, so maybe all she had to do was exercise the muscle again.
She nodded at Cameron, who then stood and gestured toward the booth. “Please,” he said, “Take a seat.”
Doug nodded, smiled, and slid into the booth with a grunt and a little wiggling. For a garbage man, he didn’t smell. “Sorry,” Doug said, heartily patting his gut. “Not quite as slim as I used to be.” 
Cameron slid in next to Alice.
Alice smiled politely and nodded. “I didn’t realize that we were talking loud enough to be overheard,” she said.
“It’s not you,” Doug said, “I got ears like a bat. These babies hear everything. I really didn’t mean to intrude, I just thought—seeing as you’re a P.I. working a case—that you could use a little help from a concerned citizen.” 
“I appreciate it,” Alice said, putting on her best cop Alice expression. “Any help you can provide would be great.” 
“Alright, well, what’d you like to know?” 
“Ideally, anything you could tell us about Raegan.” 
“I didn’t know Raegan a whole lot, but I saw her that night a week ago. She was closing up shop, and I came in to grab a cup of coffee before my rounds—much like tonight.” 
“What time was this?” 
“Oh, around midnight. Poor girl had to get home quick, but she kept the place open to let me have a cup of my favorite brew before the long night of stink and diesel I had ahead of me.”
“And was there a blonde woman here at that time?” 
“I’m afraid there wasn’t. No, Raegan and I were the only two people in here. She served me a cup of joe an’ then I took her home in my truck, seeing as she was probably too late to catch the last subway train on account of me. Didn’t want her to risk being stranded in the middle of the city late at night.” 
They left together, she thought. Could that be verified? Sure it could. So could Helena walking into the diner, because she must have at some point. CCTV Cameras supposedly operated all over town at all hours of the day and night. Whether or not they worked was a different story.
“Did you see her lock the diner door on the way out?” Cameron asked.
“Come to think of it, no I didn’t,” he said. “I wasn’t paying a lot of attention. It’s possible she could have left without locking the place up. Might have been how the thieves got in.” 
“And the woman,” Alice asked, “The blonde. You didn’t pass her on the road or anything?” 
Doug shook his head. “It was late. I’d have seen a pretty blonde girl walking along the sidewalk if we’d crossed paths.” 
Alice nodded. “What about Raegan,” she asked. “Have you seen her since?” 
“Not since that night. Heard she gave a statement to the police, but she hasn’t shown up around here. Probably blames herself for what happened. Poor girl. A woman wanders into the diner she left unlocked and gets killed by the thieves who then rob the place… can’t imagine that’s making life easy for her.” 
“Have you tried making contact?” 
“No, ma’am, that isn’t my place. Old man like me running around after a pretty young woman like that would raise all sorts of suspicions, wouldn’t you agree?” 
Something about him, Alice started to think, but she couldn’t complete the thought. 
“Do you know where we could find her?” Cameron asked. “Raegan, I mean. I think she has information that can help us in our investigation.” 
“Find her?” Doug asked. “What information could she have?” 
“Maybe she’d seen the victim before, or maybe she came back after you dropped her off—maybe she remembered she had left the place unlocked and when she came back she found the blonde girl dead. This wouldn’t be the kind of thing she’d tell the police, but she may tell us.” 
“Could be… y’all look like trustworthy people, but this isn’t the kind of thing anyone would own up to easily.” 
“If this is weighing heavily on her, then we need to find her and help her get the truth out. For her sake.”
“I believe when you say you’re looking out for her best interests, an’ the last thing I would want is for anything bad to happen to that girl. She was real nice.”
“So you’ll tell us where we can find her?” 
“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Alice said, jumping in before Doug could say another word. “She was a person of interest, but she was cleared.” 
“Maybe,” Cameron said, “But if we don’t clear her ourselves, then we aren’t doing our jobs as private investigators.” 
With his leather jacket and the bristles on his jaw he looked more like a stereotypical bounty hunter—the kind you see on TV chasing down assholes who have broken bail—than a private eye. But he was playing the part, and Alice could appreciate that… even if she didn’t appreciate getting involved with Doug. She couldn’t reach his aura, but there was something about him. 
“Fine,” she said, “Let’s go talk to Raegan.” 
“Now hold on,” Doug said, “I didn’t say I could give you her address. I know where I dropped her off, but I don’t know what building she went into. I could probably get her address from the manager, though.” 
Alice nodded. Doug stood and stepped away from the booth. With Doug busy talking to the waitress, Cameron said “We came here to find out what happened to the Greek woman and we found out, but I can see it on your face; you know something doesn’t add up as much as I do.” 
“You’re right.” 
“Then regardless of what he’s told us, we need to find this girl and see for ourselves.” 
“Are you saying you think he’s lying?” 
“I’m not saying anything except for what I’ve just said. We need to find this girl. We need to know.”
Alice looked across Cameron’s shoulder toward the counter, toward Doug. He was still talking to the manager, who was also a woman, all smiles and nods and eye contact. The manager wrote something down on a Post-It for him, and he took it with a grateful nod. A moment later he was at Alice’s table with Raegan’s address in his hand. 
When he offered the Post-It, Alice took it.
“This is it,” Doug said. “Girl lives with her mom. You know how to find the place from here? I don’t mind leading y’all in my truck. My rounds are gonna take me down there anyway.” 
“Thank you,” she said, “But we can find it ourselves. You’ve been a great help.” 
Doug nodded, smiled politely, and backed away. “Alright, you have a good night now. I hope you find what you’re looking for.” 
Alice turned the paper around in her hand a couple of times before finally deciding to chug the remains of her coffee which, incidentally, tasted like coffee ought to taste; thick, sweet, and nothing like a mouthful of wet soil. She then stood up, pulled a ten out of her wallet, and dropped it on the table before heading for the door.
“You ready?” Cameron asked as they stepped outside, and Alice nodded. She was ready. Maybe Nyx was nowhere near Raegan. In fact, Alice hoped she wasn’t. She didn’t want Raegan to have fallen prey to Nyx and her awful power of possession. But it had happened to someone; Helena’s body lying cold on a metal slab somewhere was proof enough of that. If it was Raegan, Alice would need to be ready to do what was necessary.
She gave the address to Cameron and threw her leg over the bike behind him. The Harley grumbled to life and the world beneath her began to tremble. As Cameron peeled out of the drive and his bike became a taillight in the distance, the garbage man—Doug—was coming out of Kasey’s Diner with a cigarette burning between his lips. He tossed the butt and jumped into his truck, happily humming a little Johnny Cash as he went. He wouldn’t beat them to Raegan’s place, but he didn’t need to. 
The bitch had come to the diner just as the dark lady had predicted; and now the bitch was headed right where he wanted her to go.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 8


 
It Starts With A Taint
The illusions of time and space have the power to put humanity in a box, but they mean nothing to magic. With a strong enough act of will, two points in either space or time could be made to become one, allowing an intelligent mage to pass through them without consequence. Isaac was such a mage, and although the spell wasn’t his own, he emerged at the specified place a heartbeat after having drawn upon the power of the Tempest. 
Only he didn’t know where this place was.
Isaac took three calming breaths and expelled the nerves he had felt a moment ago, assuring himself that Logan can’t find her. Alice was safe. He knew her name, but that on its own was irrelevant. Their connection had severed the moment Isaac had teleported out of the apartment, and Logan hadn’t had more than a couple of moments to rifle through Isaac’s already jumbled thoughts. 
Still, worry prevented him from using his own power to get off the ground. It was the hand of a stranger, reaching out to him from the relative darkness of the place he was in, that caused Isaac to act. He scurried away from the hand and fought to get on his feet. Feeling around, he found a wall and clung to it. 
“Isaac,” said the voice from the darkness. “It’s Jim, please relax.” 
“Jim?” Isaac said. He closed his eyes, concentrated, wrapped his left hand around the bangle on his right wrist, and when he opened his eyes a soft blue light was illuminating the room. “Jim … what are you doing here? Where are we?” 
The librarian peered at Isaac from the gloom and poked his glasses back into place. “I apologize for not warning you,” he said, “That couldn’t have been pleasant.” 
“Warning me? About Logan? Did you know that was going to happen?” 
“I did, and you must understand why I couldn’t outright tell you.” 
“I could have prepared myself better had I known.” 
“And had you known, you would have implicated me in your breakout.” 
“Implicated you? You’re directly responsible!” Isaac’s voice was harsh, but no louder than a forced whisper. He still didn’t know where he was.
“I knew Logan was coming, knew what he was going to do… I had to do something, but I didn’t want to risk him finding out and changing his plans. He came to get you and found you where you were. The fact you had no idea he was coming meant he thought he was in control. Your disappearance will have knocked him off balance. He will need to figure out what to do before he acts again.” 
Isaac regarded Jim’s glowing face. The soft blue light emanating from the bangle allowed Isaac to see shapes in the room he was in. By the echo of their voices, he assumed the room was windowless. There were boxes here, also, though he could not identify them. Food crates? Is this a cellar? Is that a wine shelf? That can’t be right.
“Where are we?” Isaac finally asked. 
“Somewhere safe. I wanted to take no chances. If they’re smart enough and capable enough to follow you, I didn’t want to lead them anywhere close to where I want to take you.” 
Isaac dusted off his shirt and jacket before running his hands through his hair. “Considering I’ve just escaped from a legionnaire, I’m almost certain I will be followed.”
“Ah, but not officially. Logan had no authority from the praetors to do what he did to you.” 
“How do you know what he did to me?” 
“The same way he knew there had been someone in the room. The place was tapped—we knew that. Only, when I was there, I ensured the taps would malfunction to some extent.” 
“But you knew Logan was going to come pay me a visit even before your first visit. How?” 
Jim sighed and leaned on one of the crates. “He had petitioned the praetors to allow him to scan your mind and find out what you’re hiding, but they denied him.” 
“So he broke the Magus Codice on purpose.” 
“I knew he would. Logan is a wildcard… but he’s also right.” 
“Right about what?” 
“About you hiding something.” 
Isaac said nothing. 
“Those symbols I showed you,” Jim said, “It is true you don’t understand what they mean, I’ll allow you that. But you do recognize them because you’ve seen them before. I know you have. You can’t expect me to believe someone standing in the same room as you had a magical object and you couldn’t sense it. This was your museum, for God’s sake. If the camera had been found anywhere else I would have given you the benefit of the doubt, but the fact that it was discovered in a place you had magically warded to protect against and warn you about intrusions… I can’t be expected to believe you know nothing.” 
He really is smart, Isaac thought. Smarter than himself? Maybe, and sharp too. James Allen, as librarian, was entrusted with the protection of secrets, places, and things of magical value. In order to protect these things, Jim needed to know about them—every last possible detail. His attention to detail was sharp to the point where it was deadly, and he had proved as much now.
“Why did you bring me here, Jim?” Isaac asked, “Not that I’m complaining. You did spare me from a terrible headache, after all. But I would like for you to get to the point.” 
Jim pushed himself off the crate he was sitting on and approached so that he was rendered more visible in the soft blue light filling this dark, dank cellar. “I want to know the truth about the camera,” Jim said. “I want to know who had it, how they acquired it, and—more importantly—who destroyed it.” 
“Why would I even admit to having any such knowledge? For all I know, this was all a ploy and you’re playing the good cop.” 
“Don’t you think it would have been quicker, and less risky, for me to simply let Logan violate your mind?” 
“Fair point, but I think such a situation could have been staged. Logan is Legio Prime of this caucus. Would he really risk his title simply to get at whatever knowledge he thinks is hiding in the back of my mind?” 
Jim slipped his hands into his pockets and rocked on his heels. “The way I understand it, you made him look like a fool in court.” 
“He made himself look like a fool.” 
“Maybe, but that really pissed him off.” 
Isaac went quiet again. As he scratched his chin, the light coming off his bangle caused the shadows to shift and dance in the dark. 
“I want to trust you, Jim,” Isaac said.
“Then do,” Jim said, “We’re friends, Isaac. Tell me what you know about the camera. Did you make it?” 
“No.” 
“Was it yours?” 
“No.” 
“Did it belong to another mage?” 
“No.” 
“I’m going to need you to elaborate. There are certain facts I want to get straight before I tell you what I have learned… about you.” 
“About me?” Isaac asked, his eyebrows pinching together. “What about me?” 
“That’s not how this works. We have to exchange information—all of the information.” 
“If I tell you,” Isaac said, “I’m putting someone I care about in danger. You’ll understand if I choose not to divulge any names.” 
“We may not need names. I just want to know how that camera ended up in your museum, and how close you got to it.” 
How close I got to it? Isaac thought, but then he stopped thinking, stopped questioning. His Guardian was nearby, his magic had returned, and he was no longer in Logan’s grasp. More importantly, Jim didn’t need Isaac to give him any names, meaning Isaac could still keep Alice a secret. The risk here was small, so Isaac took it.
“Alright,” he said, “I’ll tell you what I know and what I suspect. But I warn you; if any of this leaves this room, we will have a problem.” 
“I’m not a snitch, Isaac. In any case, I’m not here to help the magistrate.” 
“Then who are you helping?” 
“Everyone.” 
Isaac narrowed his eyes, and then he began to explain what he knew about the camera, how he had seen it being used, and who had destroyed it. The part where he was attacked at the museum rang true with a lot of what he had already explained to the magistrate, however, adding the reason for the attack—Alice, though he didn’t mention her by name—made the facts stick together more cohesively. 
Jim listened intently, nodding his head and making verbal cues, acknowledging that he had heard and understood. At no point did he stop Isaac to ask questions, nor did he dismiss portions of the story as lies or exaggerations. 
Finally, when Isaac brought the story to a close with his final confrontation with Nyx, Jim finally spoke.
“You dueled with her,” he said. “That part was true?” 
Isaac nodded. “She was powerful, Jim. Not as powerful as she could have been had she been in possession of a worthy vessel, but I could feel the power bubbling beneath the skin. I only made it out alive because she chose to flee instead of continuing the fight. If she had stayed… I’m not sure we would be standing here today.” 
Jim nodded. “Then it’s true… the camera was made by a Void Weaver; it isn’t a fake.” 
 “I saw it in action. It was unlike any magical artifact I have ever seen before.” 
“I haven’t either. I would have loved to be able to see it working.” 
“You may still have a chance.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“The film reels at the Cinema Royale… they were like the Polaroids that would come out of the camera—filled with ghosts. A Void Weaver must have had a hand in that.” 
“Maybe it was the same Void Weaver.” 
“The thought had crossed my mind also.” 
“If I know this kind of technology, and I think I do, then the projector itself isn’t special; we would have to find the camcorder.” 
“It’s possible the Cinema Royale’s records hold some information that can help us, although I doubt it. If Void Weavers are as secretive as you say, he or she would have left fake trails and fraudulent paperwork.” 
“I’ll see what I can find out. But Isaac…” Jim pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, but they kept slipping down, likely because of the sweat on his skin. “Do you understand why I went to such risks to help you escape?” he asked.
“I think I do, but that’s not important. The important thing is that I have kept up my end of the bargain, and now you have to also. If you know something about me that I don’t, you have to tell me on your honor as a fellow Mage of House Pluto.”
“You’re right,” Jim said. He took a breath, waiting a beat, and said, “From the moment I saw you enter the courtroom tonight, I knew you were different.” 
“Different how?” 
“Your aura has changed. Shifted. The alteration is subtle, but it’s my job to know the aura of every mage operating within Ashwood so that I can identify their magical fingerprints, and yours is not the same as it was the last time we spoke a couple of weeks ago. At first I didn’t know what the shift was, but then the camera was brought to me, and I analyzed it… and I thought of you. It was the weirdest thing. Touching the camera made me think of you, and your aura. When the realization came, it was like a stroke of lightning, but I needed to be sure. I needed you to tell me what you’ve told me.” 
“Should I be worried?” 
Jim removed his glasses altogether and began rubbing them clean with the hem of his shirt. “Yes,” he said. “I won’t sugar coat this, Isaac; there’s a taint to your aura. I don’t know how bad it is or if it’s spreading, for the moment it seems contained, but it’s present.” 
“What exactly should I be scared of? Is it going to kill me?”
“It might.” 
Isaac took a deep breath. Nodded. “Don’t keep me waiting, Jim.”
“I don’t know when the taint formed,” Jim said, “At first I thought exposure to the camera and its power may have done it, but then you said you had dueled with Nyx. I don’t know what Nyx is except for what I have learned from the books in the vault, but if any of it is true, then Nyx is a creature of the Void, and the things she touches are tainted by it.”
This sounds familiar, Isaac thought, remembering what Alice had said about Nyx’s Pain Children. She had told him they were spirits which had been changed. The mirror, likewise, had likely been altered by Nyx’s magic, as had the Xiphos sword now in Alice’s possession, as had Alice herself—and probably Emily, too. Everything she touched changed in some way.
Did Isaac expect to be any different?
“So, what does this mean?” Isaac asked. 
“Void magic is powerful, ancient, and largely a mystery to many of us. It doesn’t harmonize with our souls in the way magic from the Tempest does, and only Void Weavers know how to wield it—if the records are to be believed. It starts with a taint, then the taint spreads and spreads. Your magic becomes powerful, more powerful than you could imagine. And then, like a cancer, it kills you.”
“That’s it?” Isaac asked, “That can’t be it. There has to be more.” 
“I’m glad you asked. Come with me—I want to show you something.” 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 9


 
To Dust
Ashwood flickered by, a carousel of light, sounds, and images, as Cameron’s bike rolled down the street. As entire neighborhoods morphed and transformed, some growing and others shrinking like reflections in a house of mirrors, Alice found herself lost once more in her own thoughts; only this time they were of Isaac. Though she had heard nothing from him this last week, she maintained faith that he was okay, and that he would be out soon. But it seemed now as though Isaac was in more trouble than he had let on, and she was wondering if she had made the right choice in deciding not to help him.
Sure, the choice had been made, but it was one that could be un-made, right? They could, at any point, turn the bike around and head to wherever he was being kept. Alice could turn herself in, throw herself at the feet of the magistrate, and they could let Isaac go. Not only that, they would help Alice and Isaac fight Nyx. 
But if there was any chance of that, then Isaac would have suggested it.
The Harley pulled onto the street where Raegan lived, and Cameron dismounted. Alice followed, removing her helmet and making a scan of the neighborhood. It was quiet here tonight, there didn’t appear to be any shady types lurking around, and there wasn’t an adult store in sight. Where was everybody? 
Cameron pocketed the key to the Harley, then pressed his palm flatly against the body of the bike and closed his eyes. Alice felt a warm, tingly rush rise through her body, and suddenly found her heart filled with an urge to step the hell away from the bike. It was a bomb about to explode, or a wild animal about to attack. It didn’t matter which. All that mattered was that Alice walk away from the bike and toward the sidewalk before whatever terrible thing was about to happen, happened. 
Only nothing did.
Cameron removed his hand from the bike and walked up to her. When he saw her puzzled—alert—expression, he immediately dropped his swagger. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I didn’t think that would affect you.” 
“What the hell did you do?” Alice asked.
“Made sure my bike doesn’t get stolen while we’re here.” Cameron’s smile lit up his face. “Best damn security system on the market. Won’t stop the bike from getting run into by a car, but it’ll stop fools from getting near it.” 
As they began to walk toward the building door, Alice said, “When this is over, remind me to hire your services. I have a few things I could use you for.” 
“I’m sorry, but I’m afraid I have to decline.” 
“Decline? Why?” 
“Because I’ve never accepted money for sex and I won’t take yours, no matter how hot you are.” 
Alice rolled her eyes and walked ahead of him. The front door opened into a dark throat which judging by the darkness didn’t see any kind of light until the late hours of the day. Alice pulled her phone from her pocket, flicked the flashlight on, and immediately scanned the row of letterboxes stuck along the left wall. There weren’t any nameplates on these, but she knew Raegan’s apartment number was 3B. It was so full of junk mail some of it was sticking out of the open slot. 
Alice plucked one out, then another, and another. 
“Just junk,” she said, and her voice bounced off the corridor walls.
“A week’s worth of junk, you think?” Cameron asked.
“Could be. God knows I get plenty.” 
Cameron took his phone out and turned the flashlight on too as they proceeded up the stairs. One after the other, they climbed on hollow, wooden steps until they reached the third floor, but even before that point Alice knew something was off. The place was so dark it was almost suffocating and their footfalls thudding on the hollow steps were so loud she was sure they had alerted half the building to their presence. Yet the entire building seemed to be empty, devoid of any life except theirs. 
Maybe her powers were returning, or maybe this was just good old-fashioned intuition, but she didn’t like any of this.
“This is it,” Cameron said, and he shed some light on what looked like the door to apartment 3B. He had to rub the marking on the door with his sleeve and clear the dust off it to be sure. The other apartments on this floor were also dark and quiet. Cameron knocked on the door, but no one answered. He knocked again, still nothing.
Alice reached for the door knob, which was cold to the touch as she wrapped her fingers around it, and said, “We open it.” Cameron nodded in agreement, and Alice twisted the handle until the thing turned, the mechanism clicked, and the door began to give way with a series of moans. Unlocked.
The apartment was dark, the shades were drawn, and the windows were closed, but the act of opening the door had kicked up a cloud of dust which seemed to sparkle like a flurry of lighter-than-air diamonds as they entered the radius of Alice and Cameron’s flashlights. As the dust touched the skin on the back of Alice’s hand, she felt it prickle and crawl and tighten as it had on many hunts prior to this one; as it always did when in the presence of the supernatural.
And the supernatural was here, alright; Alice recognized the dust immediately.
“Hello?” she said into the darkness, but there was no response. In a way, she figured there wouldn’t be. “Find the light,” she said, and she entered the apartment. 
Thin shafts of light streaked across the gloomy room, illuminating tiny motes of dust as they floated in the air and highlighting the layer of sparkling dust which seemed to coat everything. From the couch, to the coffee table, to the kitchen counter, it seemed nothing had been spared. The only question was; whose dust was this? Raegan’s? Unlikely. Helena’s body hadn’t turned to dust when Nyx had shed it, so Raegan’s wouldn’t have turned to dust either. Alice didn’t understand the reason for this, but she didn’t have to question the fact-like way in which she understood it. 
Cameron found the light switch and flicked it on. Above Alice’s head was a black light fixture designed to hold six bulbs, but only three of them worked, and they were weak. So much so that the room was almost better off without them. Still, she pocketed her phone and started to look around. 
The curtains on the wall were thick, brown things designed to keep out as much light as possible when drawn. Looking around, Alice spotted an old plasma screen TV stuck into a wall unit, a thin bookshelf filled with cozy mysteries and romances with pictures of hunky guys on beaches on the covers, and a wheelchair sitting stationary next to an oxygen tank. On the wheelchair, which was also covered in a thin layer of sparkling dust, was what looked like a crocheted shawl. Next to the wheelchair, on a small end table, were a crochet hook and a ball of yarn. 
“That’s weird,” Cameron said. He had joined Alice next to the wheelchair.
“The wheelchair?” she asked.
“Well, yeah, that, and the yarn. How old is Raegan meant to be? I kinda thought she’d be in her twenties.” 
“Crocheting isn’t only for old people. Anyway, it’s the wheelchair and the oxygen tank that get me. They couldn’t have belonged to Raegan. The man at the diner said she lived with her mom, so this could have belonged to her.”
Cameron moved away from her and inspected the unit housing the television set. “This must be Raegan,” he said. 
Alice came over and looked at it. The picture was of a pretty young girl standing in a park. She had caramel skin, almond shaped eyes, and stunningly beautiful, sharp facial features. She was smiling and cradling a puppy next to her face, a tiny black lab by the look of it. Judging by the red brick building not far from where she was standing, Alice figured this was taken at Bernard Park, a few blocks away from here. The building behind her was an animal rescue center; the same one Alice had adopted Elvira from.
“Look for more of these,” Alice said. “Look for pictures of her mother.” 
“Her mother? Why?” 
“Because I have a feeling I know what’s happened.”
“Care to fill me in?” 
“Later. Just look for pictures.” 
Cameron got to work searching the TV unit and any other surface, drawer, or cabinet which could hold pictures of this woman. The growing feeling of dread in the pit of her stomach, though, told her he wouldn’t find any. Sure, he may find some of Raegan, maybe other family members, but the person who used to sit in that chair was gone forever, and Alice knew exactly why. 
When Alice turned the corner and saw footprints in the dust, her heart shifted into her throat and started to thump hard and fast. She craned her neck, checked for her own footprints, and found them. She found Cameron’s, too, and could trace both sets—especially when they crossed each other—around the room. But there were two distinct things about this set of footprints which caused Alice’s skin to prickle again, this time uncomfortably. 
First, these footprints were unmistakably caused by someone wearing no shoes. Second, they had no visible start point, and they were leading away from the living room and into the bedroom at the end of the hall.
“Cam,” Alice said. 
“What is it?” he asked, turning around to look at her.
“Here.” 
Cameron approached, saw the footprints, and followed the tracks with his eyes. “What the hell?” 
“I know. Just be quiet, okay?” 
“Do you think Raegan made these?” 
“No, at least I don’t think so.” 
Alice took a deep breath and stepped into the corridor. She came across the light switch and flicked it on. A single bulb overhead buzzed to life, casting its harsh orange light in all directions. She could see the footprints more clearly now and saw that they continued on down the hall toward the bedroom; the door of which, she now noticed, was ajar. 
“Wait,” Cameron whispered, tapping her shoulder.
Alice turned her head. “What?” 
“You shouldn’t go first. Let me.” 
“I’m fine.” 
“Bullshit. You’re unprotected. If there’s something in that room, I need to get in there first.” 
“What do you think is in that room?” 
“I don’t know… a ghost?” 
Alice rolled her eyes and turned again to face the door at the end of the hall. “If there is a ghost in that room, I’m probably better equipped to deal with it than you are, with or without my powers.” 
“Alright, but I’m not going to be held—”
There was a loud explosion of sound, a series of unearthly shrieks, and then chaos erupted. By the time Alice turned around again to see what had happened, Cameron was all the way on the other side of the hall—and he was being pinned up against the TV unit by something tall, thin, and entirely naked. 
The old man.
Alice felt like all the breath had been sucked out of her lungs. Where the fuck had it come from? Behind them? That didn’t matter. It was here, it had Cameron and Alice—Trapper. Instinctively she went to pull Trapper up from the strap she always kept around her neck, but it wasn’t there. Like a phantom limb she was imagining its presence, and for a moment had felt powerful again, but the moment passed. 
She watched Cameron struggle against the old man, who had grabbed Cameron by the shoulders and had started to hoist him up and off his feet. What do I do, she thought in that breathless instant of panic. When she had told Cameron she was better equipped at dealing with ghosts than he was she had lied, and now she was paying for that lie.
“Hey!” she said, screaming at the thing to get its attention. “Right here! Are you blind? I think you missed your target.” 
The old man craned his neck around and snapped it into a 180-degree arc. It grinned an almost toothless grin, narrowed its black eyes, and tossed Cameron aside like he was a wet rag. As it turned the rest of its body around, Alice reached into the gun pocket of her leather jacket, produced the Glock, and cocked it. The metallic sound of the barrel sliding on its hinges sent a rush of power through Alice’s body and she raised the gun with both hands. 
If it was here and she was seeing it, then it had manifested in the flesh; and a bullet wound would hurt him just as much as it would her. 
It screeched, an ear-splitting sound that caused nearby windows to crack, and began to charge down the length of the corridor. Alice gently squeezed the trigger, and the gun went off with a loud bang and a bright flash. She had almost forgotten the feel of a gun in her hands—the muzzle flash, the kick-back, the smell of gunpowder. She had only had to discharge her gun on the field once during her time on the force, but used to go to the range often to hone her skills. Back in her Academy days, Alice had been the best shot of her intake.
And some skills you just don’t forget.
When the bullet flew out of her Glock, it went straight into the old man’s head and out the other side. The point of impact was tiny, but the exit was messy. Bits of gore so dark they could have been black sprayed one of the nearby walls, but the old man didn’t lose much speed. Alice squeezed the trigger again and succeeded in hitting the old man on the head this time too. It screamed as it barreled toward her, its mouth unhinging to become a dark, wide O. 
Alice stretched the gun out with one hand and put a bullet in the thing’s mouth just as he came crashing over her, but the moment the Glock’s muzzle flashed the old man dispersed into a cloud of shadow that broke like a harmless wave of—putrid—smoke, and the bullet struck the wall on the far side of the hall.
Cameron came into view, his leather jacket covered in dust. “Did you get it?” he said. 
“It’ll be back. I don’t think bullets will kill the old man.”
“You know what that thing was?” 
Alice marched down the hall, past Cameron, and grabbed him by the arm. “I do, and we need to get the fuck out of here.” 
“What? Wait! We just got here. What about Raegan and her mom?” 
“Raegan is gone, and Raegan’s mom is all over your jacket and all over this house. We need to leave and get someplace safe—someone will have heard those gun shots.” 
She ran past him, then, heading straight for the front door and yanking it open in her stride. Raegan’s apartment was the one at the end of the hall. When Alice turned to head out of it into the dark, light-less corridor stretching before her, she noticed something was different. The doors to the apartments along the hall were open. Had they been open before? She didn’t think so. 
When Cameron came rushing out of Raegan’s apartment, he found Alice staring into the long hall—almost frozen.
“What is it?” he asked.
“Dust…” she said, and she pointed.
From behind the threshold of each open door, thin puffs of shimmering dust were being exhaled. And from behind the clouds of dust, things were beginning to emerge.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 10


 
Blood of a Shadow
The only door in the dark, cramped room led Isaac through an equally dark and stuffy corridor. The walls and ceiling were lined with pipes and rubber tubes, and though the darkness was near-total, Isaac could see the distinct shapes of two other doors—one to the right, and one at the end of the corridor.
Jim led the way, and Isaac followed his silhouette. When Jim arrived at the far door, he placed his hand on the locking mechanism, and said “Ouvrir”—the French word for “open.” The wedding ring on Jim’s hand suddenly flashed with soft blue light, there was a click, and Jim pulled the door open revealing to Isaac exactly where they were. 
They were in the subway.
Isaac stepped out of the corridor and onto the tracks, rolling the sleeves of his shirt up as he went. This tunnel was dark too, but in a moment it filled with soft blue light emanating from Isaac’s magic bangle. He raised his arm to chest height and the light touched cables that ran along the floor like black snakes, train tracks that disappeared into an open mouth of nothingness, and struts and support beams which cast sinister shadows that seemed to follow Isaac’s movements. 
“Where the hell have you brought me, Jim?” Isaac asked.
“We’re underneath the Warwick district,” Jim said, “In a section of the subway which has been shut down for about, oh, fifteen years or so.” 
“That’s good to know.” 
“Don’t worry. This place hasn’t seen a train in as long as that. Barely sees any humans, either. I’m the only one who comes down here; the only one who can come down here.” 
In the darkness rats squeaked, water dripped, and shadows watched. 
“What do you mean by the only one who can come down here?” Isaac asked.
“This place is one of my protectorates,” Jim said, “I have set up magical wards to keep it obscured from humans and free from interference by other supernatural entities. As best as I can, in any case. Creating any kind of lasting, blanket protection is difficult even for a trained librarian such as myself.” 
“Don’t you have help? An assistant, perhaps?” 
“I had considered it, but I’m a private man, Isaac, and I like to be in control. I didn’t want to risk anyone knowing my secrets. Any mage worth his salt will know the location of the majority of the areas I maintain, but this place is a secret I hope to keep for a very long time.” 
“Aren’t you about to break your own promise to yourself by bringing me here?” Isaac asked.
“I’m willing to make an exception in this case.” 
“Why?” 
Jim stopped walking and turned to look at Isaac. In the soft blue glow, he looked like some kind of pale ghost, but then he pushed his glasses back into place on his nose and the illusion was broken. “You trust me, don’t you Isaac?” 
“I do. We have been friends for a long time.” 
Jim nodded. “Trust and friendship alone wouldn’t be enough for me to break the silence surrounding my most guarded secrets, such as this place. Having said that, I hope you can begin to understand the magnitude of what is at stake here.” 
“Besides my life?” 
“Your life and the lives of every mage are infinitesimal compared to the ultimate purpose of the souls they carry. All souls are eternal. Human souls drift across the vast oceans of time and space, shining like dim, distant stars. Were it not for the strange fusion of our once human souls with that of a soul forged in the Tempest, we would drift too—but now we have purpose. The halves of our souls responsible for our ability to perform magic leapfrog through time, travelling from body to body in the care of our Guardians, fulfilling duties and shifting cosmic balance one way or the other. Our Guardians are forbidden to tell us anything about any previous lives our Tempest born souls may have lived, but in every lifetime the purpose of a mage’s soul is presented to those who carry them.” 
“And you think you’ve found mine?” 
“I do.”
Jim turned and faced the sphere of darkness ahead of them. With a wave of his hand, every last one of the many rings on his fingers began to shine with pale blue light—the signature color of House Pluto—and the darkness shied away from the light. Where a moment ago there had been a dark tunnel to oblivion, the tunnel now opened into a kind of cavern. Seconds later, a number of static torches erupted with blue flame, illuminating the cavern. When Isaac spun around on the spot to take in the vaulted ceiling, the stone murals, and the podium at the center of the room, he noticed the way they had entered wasn’t there anymore. 
Instead of an open subway tunnel, there was a small corridor—roughly large enough for two men to walk through, but no more. Isaac saw, on the other side of the tunnel, the train tracks and cables. He had somehow transitioned—without moving—from there to here; wherever here was. What was more, looking through the strangely narrow and elongated tunnel was giving him something like vertigo, causing his head to spin. 
He turned away from the opening and focused his attention on the rest of the cavern.
“The nausea will pass,” Jim said, “It’s only temporary.” 
Isaac stepped down the slope, toward the center of the vault-like cave. “What is this place?” 
“Haven’t you already figured it out?” 
“I will in a minute, but if time is short I was hoping you could help me along.” 
“Look around. What do you see?” 
Isaac saw them. He had seen them the minute he first took in a good eyeful of the place. The dead language of the Void Weavers was present everywhere; etched into the walls and murals, carved into the half-columns surrounding the podium at the center of the room, and on the podium itself. The runes had also been drawn into an ornate silver bowl which rested atop the podium. The bowl was empty, and simple, but there was something beautiful about it; majesty in simplicity. 
“This is a temple,” Isaac said. “One of their temples.”
“Magnificent, isn’t it?” Jim asked, joining Isaac by the podium. 
The earth shuddered lightly, rocking the temple just enough to shake loose earth from the ceiling and causing clouds of dust to fall around them. “Was that a—”
“Train? Yes. We’re directly beneath a junction.” 
“So this is still our world?” 
“Of course. When the Weavers built this place they designed it so that it could only be accessed with magic, but it is very much a part of the world we know.” 
“I’ll do my best to learn as much about these mages as I can,” Isaac said, “Though I doubt this is the reason why you brought me here.”
Jim smiled and shook his head. “I said earlier I think I may have found our purpose. I don’t mean that our souls are connected in any way. They might be, but I can’t confirm this. What I am certain of, however, is that you have been touched by magic from the Void, which puts you in a unique position.” 
“Is it that of dead man walking? I’m sure I’m not unique in that.”
“Not quite. The taint affecting your aura will only be fatal if you allow it to spread unchecked, but the only way to contain it is by using Void magic. This is where the weavers got their power. The Void tainted their souls, so they went out into that dark place and learned not only how to control their taint, but also how to protect against its power, and how to wield it against humanity’s enemies.”
“Just what is it you’re saying?” Isaac asked, though he knew the answer.
Jim pushed his glasses back into place. “You have a chance, Isaac, to walk the Void path. Only you can do this. You, whose soul has already touched the Void, have the power to enter that dark place and return as one of them.”
“That’s impossible.” 
“Nothing is impossible through magic. You know that.” 
“Perhaps not, but what you’re suggesting is madness. How am I supposed to step into an unknown realm with no knowledge of its inner workings and master a form of magic I hadn’t even heard of before tonight? That’s a risk I’m not willing to take.” 
“Isaac, I understand your apprehension—really I do—but you need to understand something else also. There are no more Void Weavers left. If there are, there can’t be many, and many is what we would need to beat the darkness that is surely racing toward this earth.” 
Isaac’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?” 
“Are you telling me you can’t feel it? The pain, the hate, the death. We see it every day on the news. The world is tearing itself apart.” 
“Humans have always killed each other. I would know.” 
“Indeed, but there are far more humans now than there have ever been at any point in the history of our species. Our world is protected from the Void by a thin layer of fabric. Each one of those deaths, each cry of pain, and each sliver of abuse creates a tear in that fabric, and without the Void Weavers to repair it, things are getting through. If what you told the Magistrate in court is even half true, then Nyx must surely be one of those creatures. But I can assure you—she won’t be the last, or even the strongest.”
“What you’re asking…” Isaac started to say, but his thought trailed off.
“I wouldn’t ask if I thought there was another choice. The taint will kill you even if you don’t do this. Better to die trying than to live knowing that a painful slide to insanity and then death awaits you, otherwise.” 
“Cheerfully put, Jim.” 
The cavern rumbled again and more dust fell from the ceiling as Isaac considered what Jim was saying. His was a perfectly good, sound argument, but the risks… the risks were huge. He had no idea what awaited him on the other side, no idea how much protection his own magic would afford him considering all Jim had said about the Void and its denizens, and he also had no idea how long a trip into the Void would take. Alice was out there right now, powerless but still hunting down a creature even mages would struggle to deal with.
“The camera,” Isaac said, “You said a Void Weaver had built it, correct?” 
“I did, and as far as I can tell, yes, it was.” 
“If I do this and return. Could I build another one like it?” 
“You could if you had the right teacher. Luckily, you have me. I may not be a Void Weaver, but I know a thing or two that’ll help you.” 
Isaac nodded. “Alright,” he said, “I guess I have no choice.” 
Jim smiled brightly, reached into his jacket pocket, and produced an envelope. Inside there was a single sheet of paper upon which he seemed to have scribbled something. He read it once on his own and then handed it to Isaac, who immediately recognized it as yet another spell; only this one used sigils the Void Weavers had used in their magical workings. 
“Let me guess,” Isaac said, “I’m the only one who can cast this spell?” 
“You are,” Jim said.
“And what does it do, exactly?” 
“I… actually don’t know.” 
“What?” Isaac asked, staring at Jim intently.
“But—I suspect it… opens the way.” 
“You suspect? Is there any chance this spell could vaporize me instead?” 
“None,” Jim said. “Well, slim. Almost none. Sorry, the alphabet is easy to understand, but putting the right spells in the right place when you don’t have the instincts to go with it, it can get messy.” 
Isaac took another look at the incantation on the page. It seemed simple enough to him. The spell required him to visualize the opening of a door in his mind and asked that he speak several words of power while walking counter-clockwise around the podium. This wasn’t uncommon, nor was it particularly unpleasant. But the spell had another requirement, too; it needed Isaac to drink the blood of a shadow from the bowl on the podium. 
“Blood of a shadow?” Isaac asked. 
Jim produced a small knife from his pocket. “You’ll have to use mine.” 
“Your shadow?” 
Jim nodded. He handed the knife to Isaac, and then took a step away from the podium. With his hands by his side and his palms outstretched, he closed his eyes and began to murmur under his own breath. Isaac watched as the rings on his fingers began to glow, and as Jim repeated the words of power over and over, the dancing shadow at his feet began to rise and assume an almost physical form. 
In a quiet corner of his mind, Isaac thought of Nyx. Alice had referred to her as the shadow woman numerous times because that was how Nyx had chosen to present herself. It was almost poetic that the spell to open a portal into the Void included the symbolic bleeding of a living shadow—the physical representation of a creature of the Void. 
Jim’s shadow continued to rise, moving like a puppet on a string—floating toward the bowl at Jim’s command. 
“Now,” he said when his shadow’s neck was stretched over the bowl, and Isaac didn’t hesitate. One quick movement of his arm was all it took to carve a piece of the shadow’s neck. Black pieces of the strange creature began to fall into the bowl, and as they touched each other they melted together to create a still, smooth liquid.
Jim clapped his hands together and the shadow returned to its place at his feet, but the spell had left him pale. 
“Are you alright?” Isaac asked.
“I’m fine,” he said. “Now you. Call on your Guardian, enact the spell, and let’s finish this.” 
Isaac nodded. He handed the paper back to Jim, seeing as he wouldn’t need it, and stretched his hands over the bowl. One syllable at a time he began to recite the words written on the paper, and as his bangle began to glow brighter and more vibrantly, the smell of honey, herbs, and rot filled the room. The Good Doctor stood over Isaac’s shoulder, watching from behind its beaked mask—perhaps disapprovingly, Isaac didn’t know—as his charge prepared himself to plunge into something without having first scouted the way. 
As the words left Isaac’s lips, the black liquid in the bowl began to shiver. A moment later the cavern started to rumble, and dust fell from the ceiling. Isaac thought it would pass, as the other tremors had, but it didn’t pass. Instead, the rumbling intensified. Dust and dirt fell in large clouds now. Isaac’s eyes faltered and he broke concentration with the bowl to look for Jim and found him eyeing the narrow exit.
“Go,” Isaac said when a break came in his incantation, “I’ll do this myself.” 
“I’m not leaving until you’re through!”
Isaac turned his attention to the bowl again and recited the incantation for the third time. His bangle wasn’t just glowing brightly now; it had turned cold—deathly cold. He could see motes of light beginning to dance around the podium. All along the cavern walls and even on the murals, the strange sigils had begun to glow, shifting from blue to purple to orange. But the rumbling wouldn’t cease, and when Isaac picked the bowl of shadow blood up he heard a loud thump that made the ground shake so hard it nearly toppled him off his feet. 
“Drink it!” Jim said, and Isaac tipped the liquid into his mouth and swallowed it in a single gulp. 
It was as if a cold, dead hand had reached into his neck and was sliding down his esophagus and into his stomach. Isaac convulsed and shook. Unable to control it, he fell to the floor gripping his throat. For a while he struggled, tossing and turning, but a veil of darkness was beginning to fall over his eyes. 
As he went under, the last thing on his mind was Alice, only this time he wasn’t hoping their relationship would rekindle; he simply hoped he would see her again after this.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 11


 
Children of Pain
Alice backed up a step, then another, and another, until her back pressed against the building’s outer wall. She stared wide-eyed as the dark hall began to fill with shapes of all sizes and proportions, though none of these creatures seemed to have form. They were living shadows, solid and insubstantial at the same time. They were legion, they were hungry, and even though she had a gun in her hand, Alice was powerless.
She chanced a look over her shoulder and saw, through the hall window at her back, her choices; she could either run through the gauntlet of entities blocking the hall, or fling herself out of the window and hope for the best. But the drop was four stories, and from this angle she couldn’t see if there was anything soft enough down there to break her fall. 
Alice turned to face the Pain Children again and beheld the writhing darkness before her. A shimmering mantle of dust was billowing out of each of the open doors, and then the moment of cold realization hit like a block of ice sinking deep into the pit of her stomach. The building was infested with Pain Children, and Nyx had consumed the soul of every living person here.
The mass stopped moving. A deep grumble of sound filled the hall, and like athletes responding to the bang of a gun, the Pain Children sprang into action. 
Alice didn’t hesitate. Trapper was gone, but even if she had Trapper she wouldn’t have been stupid enough to try and take them all on. It had taken multiple attacks to bring down the gas mask man and there were too many Pain Children to count in here. Brute force wasn’t what she needed—she needed subtlety. 
As the specters charged, Alice reached into the outer pocket of her leather jacket, pulled out the tube she had retrieved from the drawer in her office, and created a rough line on the ground directly in front of herself and Cameron. When the first Pain Children struck the invisible barrier created by the salt it broke like a screeching wave on a rock, dispersing into a cloud of shadow, sound, and wind around them and then reforming a few feet away but still behind the line on the floor.
The other Pain Children faltered, hesitantly hanging back for only a couple of seconds, and Alice seized the initiative to create a strong circle of salt around the two of them. 
“What the fuck is that?” Cameron asked.
“Salt.” 
“Where did you learn how to do that?” 
“No good hunter relies on a single tool,” Alice said, drawing herself up. “Now what?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“The salt won’t hold them forever. If you’ve got any tricks, now is the time.” 
The Pain Children began to move. Like a heaving breath, they shied away from the salt—becoming one with the darkness around them—and then came screaming at it. Alice put her hands up instinctively and turned her head away from the tide of living shadow. Specters began to pound and claw and gnash at the wall, and as they did, Alice began to see them for what they really were.
These weren’t intelligent beings like the gas mask man or the poltergeist—they were beasts.
“Whatever you’re going to do, do it now,” Alice said.
Cameron turned and looked at the window. He closed his eyes, flexed his fingers, and then smashed the window out with his elbow sending hundreds of shards of glass glittering to the ground below. Another solid hit and the frame itself came loose before falling away entirely. What kind of strength is that, Alice thought, but she didn’t have time to wonder; he had grabbed her by the arm and turned her to look at him. 
His eyes, she thought, and she saw how his irises had transformed to slits, and his misty grey pupils had become golden—the color of molten lava. Beneath his shirt, an amulet of some kind was glowing with a color and intensity to match his eyes. Magic was at work. But Alice, on instinct, resisted his attempt to pull her toward the open hole in the wall.
“Do you trust me?” Cameron asked, sensing her hesitation, her fear.
She had no time to say no and no choice but to say yes. Alice nodded.
Cameron drew her close to his chest, surrounded her with his arms, and shoulder charged his way through the opening. Alice’s stomach felt like it was still trying to claw its way back to the floor they had just jumped out of as they free-fell four stories to the ground; all she could hear was the rush of the wind and the beating of her heart against her temples. 
Time itself seemed to stretch and condense at the same time, so that the fall was both near-instant and also seemed to last hours. For a moment it felt as though she were flying, but when Cameron hit the ground, he hit the ground hard and Alice spilled out of his arms. She rolled and hit the side of a dumpster, but the blow was minor.
She got up and glanced up at the opening in the side of the building. Shards of glass were still falling, but the Pain Children weren’t following. 
Cameron groaned and struggled while getting to his feet. “Fuck, I think I broke something.” 
Alice helped him up and supported his weight. “We have to get out of here,” she said, “I don’t know if they’ll follow us, but they might.”
The street was still quiet; at least, it wasn’t any more active than any normal city street might have been. Cars rolled idly past. Pedestrians with earbuds stuffed into their ears did likewise, oblivious to what had just happened only a few feet away from them. Those who had seen anything had already cleared the area. 
“I can’t ride,” Cameron said as he got to his bike. He dug his keys out of his pocket and handed them to her. “You’ll have to drive.” 
“You’re serious?” she asked, taking the keys. 
“Now isn’t the time for questions.” 
Alice nodded and straddled the bike without grabbing the helmets from the saddlebags. Fuck helmets, she thought, and she helped Cameron get on the bike behind her. He wrapped his hands around her waist, locking his fingers around her just as she had done. Alice then stuffed the key into the ignition, turned it, and flicked the starter. The bike roared and rumbled, triggering all of her old wants and dreams of owning one to come rushing back to her.
“You never forget,” she said to herself as she tugged on the throttle and listened to the engine purr.
“Huh?” Cameron asked.
But she didn’t reply. Instead, she brought the Harley onto the road with a single, confident motion, skipping the first two red lights she came across and slowing only when she thought they were clear of the Pain Children. It was then she realized she had no idea where to go next. 
“How badly are you hurt?” she asked.
“I don’t know, but my leg and shoulder are on fire.”
“Serves you right for jumping out of the window like that. Are you insane?” 
“We survived, didn’t we?” 
“Barely. What kind of magic was that, anyway?” 
“It’ll take too long to explain, but I guess you’ve figured out what kind of a mage I am.” 
“Yeah, the bat-shit crazy kind. If you ever think of doing that again, I’ll hurt you more than the fall.” 
“Yes ma’am. Where are you taking us?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“That’s a good start. Think we’re being followed?” 
Maybe Alice thought, and this was the truth. She wasn’t sure what it was she was feeling. The encounter with the poltergeist and then the Pain Children had adrenalized her, filled her with excitement and energy. Even at her strongest, detecting the presence of unseen stalkers would have been difficult. In her current state, she had no way of knowing.
“We might be,” Alice said, “If we are, we need to go someplace safe, but I’m not going back to that safe house. We’ll go to my place and regroup.” 
“No,” Cameron said, “I know somewhere we can go—somewhere safe.” 
“Where?” 
“A sanctuary—it’s my place.” 
“Your place?” 
“Isaac has his museum, I have my sanctuary. I’ll be able to heal there. We’ll be safe.” 
Alice didn’t like the idea of going to another unknown place. Her apartment was more defensible, smaller, and plus she had her Chest of Haunts there. She may not have Trapper anymore, but the chest and her closet had power of their own and could possibly be employed as a weapon—or at least as a solid defense against Nyx and her forces. 
Forces. 
Thinking the word almost made it sound like Nyx was preparing an army; an army of Pain Children. Alice shuddered at the thought and considered simply driving to her apartment anyway, but Cameron was hurt. How good of a defense could she mount if Cameron was incapable of healing himself at her apartment? What if he needed his sanctuary in order for the magic to work?
“Dammit,” she said under her breath. “Where is this place?”
“Make a left up ahead and head East.”
“Until?” 
“Until we’re out of the city. I’ll tell you where to go next.” 
“We’re going out of the city again?” 
“The city isn’t safe.”
“This city is never safe.” 
“Maybe not, but I just used a whole bunch of magic back there. If the magistrate’s legionnaires are hunting for signs of magical activity, they’ll be drawn to that spot like sharks to blood. And then they’ll be able to trace the magic back to me. If that happens, we need to be somewhere they won’t be able to just waltz into, and that’s my sanctuary.” 
Alice nodded and did as Cameron had asked, making a left turn and driving until he told her where to go next. As the city melted away at their backs and the smell of car exhaust and wet asphalt became wet grass once again, Alice found her mind wandering in search of Isaac. According to the Ashwood Standard, Isaac was going to stand trial tonight. That should’ve already happened by now, and given that her phone—which now got plenty of reception—hadn’t yet made so much as a peep, she didn’t think it had gone well.
Whatever you do, don’t try to help me. 
She had tried hard to keep that promise, but didn’t know how much longer she would be able to hold on. Maybe if she just turned herself in… 
“There it is,” Cameron said, “Turn in here.” 
Alice pulled the bike off the road and onto uneven ground. The bike’s front wheel ground the hard dirt and its rear wheel spat out clouds of dust as they approached what looked like some kind of compound surrounded by tall walls; the only point of entrance being a wrought iron gate. Approaching the structure caused Alice’s heart to race almost immediately, and the familiar urge to stay the hell away to kick in. 
This was Cameron’s magic at work. 
Pushing through the urge to turn the bike around and make tracks, Alice rolled up to the gate. Cameron produced a signal device out of his pocket, aimed it at the gate, and pushed the button. Slowly the gate began to open, rolling on a set of wheels underneath it. When the gate had opened far enough, Alice pulled the bike inside until she came upon another barrier—this one a simple chain-link fence. 
The air here smelled earthy, thick with nature… and shit.
She turned the ignition off, put the kickstand down, and slid off the Harley. “What is this place, a zoo?” she asked as she helped Cameron off and onto his feet. 
“Not a zoo,” he said, pointing just beyond the chain-link. “A sanctuary.” 
There, prowling in the darkness, Alice saw shapes with golden eyes staring back at her. 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 12


 
Eye of the Void
When Isaac regained consciousness, the room was already heavy with the smell of kicked up dirt and dust. He turned to his side and coughed, hoisting himself up despite the grogginess to get a good look at his surroundings. Where was he? What was he doing here? And where was Jim? His mind was blurry and slow to catch up, but when lightning crackled and raced around the cavern, his brain kicked into gear and he remembered everything. 
“Jim,” he said, still coughing. “Jim, where are you?” 
“Here,” said a weak voice. 
The cavern trembled as Isaac fought to get to his feet, and the strength of the tremor almost sent him to the ground again, but he kept his footing and found Jim sitting up against a wall. A line of blood was trickling from the top of his head down to his chin. Fragmented pieces of rocks and dirt lay strewn all around him. 
“Christ,” Isaac said as he raced toward the injured librarian. “Are you alright?” 
“I think so. It’s just a scratch.” 
“Can you stand?” 
“I’ll try, but I think we’re locked in.” 
A cold feeling filled Isaac’s stomach, and he realized as he looked for the narrow—almost telescopic—exit, that he couldn’t find it. But what he did find instead caused the cold feeling in his stomach to spread into his chest, his neck, and his arms. The portal hovering a few feet away from the central podium was a slowly churning black hole wreathed in a halo of crackling blue and violet light. Whips of arching lightning shot out of mouth of the hole to caress the cavern walls, and when the energy struck the already glowing sigils it sent a mesmerizing lightshow all around the room.
“Is that… it?” Isaac asked.
“It’s beautiful,” Jim said. “Splendid and elegant, just like everything the weavers did.” 
Isaac stood and helped Jim to his feet, but he grunted when he put weight on his right foot. 
“It’s alright,” Jim said, before Isaac could speak. “I think I just sprained it when I fell.” 
“We need to get you out of here.” 
“I won’t argue with that.” Jim rested his hand on a wall for support and looked around. “There,” he said, pointing to a section of fallen rocks. “That’s where the exit is.” 
“You’re sure?” Isaac asked, approaching.
“I’m sure.” 
Isaac nodded, turned to the pile of rocks, and got to work pulling them away. Smaller rocks gave way easily, but some of the larger rocks gave Isaac plenty of trouble and he knew he would need a bulldozer to clear them. Still he tried, digging his fingers into whatever nook he could to get as much grip on the rocks as possible, but the rocks refused to budge. 
“Useless,” he said, wiping his brow with the back of his arm. “We need to use magic.” 
“No, wait!” Jim said just as Isaac had begun to raise his hands. 
Isaac turned around, puzzled. “What is it?” 
“Magic—your magic specifically—is, I think, what caused this cave-in,” Jim said, “It could be dangerous, and moving the rocks will just take time even with magic; time we probably don’t have.” 
“Do you have any suggestions?” 
Jim looked around, and then shook his head. “No, I don’t.” 
“What about another teleportation spell?” 
“Teleportation spells are incredibly complicated and highly mathematical in nature. You have to factor in the earth’s relative position in our constantly moving solar system, the speed the planet is moving at, and where it will be in relation to the center of the galaxy at the time of the spell’s casting… and that’s just to start.” 
“Good thing there are two bright minds in here, then. And if I know you, you have a note book.” 
Jim reached into his jacket pocket and produced not only a small note book, but also a pen. He smiled. “There’s always a reason to make notes.” 
“That’s excellent!” Isaac said, striding across the room toward Jim feeling like they could actually do this. But the room shuddered again, and whips of lightning went racing around the walls in a flashing, electric display. Jim jerked away an instant before the electrification touched his fingers and steadied himself by reaching for a crumbled marble column, wincing from the pain of the effort. When it was over, Jim let himself slip and sat down on the floor.
“God-damn that hurt,” Jim said, cradling his ankle. 
“You’ll be okay. I promise. Let’s just get ourselves out of here; this cavern isn’t stable and that open gash really
isn’t helping matters. Do you think you can do this?” 
“I can do it, but I’ll need… four hours.” 
“You have four minutes. As long as you don’t end up in outer space or inside a wall, you’ll be fine.”
“Okay, but Isaac… what about the portal?” 
Isaac drew himself up and stared into the open eye of darkness in the center of the room. “What about it?” 
“It won’t stay open forever.” 
“I know, but my priority is getting you out first. Once you’re out, find a way to send me a message. When I get it, I’ll step through.” 
“That’s a terrible plan.” 
“It’s the only one I have.” 
Jim nodded, but Isaac could see the lack of confidence in the librarian’s eyes. Still, one of the primary rules of survival, of life, stated that having a plan—even a bad one—was better than having no plan at all. In a few minutes, he would see if the theory would hold true yet again. For now, he needed the Good Doctor.
The shadowy, beaked figure appeared next to Isaac as if it had always been there, staring intently into the open, eerily silent black hole. 
“What am I getting into?” Isaac asked in a low voice.
“The Void is a dangerous place. More dangerous than you can imagine with your human mind.” 
“Have you ever been to the Void?” 
“Spirits of the Tempest were not meant to travel through the Void. If you go I will follow you, but heed this warning.” The Good Doctor turned its reflective eyes on Isaac and stared down its beak at him. “When you step through that portal, you risk not only your own human life, but also my existence and the bond we share; the bond which protects the souls in our care. If you do not succeed in your quest, we will both lose.” 
“Lose what?” 
“Everything.” 
“Isaac,” Jim said, “Do you remember the coordinates I sent you to last time?” 
Isaac recanted them perfectly.
“Good, now all I have to do is figure out how much the planet has rotated since then and…” 
The portal sprang to life again, shooting arcs of lightning so large and wild that Isaac had to duck behind a stone column to stop from being hit. When the lightning struck the stone, it did so with enough force to gouge a large chunk out of it. The cavern trembled again, and another piece of rock came loose from above and fell into the cavern, but this time Isaac saw something he hadn’t seen before.
As the rock fell, a plume of darkness gushed out of the opening and snatched the debris out of the air, sucking it inside. When Isaac came out of hiding, he noticed the tiny pieces of dirt and rock at his feet were quivering, and some of them were starting to roll toward the portal. 
“Jim?” Isaac asked. “How close are you with that spell?” 
“Teleportation magic makes rocket science look like second grade algebra—give me another minute.” 
“You don’t have another minute. You need to go now.” 
Isaac felt the pull of gravity on his insides, so he stepped away from the portal. It was increasing in power, Isaac was sure, and that could only mean one of two things: the portal was about to explode and then collapse into itself like a dying star, or it was about to collapse… and then explode.
We’re running out of time fast, Isaac thought, and he turned around and crossed to where Jim was. 
“Tell me you’re done,” Isaac said. 
Jim looked at the four pages of notes it had taken to compute the spell. “If I’m right, this will take me back to the place where I sent you.” 
“If this thing blows, that will not be far enough.” 
“If this thing blows Pluto won’t be far enough.” 
“Do you know what’s happening to the portal?” 
“It’s looking for the person who opened it, and I think we’re pissing it off by waiting.” 
“You’re telling me that thing can think?” 
“I don’t understand it,” Jim said, standing. “But that portal looks angry, and something awful could happen if you don’t go through it soon.” 
“You’re sure something awful won’t happen even if I do go through it?” 
“No.” 
“Then we’d better get you out of here and hope for the best.” 
Isaac grabbed the note book and held it open in front of Jim, who immediately began to recite and chant the same incantation Isaac had used to get out of the apartment earlier. But Isaac couldn’t hear Jim over the sound of his own thumping heart. He was shaking, his pulse was like a jackhammer beating against the back of his ribcage, and breathing comfortably wasn’t an option. 
Come on, Jim, he thought to himself, and then the rings on Jim’s fingers began to shine with soft blue light. Isaac’s own body began to vibrate as a rush of joy filled him. The magic was working. Isaac smiled at Jim and nodded. “Godspeed,” he said as a shower of blue light motes began to envelop Jim’s body, “Godspeed to us both.” 
A loud crack accompanied the rumble of thunder, and a powerful force hurled Jim and Isaac across the room in separate directions. Isaac struck the cavern wall hard and landed on his front, coughing and dizzy from the force of the impact. The world spun for a moment until it righted itself. The cavern was trembling now, and angry arcs of lightning were sparking all around the room, igniting the sigils on the walls in pulses of light. 
“Jim!” Isaac said, shouting over the grumble of the collapsing cavern. 
“It didn’t work!” Jim said, “Some kind of interference.” 
Isaac got to his feet again and took a step, two, then lost his footing and fell to his knees. 
“You have to go through,” Jim said.
Isaac stood again and fought to get to Jim’s side. “No,” Isaac said, “I won’t leave you behind. Come with me.” 
“I can’t, Isaac. That portal will only accept you.” 
“I’m not going to leave you behind.” 
Jim smiled, but it was a sad smile. “It doesn’t look like you have a choice, my friend.” 
“You can’t make me do this.” 
“If you don’t do this we both die, and God only knows how many others will too. We have a responsibility, Isaac—to our House, and to the world.” 
Isaac’s doubts laced their boots and grabbed their guns, ready to war with his conviction, but he stood upright and Jim stood with him.
“Do it,” Jim said, “Don’t fear the Void. Tame it. Master it. And then you come back and you kill Nyx before she gets what she wants—whatever that is.” 
Isaac nodded. “I will see you again,” he said.
“I know, but it won’t be in this world and that’s okay. I’ve done what I was meant to do. I’ll contain the explosion as much as I can.”
“Jim…” 
“Don’t worry about me, Isaac. Mercury will come down to take me to see Vicky soon.” 
Isaac clenched his jaw tightly and turned to face the portal. He was shaking, still, and he could feel his heart pumping in his neck, but there was nothing left to do now. He had opened a door to the Void, and the door demanded its travelers. 
The Good Doctor glided into line beside Isaac, and together they walked toward the yawning, crackling portal. Once they were through and into the dark beyond, Isaac turned around in time to see Jim looking in from the still open portal. Jim raised a hand and smiled, but then the earth rumbled, and the world began to fall around him.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 13


 
Sanctuary
The spotted leopard was sucking Cameron’s hand—not just licking it, but literally suckling it. Alice considered herself a cat person now, just as she had her entire life. She had rescued Elvira from the cat shelter. That this timed nicely with her breakup with Isaac was neither here nor there. The point was, she wanted the company of a cat so much she made a conscious effort to go out and adopt one.
But this? This was a whole lot of ‘cat’.
She had never seen a leopard up close, nor had she ever been in the presence of a fully grown adult Bengal tiger or a jet-black panther. At least, not without the comfort of a TV screen between herself and the animal. She didn’t believe in zoos and, as such, had never been to the one next to the abandoned fairground in Harrison Park. Yet here she was, sitting on a stone block surrounded by big, dangerous looking cats with nothing to keep them from coming up to her and biting her face. 
Nothing except Cameron. 
The first thing he had done after stepping through the chain-link fence was grab Alice by the shoulders and stare into her eyes. 
“What are you doing?” she had asked, but he hadn’t replied. Instead the amulet sitting beneath his shirt had flashed bright gold for an instant.
“Making sure the cats don’t kill you,” he had said, and then he settled down on the grass and let the cats come to him. He knew them by name. The tiger’s name was Nuala, the leopard—who he told her was still a cub, despite its size—was called Kirk, and the panther, a female, was Selene, named after—
“The moon goddess, I know,” Alice said from a distance. 
“That’s right,” Cameron said. “There are more of them, but I guess they’re asleep.” 
“More cats? How many do you have?” 
“Fifty-seven, and that’s not counting the domestics. We get loads of strays around here—ouch, careful now.” 
“Maybe you should take your hand out of its mouth.” 
 “I know what I’m doing. He’s just
teething and his teeth are just extra sharp right now.” 
Nuala seemed happy to strut around, brushing her hindquarters against the back of Cameron’s head from time to time, occasionally wandering close enough to Alice to get a whiff of her before retreating to a relatively safe distance. As if she was the one worried about being safe. The panther, however, didn’t move from its perch on a low hanging branch. Her tail swished gently from side to side, almost lazily, and with her head rested on her paws she watched… almost intelligently.
“So, are you their keeper or something?” Alice asked.
“I’m an animal behavior psychologist.” 
“Get out.” 
“No, I’m serious. I’m also a qualified veterinarian. Wouldn’t think so with this goofy face of mine, huh?”
“I learned a long time ago never to judge anything or anyone at face value; you never know what’s underneath. It is pretty surprising, though. Of all the things I thought I would be doing tonight, hanging out at a big cat sanctuary wasn’t one of them.”
Cameron removed his hand from Kirk’s mouth and it came away soppy and wet, but when he pulled himself to his feet he seemed to be able to do it without wincing or groaning. He stretched, scratched the back of Kirk’s head, and came over to where Alice was sitting. The tiger and the leopard followed, and Alice felt her hackles rise. 
“Relax, they like you,” he said. 
“You say that confidently,” Alice said. 
“That’s because I am confident. If they didn’t like you, you would know. Stretch out your hand.” 
Alice looked at Cameron and then looked at the steadily advancing tiger with its golden eyes, its big pink nose, and its powerful muscles. A long tongue slipped out of its mouth and it licked its own lips. She could almost hear it thinking dinner time, but she sucked it up and extended her hand. Nuala approached, sniffed the hand, and then nuzzled it with her cheek. Alice felt each and every last bristle and whisker as the tiger gave her hand a gesture of peace and welcome, and Alice relaxed. Kirk arrived soon after and started to lick her fingers.
“See?” Cameron said.
“They’re beautiful, really,” she said, “Once you get past how damn big they are. You get to do this every day?” 
“I do.” 
“It couldn’t have been something you decided you wanted to do as a kid, right?”
“It’s more complicated than that. A lot of these animals have gone through some kind of trauma. Some of them needed rehabilitation.” 
“Oh shit…” 
“We have another couple of vets on staff, and a team of cleaners and groomers and other professionals.” 
“What do you do when they’re all better? Where do they go?” 
“All of these animals were born in captivity. They don’t know what it’s like in the wild, so we can’t send them anywhere.”
“So you keep them here?” 
“That’s the idea. They get to live out their lives somewhere comfortable, free from poachers and people who want to stuff them in zoos. Some of them will go on to have cubs, and if they do then we’ll raise them too. We own a whole lot of land out here; all we’re waiting on are more funds so that we can build a bigger natural reserve and let them roam more freely.”
Kirk bit Alice’s finger and she winced, but the pain was gone almost instantly.
“I have to ask,” Alice said, “Do the cats have magical powers? Are they the ones that healed you?” 
“My magic is what healed me. It’s just easy to use here—the sanctuary is like a conductor for it. The magic runs everywhere, freely.” 
“Like the cats.” 
Cameron knelt and rubbed Nuala’s cheeks, then patted her on the neck. “Now that we’re here,” he said, “We should probably talk about what’s happened tonight.” 
Alice nodded. “It would be stupid not to, right?” 
“What happened to those people, exactly?”
“Nyx happened. She took their souls and made the world forget they ever existed.” 
“How is she even able to do that? That’s insanely powerful magic.” 
“We aren’t dealing with a mage, or a human, or some other run-of-the-mill supernatural. Nyx is a thing in a league of her own. In the stories, she’s the god of night: wife of Erebus, the god of darkness, and daughter of Chaos—the creator of everything.”
“The Greek gods?”
“Maybe we aren’t dealing with the literal Greek gods—most likely it’s just a creature that identifies with this particular part of human mythology. But her power is godlike, make no mistake. I’ve witnessed it first-hand. I know what it’s like to be on both spectrums of the soul-stealing thing.” 
“Both spectrums?” Cameron asked, an eyebrow cocked.
Shit, she thought, realizing she hadn’t told him much—or anything—about her own powers yet. “Forget I said anything. Let’s just focus on Nyx.” 
The look in Cameron’s gray eyes suggested he wasn’t going to leave this alone, but he dropped it for now. “I can see why the magistrate is keeping Isaac close,” Cameron said. 
“What do you mean?” 
“Hasn’t Isaac ever told you? The first magistrate that ever took form happened in the cradle of civilization—in ancient Rome. Everything they believe, the work they do, the gods they worship, it’s all Roman. Jupiter, Mars, Pluto; they each have a great House named after them, and even though mages of each House do magic in different ways, they all agree on the same thing—the Romans and their gods are the mothers and fathers of modern magic.” 
“So if Isaac goes before them talking about Nyx…” 
“They’re gonna wave him off at best because they don’t want to have their beliefs challenged. Nyx was a construct of the Greeks, not the Romans, and Isaac made it look like he had dealt with the real deal.”
“I can’t believe that,” Alice said, and she noticed her hands were starting to shake. “How could a so-called enlightened society dismiss someone’s claim because they used a name that didn’t fit with their idea of mythology?” 
“I don’t know if that’s the only reason, but I’m almost sure it plays a part.”
There was a lull in the conversation. In it, Alice heard the steady hiss of the wind between tree leaves and the chirp of crickets. High above, the sky was starting to darken further, growing thick with dark clouds.
“What do you think has happened to Isaac?” she finally asked.
“I don’t know. He will have gone to trial and they would have made a verdict to accept his side of the story and help, or…” 
“Or what?” 
“At best they strip him of his titles. At worst, exile.” 
“Exile? That’s insane. How can they possibly enforce that? They can’t just override human law.” 
“They can, and they will. But I don’t think it’s come to that. Isaac is a clever guy. He wouldn’t let them just walk all over him. Plus, he has friends.” 
“I have to help him…” 
“I can’t let that happen,” he said, his voice a firm slap to the face. “Isaac made me promise to keep you away from other mages, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.” 
“I can’t sit here doing nothing.” 
“You can, and you will. Besides, we have other things to worry about; like the trap we were lured into.” 
Alice didn’t want to think about that now. She wanted to think about Isaac, wanted to help him, and had begun to fantasize about breaking into whatever jail cell they were keeping him in and busting him out. Alice didn’t need powers; all she needed was a good plan. The common denominator which seemed to follow every magic ward she had ever heard of was that they only affected mages. 
She wasn’t a mage—she was Half-Lich, and that had to count for something.
“Alice,” Cameron said, snapping her train of thought off like a brittle twig. “Think,” he said, “There was something the man at the diner said.” 
“You mean Doug?” 
“Right. He was the one who told us Raegan lived with her mother.” 
“Did he? He might have.” 
“But, after what you’ve told me, how would he know she lived with her mother—”
“—if Nyx had already stolen her mother’s soul…” 
Alice stood bolt upright and her back stiffened. Girl lives with her mom, that’s what Doug had said back at the diner when he handed them the address. Girl lives with her mom. Cameron was right. There was no way he could have known that unless Raegan’s mom was still alive during their conversation, and judging by the way they had found the house, that was basically impossible. 
“Son of a bitch,” Alice said, “It was him. We were going to go there anyway, but he made it easy for us to find it because he wanted us to go there.” 
“You don’t think he… was Nyx… do you?” 
“No. Even with my powers as muted as they are, I think I would have sensed her presence.” 
“So, who do you think he is?” 
“I don’t know. He’s working with her, though, so we must assume there are more like him; more people working for her.” 
More people who have joined her forces, Alice thought.
Cameron nodded and looked around. “We can stay here for now,” he said, “This place is safe. Maybe in the morning we’ll hear something about Isaac, one way or the other.” 
“Morning?” Alice asked, “We’re staying until morning?”
“Unless you have a better idea—one that doesn’t involve us shooting out of this sanctuary on my bike and racing into the unknown. We need a plan. We need to regroup. We also need some rest. This is the best place to do all those things.” 
Alice sighed, accepting defeat. “Alright,” she said, “We’ll do it your way.” 
“C’mon this way,” he said, “I’ll show you where I sleep when I stay here—and then you can tell me more about these powers you don’t have. You said something earlier that piqued my interest, and if you’re going to sleep under my roof, I expect to be paid.” 
“What happened to the good old days when a girl could wiggle out of a bind by tricking a man into thinking he had a shot at sleeping with her?” 
“We grew up.” 
“I guess it had to happen sometime.” 
Cameron opened the door to a small building off to the side of the main enclosure—though still within view of the Harley and the main gate—and Alice stepped inside with a smirk on her face. It was barely more than a studio apartment, but it had a bathroom, a bed, and a comfortable looking sofa as well as a small kitchenette. 
Sleep came easily after a while, despite Alice having no idea where Isaac was or how he was doing. She hoped he was safe, wherever he was, and hated that she couldn’t help him. More than once this feeling of powerlessness had threatened to move her to tears, but she had fought them back. Tears wouldn’t help anyone. 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 14


 
The Cottage
Are you ready to die, Isaac?
The Good Doctor’s words rang inside Isaac’s mind like a church bell signaling the start of a new hour. For an instant he couldn’t believe his own Guardian had posed the question, but nothing about the place he was in was believable. There were no walls and no floors, yet his own voice echoed as if he were inside a cavern; no trees and no airflow, yet he could breathe. No light source, yet he could see his own arms and feet. 
“No one is ever ready for change of that magnitude, Doctor,” Isaac said.
“You must be,” the Good Doctor said, “Change is coming, and you will either accept it or we shall both perish.”
“I’m sure I’m not ready to perish.” 
“Then you must walk.” 
He glanced over his shoulder. The portal was gone, only darkness remained. Jim, he thought, and a pang struck him hard in the stomach. He put his head down in reverence, and then looked straight ahead and started to walk. The ground beneath his feet was firm and flat, so much so that it felt almost like walking on marble. He could hear the sound of his own footsteps echoing back at him, but couldn’t see the walls the sounds were bouncing off. 
When he looked up and around, there was only darkness. Until suddenly, there was light. A floaty, airy sensation gripped his chest. His heart started to beat hard and fast. He looked down at his hands and noticed his fingertips were glowing with soft blue light. For a moment he was mesmerized by this, his brain unable to comprehend what was happening, until his fingers began to turn to clouds of light and the Void slowly took them away.
He struggled with his own thoughts, with his voice. Magic, he thought, use magic, but he couldn’t concentrate hard enough to make a spell form in his mind. 
“What’s h-happening?” he asked, trying to contain the panic.
“The Void,” the Good Doctor said. “You are witnessing what the Void does to those who enter it. I can protect you.” 
“Then do it.” 
“Understand that I am not meant to exist in this place. My power is limited, and temporary. The Void will take me as well in time.”
The glow was starting to race up his arms, and as it travelled along his body it turned more and more of him into this cloud of shimmering light.
“Do whatever you have to do,” Isaac said.
The Good Doctor nodded, put his hand on Isaac’s shoulder, and suddenly Isaac’s senses flooded with sound and feeling and smell. A booming wave crashed against a rock face nearby, sending a gush of salty spray into the air. Above, in a gray, bruised sky, ancient gods stirred and shook the heavens themselves. 
Isaac turned around on the spot and beheld a vast, roiling ocean, magnificent in its ferocity and power. The waves were high enough to topple cruise liners, tips frothing like the mouths of rabid beasts. Bolts of lightning would occasionally strike the water, electrifying the surface in a bright display of sparks. And in the brief instants where the sea was calm, dark shapes showed themselves, lazily moving beneath the surface. 
I have been brought to the Tempest, he thought, and as he stared down at his feet and saw the cliff face he was standing on, he realized he had not only been brought to the Tempest; he was standing on the Precipice. This was the very place he had visited the day he became a mage and inherited the gift, and burden, of magic. The Precipice was the place, and the time, when a mage first enters the Tempest to claim their birthright. 
But they only ever go once. He had never expected to see it again.
“Why have you brought me back here?” Isaac asked, shouting over the sound of the howling wind and the vicious ocean.
The Good Doctor swept up alongside Isaac. “We are in the Void,” the Good Doctor said, “I am simply protecting your mind from what it would be seeing and experiencing right now. The shock would be too great.” 
Isaac took a step away from the ledge and brushed his hair out of his eyes. The wind was pulling it in all directions. “What happens now?” 
“Now, as I said before, you walk.” 
“Off the Precipice again? I have done that once.” 
“No. When we entered this place, the Precipice lay behind you. Look forward, Isaac, and walk.” 
Isaac turned around again and saw, across the rocky stretch of land, a single building standing defiantly beneath a sky which threatened to open and suck everything up at a moment’s notice. “There?” he asked.
The Good Doctor nodded. “You must hurry. We do not have much time.” 
The wind pulled at Isaac’s hair and shirt as he walked into it, toward the only building on the island he was standing on. The crash of the waves, the flapping noise his shirt made as the wind tugged at it, and the smell of the salt and the earth made him feel real, but his stomach felt like it could upturn at any moment and his chest was aching. Still, he pushed through and picked his way over rocks and through a copse of trees until he reached the outside of the building. 
It was a cottage. 
In fact, it wasn’t just any cottage. “I recognize this place,” Isaac said, “from my childhood.” 
His Guardian gave no reply.
“Doctor?” Isaac asked, and when he craned his neck around he saw the Good Doctor’s tall form hunched over and using the trees for support. Isaac rushed to help his Guardian, taking it under the arm and hoisting it up with his shoulder. “Are you alright?” 
“The Void saps my energy. You must hurry.” 
“I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do in here.” 
“Then you must learn, and in order to learn, you must become.” 
The wind blew the cottage’s front door open. It banged hard against the interior of the house and the sound snapped Isaac’s mind back into clarity, and then into action. He helped the Good Doctor walk across the narrow dirt path toward the cabin’s front door and then escorted the Guardian inside. He shut the door and drew the big iron lock across it. This drowned out most of the noise save for the muted howling of the wind outside and the flapping of a shutter somewhere upstairs. 
Isaac looked around and took the place in. This was the same cottage, alright. His grandparents had owned it a long time ago. When they passed, they had given the cottage to his father who would then use it during the cold months as a retreat from real life. He saw the fireplace on which many a stocking had hung during Christmas, noticed the cuckoo clock on the wooden support beam closest to the kitchen, and found the slippers his father used to wear next to his favorite arm chair. 
It was all so real; a waking, lucid dream he didn’t want to snap out of. 
“I remember this place well,” Isaac said. “I haven’t seen it in decades.” 
“This place is a compilation of your most comforting memories. Your mind summoned them; I simply made them real to you.” 
A door closed upstairs with a bang. 
“Is someone here?” Isaac asked.
“I do not know. I have little control here.” 
Isaac looked up at the ceiling, then at the stairs, and approached them. His Guardian followed, though slowly, one step at a time. The cottage was small and the stairs were tight and narrow—narrower still, now that Isaac was an adult and not a child. But this was of no consequence. Isaac climbed until he reached the next floor. Here there were three doors—one to the right, one to the left, and one directly ahead. The doors to either side of him were ajar, but the one ahead was closed. 
That’s the one I heard, he thought, and he approached. 
As he went, he caught glimpses of each of the other rooms in his periphery. The room on the left was a bathroom, while the one on the right was his old cottage bedroom. Through the gap in the door he spotted a small red fire engine on the floor, blue sheets and drapes, and a ‘nick nick’—picnic—basket sitting on a table. This brought a smile to his face, but the pain in his chest seemed to get worse as if trying to compensate for the happiness he was feeling. 
Finally, he got to the closed door. He placed one hand on the wooden surface and another one on the knob. Isaac pushed the door open, but what he saw sent him reeling. He sucked in a breath of air and grabbed the doorframe, frozen for a moment, before stepping into the room like a man who had drunk too many pints of beer.
His mother’s body lay on the floor at the foot of the bed, her wrists open and covered in crimson fluid which was pooling on the hardwood floor. She was slumped against the bed itself, her neck lolling, her hair covering her face. He approached, not because he thought she was alive—this woman had been dead more than twenty-five years—but because he couldn’t stop himself. Tears were welling up in his eyes as the memory of her smiling face collided with the horrifying sight he had seen as a child. 
A sight he had locked away in the back of his mind since the day he found her like this, in this very spot.
“Why are you showing me this?” he asked, his voice wavering. “Why are you doing this to me?” 
“I am not,” the Good Doctor said. “This is not my doing.” 
“Then whose is it?” Isaac asked, spinning around on the spot.
“Mine,” said a voice from behind.
Of all the people he had thought he might see in this memory space—his father, his mother—a doppelganger wasn’t one of them. His arms were folded above his chest and he was leaning against the wooden frame. He was dressed the same as Isaac, wore the same brass bangle on his right wrist, and had long hair slicked back over his head, but his eyes were dark, and black veins were expanding from the corners of his mouth. 
“What figment of my subconscious are you meant to be?” Isaac asked.
“Oh, I’m not a figment of your subconscious—I’m the thing that’s killing you. It’s nice to meet in person, so to speak, even if you are about to die.”
“This isn’t the way I die.” 
“You’ve said that before and it was true then, yes, but I’m not so sure it’s true now.” 
“Why is that?” 
“Because you are in my house, Isaac Moreau, and by coming here you have made me more powerful than I could have been out there, in your world.” 
“I had to come. I had no choice.” 
“That’s right, you didn’t. It was either stay in that cave and die like your friend, or come here and have a fighting chance. Only the fighting chance you thought you had was as much an illusion as this poor excuse for a shield that Guardian of yours has conjured. The only way you’re getting out of here is if you kill me, and since I’m a part of you, killing me will ultimately kill you, so I offer you a choice.”
Isaac’s eyes narrowed like a sniper staring down his scope, ready to take down his target. He couldn’t stop his hands from becoming fists, couldn’t stop them from pressing so tightly his knuckles turned white, but he kept his composure. Being angry, being afraid—neither of these things would help him here, he knew. In fact, they would not only contribute to his downfall, but almost guarantee it.
“What’s the choice?” Isaac asked.
“I let you live out the rest of your time here, in this comfortable house, with that girl of yours. When the time is up, you hand me your body and I take it away.” 
“Do you really think I’m going to just surrender to you like this?” 
“No, I suspected you would want to fight, but let none say I’m not a good sport.” 
Outside, the howling wind made a long, drawn out wail of a sound like a dying cat. Thunder rumbled overhead, and the sky darkened.
“Now,” Isaac’s doppelganger said, “Shall we begin?” 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 15


 
Cornered Cats
Alice awoke with a start, her heart hammering in her throat, her pillow wet and cold. She breathed deep, then exhaled long, and repeated the process two more times until finally some semblance of calm settled over her. 
“Cameron?” she asked as she stepped out of the bed. One after the other, she slipped her boots back on before standing and stretching. “Are you in here?” 
Must not be, she thought, and she headed outside and into the sunny morning. 
Sunny mornings in Ashwood were like Bigfoot; a myth. The entire city seemed to be perpetually covered in a never-ending blanket of clouds. Sometimes they were thinner and lighter than other days. Sometimes there were breaks in the clouds where full sunlight could pierce and touch the land for a couple of hours. But the nights in Ashwood were cold, and the mornings were gray. That was just the law of the land. 
Today, somehow, was an exception, and Alice was treated not only to the sun, but to an entire garden of large, docile, content cats. Nuala, the Bengal, was there, lounging near a swimming pool and letting the sun caress her fur. Nearby were two tussling tiger cubs, a lion, a fully grown leopard, and more domestic cats than she had seen in one place in her whole life. But the queen of the garden was the Siberian white tiger strolling along the path. 
This cat was the most beautiful thing Alice had ever seen, and Alice had laid eyes on the supposed goddess of the night. Its fur shone brilliant and white in the sun, its nose was pink and wide, and its eyes were the clear blue of the crystal clear water in some exotic place. Alice approached, careful not to touch any of the other cats and feeling much like a minesweeper as she navigated around animals she feared could at any moment switch on and decide they didn’t like her.
The white tiger settled down on a spot of grass clear of any other cat and began grooming itself, licking its big paw with its big pink tongue and running it across its own face. Alice, her hands trembling slightly, knelt beside the cat and slowly stretched out her hand. The cat paused, gave her its clear blue eyes, and wiggled its nose at her fingers, then went back to grooming. 
“You’re a natural.” 
Cameron’s voice almost made her jump right out of her skin. “Jesus,” she said, “You scared me half to death.”
“You don’t have anything to be scared of in here.” 
Alice drew herself up and helped him with the big box he was carrying. “What’s in the box?”
“Boomer balls,” he said, and he opened the box and pulled a series of big rubber balls out of it. He handed one to Alice and asked her to throw it at an empty space. As soon as she did, the tiger cubs went running for it and began to paw and bite it. Some of the larger cats moved around and sniffed the larger balls where they fell, but mostly they seemed happy to sit in the sun for a while. 
“This place is incredible,” Alice said.
“Yeah? I’m glad you like it.” 
“I love it. The white tiger is gorgeous.” 
Cameron smiled at the tiger, but his expression darkened. Alice noticed. “That’s Hope,” Cameron said. “She’s… sick.” 
“Sick? She doesn’t look sick.” 
“White tigers are heavily inbred, more so than any other kind. That kind of thing causes mental problems, as well as physiological deformities. Her immune system isn’t as strong as Nuala’s, and her eyesight isn’t great.” 
“That’s so sad.” 
“Don’t feel too bad. She was on the brink of death when we found her. I’d say she was lucky to come to me; with magic I’ve been able to slowly bring her back to health, and I think I can fix her immune system even if I can’t fix her eyesight. But the truth is I was lucky to find her.” 
“What do you mean?” 
Cameron smiled again. “Never mind, I’d rather not go into it.” 
“Hey, last night I shared something with you that only one other person in this world knows. I think I’m owed a story, if you have one to tell.”
She had told him about her… peculiar condition. It was the only way she could explain how much she knew about Nyx, and how she knew exactly what had happened to the people who used to live in Raegan’s building. Telling him had been difficult. Her nerves had caused her to shake almost violently as she spoke, but Cameron was a good listener. He made it easy. And when it was done she had felt as light as a cloud. 
“It’s not that great a story,” Cameron said, “Hope just came at a time when I needed it. That’s why we called her Hope.” 
“Is it about a girl?” Alice asked.
“How about I just invite you over here one day to volunteer?” 
Alice looked over at Hope and considered this. She imagined a future where she could stroke that big cat’s cheeks in the same way Cameron had done to Nuala last night. “I can come over? Just like that?” 
“Yeah, we’re always looking for an extra hand. Besides, they like you.” 
“I’ll consider it… after you tell me this story you’re withholding.” 
“I’m not going to talk about it, okay?” 
Alice frowned. Had she upset him? How? Maybe she had pushed too far. She hadn’t considered the topic may be difficult and not awkward. Had he lost someone? If he had, then she was being inconsiderate and that wasn’t cool. She was about to put her hand on his shoulder to try and apologize when, almost instantly, the wind changed.
Cameron noticed this too and perked up. The breeze had been a soft, easterly one, but it was now blowing westward and had picked up speed. Alice felt a thousand tiny ants crawl up her back and spread over her arms. It wasn’t just the wind that had changed, but the sun was fading too. When Alice looked up she saw thick clouds churning and converging above the sanctuary like a terrible time-lapse video.
“This isn’t natural,” she said.
“No… it’s not,” Cameron said, also watching the clouds change. 
Alice’s instincts kicked in and she bolted for the front gate with Cameron at her side, leaping fearlessly over the big cats which had now started to move back into their sheltered habitats. Her boots slammed hard on the grass and the mud, kicking up large globs of it, but she kept running until she could see the Harley parked inside the perimeter of the sanctuary, and then she ran harder until she struck the chain-link fence.
There, beyond the outer gate, she spotted two vehicles which hadn’t been there the night before. Lined up in front of the vehicles were six people, all wearing long, dark dusters which billowed and flapped with the wind. One of them, a woman with purple hair, had her hands up and was making circular motions with them; and wherever her hands went, they left a glowing trail. 
“Do you know them?” Alice asked.
“The magistrate’s legionnaires,” Cameron said, “How the fuck did they think to come here?” 
“I don’t know, but they’re here.” 
“Dammit.” 
Cameron pulled the chain-link fence open, stepped into the space between the fence and the front gate, and put his hands up. Alice fell in beside him, drew her gun, and cocked it. The man standing at the center of the group—a bear of a man with a stern, no-bullshit face—stepped forward with his hands up in a gesture of surrender. “Let me guess,” he said, his scratchy voice rising effortlessly above the sound of the churning wind, “You’re Alice.” 
Alice shifted her weight from one foot to the other, keeping the gun behind her back. Did she recognize him? “You’ve got me mistaken. I think you’ve come to the wrong place.”
“I don’t think I have.” 
“This is my sanctuary,” Cameron said, “My domain. Leave now, and no one has to get hurt.” 
“Who said anything about anyone getting hurt?” the man asked, still approaching. 
“You’re here with five other people and you’re causing all of this,” she said, pointing to the sky with her free hand. “You’ve clearly got plans to hurt someone.” 
“You have it all figured out, huh?” he asked.
Alice now brought her gun up and aimed it at the man with the raspy voice. She did know him, but from where? “I’m warning you,” she said. “Don’t take another step.” 
She never saw the magic coming. One of the men standing in the line made a gesture with his hand—barely a flick of the wrist—and the gun slipped out of Alice’s grasp. It hit the external gate with a clang and sailed across the open space and into the hand of the man with the raspy voice. He inspected the Glock, and slid it into the waistband of his pants. Alice could feel her heart pounding in her chest. Small beads of sweat were opening on her forehead, and her skin was tightening around her muscles and bones. 
No Trapper, and now no gun either.
The man smiled. “Now that you’ve seen what we can do,” he said, “I don’t think you ought to be making any threats. Am I understood?” 
“What the hell do you want?” Cameron asked.
“I’m disappointed in you, West. You could have been one of us.” 
“That was back when the legionnaires were more than just thugs, Logan. You know you can’t get into my sanctuary, so just leave and no one has to get hurt.” 
“There we go with the getting hurt business. No one’s going to hurt anyone, especially now that I’ve disarmed your friend. All we want to do is talk, so open the gate and let us in, and this’ll be over soon.” 
“I don’t want to talk to you.” 
“Good, because I don’t want to talk to you either; all I want is her,” he said, “I just want Alice Werner.” 
“I don’t know if you heard me,” Cameron said, approaching the gate, “But you’re not getting anything from us, and you’re not getting in. You’re wasting your time here.” 
Logan smiled—a sharp, threatening smile—and said, “I don’t want to have to do this the hard way, but let me explain to you what’ll happen if I don’t get your cooperation. Are you listening? We don’t need to get in to your sanctuary, but you need the sanctuary to stay in one piece for the sake of the animals you’re keeping under your care. If you don’t surrender her to us, we’re going to tear up every square inch of land here until all that’s left is a scorched, broken, ruin. Do you understand now?” 
Cameron was about to speak, but Alice stopped him. “No,” she said in a low voice. “It isn’t worth it.” 
“I won’t let you go out there,” Cameron said. 
“Why not? You heard what he’s going to do.” 
“He’s going to do it anyway. They aren’t here representing the magistrate. I know them, and I know my people. The magistrate would never condone the destruction of another mage’s space. It’s against the law. The fact they’ve threatened me with it tells me they’re acting on their own. I don’t have help here. The only thing I can do is fight for this place.” 
Alice threw her gaze across to the legionnaires again. 
“Tell you what,” Logan said, “I can see you’re having trouble there. I’ll give you… ten minutes to decide whether we do this the easy way, or the hard way. This can all be over before breakfast. I don’t know about you, but I’d kill for a plate of pancakes and some bacon.”
“How do we know you’re going to honor your word?” Alice asked.
“You don’t. Your ten minutes starts now.” 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 16


 
Infection
“Begin?” Isaac asked. “Begin what?” 
The mirror version of Isaac with the black mouth smirked and leaned out of the bedroom. The door shut hard in front of him leaving, Isaac in the bedroom with his Guardian and his mother. He turned to look at her, and immediately upon laying eyes on her cold, dead body felt his muscles contract and release all at once.
She had been so beautiful. He had remembered her not as a woman or a mother, but as the embodiment of light and warmth itself. In each and every one of his memories of his mother, she was always possessed of a soft, warm glow—like an angel. With this memory unearthed now, he never thought he would be able to see her in the same light again. 
“I don’t know what to do,” Isaac said. “I need guidance.” 
“I cannot accompany you on this journey,” the Good Doctor said. “If you wish to become a Void Weaver, you must do this alone. You must learn so that I may teach you.”
A paradox, Isaac thought. “I… I don’t understand,” he said. 
“You must, or we will not survive.” 
“Wait,” Isaac said, but the Good Doctor was already fading into the shadowy corner of the room. “No! Don’t go!” Isaac dashed toward the shadows, his hand outstretched. By the time he got there, the Guardian was gone, and he was alone; alone with a corpse. 
Isaac came up to the body and knelt beside her. His eyes were stinging and his throat was tight, but he took her cold, bloody hand and held it. He thought about her then, about the last year, and months of her life. Seconds he himself had been witness to. He vowed he would never forget the way her eyes, wide and fearful, had regarded him when he entered the bedroom and saw what she had done. She hadn’t expected him to see the act itself, hadn’t wanted him to, but he had come anyway, excited to tell her they had bought an entire cheesecake from the bakery for them to enjoy.
And he had forgotten. His brain had taken this traumatic memory, locked it in some deep, dark corner of his mind, and had left it there. Only the Void itself had opened that attic door, had rummaged around for this very memory, and had deliberately opened it for Isaac to look at. It was the mental equivalent to opening a box with a rotting human head inside of it, complete with the stink, and the flies, and the instinct to throw up.
Isaac put his clean hand on his mouth to stifle the moan that threatened, at any second, to spill out. Around him the world evaporated, like morning mist chased away by the sun’s touch. A cold wind pressed down on his face and shoulders, and Isaac realized as he stood that he had gone back to the dark place—to the place where his body slowly turned to mist and light. 
He spun around on the spot like a dog chasing his tail, calling into the darkness, but receiving no reply. His Guardian wasn’t there, the doppelganger wasn’t there, and the world itself wasn’t there anymore. All that existed was the crushing darkness, the chilling cold, and the sense that there were things watching from the dark—hungry, inscrutable, unknowable things. 
The passage of time meant nothing in this place. Hours, minutes, seconds—time itself blurred together so that it was no longer linear, one second happening before the next, but an ocean. Everything that had ever happened, was happening, and would ever happen, collided into the same moment. The only thing Isaac had to ground himself with was the slow way in which his physical, human body was turning to smoke. This was all that was real to him.
He closed his eyes hard and concentrated on making his own will manifest—to further strengthen his sense of being. But when he opened them again, an old, dusty classroom seemed to have come up out of nowhere to surround him. A spinning globe sat on the teacher’s table. Classic fictional works from the likes of Charles Dickens, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, and William Shakespeare filled the bookshelf next to the blackboard. The teacher’s desk itself was covered in papers, notebooks, pens, and even an old calculator. 
This place, he thought, this was my school back in Surrey.
A cascading explosion of sound grumbled overhead, and Isaac faced the window which looked into the schoolyard. The sky was dark and the clouds were moving quickly in the same direction, like animals fleeing from a predator. Someone coughed and Isaac turned to find the classroom was full of glassy-eyed children, all wearing the same buttoned gray shirts and moss-green sweaters—the Wesley Kensington Secondary School uniforms.
Isaac’s eyebrows knitted together and he stared at the children; for a moment, he was unable to speak. 
“H-hello,” he said, but the children didn’t reply.
His vision blurred momentarily and his head began to spin. He shook his head, blinked away the blurriness, and brought his mind back into focus only to find the classroom empty. His heart began to thump against his ribcage. He hadn’t heard the children get up to leave, hadn’t heard the scraping of chairs on the tiled floors, or the murmur of voices, or the rustling of bags and schoolbooks. 
Again thunder broke above, causing the building’s very foundations to shake. From outside he heard a cry of elation, many children’s voices going up in alarm and surprise, some joyful, and some fearful. When he looked at the window, he noticed the schoolyard was full of children, and suddenly he was there with them. He wasn’t aware of having left the room either, but this fact seemed to be insignificant compared to what he was seeing now.
Some children were playing tag and others were playing soccer, but another small group of children seemed to be having an argument. Isaac gravitated toward them, a ghost among mortals—unseen and unheard—and recognized this for what it was. One boy, a skinny, scrawny thing, had been cornered by a taller, also skinny, boy and his friends. The smaller boy seemed to want them to leave him alone, but these things rarely worked out like that.
“Come on, then,” said the taller boy, whose pasty white cheeks were flushed red. “Give us your football cards.” 
“No,” said the smaller boy. 
“No? That’s not the right answer. We want your cards, and you’re going to give them to us or I’m gonna thump ya.” 
“I’ll tell the teacher if you hit me.” 
The taller boy leaned in close, grabbed the smaller boy by the collar of his shirt, and said “If you tell anyone, we’ll do more than just take your cards.” 
The smaller boy bit his lip, which had started to quiver, and emptied his pockets of football cards. When they were neatly stacked in his hand, he offered them up to the taller boy, though the anger was clearly manifesting on his face. These weren’t tears of sadness, but tears of frustration. Football cards were cheap, but what this boy had in his hand had been the culmination of an entire term’s worth of swapping and haggling with other kids; a prized possession for an eleven-year-old boy.
The taller boy admired his newest acquisition, stuffed the stack into his pockets, and then shoved the smaller boy to the ground. “That’s for making me wait,” he said, before turning around, satisfied with himself.
At least I have a mum,” said the smaller boy.
The taller boy turned around with an angry scowl on his face. “What did you say?” he asked.
“You heard me!” said the smaller boy. He had gotten up, his face as dark as the clouds themselves.
The taller boy got two steps worth of a running start, but this was all he needed to accurately throw his foot in between the smaller boy’s legs. The small boy doubled over, screaming out in pain just as another explosion of thunder struck above them. Isaac winced at the sight of this brutal attack and almost looked away, disgusted, but he didn’t. He couldn’t. Because the taller boy, the one walking away with his friends satisfied that he had enacted his own brand of vengeance against a slight he felt had been committed against him, who was then called Thomas Moore, was in fact Isaac at age twelve.
He had forgotten all about this incident, had forgotten his rocky past at school, and the many times he had gotten into trouble and wound up at the headmaster’s office. Isaac wanted to yell at this version of himself, wanted to scream at this boy for what he had just done, but it wouldn’t have helped. No one could hear him. As the boy, his friends, and the schoolyard around them became wisps of shadow and eventually darkness, Isaac was left with the song in his head, and shame in his heart. 
He had come back to the dark place, now. His hands were entirely gone. At the wrists, his arms turned to ribbons of blue mist and sparkling smoke. He started to walk in a straight line, and the mist followed him like an obedient companion. In the back of his mind, although what was in his mind and what was real were moot points, he thought he could hear laughter… his own laughter. Only the laughter wasn’t his.
When the world, or a world, reasserted itself around Isaac, he found himself still striding hard down a cobblestone street, accompanied by a sixteen-year-old version of himself and a police constable with a tall black police hat on his head. He remembered this night well and knew immediately what was coming, but he followed anyway because being here was better than being in the dark place. Time had meaning here, it flowed forward. 
 It was cold out tonight, but Isaac wasn’t feeling the cold at all. He was sixteen and had just returned home after an evening out with his friends to find this very same police officer standing guard outside his front door like those who stood outside of 10 Downing Street. The officer hadn’t said a great deal except that something had happened to his father, and that Isaac had to go with him. 
Isaac hadn’t been called in to identify the body they had retrieved from his house. They all knew who he had been. What they wanted was to show Isaac the note his father had left on the small table next to his favorite armchair. They had found it underneath an empty bottle of whiskey. It was a suicide note. 
Sixteen-year-old Isaac didn’t read the note until the following morning. He had instead broken down that night and cried for hours. He hadn’t even registered his grandfather coming down to get him from the police station as an incident that had, in fact, occurred. To this version of Isaac, much as the Isaac who was watching, time seemed to jump from the police station to his bedroom at his grandparents’ house. 
When dawn broke and the tears had stopped, despite having had no sleep, Thomas Moore read the note, which consisted only of four sentences.
“It’s your fault she’s dead,” the note had said, “Your fault my life is the way it is, and your fault I’ve decided to take it. You’re a worthless waste of space that’ll never amount to anything. I hope you’re happy with what you’ve done.” 
Isaac’s chest tightened, his throat was working though he wasn’t speaking, and his mind was numb. He had remembered the night, had remembered the note itself, but had forgotten the harshness of the message. The finality and the certainty of it. It was all Isaac’s fault. Nobody else’s. Isaac had become an orphan, and it was all because he had gone with his father into town one morning and left his mother all alone in the cottage. He didn’t know she was going to take her life, but he should have.
When the world faded around him again, dissolving into darkness, more of him had turned to mist. His arms cut off at the elbows, and his feet were gone too—though he was still standing and could still, he thought, walk around and turn. He did so, testing the theory, but was unsure whether he was actually moving, or if the world around him was turning to provide the illusion of motion. 
Isaac heard more laughter echoing in his mind and felt the darkness press around him further. 
“Where are you!” he said into the dark, and the darkness spat his voice back in a distorted echo, over and over and over, as a church bell ringing out the hour. 
No reply.
Isaac’s heart was thumping in a chest that seemed to be turning lighter by the moment. He could still feel his arms and legs, even if they were dissolving right in front of him, but eventually enough of him would disappear that—he suspected—he would not be able to feel anything at all. 
At that point he would cease to be. He had to do something, and he had to do it now.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 17


 
Fight or Flight
Six Legionnaires had Alice and Cameron trapped in a sanctuary full of innocent animals. Logan had given them ten minutes to decide whether Alice was going to come out and talk, or if they were going to make the legionnaires turn the very earth upside down and ruin the sanctuary. They had spent one of those minutes assessing the situation when Cameron finally turned around to head away from the main gate.
“Cameron!” Alice said, “Where are you going?” 
He stopped and turned to look at her. “We need to do something,” he said, “You heard what they said they’re going to do. You can’t be anywhere near this place when that happens.” 
“You’re seriously going to put my safety ahead of the safety of these cats?” 
“We don’t have time for this. Come with me.” 
Cameron led Alice away from the main gate, away from the chain-link, and toward the other side of the main enclosure. Beyond the pool, almost immediately adjacent to the building they had slept in, was a wall of vines and overgrowth covered in sharp, deadly-looking thorns. It twitched as she looked at it. When she saw Cameron directing his eyes to the top of the wall and the idea came into her head that he intended for her to climb that death-trap, she stopped where she was.
“You’re insane,” she said. 
“Maybe, but it’s the only other way out,” Cameron said.
“I am not climbing that thing. It looks like it’s breathing!” 
“That’s because it is—and you’re not going over it, you’re going through it.” 
“What?” 
Cameron pressed his hand, fearlessly, against the thick roots and vines. He closed his eyes, concentrated, and then the wall began to shiver. The roots unlaced themselves like clasped hands, creating a hole large enough for a person to fit through. On the other side, Alice saw nothing but dirt, the coast, and in the distance, Ashwood.
Alice approached, wonderstruck, mouth gaping, and stared at the still twitching wall of life. “What… the fuck.” 
“It’s cute you find this shocking,” Cameron said as he removed his hand from the wall.
“Cute?” she said. “This whole place is about to get hit hard by a psychopathic mage and you’re talking about cute?” 
“Relax.” He reached into his jacket pocket and tossed her his bike keys. “Grab it and go.” 
“You cannot be serious.” 
“I’m serious, Alice. I made a promise to Isaac. A couple of promises. One of them was that I would keep you safe, the other was that I would keep you away from the magistrate. In the event that the orders should contradict, my primary goal is the second one. Isaac’s exact words.” 
“Yeah, I figured that much.” 
“So you have to get out of here.” 
Alice took a moment to look around. From where she was, she could see the tiger, Nuala, sitting in her den with her cubs. The leopard, Kirk, was with her, as was the white tiger. They were huddled together as if they knew something bad was about to happen and were powerless to stop it. Alice understood the feeling all too well, and she wasn’t about to let them go through it alone.
“No,” she said, “There has to be another way.” 
“I’m open to suggestions.” 
“What if I find a weapon?” 
“You saw what they did to your gun. When you’re going up against a mage, if you have no magic, you’re outclassed.” 
“I have magic.” 
“Yeah? Where is it?” 
That stung. Alice’s jaw clenched and her right hand curled into a fist, closing around the keys. “I’m not leaving you to defend this place on your own.” 
“And if they take you? What then? I can’t let that happen. I won’t.” 
His words may have stung a second ago, but these words made her insides float. The way he was standing—so close to her she could have touched him if she wanted to—the intensity in his misty gray eyes, and the authority in his voice… it did something to her. She was never the kind of girl to need or even want protecting, but when he suggested that this was exactly what she needed to accept, she almost believed it.
She saw a little bit of Isaac in him, now, and that worried her. In fact, he had more of Isaac in him than she had considered at first. They were both very intelligent men, both mages, both passionate about their causes—Isaac with magic and his museum, Cameron with his animals. 
“Cameron,” Alice said, “You can’t do this on your own.” 
“I won’t be on my own,” Cameron said, “You just have to trust me.”
Alice nodded, and they started walking back to the bike. The sky rumbled and churned and the wind continued to pick up. The circular pattern that the clouds and wind seemed to be following made Alice’s heart rate elevate. We will turn this place into a ruin, Logan had said. Were they about to bring a tornado down on top of this sanctuary? 
God no, please no.
“What can you do?” Alice asked, walking briskly now.
“They knew we were here because they searched for you, and they only found you because we didn’t know they were looking. Now that we know, I can stop them from using the same magic to find you again.” 
“You can? Are you sure?” 
Cameron nodded. “But I can only do it from here—with all six of them in front of me. And if you’re still here when I perform the spell, they’ll just be able to lock onto you again. You need to be gone.”
“Cameron…” 
He turned around harshly when they got to the bike. “That’s the only play, Alice. We don’t want to have these assholes on your tail.”
“Fine, but—”
“No.” He took her hand and pulled her around the bike. “Get on.” 
“You can’t make me leave, you know,” she said.
“I can, but I want you to do it yourself. This is the right thing to do, Alice. We both know it. Now please, go. We don’t have time for this. Take the bike, ride home, and I’ll meet you after. Don’t tell me where you live. I’ll find you.” 
Alice stared at the bike, then back at him. She straddled it and stuffed the key in the ignition, but she didn’t turn it. Not yet. “That worries me, you know.” 
“What does?” 
“That you and your kind are just able to find people like that.” 
“It’s what we do. We find things. When we get out of this, I’ll show you how to protect yourself from us.” 
“You’re sure you’re going to come out of this intact?” 
Cameron smiled, though his smile had a predatory quality to it; a sharpness to his eyes. He turned around and walked into the enclosure with his arms stretched at his sides. When he turned around she saw his eyes had become the color of molten gold again, and were glowing as intensely as the amulet around his neck. Behind him, and all around him, shapes were beginning to stir, and soon the enclosure was full of cats—small and large—shoulders up, heads low, and ready to attack.
Their eyes, Alice thought, they glow like his. And then she sensed something. A presence. Invisible, but imposing, and indomitable. She couldn’t see it with her own eyes, but she knew it was there, beside him and all around him. For a moment, only a moment, she thought she saw another face superimposed over Cameron’s; a feral face with sharp teeth and no eyes. 
“Go,” Cameron said as the cats encircled him. “I’m going to be just fine.” 
“I want to believe you,” she said.
“Just go. If I’m okay, I’ll send crows. Go home and watch your windows.” 
Alice nodded, flicked the ignition, and the bike roared to life. The legionnaires wouldn’t have heard it over the sound of the churning sky. She thought maybe they had seen her get on the bike, but when she glanced over her shoulder at the outer gate, it too was covered in thick green and brown vines and roots. 
She twisted the throttle. The wheel spun for a second, but then it caught the earth and the bike lurched forward. Alice picked her feet up and guided the bike through the chain-link fence, through the enclosure, and toward the open hole in the living wall on the far side of the sanctuary. Cameron’s golden eyes locked with hers for a split second as she passed him, and a powerful heat rose through her chest and into her neck and cheeks. 
Alice brought her eyes front and center again, then ducked as the bike went through the living wall, and started making tracks across open terrain. The powerful winds encircling the area picked up her dust trail and ate it, allowing her to make a stealthy escape, but she didn’t feel good about having fled the sanctuary. Not even the thought of having made it to the road without being chased could quell the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. 
She had left Cameron behind to fend for himself when what the legionnaires wanted was her. Only her. He had seemed confident that he could beat this; that he could come out intact, and with the sheer number of big cats—with their deadly teeth, sharp claws, and gleaming eyes—at his back, she had believed him. Mages or not, the legionnaires would think twice about taking on tigers and leopards… and that panther. 
Selene, Alice thought, the name of the goddess of the moon—a symbol of protection in many cultures. 
“He’ll be okay,” she said to herself as the bike swallowed miles and spat them out of its tailpipe. “He’s going to be okay.” 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 18


 
Becoming
Open the flood gates, he thought, and when he closed his eyes, this is exactly what he did.
He imagined a hole of light appearing in the darkness, listened to the furious howling of the wind, felt the distant currents of magic begin to flow through the hole—through Isaac—and into this place, but the image was difficult to form. He kept thinking about his mother, about his father, and about that boy in the schoolyard—the way he had cried. He wanted to cry himself, now. In fact, he was crying, and trembling, and having difficulty breathing. 
When he opened his eyes he was no longer in the dark place, but looking down upon a tiny kitchen table where Isaac—then Thomas— was sitting. His grandmother’s medicine bag, which had once been filled with pill bottles of various shapes and sizes, lay on its side, its contents emptied. One of the bottles was open, and the Isaac he was looking at now had a handful of them in his hand. A cup of water sat quietly on the table, waiting to be picked up and used as a vessel for his own suicide. His mother had done it, as had his father, so why shouldn’t he? 
A year had passed since his father’s death, and if life had been hard following his mother’s suicide, this year had been hell. Seventeen was around the time when children in the United Kingdom started on the path that would take them to higher education, but Thomas had no intention of studying and hadn’t for a long time. He had been hearing a demon’s voice in the back of his mind telling him to do it, over and over and over, and eventually, he had listened. 
“It’s the only way,” said the demon that sounded like Isaac; the doppelganger he had seen in the cottage, the thing that had been goading him since he entered the Void. “Tell him to do it, and rest. Your magic is useless here.” 
After two failed attempts at calling the Tempest, Isaac believed these words. His Guardian had left, his mind felt like jelly, and he didn’t think he could take more of these memories—these failures of his. Because they had been failures. He had failed to protect his mother from herself, had failed to keep his anger in check, and had failed to give his father a reason to continue living. He had also failed to find a way out of this place, and time was running out.
With a shaky hand, Thomas raised the pills to his lips and tossed them into his mouth. They tasted bitter, and Thomas gagged. Isaac, too, could taste the pills in his own mouth. Thomas went for the glass of water, eager to rid himself of the taste, but then Alice flashed into Isaac’s mind. For a moment he was no longer in the kitchen, about to complete a task he had been too cowardly to do at seventeen; he was back in the dark place, and there was more of him here. 
Before he entered the kitchen he hadn’t been able to see his feet, but he could see them now, and more of his arms, too. Was he rematerializing? He wasn’t sure, but something was different now. He felt a little more real, a little more whole. Had it been Alice? Thinking of her had brought him back here. But no, it hadn’t just been thinking of her—it had been the feeling that came after the thought. 
He tried to conjure her up in his mind, but shadows closed in around him. Isaac felt himself being taken away again—an alley on a city street. It was night, the asphalt was wet from a hard day’s rain, and the crows were watching Isaac as he stood waiting for something. Waiting for… he heard a moan coming from the throat of the alley, and he ran toward it as if he had suddenly remembered why he was there. 
And hadn’t he? On this cold, wet night, in this alley tucked between two warehouses by the South Side docks, hadn’t he found a shivering, hurt “Alice!” 
Isaac ran frantically through the alley, looking behind every dumpster and box, searching for her because he knew she was here. He had figured out she had been stolen across to the Reflection, but all of his attempts at getting her out had failed. Nyx, known only as the shadow woman to him then, had rebuked his attempts at opening portals into the Reflection, and Alice had been lost to him. It was the crows that had told him where she would be. At first he didn’t believe they had spoken to him, but they had, and when he found her lying in the fetal position at the back of the alley, curled up next to a chain-link fence, the relief had been absolute. 
He had taken her in his arms and tried to rouse her, but while she had been conscious she had also been unaware of where she was.
“Alice, please,” he said, his voice wavering. His chest was tight again, his breathing was rapid and panicked, and he couldn’t keep his body from shaking if he had wanted to. She had been gone for so long, and she was so pale. She said something, barely a couple of words, but he hadn’t heard what she had said. When he drew her close to his chest, she reached for his shoulders and hugged him, but there was no strength left in her arms.
Isaac remembered having picked her up in his arms and walking with her to his car. He had gently laid her down on her back, but she had screamed and passed out. When he went to check beneath her, to see if he had set her down on a box or a sharp object, his hands came away bloody. He didn’t see the injuries to her back then, but he saw them later; the vast network of split, bleeding skin.
The scene suddenly changed. They were in her apartment now. Isaac had pushed her too hard, had wanted her to talk to him about what had happened, but she had refused. 
“Why can’t you just accept that I don’t want to talk about this, Isaac?” she had said. There had been anger in her voice then, but in this memory there was something else, too—malice. It wasn’t just her harsh voice, her balled fists, her sneer, or the venom in her eyes.
“I want to help you, Alice,” Isaac had said, “I can help you if you would only tell me what happened to you exactly.” 
“I don’t want to!” 
“Why not?” 
“Because I don’t, okay? I know you think you’re trying to help, but the last time I checked you weren’t a psychologist.” 
“Would you go to one?” 
“Why the fuck would I go and see a psychologist about this? What do they know about what I’ve seen?” 
“Nothing, and neither do I. Not if you don’t tell me.” 
Alice screamed, grabbed the book she had been reading, which lay closed on the coffee table, and hurled it at Isaac. Isaac ducked and avoided the hit. 
“Get out,” she said.
“Alice.” 
“I want you gone! I’m sick of this!” 
Isaac understood she was in a bad place, he had seen what had happened to her after her return from the Reflection—she had quit her job, had distanced herself from friends, and had closed herself off to him. This was his mother all over again. He had failed. She wanted him gone, and nothing he had said after that moment had helped. He had left, and they didn’t see each other again for two years.
Had she been a weaker person, he may never have seen her again. 
The world around him faded to black, like a scene transition in an old movie, and he found himself in the dark place again—in the Void. He was less than he had been before, barely more than a chest and a head supported by ribbons of white and blue mist. The space, which had seemed wide and cavernous, now felt so small he could touch the edges if he were to stretch his hands out far enough. But he didn’t want to stretch out his hands because there were things in the darkness; creatures he couldn’t see, but that could see him. 
“Alice,” he said into the darkness, and in his mind he conjured not her face, but the last time he had seen her. 
It had been at the museum. Dustin was helping her stand and they were about to leave. She had been worried about him, but he had told her he would be okay. His nerves had caused him to shake then because he knew what he wanted to do, but didn’t know how she would take it. When he kissed her on the forehead, she had smiled. He had smelled her hair—her coconut shampoo—and she had smiled at him. 
Isaac’s cloud body seemed to pulse from inside, and some of his features became solid again; half of an arm, a leg, and his magic bangle were visible. He flexed his right hand, which was odd because while he could see his fingers and his bangle, his forearm became light, connected to his chest only by tangles of blue bands and sparkles. 
He concentrated on thoughts of Alice, and then drew on the power of the Tempest. His magic bangle began to glow, and he felt the currents of magic surge through him like a stream. His body shook. His heart raced. At one point he thought his almost gaseous body would explode and he would be no more, but he kept his thoughts focused on Alice. Her smile, the way she wrinkled her nose when she was in deep thought, the intensity with which she spoke about her work. 
His Guardian, though invisible, was his anchor against the tide of the Tempest; but she was his tether against the pull of the Void. 
When his body was solid again and the darkness around him seemed to have given him some breathing room, Isaac stretched his hands out wide, turned around on the spot, and laughed. 
“You had me for a moment,” he said, “You really did. But I know your game now. I know what you’re doing, and I know how to fight you.” 
“You can fight all you want,” said a voice in the back of Isaac’s mind, “But until you figure out how to get out of here, we will have you in the end.” 
Isaac suspected the voice was right. He had, after all, continued to degrade even after the first time he had thought about Alice. He was whole now, but how long would that last before he broke down entirely? But this burst of wholeness, of clarity, had also brought with it a great revelation. Isaac had been shown his failings, his greatest weaknesses, and his reaction—his instinct—had been to be ashamed of them. To be guilty. 
To learn, you must become. 
He was those flaws already, and they made him stronger. The taint of the Void in his body was weakening him, like an infection that would eventually kill him. But like his past, like his failings, there was no running from this. No matter how hard he fought, the Void would take him in the end. Isaac decided, in this very moment, that if the Void was going to take him, it was going to take him on his terms.
Isaac closed his eyes, lowered his defenses, and knelt on the floor. The darkness came rushing in, but he didn’t see it happen; right now, he was at peace.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 19


 
Trapped
Riding back to Ashwood, Alice couldn’t shake the feeling that she wasn’t enacting part of some big plan in the battle against Nyx—she was running. Ever since she made the decision to leave the safe house, her goal had been to find Nyx. Since then she had fallen into a trap, had encountered Pain Children, and been tracked down by a powerful group of mages bent on her capture. But instead of standing and fighting, Alice had run. 
Was that all she was without Trapper? All bark and no bite? 
Isaac had called her a Half-Lich, but what did that mean beyond the ability to sense auras and detect the presence of the supernatural? And what if Trapper worked independently of her own abilities, meaning that it didn’t need her to work the way it did? Didn’t that mean she was, effectively, nothing? It couldn’t mean that. It just couldn’t. But then what had she really accomplished since leaving the safe house?
Alice pushed these thoughts to the back of her mind as she cruised along the motorway with the wind whipping at her hair. Despite the reality that she was being hunted by mages and that she was outmatched in just about every respect by Nyx and her forces, she allowed herself to be lost in the illusion of freedom offered to her by the Harley purring between her legs. She could go anywhere, do anything, be anyone; but she went home, because all she wanted to be was herself and that’s where Cameron had told her to go.
She had pushed the speed limit for a couple of miles following her escape from the sanctuary, but when she got into Ashwood she played by the rules and rolled along at a normal pace. Attracting attention wasn’t something she wanted to do, and obeying the speed limit went a long way toward achieving that goal, especially during daylight hours.
Finally, she arrived at the Victoria district and cruised past the many eateries and local markets in the area. At the foot of her apartment building, she saw her mustang parked squarely between two other cars. There was a rule that you couldn’t keep a fancy car in Ashwood because the moment you let it slip out of your sight something bad would happen to it. This wasn’t the case in Victoria, as evidenced by the currently intact condition of her own car. 
Parking the bike a few spaces down, she slipped the key out of the ignition, and headed toward the door to her apartment building. A woman standing outside with a cigarette between her fingers and curlers in her hair—a client of the salon just a few doors down—gave Alice a pair of narrow, suspicious eyes, like she had just witnessed someone licking a dirty street light. Alice returned the sharp look, and the woman frowned, flicked her cigarette butt onto the sidewalk, and returned to the salon.
Alice took the elevator and opened the door to her apartment, which was quiet and clean. In the dimness it was almost serene, but a strange smell hung in the air. Alice made a cursory round of her living room, checking her kitchenette and the closet door before opening a window to let the aroma out. Maybe it’s the kitty litter, she thought. She remembered Dustin having mentioned a weird smell a few days ago, but she hadn’t given him instructions to clean the litter box out, and maybe he hadn’t had the initiative to do it on his own.
“Elvira,” she said in a sing-song voice. “Where are you, baby?” 
Elvira was in many ways like most cats—solitary, private, except for when she wanted something—but in other ways she had more in common with dogs. It wasn’t uncommon to see Elvira standing by the door, grooming herself as Alice entered her home at any time of the day or night. But she wasn’t at the door today, and that struck Alice as a little odd. Dustin had been coming to her apartment, however, and this particular cat didn’t like strangers—
Something thudded in another room. 
Immediately she turned, her spine stiffening as her heart leapt into her throat, hackles went up, and goose bumps rose on her arms. She thought the cat may have made the sound, but was almost sure it had come from inside her closet. This wasn’t entirely surprising considering her past experience with the closet containing her Chest of Haunts, but she had already been a little on edge to begin with.
Alice took a deep breath, exhaled the nerves, and circled around the couch. The padlock securing the closet door was there, as it had always been. This was good. She grabbed her keys and unlocked it, then set the padlock on the kitchen counter, and opened the closet door. The chest was there too, sitting quietly on the floor, minding its own business. 
“Hello, old friend,” she said, squatting to come level with it. 
Alice ran her fingers over the top of the brown chest and felt the grooves of the sigils etched into it beneath her fingertips. Touching the chest was almost electric, a feeling that caused her entire body to shudder uncontrollably. Some said this wild spasm happened whenever a ghost tried to harm you. Others said it happened when someone stepped over your grave. Considering she didn’t yet have a grave and, she hoped, she would know if there was a ghost in the room, she was able to debunk the superstition entirely. 
But she had felt something and, considering she had been living in a power-void for a week, welcomed it.
She considered opening the chest and checking its contents, but decided against it. The chest was there, it was safe, and her connection to it was intact. But she couldn’t find the object that had fallen to the floor. Nothing in the little closet was out of place, at least nothing that looked like it had dropped from a shelf as the sound she had heard a moment ago had suggested. 
Maybe the sound had come from another part of the apartment? 
“Elvira?” she said, drawing herself up and shutting the closet door. “It’s me; can you come out of hiding?” 
But the cat wouldn’t come, and this wasn’t just odd anymore—it was worrying. 
Alice headed into the kitchenette and noticed Elvira’s food and water bowls were almost untouched, and she hadn’t flung her litter out onto the floor. Her hackles rose again. Spiders crawled all the way up her arms and across her shoulders, and she could still smell that fucking awful stench. Looking across from the kitchenette and into the hall she could see the bathroom door and bedroom door were closed, just as Alice had left them, but the laundry-room door—which was more of a closet than a room—was slightly open. 
In there, she thought, that’s where she’s gone. And she probably wasn’t wrong. The laundry room, which contained her water heater and a washer-drier, was dark and there were many nooks for a cat to hide in. If she didn’t want to be found, that was where she would likely have gone. Still, Alice’s senses were on high alert, and the corridor was dark. Almost unnaturally so. 
She swallowed hard and pulled a knife out of a drawer as her heart began to thump inside her chest. Carefully she went down the stub of a hall, passing the bathroom door and then her bedroom door. She was about to nudge the laundry room door open with the tip of the blade when she realized the smell was fainter here than it had been a moment ago. 
A thought like a sharp icicle suddenly invaded her mind: what if she got stuck in the bedroom? For one horrible, terrifying instant, she could almost see an image of her cat lying dead at the foot of her bed. Alice felt a lump wedge itself into her throat, and then emotion took over. She turned on her heel, grabbed the bedroom door, pushed it open and spilled inside on her stride, yelling for her cat. 
The wall of stench hit her almost immediately, disorienting her and causing her hand to fly to her mouth and nose. It wasn’t a warm smell. No, this was the cold, hard stench of spoiled meat which had been left to rot in the fridge. She noticed the broken glass strewn all over the floor, beneath the busted open bedroom window, and then—as if her mind had been trying to prevent her from seeing that which would shock her most—she saw the body lying stiff on her bed.
The world began to spin and Alice staggered, putting her hand out and grabbing the dresser for support. 
Her empty stomach threatened to heave and expel bile, but Alice swallowed the awful, acidic sensation and regained her senses. Slowly the world stopped spinning and her equilibrium returned. When it did she saw who was lying on the bed, cold and dead and gray: it was Raegan. Her arms were crossed over her chest, her chin was up, and upon her eyes were two silver coins. 
“Fuck,” she said aloud while backing away from the bed, “Fuck, fuck.”
The cold, clammy hand of death gripped Alice then, and caused her movements, her thoughts, to slow to a crawl. So much so that she didn’t see the man whirling out from around her bedroom door and clock her in the jaw. A flower of pain exploded on her cheek and the world spun again for an instant, causing her to drop the knife she was holding. But the hit had snapped her back into her own mind, and instinct took over. The man came at her with another solid right hook, but Alice ducked out of harm’s way, into the hall, and backed into the kitchen.
“Get the fuck out of my house,” Alice said, but she had made a mistake in entering the kitchen. From here, the only ways out were through the front door or out the window, and to do either, she would need to leap over the counter. But as she looked at the man steadily advancing toward her, she knew who he was. The blue coveralls with the waste-management logo on the breast, his slicked back hair, his heavy farm-boy accent—this was the man from the diner; Doug, the garbage man.
“Get out?” Doug asked, “But you just got here, an’ we’ve got so much to talk about.” 
“I’ve got nothing to say to you.” 
“That’s alright, because I’ve got plenty to say to you. All I need is for you to listen, an’ I promise I’ll make this quick and painless. Struggle, an’ this’ll get ugly for y’all.” 
Alice’s eyes flitted from right to left. She saw the still open drawer, sharp cutlery gleaming from inside, and reached for it, but it took her a second too long to find a solid object to grab, and that second was all it took for the much stronger garbage man to seize the advantage, grab the back of her head and toss her over the counter and into the solid back of her couch. 
Before she could even think about getting up, he was on her again with his hands around her neck.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 20


 
Quick and the Dead
The garbage man released his hold on Alice’s throat and she gasped for a lungful of fresh air. She writhed on the floor, rolling to one side and coughing as he drew himself up and looked down at her. His slicked back hair had fallen forward in thin, mad strands. His eyes were wide and excited, but possessed of a cruel intelligence. This man’s actions weren’t fueled by emotion, but by cold, hard logic—and that made him even more dangerous.
“Now that you know I mean business,” he said, flexing his fingers, “You may be a little more open to having a conversation with me.” 
Alice coughed away the last of the pain and fought to get to her feet, reaching for the kitchen counter and using it for support, but he grabbed her by the arm and tossed her over her couch like a discarded towel. This guy was strong, stronger than she, and fast, too, despite his size. She would need to be careful here.
“What do you want?” Alice asked, pushing her hair out of her face. 
Doug circled around the couch and stared down at her. “Haven’t you figured it out yet?” 
“I want to hear it from you.” 
“Alright, then I’ll tell you.” He sat down on the coffee table, which creaked under his weight, then clasped his hands together in the gap between his knees. “You’re probably wondering a bunch of things right now. Maybe you’re wondering why I sent you to Raegan’s apartment, but I think you know that. You could be wondering how I got in here, but I bet you’ve got a pretty good idea about that too. Lemme tell you, climbing up the side of that building with a body over your shoulders is a good workout. 
No, more likely you’re trying to figure out who in the world I am an’ why in the hell I’m doing this to you.” Doug laughed inwardly. “This isn’t like some soap opera—you didn’t wrong me once upon a time an’ I’m not here to get revenge, but I am connected to your past because I’m connected to her.”
“She’s lying to you,” Alice said, “Whatever she told you, she lied.” 
“That’s good. She told me you’d say something like that. She also told me to punish you if you tried to throw me off my mission. Now, I’m gonna let that one slide, but the next time you try to get clever, I’m gonna have to re-introduce you to a good friend of mine.” He closed his right hand into a fist. There was a spot of blood on his knuckle.
“Why don’t you just get to the point?”
Doug’s expression hardened, a cloud of anger rolling across his face. “You left our welcome party a little too soon yesterday. How’d you manage that?” 
He was talking about her visit to Raegan’s apartment. “You want to know how I got out? Doesn’t she know?”
“She might, but I don’t. I know you had a man with you, but I can tell you aren’t the kind of girl to go into a potentially dangerous situation without your own means of protection—the present situation excluded, of course. You did come home after all, and what place is safer than home? Anyway, whatever you did, it got her attention and she wasn’t exactly very forthcoming with the answer—assuming she had one. I was hoping you would be able to shed a little light on how you managed to get past all of her little critters.”
Alice’s eyes narrowed. She reached for his aura, honing in on his signal, and found it more easily than she had found any other since losing Trapper. Maybe it was her proximity to the Chest of Haunts, maybe it was the fact that they were alone in her apartment, or that in this tense situation Alice was possessed of an almost predatory clarity, but she had found it.
He was afraid. His aura tasted like blood and sweat, and she exulted in her ability to even take it in—never mind the fact that he was scared. It was as if she had been born again, as if she had been brought back into a world of sensory input from a lifetime of darkness and silence. But fear wasn’t all she could taste; the garbage man was also curious, and calm, and prepared, and a fearful man capable of thinking clearly was dangerous.
“You don’t trust her,” she said, going out on a limb.
“Now, why would you assume something like that?” 
“Because you want to know how to destroy the spirits she uses to hurt people. You’re scared she’s going to use them to hurt you.” 
“I trust her. She’s promised me a good life. Hell, she’s already given me a better life than the one I had. What would make you think I need to buy myself some kind of insurance?”
“Because humans are food to her. You’re food to her.” 
The garbage man fell silent. He breathed hard through his nose and every breath he took through his nostrils made a kind of wheezing sound. “Tell me how you did it,” he said. “The dark lady tells me you’re like a fly without wings, so how’d you get out of that nest of vipers?” 
“I’ll tell you,” she said, “But you have to tell me what Raegan is doing on my bed and where Nyx is.” 
“A question for a question, lil’ darlin’,” Doug said, “I’ll answer one question if you do.” 
He’s stalling, she thought, he’s waiting for something to happen. Maybe Nyx was on her way to Alice’s apartment, or maybe some of her Pain Children were. Whatever it was, Alice knew she had no way of stopping it, but while Doug was here, and he was talkative, she was going to try and get some answers from him.
“Alright,” she said, “You first.” 
Doug’s lips spread into a grin. “As a show of good faith, seeing as I did just bust your lip up an’ all, I’ll tell you what Raegan’s doing in your bed. It’s simple, really; I put her there.” 
“Why?” 
“Well, originally the idea was you’d come back home an’ get a good scare. Then you’d have a body to deal with, an’ that’s a whole mess on its own isn’t it? But you didn’t come back home, so Raegan just sat there for a while. When you escaped from the apartment, the dark lady told me to come here and wait for you. Good thing you came when you did, too—I was starting to get bored, an’ your drawers aren’t as interesting as I had hoped.” 
Alice’s skin crawled at the thought of his grubby hands going through her things. She could almost picture him rifling through her underwear. 
“So… Nyx isn’t in that room?” Alice asked.
“Oh heck no, not for days. She jumped ship quick. Wearing human bodies is like wearing shoes made out of paper.”
“And where is she now?” 
Doug’s finger went up and he wiggled it in a no, no, no gesture. “You’ve asked a bunch of questions there, now it’s time for you to answer mine.” 
“You want to know how I escaped?” 
The garbage man leaned forward as if to listen intently, and when he did he gave Alice a clear view of the knife she had dropped. It was laying on the floor just a few steps behind where Doug was sitting. If she could surprise him and topple him over she could grab the knife before he even knew what had happened. On the other hand, if she failed, he may just get mad enough to hurt her again—or worse. 
Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted something moving. She chanced a look and saw crows had fluttered onto her windowsill. Some were pecking at their rain-slick feathers, others were looking at her, while others were shrugging water off their bodies. Crows, she thought, Cameron said he would send crows to tell her he was okay.
“Well?” Doug asked.
“How about I show you?” Alice said. 
“Show me?” he asked, his cheeks flushing red with warm blood. “Show me how?” 
“Salt,” she said, “These spirits don’t like salt. It hurts them, keeps them at bay if you make a circle of it around yourself.” 
“Salt… what kind of salt?” 
“Any kind of salt. Rock salt is probably better, since it’s purer. The kind I have is blessed by a priest.”
“A priest? Really?” 
Alice nodded. “Father Zachary from Saint Jude’s. Blessed it himself.” 
“And you keep a stash of it in the house? You must, I guess, right? Resourceful little thang like you.” 
“I do. In the kitchen.” 
“There?” Doug asked, getting up. He tugged on his jumpsuit and took a step around Alice, heading toward the kitchen.
The knife winked in the dim light and Alice made a move for it, but the garbage man wasn’t stupid. He grabbed her arm and swung her around and into the counter, which she struck hard enough to have the wind knocked out of her again. Alice doubled over and the garbage man grabbed her throat and lifted her square off the floor. He looked over his shoulder to where the knife was, and then looked back at her.
That smug grin of his returned. “You must think I’m some kinda idiot,” he said, “I was born Christian and I’ve read the Bible back to front; but even if I hadn’t, I know it’s holy water, not holy salt.” 
Alice groped for his hands, trying to release his hold on her throat. For the second time tonight she found herself unable to breathe. Her heart was beating so hard she feared it would explode, and darkness was creeping in at the edge of her vision. He was going to kill her right there and then. She could see it in the way his eyes widened as his grip tightened around her neck. But an opportunity presented itself, and Alice took it.
She slammed her knee into his groin and he released his grip on her throat. He groaned and cupped the space between his legs as his body filled with pain, falling to his knees and cursing her to high heaven. Alice then grabbed his head with both hands, screamed, and drove her knee into the bridge of his nose, cracking it with a satisfying crunch. 
He fell to his back, clutching his nose with one hand and his testicles with the other. His hands, nose, and face were turning crimson, and he was bawling like a schoolyard bully who had just gotten what was coming to him. Without thinking about it, Alice made a dash for the knife, bounding over Doug, swinging around the couch, and clutching the plastic handle of the blade. 
But when she turned around, knife at the ready, he was there, his face streaked with blood and his eyes fueled by rage. One of his hands pistoned out to jab her squarely across the jaw. Alice fell back, staggering toward her bedroom. She put her hands out to stop herself from falling into the room with Raegan’s corpse, pushed her body into the hall, but Doug booted her in the gut and sent her sprawling to the floor, clutching her abdomen and groaning. 
“You bitch,” he said, his voice wheezy and angry. “You broke my fucking nose!” 
Alice tried to move, but her body wasn’t responding. Get up, she thought, putting her own power into the thought as she may have done before using Trapper—flexing a muscle she hadn’t used in over a week. Get up, get up, get up, she said in her own mind, but she could barely breathe, let alone stand. It was like trying to start a car without any fuel in it—all choke and no ignition. 
He approached and Alice used her hands to try and drag her body down the hall, toward the bathroom door. Her body was tingling now, almost vibrating. When she looked at her hands she noticed her fingertips were starting to glow from the inside, and for a moment all she could do was look at them, mesmerized by the sudden manifestation of her own power. 
She saw something else now, too. 
Elvira. 
The cat’s eyes glowed from within the bathroom. She hissed, then came barreling out of the room and went skidding around the garbage man. He tried to kick the cat but missed and spun wildly, grabbing the bedroom door frame for support and to steady himself.
“Fucking cat!” he said, trying to figure out where the cat had gone. 
Alice looked at her hands again—still glowing—then turned her attention to him. Something was happening. She could feel it in her chest and in her heart. Her closet door began to thump, and this stole the garbage man’s focus. His fear came off his aura in pulses so strong Alice could feel them without even trying. 
“What are you doing?” he asked, his expression now a mix of fear and anger, “What the fuck are you doing?” 
Alice looked at him, and though she had no idea what she was doing—or how she was doing it—she said “You’d better open that door if you want to live.” 
Doug’s eyes widened and he approached, one careful foot after the other, toward the closet door. The door continued to thump and rattle, as if twelve people were banging at it from the other side. He was so taken by this, so utterly terrified, that he had lost all of his situational awareness—to the point where he didn’t see the corpse shuffling out of Alice’s bedroom.
Her first thought was of Nyx—the garbage man had lied to her; Nyx had been inside Raegan all along. But Raegan wasn’t moving intelligently. Her movements had an almost, she dared think, zombie-like quality to them. Her arms drooped, her back was hunched, and her eyes were glazed over and white. When Nyx had taken control of Helena, she had been capable of playing the part of human quite convincingly.

Then she remembered what Isaac had told her. 
When Isaac had used his magic to feed her a soul from out of the River Styx, Alice’s apartment had gone crazy. He had told her how her closet had started banging, how the cupboards and drawers in her kitchen had started to open and close, and how the floors had started to tremble. When she came out of her deep sleep, she had said “Quiet,” and it had all ceased.
“Hey,” Alice said, and the garbage man—who had been focused on the closet door—turned to look at Alice, but first he saw Raegan.
“Wh-what the… fuck?” he said. His face became a mask of horror, wide-eyed and open mouthed. “You’re d-dead!”
Raegan’s face twisted into an angry scowl and she lunged at him. The garbage man put his hands up to defend himself, but the shock had stolen his balance. He went down flat on his ass with Raegan on top of him. Alice used all of her remaining willpower to stand, and then she rushed around the corner, went past the garbage man, and dove for the knife. 
Forget the fact that Raegan was up and moving; that was a thought to consider later, when she was free and clear of the garbage man. Now all that mattered was the knife, and when her hand closed around it again, she found herself suddenly filling with the thrill of the hunt. She wasn’t prey anymore—he was, and she had him where she wanted him. 
Doug battled with Raegan, and while the big man was strong, the corpse seemed to be stronger. It was in many ways like watching someone struggle with a zombie who was trying to bite their face off, teeth snapping, eyes wide and hungry. But then Doug got a good grip on Raegan’s head and he bashed it into a nearby wall. Her skull split open and black blood sprayed out. The impact didn’t stop Raegan, but it did slow her down. 
Alice’s glowing hands flickered like a TV screen losing reception when Doug smashed Raegan’s head into the wall, and she knew this meant her connection to Raegan was weakening. It was now or never. Doug was busy with Raegan, but he wouldn’t be for long and Alice was out of tricks. If she fled, he would find her again. She knew he would. The only alternative was to kill him, but while Alice had taken a person’s soul using Trapper before, she had never outright killed anyone—much less with a knife. 
Doug got enough of a grip on Raegan’s arm to snap it in two. Raegan didn’t scream, didn’t register pain, she simply continued to growl and gnash, but with only one working arm left she quickly lost her hold on Doug, who slipped out from under her and began to get to his feet. 
Alice didn’t think about it anymore. She took three quick steps and, screaming just as Doug turned to face her, plunged the knife into the soft skin of his throat. Warm blood came gushing out of the wound, covering the handle of the knife and Alice’s hands. She screamed again, this time forcing all of her anger—anger at Nyx, anger at Doug—out of her lungs, and twisted the blade. The skin gave easily, and the edge of the blade severed arteries, tendons, and veins before she finally let it go and stepped away. 
Her hands had stopped glowing, and Raegan had fallen to the floor, limp and inert. The garbage man fell next, gargling on his own blood, and died on Alice’s living room floor. She stared at him for a moment—at both of them—shaking like a fig leaf on a strong breeze, and finally took in a breath of fresh air. 
Clarity returned to her senses and she realized what had just happened, what she had just done, but her heart was pounding with a beat to match the ache in her temples. She was about to run her hands through her hair when she realized they were wet with Doug’s blood and thought better of it. Hide them, she thought, I need to hide them both and figure this out. It seemed like the sensible thing to do. Maybe she would deposit them in her bathtub while she cleaned the blood. It worked in movies, didn’t it? 
A sudden expansion of light stole her attention and stopped her train of thought before it could leave the station. Doug’s chest was starting to glow. 
Alice watched the light travel from his rib cage up past his collar, through his neck—illuminating the mess of tissue and severed tendons—and then into his open mouth. The light began to exhale from his mouth in a puff of blue and white motes which seemed to float, lighter than air, toward the ceiling. 
Doug’s soul.
Immediately upon seeing the light, a pang surged through the pit of her stomach that had nothing to do with the kick she had received a moment ago. This pain wasn’t so much physical as it was spiritual—it was her body reacting to seeing its source of nourishment; a wolf’s mouth salivating at the sight and smell of fresh meat. Only this wolf hadn’t known it was hungry until it smelled the meat, and it didn’t know when it would get another chance to feed. She didn’t know how this was happening, how it was possible, and maybe if presented with another option—if she still had Trapper—she may have resisted, but she couldn’t pass this up.
Alice stretched her hand toward the cloud of light, almost as if to snatch it. The smoky curl snaked around her fingers, coiled up and around her arm, and travelled across her body until it reached her mouth. Alice sucked in a sharp breath of air, and the soul was gone, disappeared beyond her lips. For a moment she stood, numb and inert, then she shuddered and fell to her knees, shaking as the soul’s power coursed through her, empowering her, filling her with a fresh dose of supernatural energy. 
The garbage man’s body, and the blood on Alice’s hands, began to slowly turn to dust. In the back of her mind she could hear the garbage man’s angry screams; on her lips she could taste whiskey, and in her heart she could feel his pain, echoing as though inside a cavern. Like a silent movie running in her head Alice saw Doug’s family—a wife and child, both deceased—saw the damage his alcoholism had done to them, how it had killed them, and heard the longing he had felt. He wanted to see them again, but he would never be with them now. Somewhere in his heart he had known this fate awaited him from the moment he saw Nyx steal souls.
Better to be here with Alice than with Nyx. 
Right?
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 21


 
Reunion
How did I do all that? 
For someone who thought she had herself all figured out, the shock to the system that was life without Trapper had been nothing short of monumental. For years Alice had lived with her condition, had embraced it, and had even gone so far as to utilize her abilities to become a supernatural bounty hunter of note. Maybe the ‘of note’ part was questionable depending on who you asked, but the point was Alice had been perfectly grounded in who she was.
Until now…
When the euphoria of having consumed a fresh, healthy—albeit tortured—soul began to wear off and Alice’s insides stopped vibrating while she remained prone on the floor, she found herself with a little time to dwell on such things. A week ago, her arsenal of abilities consisted of capturing souls with Trapper’s help and sensing the auras of supernatural creatures and humans alike. She had never tried any other method of reaping souls—reaping being a term she had decided to coin then and there—other than using Trapper, but then this happened. Only what had this been, anyway? 
Alice killed the garbage man—she ran a knife through the back of his throat and ended his life in a pool of blood. That’s what happened. What was it she had said yesterday? Guns were messy. This was why she never carried one. But she had never had to use a gun to kill anyone; had never killed anyone period. But that wasn’t exactly true either, because wasn’t reaping the same as murder? Reaping was the most natural thing in the world to her; it was part of her, a necessity. In her mind, murder was still abhorrent. 
But was that righteousness or delusion talking? 
She had seen her fair share of dead bodies before, had even been present at the time and place of the death of a woman who had run afoul of a vampire. He had wanted to feed, she had tried to get away, so he had broken her neck just as she reached the mouth of the alley and then ripped her jugular open. This had happened only feet away from where Alice was standing. She had considered intervening, but vampires… they weren’t easy to deal with, and she had been green at the time; at least greener than she was now.
There had definitely been no blue light then. Alice would have seen it. Maybe Doug’s soul had presented itself to her now because she had been the one to kill him. In all cultures, the act of taking a life carried with it a great deal of metaphysical power. Alice had real, supernatural power, so it wasn’t a crazy assumption to make.
When she finally felt like she could sit up, she did so. Sparkling dust fell all around her, disturbed by her sudden movement. She checked her hands, which had been covered in blood the last time she had seen them, and noticed they too were covered in dust. Alice clapped her hands together and the dust fell away in little clouds. This was good. She wouldn’t need to deal with Doug’s body, and having taken his soul, no one would ever even know he existed.
No one but Nyx, she thought, but she pushed the idea away. 
The only person she needed to worry herself with now was Raegan. Her corpse was there, flat on its face, sprawled out on the laminate floor. Her head was bashed in, and a trickle of black goop had slid from the hole and onto the floor. Nearby, coating the lower corner of a wall, was more of that black goop. Flies had gathered and were buzzing all around it, enjoying a taste of the now drying combination of old blood and gray-matter. 
Alice planted her palms on the floor and stood upright, stretching her joints. She could taste whiskey in her mouth and noticed her lips had gone dry. Did she need a drink? Hell yeah I do, she thought, but that wasn’t right. Maybe she should grab her flask and take a swig, but that wasn’t right either. Alice shook her head to throw the echo of Doug’s thoughts and emotions away and centered herself. There was a body to deal with. The cop in her knew many ways one could discreetly dispose of a corpse, but Raegan… she had already been through enough, and had come through for Alice in a time of need.
Raegan needed a proper burial, and Alice would give her one.
From the laundry room, where Elvira had returned to after her sudden mad-dash against the garbage man, Alice retrieved a number of clean, spare bedsheets. She reached for Elvira, who was sitting on top of the washing machine, and the cat sniffed her fingers before nuzzling into them, but she clearly wasn’t ready to leave the safety of the tiny room. 
Alice took the bedsheets to where Raegan lay, covered in sparkling dust, and carefully slid one of the sheets beneath her. When the first bedsheet was in position beneath the corpse, Alice grabbed Raegan by the shoulders and rolled her onto it, but disturbing the body caused a nauseating smell to come loose and fill the room. She fought the gag reflex and won only by the skin of her teeth, but the urgency of getting Raegan wrapped up became apparent.
It wasn’t until she had wrapped her up inside two bedsheets that the smell faded, but it did not disappear entirely. Alice didn’t think it ever would. She could bleach the place from top to bottom, and the smell would probably still remain; even if only in her mind. But with Raegan wrapped up, and eventually bound, transporting and then burying her would be much easier than it would otherwise.
With great effort, Alice hauled the body into the bathtub and drew the curtain closed. She wouldn’t have to see it, but if she needed to pee anytime between now and whenever Cameron showed up, she would definitely smell it. 
“Now all I have to do is get her into the trunk of my car,” Alice said to herself.
But that would have to wait until sundown. Hauling the body into the bathroom had been a task all of its own, but dragging the body out of the apartment building, onto the streets, and into her car… that would attract eyes even if a Victoria local were the one doing the deed. Alice, who was already unwelcome even at the best of times, would draw more than just interest.
This gave her a couple of hours to herself, at least, so she decided to head for her bedroom with another fresh set of sheets in her hands, thinking about whether it would be better to throw the mattress out and buy a new one—probably—or spray it clean, flip it over, and hope for the best, but didn’t get far. Her skin began to crawl, her senses didn’t just tingle—they vibrated, and her heart jumped from zero to sixty. Whatever she was feeling, whatever was happening, it was powerful and close; as if a stampede of buffalo had suddenly materialized in her living room and was about to run her down. 
Alice whipped around fast and saw violet lightning come arching out of what looked like some kind of rip in the fabric of reality. There was a booming roar, a growl, and more lightning whipped out, striking the walls, the sofa, and the TV, which exploded in a shower of sparks. She dashed toward the kitchenette, threw herself on the floor and skidded the last few feet into cover, only narrowly avoiding a crack of light that had seemed to come right for her. 
She took a split second to catch her breath, and then crawled toward the cutlery drawer opposite her, reached inside, and came up with the other—smaller—knife she hadn’t been able to grab before the garbage man tossed her over the counter. When she came up, with the knife clutched firmly in her hand, blade out, she was ready to slice whatever thing had just invaded her apartment.
The crackling tear was still there, but the wind had calmed down and the roaring had transformed into a buzzing. Alice watched, mesmerized by the shifting light, the violet crackles, and the dark center of the event horizon, and then something started to emerge. First there came a foot, carefully slipping out of the yawning hole and finding the solid hardwood floor. A moment later, a person started to emerge. The shifting light and the hard shadows made it difficult for Alice to identify whoever it was stepping out of the portal, so she gripped the knife more tightly and ran toward the hole with it raised above her head. 
“No, wait!” 
It was Isaac. He had his hands up as he came through the opening, ready to protect himself against the slice that would surely come. His skin was pale, there were bags under his eyes, and his hair was a messy rag being tossed around by the cold wind spilling out of the portal, but it was him. Him, and not some shadow creature or Nyx herself.
The blood in her face simultaneously drained, and flushed. A cold sensation gripped her stomach, but a strange heat was rising through her chest and into her neck. She reaffirmed her grip on the knife, believing for a second this was a trap—that Isaac wasn’t really here. He couldn’t be. Isaac couldn’t just teleport anywhere. But then she didn’t know that with any kind of certainty, did she? 
Isaac turned his head to look at her. He was pale, more than normal, and his long hair was messy and not at all brushed over his head like it usually was, but his eyes were sharp and present. 
“Sorry I’m late,” he said, and then he flashed her one of his big, pearly white smiles. 
Alice let the knife drop from her hand, closed the distance between them, took his face in her hands, and kissed him deeply. Isaac wrapped his own hands around her waist and reciprocated. His skin was cold for a moment, as if he had just come out of an extended stay in a walk-in freezer, but his lips warmed with her heat, as did his face, and then the rest of him.
Forever passed before they split apart, and then they remained standing in place, resting their foreheads on each other in a moment of quiet stillness. 
“This better really be you,” Alice said, “Because after what’s happened today I could do with something good happening.” 
“It’s me,” he said, cupping her face with his hands. He found her eyes. “It’s me.” 
“Something’s different. What’s different?” 
“I think I know what you’re feeling, but I won’t waste our time with explanations.” 
“All we have is time,” she said, her voice now barely a whisper. She kissed him again, this time more forcefully. Her body was warm now, and she was pulling him close—tugging on his shirt to press his body against hers. She kissed his neck. “All we have is time,” she repeated into his ear.
“Alice,” Isaac said, but he arched his neck and exulted in the sensation of her lips on his skin, the warmth of her breath. “Alice, wait,” he said.
She pulled herself away from him, reluctantly, and gazed into his eyes. “What is it?” she asked.
“There’s a corpse in your house.” 
Alice craned her neck and looked at the bathroom door. “Right… that… how’d you know?”
Isaac tapped his nose. “I can sense it, too. What happened?” 
“It’s a long story. I could ask you the same.”
“Another long story, I’m afraid. At first I was with the magistrate, but last night I broke out.” 
“Broke out? How?” 
“That’s where the long story starts.” 
“I hope it ends with the reason why you’re different. That’s gonna bug me.” 
“I will tell you how it starts and how it ends, but every good story has a prologue.” 
He leaned toward her, backing her into the closed bathroom door, and kissed her deeply. Alice’s heart began to beat hard within her chest. Her cheeks flushed warm with blood, and her body broke out into a frenzy of lustful tingles. She took his face in her hands, pushed his messy hair over his head, and responded to the kiss. Forget the zombie in the bathroom; her body had spoken. 
No, it had roared.
An instant passed, and Alice was unbuttoning Isaac’s shirt and slipping it off his shoulders. He looked like he had been in a fight, maybe more than one. Purple bruises with yellow eyes stared up at her from the landscape of his body. She kissed them tenderly and then reached for his belt buckle. He pulled her along the small segment of wall connecting the bathroom and bedroom doors, but a warning bell went off in her mind. 
“No,” she said, and she pushed her body into his and urged him into the living room. “Not the bed.” 
Isaac didn’t question this; he was too busy tugging on her shirt and lifting it over her head. His fingers touched her bare hips, her ribs, and her scarred back, leaving little trails of soft fire everywhere they went, which caused Alice to shudder. She had his belt off now, and had managed to undo the button on his jeans. He slid out of them. Alice was breathing heavily, now—each quaking breath of hers passing into his mouth, and likewise. 
She was out of her jeans in a matter of seconds, and out of her underwear soon after. Her instinct was to press her naked body against his, to stop him from seeing her fully—stop him from seeing her scars—but Isaac had already explored the landscape of her back with his fingertips, had felt every grove and bump, and hadn’t been turned away by them. 
Because he’s a good man, she thought, and then she hooked her fingers into his boxers and drew them down. Slowly, she pushed him down onto the sofa and crawled onto him. He stared into her eyes, brushed wild strands of hair out of her face, and kissed her bare chest. She was shaking uncontrollably. This was the first time she had been intimate with a man in a long time; at least, intimate in a way that counted for something, that meant something.
“I missed you,” Isaac said.
Alice smiled, and her entire face seemed to light up. “I missed you too,” she said, and she kissed him again.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 22


 
The Chicken or the Egg
Alice thought maybe she had slipped into a light sleep after her brief interlude with Isaac on her living room couch, because her eyes refused to open. They had stayed there, wrapped around each other’s bodies without speaking, Alice listening to his breathing, and Isaac listening to hers. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had wrapped their arms around her like this, but was grateful for the closeness when her mind became restless. 
She sat up after a time, covering herself with a crocheted blanket and realizing only when Isaac pulled her hair over one shoulder that in her try for modesty, she had neglected to cover her back. It was stupid for her to feel embarrassed, or ashamed, that he could see the lines of scars across it. Alice had worn a backless dress to the museum event not long ago, and anyone who cared to look had seen them. But this was… intimate. Alice went to stand, but Isaac drew his fingertips across the scars. She stiffened, then relaxed, like a cat that had just been stroked.
“Please,” he said. 
She turned her head to look at him, but did so slowly and said nothing.
“You never told me how it happened.” 
“I never wanted to.” 
“Do you want to now?” 
“Not really.”
“I won’t make you talk, but this is as much a part of you as anything else. I’m willing to listen and not speak, not ask questions, if that’s what it takes.” 
“Isaac…”
He nodded. “I’m sorry, I’m pushing again.” 
“It’s not that, it’s just—” The shaking had gotten worse. She could barely string a pair of words together without shivering like she had just been dumped in a bath full of iced water. 
Isaac squeezed her shoulder. “It’s alright,” he said, and he pulled the sheet that was covering him off his chest and draped it around her back. 
Alice reached with her other hand for the blanket corner and pulled until she was wrapped in it. “Thank you,” she said before standing. 
Isaac nodded, stood, gathered her clothes, and handed them to her before starting to put his own clothes on. Dusk had come, and the last embers of sunlight were dying out. It would be time to move Raegan soon. They could probably do it now, if they wanted to. But something else cropped into her mind.
The corner of her mouth tugged into a grin. “You blew up my TV,” she said. 
Isaac’s eyebrows furrowed. “What?” he asked. 
Alice pointed over his shoulder, and he turned around. Her flat-screen TV was destroyed, and the wall behind it was covered in black scorch marks. Other points around the apartment where lightning had struck were also singed and burnt. Nothing a little paint wouldn’t fix, Alice figured, but that had been quite the light show. 
“I did all this coming in?” he asked.
“Yeah. Thought you were going to rip my house apart.” 
“I’m sorry. I’ll pay for the damages.” 
She put her hand up. “It’s okay, but I’ve never seen you do anything like that before. Care to tell me where you learned that trick? Because if you can do it again, moving Raegan would be a piece of cake.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Trust me on this.” 
“We’ll have to do it the old fashioned way, then,” Alice said, turning to look at the bathroom door.
“Yes, but that’s not so bad. I have things to tell you, and you have to tell me what happened to you and Cameron. Since he’s not with you, I gather he’s off on some mission?” 
“Let’s move this body first.” 
Alice didn’t want to immediately go into how she was starting to worry about Cameron, even though she was. He had told her he was okay—had sent the crows like he said he would—but if he was okay, then why hadn’t he contacted her? Why the radio silence? Focusing on moving Raegan from her bathroom to her car seemed like the kind of thing she needed to distract herself with.
They approached the bathroom door and opened it. Alice braced herself for the smell, but it wasn’t as bad as she had thought. Present, but not overpowering. Between the two of them they were able to carry Raegan’s body out of the apartment, into the elevator, and out to Alice’s mustang which was waiting just outside the door of her building. 
Isaac shut the trunk while Alice slipped into the driver’s seat and started the car. The mustang grumbled to life, growled as she gave it some gas, and settled into a comfortable rumble. When Isaac was inside, Alice peeled the car out of the parking spot and onto the road, making sure not to skip a single red light or break a single traffic rule along the way. 
“Where are we going?” Isaac asked. 
“I know a place, but we’ll need to buy a shovel.” 
“Or two.” 
Alice nodded. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. How about you start telling me what happened to you? You said you broke out of the joint.”
“My lodgings weren’t entirely uncomfortable so I wouldn’t have called it the joint, but when the opportunity presented itself for me to escape, I took it. I had help. A friend of mine, Jim, he helped me get out and find what I was looking for. I only wish…” 
“Isaac?” 
“I… watched a cave collapse on top of him. I couldn’t help him get out.” 
“Isaac… I’m so sorry.” 
“He was helping me get to where I needed to go, only he couldn’t come with me.”
“Sounds like he put your life above his own.” 
“We tried to get him out but… the magic didn’t work. I don’t know. I’m hopeful.” 
“Hopeful about what?” 
“That somehow he made it out in time.” 
Alice knew what that was like, to cling to hope against all odds, against all logic and reason. She had done so herself when Nyx stole her across to the Reflection. She didn’t think she would ever see the light of day, but here she was, alive and well. Hope was a good thing, and she was glad Isaac still had some.
“You said you went somewhere,” Alice said, “Where did you go?” 
“A place called the Void.” 
Isaac explained—as best he could—where he had been, what he had encountered, and what he had learned, but found himself unable to remember or articulate some of his experiences. He couldn’t even remember how he had escaped the Void. Coming back to the real world had been like waking up from a long dream. His memories were fractured and broken, and while they were coming back to him in pieces, he didn’t want to go too deeply into anything until more concrete thoughts formed in his mind. This wasn’t particularly worrying—the Reflection also had these effects on the human mind. What worried Alice the most was that the Void had changed him.
She had felt something when she had first laid eyes on him; a kind of familiarity that in all their time as a couple had never existed. This strange connection went deeper than the physical, beyond the emotional, and into the spiritual. It was almost as if she could feel his presence, taste his emotions, and hear his thoughts without even trying. This wasn’t true mind reading—it was more like she could hear random strings of speech in the back of her head, but was unable to string them together in any cohesive way.
The scariest part about all this was that Nyx and her Pain Children had the same effect on her. Hadn’t Alice heard the siren song? Couldn’t she sense when they were close? If Isaac was right and he had now connected with the Void—which was already connected to Nyx and everything she touched, including Alice—then wasn’t he now linked with Nyx in a way he hadn’t been before? There’s a scary thought.
“Alice?” Isaac asked.
“Huh?” she said, snapping out of her own thoughts.
“You haven’t said anything in a while.” 
“Sorry… it’s just a lot to take in.” 
“I know. It was a lot for me also. I was counting on… on Jim being here, to help me figure it all out. My Guardian insists I know as much as I need to know—enough that he can teach me—but I haven’t called him back yet. The Void drained its energy. When it returns, I’ll have questions.”
“Me too. I mean, this whole thing kinda throws your Lich story out the window, doesn’t it?” 
“On the contrary; I think I now understand where Lich got his powers from, and by extension where he and his kind came from. I also understand that Lich and Nyx are separate entities, but that one may well have created the other. The only question is which came first—the chicken or the egg?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, did the Void infect Lich first, or did Lich inflict himself upon the Void first? If Nyx already existed at the time of Lich’s death, then she’s far older than we think she is and the problem originated long, long ago. This would solidify the theory that Nyx is the very same goddess the Greeks talked about in their writings, making her at least ten thousand years old. If it turns out she’s younger than that, it’s possible she just assumed the identity of this mythological figure—maybe as a way of grounding herself, as a way of becoming real.” 
“I think I don’t care. Not right now, anyway. This is starting to feel too much like class, and I know you get off on this kind of stuff, but we have a body to bury and—”
“Message received.” 
“I’m sorry, I just have a lot on my mind right now. It’s hard to process so much. I’m also kinda worried about Cameron.” 
“Worried? I thought you said he was okay.” 
“He sent the crows he said he would send to let me know it had all gone well, but he hasn’t called or anything.” 
“It?” Isaac asked. “What’s it?” 
Oh, Alice thought, that’s right, I haven’t told him. 
It was Alice’s turn to explain, as the mustang rumbled along the highway, what had happened to her and Cameron, culminating at the part where the legionnaires came to the cat sanctuary. After everything that had happened to Isaac, talking about Logan seemed like a sensitive subject; and besides, Cameron had said he would be able to handle the legionnaires. 
But there were six
of them. Six. What if he wasn’t okay? Maybe it was this subconscious concern that had Alice driving along the same stretch of road she had driven down earlier on Cameron’s bike. She hadn’t gone far out of town, but the sanctuary was only a few miles out from here. Maybe we should go and check, she thought, figuring that whatever battle had taken place had to have been over by now. It had been hours. 
“And he hasn’t been in contact since?” Isaac asked.
“No, and I mean, it’s been way too long, hasn’t it? Maybe he’s gone to ground? You know him better than I do. What do you think?” 
Isaac considered this as the dark landscape blitzed past them. Alice was looking for a place to turn in, an exit onto a dirt road or something, but hadn’t found one yet.
“Logan is dangerous,” Isaac finally said. “He broke our rules when he attacked me, and has broken the rules again by attacking another mage’s holdings without authorization—because no praetor would condone this kind of behavior. Our rules are sacred.” 
“Not to him.” 
“Which is why we have to avoid him at all costs. Cameron is a clever mage, incredibly resourceful, and he has the wits and instinct of an animal. If they were able to overpower him—if—it would have cost them. It’s more likely that he’s busy drawing them away from you, rather than hiding. I’ve never known Cameron West to hide from anyone.” 
What Isaac was saying made sense, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something hadn’t gone well. The concern was there. If Cameron was so capable, then why was she still worried? Paranoia, perhaps, but she didn’t think it was that. Alice had adapted to living a life where invisible things stalked her waking and dreaming moments. If you can adjust to that, you never have to worry about being paranoid ever again.
Still… 
“You did the right thing in leaving,” Isaac said, “I don’t think you would have been much use in a fight against Logan. At least, not then—but maybe now.” 
His words jerked her thoughts back into the car, and she looked at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“Well,” Isaac said. A knowing grin spread across his face. “You raised the dead tonight; I think it’s time you learned how you did that, exactly. That… and much more.” 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 23


 
Starry Night
The mustang hugged the road with all the grace of a panther stalking through the darkness. When Alice found a side road to take, one which seemed to lead to a forested area, the car took it with liquid ease. With the high beams on, the car surrounded by trees, and the moon high in the sky, it almost felt like they were driving onto the set of a horror movie, and weren’t they? They had a dead body in the trunk which now also shared space with a brand new shovel and a whole bunch of other random gardening equipment. 
Because everyone knows what someone buying a shovel and a bag of lime is about to do.
When she found a good spot down the dirt road Alice stopped, killed the ignition, and the car sighed into stillness. She waited for a moment, enveloped in the sounds of the forest she had entered and the ticking of the cooling engine. An owl hooted nearby. Cars hissed distantly on the highway they had just left. When the smell of rubber and exhaust cleared the space, the car filled with the heady aroma of wet earth. 
“This is as good a spot as any, isn’t it?” she asked.
“It is,” Isaac said. “I can do this on my own, you know.” 
“We’ve only got one shovel, but I’m not about to sit here and let you do all the work. We’ll take turns, like we said.” Isaac nodded and stepped out of the car. Alice did the same. “Besides, I want you to tell me more about what you’ve learned about me.” 
“Are you sure? There’s no going back once I do.” 
“The way I see it, we’ve both gotten what we wanted. You got to learn stuff about me, and I didn’t have to allow myself to be scrutinized in order for you to get it. Now I’m curious.” 
Alice popped the trunk and covered her mouth with the back of her hand. When the smell came up this time, it didn’t bother her much. Isaac rolled up the sleeves of his shirt and helped Alice heave Raegan out of the trunk, letting her rest gently on the soft earth. He then grabbed the shovel from out of the backseat, looked for a patch of soft soil just off the road, and plunged it into the earth. 
“Are you sure there’s no magic trick you know that’ll help us do this faster?” Alice asked.
“There are mages who can make the ground itself open at their command,” Isaac said, “But I, unfortunately, am not one of them.”
“I guess that would be too easy.” 
She looked around, taking the forest in. Darkness pressed around them and a thin fog snaked between the bases of trees. All they had for light were the low beams on the front of the mustang, but it was enough. They wouldn’t be seen here from the highway. Only if someone turned off and came down this same dirt road would they be discovered. Judging by the overgrowth along the road, this was not a well-traveled path.
“So, about me…” Alice said, prodding Isaac into conversation.
“Right,” he said, “I’ll start with Trapper, shall I?” 
“Sure.” 
“I know what made it. And, by extension, I know what made your Chest of Haunts. Or, at least, I know what kind of person made them—I didn’t actually find out who made them.” 
“A Void Weaver made them, right?” 
“Yes. Technically, Trapper is a magical artifact constructed by a mage. A mage like me.” 
“You mean like you—now. You weren’t a Void Weaver before.” 
“And I’m not entirely certain I am one now either. I feel different, I know my magic is different, but I haven’t allowed it to express itself through me yet, not since I arrived at your apartment. Until I open myself up to the Tempest and analyze my own power, and then figure out how to work the Void into the magic, I won’t be able to call myself a real Void Weaver. But I have developed an almost instinctual understanding about the Void, and I now know with full certainty that you are a type of mage—only your power comes solely from the Void. What you did at your apartment, reanimating Raegan, that’s only the start.” 
“That’s… pretty cool,” Alice said. She approached the hole Isaac was digging and took the shovel, and then proceeded to continue the digging. “How do you know I have Void magic within me?” 
“Because when I got to your apartment,” he said, leaning against the car, “I could sense it. The residue, I mean. I leave magical residue when I perform magic; you leave Void residue when you use yours. No mage can just sense that, though. The Void is out of our range—it’s like it doesn’t exist.” 
“But it does. What I’m curious about is why all this business with souls? Stealing souls, feeding on souls, capturing souls… what’s the deal?” 
“That I can’t tell you. Not because I don’t want to, but because I don’t know the answer. What I do know is that you are going to be much better at dealing with souls than most mages.” 
Alice stopped shoveling and slammed the shovel head into the earth. “How do I do it?” 
“Well,” Isaac said, “How did you make Trapper work?” 
“I picked Trapper up, brought it to my eye, and pushed my energy into it to make it work.” 
“And it drained you, correct?” 
“Yeah, it made me hungry.” 
“And your will, also. I don’t think Trapper would have worked in the hands of a human. Maybe in the hands of a mage, but I suspect Trapper was specifically designed to be used by someone with your particular talents.” 
“So it wouldn’t have worked for you?” 
“I’m not saying that, but perhaps it would have been more taxing on a mage. I suspect the camera still required your will, your belief, to work. If your magic is even remotely similar to mine, you will have to think what you want to happen, and it will happen.”
Alice thought back to the moment before she saw Raegan’s corpse come shambling out of the bedroom. The garbage man had hit Alice hard and sent her to the floor, and she hadn’t just wanted to get up—she had told herself to get up. At least, she had thought it. And then she had willed for her own power to manifest, to empower her, and help her in the act of getting up.
Instead she had empowered Raegan. 
“I think I know how I made Raegan start moving,” she said, “But souls… I killed a man today and his soul presented itself to me. Is that what I have to do every time I need to feed? I don’t think I can do that.” 
“There are ways,” Isaac said, “I can teach you.” 
“Show me, then,” she said.
“Show you?” 
“Yes. Show me how I can manipulate a soul without Trapper.” 
“That’s difficult. We’re fresh out of souls to use.” 
“No we aren’t. That day in my apartment, after I threw myself against my bathroom sink and knocked myself out, you plucked one out of thin air and fed it to me.” 
“That was different. They were desperate times.” 
“Desperate?” 
Isaac stepped away from the car and walked slowly toward Alice. “I wanted to help you, but I didn’t know how. When I figured out what it was you needed, I acted. But what I did was dangerous. If I had been better prepared, I may have been able to…” 
Isaac trailed off, and Alice immediately understood why. “If you had known more about me then,” she said. “About my condition.” 
He nodded. 
“You know why I couldn’t indulge you, Isaac. You know I wanted nothing to do with it.” 
“I do, and I think it’s time you knew why I pushed so hard.” 
Alice regarded him carefully, like an artist studying a complicated painting for the first time. In that moment she thought, if Isaac was a painting, he would be a Van Gogh. Some may have seen Picasso, but Picasso was zany and strange, while Van Gogh was deep and layered. Painting had always been something she had wanted to do, but she had no talent for it. She had, however, noticed that every time she saw Van Gogh’s Starry Night, there was something new about it she hadn’t seen before, some interesting detail that allowed her to see the entire painting in a new light.
“Tell me,” she said.
Isaac looked up at the moon, then back at Alice. “My mother died when I was very young,” he said, “Suicide. It was I who found her. She had only been dead a few minutes. The blood on her wrists was fresh and still oozing.”
“Isaac,” Alice approached, a hand to her chest. “I’m so sorry…” 
“It was a long time ago. I was eleven. When I found her, I knew what had happened. I understood it. But I didn’t know why it had happened. It wasn’t until years later that I discovered the reason for her death had been depression. That sent me into my own depression. For a long time, I struggled with guilt. I thought if I had known enough about depression, I would have stayed with her, made sure she was okay, and maybe she would still be alive. Then again, maybe not. But she wouldn’t have died that day.” 
“It wasn’t your fault.” 
“I know it wasn’t, but I still wish I could have done something—and I would have, had I only known what I needed to know. It was the same with you, Alice. You were going through something awful, and your life was going the same way hers did. You quit your job, stopped taking care of yourself, and pushed me away… I didn’t want to lose you like I did her.” 
“And that’s why you wanted to know everything you could about me.” 
Isaac held her eyes with his, the faint moonlight highlighting the slightest sparkle in them. Her stomach felt light, like she could just take a breath and start floating. She placed her hand against his cheek. Her heart was pounding, but for the first time in what seemed like a long time, not out of fear or anger. 
“I understand,” she said, “I didn’t then, but I do now, and I’m… I’m sorry.” 
“You don’t have to be. We both have pains we’ve kept from each other.” 
“I don’t want to do that anymore. Not with you.” 
He nodded. “I won’t ask you to share with me more than you feel like you want to, but if this—us—is going anywhere, we need to build it on a solid foundation.” 
Alice hadn’t entirely given thought to exactly what they were. They hadn’t picked up where they left off; too much had changed. But they had just had sex, and it wasn’t sex born out of something simple like being happy to see him. Alice wasn’t the type to sleep with someone on a whim. She had never been that kind of girl, and would never be that kind of girl. So when she slept with Isaac tonight, it had meant something.
She just hadn’t considered what it may have meant until now.
“Let’s get this done,” she said, “Let’s finish this. All of it. And we’ll talk about us.”
Isaac smiled his charming smile, pearly white teeth gleaming in the moonlight. “I would like that,” he said, and he plucked the shovel out from the ground. He was about to push it into the earth again when he stopped and perked up, eyes wide with alarm. “Quiet,” he said.
Alice’s entire body electrified at the thrill of Isaac’s sudden movement. “What is it?” she asked, poised and ready to move at a second’s notice.
Isaac came up to Alice, handed her the shovel, and said “Dig. Someone’s trying to find us.”
“What? Who?” 
“I don’t know, just dig. We need to get this done and we need to get moving. I’ll throw them off.” 
Alice watched him walk past her and noticed how the bangle on his right wrist had started to glow with soft blue light. She held the shovel firmly, walked briskly to the hole they’d been working on, and started to dig again while Isaac concentrated on throwing them off. If she was being truthful, she could sense something in the air—like a vibration, or a current. It hadn’t been there before, and she knew this because the sensation was difficult to ignore in much the same way as her skin prickling over when in the presence of Nyx, her magic, or her Pain Children. 
Alice’s arms were sore before she had even gotten half way, but she pushed through, and Isaac did help when he was “in between” efforts at throwing off whatever trace had been set upon them. When they were done, they hoisted Raegan up and dropped her as gently as they could into the grave, then began covering the hole with dirt. This part was easy, but still tiring, and Alice was glad to be done when it was over.
She stood at the head of the grave, looking down at the disturbed soil, and thought about Raegan. Alice had never met her, but the girl she had seen in the picture standing in front of the veterinary clinic in the park seemed like a good person. She had a kind smile, easy eyes, and had clearly cared about her mother a great deal; not many twenty-something year old’s Alice knew would take care of their sick parents the way Raegan had.
“Are you alright?” Isaac asked. He was standing by the head of the grave too.
“Yeah,” Alice said, “It’s just a waste. Nyx has already killed so many. We have to stop her.” 
“We will. But we have to go. Whoever is trying to find us is being persistent. We’ll make it harder for them to find us if we’re moving.” 
“Do you think it’s the legionnaires?” 
“I don’t know, but I’m willing to bet it is.” 
Alice nodded and headed for the car. She threw the earth-covered shovel into the trunk and dashed around to the driver’s seat. Isaac got in, too, and in a moment they were back on the highway. However, the city lights were still behind them, and when Isaac noticed this, he questioned it. 
“We aren’t going back?” he asked.
“No,” she said, with her hands firmly gripping the wheel. Her knuckles were turning white. 
“Then where are we going?” 
“We’re going to the sanctuary,” she said, “If the legionnaires are looking for us, then why haven’t we heard from Cameron? I don’t like that.” 
“We aren’t ready for Logan. You know that.” 
“I do. But Logan also isn’t ready for us.”
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 24


 
Mark of the Void
The big cat sanctuary came up on the right; as Alice pulled in, the first thing that struck her was that the sanctuary was lit up and in use. There were three cars parked outside of the green front gate—two sedans and a hatchback. Alice didn’t recognize them, but this was a good thing. It meant none were the cars the legionnaires had ridden in on like the fucking horsemen of the apocalypse. She could also see shapes moving around beyond the gate—some human, some feline.
Alice stopped the car just off the main entrance and stepped outside, but her heart was already thumping hard inside her chest, and her stomach had gone cold. How could this be? The last time she had been here, the clouds had been churning and six legionnaires were threatening to tear it down. How was it that the place seemed to be operating normally? 
She circled around the back of the car, but only got as far as the passenger side before Isaac put his hand out across her abdomen, stopping her abruptly.
“What is it?” she asked.
“Does it look like a battle took place here?” Isaac asked. 
“No, and that’s what worries me.”
“So then we proceed with caution.” 
“I am being cautious.” 
“You were about to stroll up to that place in plain view.” 
“Yes, because sometimes we don’t need the cloak and dagger routine. There are people in there. I can hear them talking. Someone’s hosing something down, too, by the sounds of it. I doubt we’re going to find legionnaires in there, Isaac.”
“And if we do?” 
“We won’t. Just keep working on making sure we aren’t found. If it helps, they were standing over there when they arrived.” 
Isaac’s eyebrows knitted together and his Adams apple seemed to work inaudibly, but he nodded and headed to where the legionnaires had been standing when Alice first saw them. He would be better at picking out their energies—or whatever—than she would, and she needed to not only know if Cameron was okay, but also the cats that he loved so much. Alice may have only spent a few hours with those cats, but they were Cameron’s world. 
She thought about Nuala and her cubs, thought about Kirk and Hope and Selene, and remembered how their eyes had been the color of molten gold the last time she had seen them. Like little demons, she thought as she arrived at the green gate, careful not to look like a weirdo stalker. A floodlight illuminated the entire front area of the sanctuary. There were more of them dotted around the place, too, but they weren’t all on. 
Alice waited for someone to stroll by, but no one did. She could see people inside the sanctuary, beyond the green gate, but they weren’t within yelling distance. Yelling would attract the entire sanctuary, and subtlety was important here. She was about to turn around and head for the living wall Cameron had shown her the last time she had been here when someone from the inside called out.
“Hey,” said the voice, “You looking for something, miss?” 
“I, uh, am, actually.” Alice said to the man who had come into view. “I’m looking for Cameron. Cameron West? He works here.” 
The man who was casually approaching the gate was wearing a set of black sweat pants, sneakers, and a long-sleeved black top that had been ripped in places. A small cat’s paw had been printed on the breast, and in white block text underneath the paw were the letters ABCS. Ashwood Big Cat Sanctuary, Alice thought.
“Cam?” the man asked. “Who are you?” 
“I’m… a friend. Is Cameron around?” 
The man shook his head. “No,” he said, “He called this morning, said he wasn’t feeling well.” 
Alice’s heart sped up. She could feel it pulsing against the sides of her temples now, and a nervous heat was causing her stomach to warm. “He called? From where?” 
“From home, I guess. It’s weird, though. He doesn’t call in sick.” 
“Did… he say anything? Like, where he was?” 
“No, and you know what the weirdest thing is?” 
Alice swallowed hard. “What is it?” 
He reached into his pocket and pulled a phone from it. “You’re Alice, right?” 
“I am.” 
The man approached the green gate and handed the phone to her. She hesitated, but then took it. In the man’s hand there had also been a note, which she now also had. On the note there was a phone number, and nothing else. 
“Who gave you this phone?” she asked. “And how did you know who I was?” 
His face was now the face of someone who wasn’t sure what he was doing or where he was. Distractions kept stopping him from speaking in continuous, normally paced sentences; the kind of thing someone only does if they’re in a daze. 
“I was told a girl would come looking for him,” he said, “I was told her name would be Alice, and was asked to give her this phone and the note. You’re supposed to call the number when… you’re ready to see your boyfriend again.” 
“Boyfriend?” she said, though she regretted saying it aloud. Should’ve used my inside voice, she thought, but it didn’t matter. The man on the other side of the gate hadn’t noticed, and if he had, he was incapable of processing what he had heard.
“I should get back,” he said, “I hope Cam gets better. His cats miss him.” 
“Wait,” Alice said as the man went to turn around. “The cats—Hope, Nuala, and Kirk… are they here?” 
“How do you know their names?” he asked, his eyes narrowing suspiciously. 
“I… uh, I’m Cam’s girlfriend, remember?” 
“Right,” he said, “They’re fine. Napping. They’ve had a pretty long day... I think.”
Alice cocked her head. “You think?” 
“Yeah… I think so…” 
She stepped away from the green gate, keeping her eyes on the man on the other side for a moment, then turned on her heel and headed to where Isaac was standing. Her heart was racing, and her mind along with it. Was this Cameron’s phone she was holding? Maybe. She had no way to be sure, but it didn’t matter. Whether it was or it wasn’t, someone had given that guy the phone to give to Alice, along with a phone number for her to call. 
She didn’t like what this implied, nor did she like the way the guy had been so spaced out, like he was high or something. No, she thought, not high, but in a daze all the same. And it had happened so suddenly. 
“Isaac,” she said, and he turned to look at her. 
“What is it?” 
“He’s not here.” Alice handed him the phone. “A staff member gave me this. Said Cameron had called in sick, and that someone had given him this phone to give to me. By the look on his face he had no idea who had given him the phone or why. He also couldn’t understand why Cameron hadn’t shown up. He looked spaced out. Not with it.”
“Damn,” Isaac said, “That’s their work.” 
“Legionnaires? Isaac, don’t tell me they have him.” 
“I don’t know, but we have to prepare for the possibility that they somehow managed to overpower him and take him in.” 
“Why the hell would they do that? And why isn’t your government intervening?” 
“I can’t tell you why the magistrate isn’t stepping in. Six missing legionnaires would have surely caused concern among the praetors, unless Logan managed to convince the magistrate to condone his actions. But this would be another grave violation of the Magus Codice. He violated it once when he attacked me, then again when he attacked Cameron at his sanctuary. Kidnapping a mage is… it’s just inconceivable. He would be exiled.” 
“What if he did convince the magistrate to be on his side about this, though? Is there even a slight chance that’s possible?” 
Isaac thought about this for a long moment, and then he looked at Alice, and nodded. “There is.” 
“How?” she asked, frustration causing her voice to elevate an octave. “All you did was withhold some facts about what happened the night at the museum. I mean, Christ, you were the one who was attacked—and by an evil fucking Void entity, too. You’d think you were on trial for murder or something. I don’t believe any rational organization would condone this kind of behavior from their supposed enforcers just to have a couple of facts clarified.”
“You clearly don’t know mages very well.” 
“God dammit,” she said, exhaling a puff of air and allowing her nerves to calm down. “So, do we call this phone or not?” 
“Not yet,” Isaac said, “There’s something I want you to see first.” 
“Okay?” 
Isaac stepped aside and said “Walk ten paces in that direction.” 
Alice gave him a perplexed gaze. “What?” 
“Just do it.” 
“And what else?” 
“Nothing. Just walk.” 
She looked at where Isaac was pointing and noted he was asking her to walk onto the dirt road that led out of the sanctuary and onto the highway. She frowned, but walked anyway, despite not being sure what she had just been tasked with. Did he want her to look for tire tracks? There were probably going to be plenty to choose from here, and besides, it wasn’t like any car coming in had any other place it could go unless it wanted to go off-road—and she knew first-hand the earth off the path was rocky and uneven. 
But then she felt it.
Her skin broke out into goosebumps that crawled all along her arms and up into her chest. It felt like she had walked into a spider web, or like a thousand ghostly fingers were caressing her skin all at once. She shuddered, and immediately turned around, eyes wide and alert. Isaac was looking at her, watching her, and when he noticed her reaction he straightened his back and his facial expression hardened.
“I feel it,” she said, “I only feel this when—”
“Void magic is present, I know. I’m not used to sensing it, so I needed you to double check.” 
“So I don’t feel this only when Nyx is around?” 
“Thankfully, no; otherwise we would be having a different conversation.” 
“Does this mean someone nearby is using Void magic?” 
“No,” Isaac said, approaching, “The trail is faint, but someone who was standing in this very spot has left the mark of the Void, sometime in the last twelve hours.” 
“Logan?” 
“I don’t know. I just don’t know. But if it was him, then he’s even more dangerous than I thought. And if he has Cameron… it may already be too late to help him.” 
“What?” she asked, her eyes wide with alarm, “You can’t mean that.” 
“I don’t know what I mean, Alice, but Void magic is… it infects mages who get too close to it. It spreads from mage to mage, corrupting them, empowering them… and eventually killing them. If one of them is using it, then they may all be infected. Cameron too.” 
“I hope you’re not suggesting we do nothing,” she said, her cheeks flushing crimson with hot blood. 
“I’m not suggesting that at all, but we need to be careful—and fast.”
“Give me the phone.” 
Isaac considered for a moment, but he offered it to her. “What are you going to do?” he asked.
“I’m going to call that number.” 
“We don’t know what will happen if you do—I need to analyze the phone first, find out if there are any enchantments on it. It could be a trap.” 
“If it’s a trap, then it’s a trap. I’m not waiting for you to prepare, Isaac. We can’t be careful and fast. Being that this is the case, I choose fast.” 
Alice pressed the button on the side of the phone and it glowed to life. On it, a picture of a man—Cameron—surrounded by big cats sprang up. It’s his after all, she thought, and then she unlocked it, opened up the phone app, and punched in the number. But in the instant after hitting the green button to initiate a call, Alice’s invisible senses picked up the same current they had felt back at the forest, and she pulled the phone away from her ear as if it were a live grenade.
Isaac’s hands flew up, his magic bangle glowing blue, and suddenly they were both pushed to the ground by a powerful shockwave. The boom kicked up massive clouds of dust and dirt, sending them in all directions. For a single, terrifying moment, Alice thought the phone had exploded. She thought it had blown up in her hand, and now her fingers were gone. She was numb, her ears were ringing, her heart was pounding, and she couldn't get up. 
But then she felt the phone still grasped in her hand, and when she turned her head toward it she saw that all of her fingers were there. The phone too. It hadn’t exploded at all. 
“Isaac,” she said, coughing as she struggled to get up. “Isaac, where are you?” 
The dust clouds were thick, so much so that she couldn’t see through them very well, but she could see a shape standing nearby. A human, male shape. 
A powerful breeze suddenly churned through the area and the man standing in the middle of the road knitted himself together out of the churning dust. She didn’t recognize him. He was tall, probably about as tall as Isaac, and he was wearing a buttoned shirt and… a pair of spectacles on the bridge of his nose. 
He pushed them back into place and dusted himself down, but then he saw Alice on the ground and immediately came running to her side.
“Miss,” he said, “I’m so sorry. Are you alright?” 
He extended his hand, but Alice withdrew and quickly rose to her feet. “Who the hell are you?” she asked, “And how did you do that?” 
“That? Yes, sorry, that was teleportation and bumpy teleportation at that.” 
“Jim?” Isaac said. 
Alice turned her head to look at him. He had a slight cut on his cheek and was covered in dirt, but was otherwise fine. “Jim?” she asked, “The librarian?” 
“You’re dead,” Isaac said. “I watched you die.” 
“Ah,” Jim said, “But here I am. I do apologize for the manner of my arrival, but getting a lock on your position has been incredibly difficult. The resultant frustration made it difficult for me to safely perform this spell, to the point where I had to force the magic through in one great push.” 
“That was you?” Alice asked.
Jim looked at her and smiled, pleased with himself. He was about to open his mouth to speak, but Isaac enveloped him in a hug that took the breath out of Jim’s lungs. “Christ, Moreau,” Jim said, “Careful, will you? I didn’t escape that cave entirely intact.” 
Isaac pulled away from Jim, still smiling from ear to ear. “You’re not dead,” he said. “How are you not dead?” 
“I’m not. And yet, you’re the one who looks like death. Since you’re in one piece, however, I gather your little jaunt through time and space went well?” 
“Guys,” Alice said, suddenly noticing something. The phone in her hand was displaying an active call, one that had been going on for thirty seconds. Thirty-one. Thirty-two. Someone had picked up on the other side and had likely been listening to what had been going on here. She put a hand up to silence both men and then put the phone to her ear.
“Hello?” she said. 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 25


 
Taking the Bait
“That sounds like a good reunion,” Logan said from the other side of the phone, “I’m glad to see things are going well for you.” Isaac approached, but Alice stuck her hand out and stopped him from getting any closer. “How many of you is that, now? Three? They can’t help you.” 
The fires of confrontation burned hot inside her chest. She knew she had to be careful around this man, but she also wanted to goad him out. 
“I’ve taken down bigger bullies than you,” she said, “Better ones, too. You’re having a pretty tough time capturing a mortal. But then again, what can you expect from a thug masquerading as an authority figure. Just like old times, right Sergeant Hodges?” 
“You remember me after all. Good. I was starting to worry your memory was getting a little blurry, Werner.” 
“Where’s Cameron?” Alice said.
“Here. With us. Do you want to see him again? I bet you do. So how about you give yourself up and we’ll make this easy. Nothing has to be done the hard way.” 
“There’s only one way we do this, Logan, and that’s my way. You’re gonna tell me where Cameron is, and then we’re going to go get him. If you’re still there when we get there, you’re going to regret it.” 
“If you want him back,” Logan said, “You’re going to have to come and get him. But since I’m feeling nice, I’m going to let you decide where the exchange happens. If you don’t show, we kill him.”
Kill? He hadn’t said kill before.

“Alright, an exchange,” Alice said, “Me for him.” 
Isaac’s eyes widened, alarmed. He came up to her, but again she put her hand out and with her eyes told him to calm down. She had to think, and she wouldn’t be able to if he came too close. Where, she thought. It had to be an open place, one with plenty of room for people to hide in, but also one far away from human eyes—where people rarely go. 
“There’s a graveyard,” she said, “I saw one riding up here. It’s a couple of miles back down 95, toward the city. You’ll see it on the right.” 
“I know it.” 
“Good, then in that case I’ll be seeing you in an hour.” 
“I’m looking forward to it.” 
“Not as much as I am.” 
Alice killed the call, stuffed the phone into her pocket, and ran her hands through her hair. A thin film of sweat had developed on her brow and behind her neck, but the air out here was cool and fresh on her skin. 
“Well?” Isaac asked.
“We need to go,” Alice said, before turning and walking toward the Mustang. 
“What’s this about a graveyard?” Jim asked, following Alice, and now Isaac too.
“They have Cameron, and they’ve threatened to kill him.” 
“Kill?” Isaac asked, “That’s insane. He’s out of his mind!” 
“We knew this before, Isaac. He attacked you while you were in prison, and then he came here and kidnapped Cameron. The man is a loose cannon, and he runs your police department? There’s a reason why we kicked him out of ours, you know.” 
“He’s baiting us,” Isaac said, “And we’re going for it.” 
“I know we are.” 
“Then we need to prepare.”
“We can’t prepare, Isaac. You need to learn that there isn’t always going to be time to compute the variables.”
“I don’t like this.” 
“I don’t either, but we don’t have a choice. Cameron risked his neck to save my life and now I’m going to do the same for him. I don’t care if I’m being baited, I’m not about to sit here and try to figure out another course of action. Remember what I said about being fast or being careful? I tried to do both this time. so you’re just going to have to trust me.” 
Isaac fell silent. Jim too. 
They walked up to the car in silence, stepped in without saying a word, and for a moment seemed to be having some kind of telepathic conversation Alice hadn’t been invited to. They had their heads down, their brows were furrowed, and both men had their hands clasped in front of their mouths.
“Jesus, you’re like twins,” Alice said. 
They both looked at her, puzzled.
“Why are you silent?” she asked.
“I’m trying to figure out how all of this happened,” Isaac said. “But the only thing I can come up with is the idea that Logan has somehow become obsessed with finding out the truth about you, a truth I tried to hide from the magistrate as soon as they brought me in for questioning.” 
“I don’t think any of us know whether that’s true or it isn’t,” Jim said, “But the fact is that this man is clearly willing to do anything to try and get to Miss Werner here, and as long as that’s the case, Cameron won’t be harmed.” 
“Is this normal?” Alice asked, “Do mages often go around kidnapping and killing other mages?” 
Jim and Isaac exchanged a knowing glance. “Yes and no,” Jim said, “Mages are megalomaniacs at heart; we’re obsessed with knowledge and the pursuit for power, and when someone has more of it than someone else, friction ensues. A thousand, probably even a hundred years ago, the kind of overtures we have seen today would have been commonplace—just part of the everyday game of being a mage. But we have rules now, and these rules are rarely broken to this extent. And much less by a legionnaire, whose job it is to enforce our rules.” 
“Let me guess—the legionnaires were formed to keep infighting to a minimum?” 
“No, infighting and heresy are handled by our inquisitorial branch. The legionnaires were formed to fight our wars and protect our borders from invasion. But ever since the inquisition crumbled, the legionnaires have been doing both jobs.” 
“Invasion?” Alice asked. This was the word that had interested her the most. “Invasion by who?” 
“Not by who,” Isaac said, “But by what. When your kind holds the keys to the world of magic, you make a lot of enemies. Entire species of them.” 
“And when somebody else holds new keys you decide you want, you send the legionnaires after them. Yeah, you guys are really enlightened.”
Alice turned the key in the ignition and the Mustang rumbled to life. She peeled back, and then pulled the car out of the dusty parking lot, drove it across the dirt road, and back onto the highway. She was glad to slip onto smooth asphalt. The dirt under the car was probably getting everywhere and in everything. It had already turned her shiny, chrome car a dull brown.
“How far is the graveyard?” Isaac asked.
“Just a couple of miles down,” Alice said.
“We won’t have the element of surprise. They heard us all talking, so they know Jim is here. This won’t be easy.” 
“I know.” Alice gripped the steering wheel more tightly and slowed down to a steady cruising speed, allowing her nerves a moment to settle. “I’m not expecting it’ll be easy, but we do have the element of surprise.” 
“How?” Jim asked. “There’s three of us travelling down a relatively quiet highway in a car that isn’t inconspicuous. We’re also going to be the only ones turning into the graveyard, so if they have spotters they’ll see us coming quite literally from a mile away.” 
“It’s the whole reason why I picked a graveyard. They may know what you’re capable of, but they have no idea what I’m capable of.” 
“This would be a bad time to ask exactly what you mean, wouldn’t it?” Jim asked.
“It would. You’re just going to have to trust me too. If you don’t know what to expect, then neither does Logan, and that gives us an edge. But if he’s the Logan Hodges I remember, that still may not be enough.”
“What do you know of him?” 
“You know the legionnaire, but I knew the man underneath all of that. I didn’t know who he was at first, but it clicked when we were talking over the phone. He worked for the Ashwood PD, but before that he served a tour in Afghanistan.” 
“He was military?” Jim asked, “That explains a few things.” 
“Logan was an alcoholic, too. Still might be, I don’t know. His drinking is what got him kicked off the force. He was drunk the night he tried to put a plant on someone. If he hadn’t been drunk he would have gotten away with it, because the police look after their own kind in this city. When it’s a cop’s word against a perp, the cop’s word is always the one that wins. But the beating he gave the guy was severe, as was the inquiry that followed. One officer suspected he had been drinking so they gave him the breathalyzer and he failed.” 
Isaac’s eyes narrowed and he scanned the landscape of Alice’s face. “There’s more,” he said, “Isn’t there?” 
She nodded. 
“What is it?” 
“I was the officer who thought he had been drinking. I didn’t know him personally, but I knew of him. On the night he entered the station, after the beating, I thought I smelled booze on his breath so I told my superior.”
“So when Logan discovered who you were…” 
“Yeah. It’s personal.” 
“How long ago was it since that happened?” 
“This was a little over two years ago, a few months before I left.”
“He’s been Legio Prime for over three years,” Jim said.
“Christ, and nobody knew about this?” Alice said.
“That he’s an alcoholic who got kicked off the police force because he put a plant on someone? No. We have a vetting process when selecting our officials, but he was hand-picked due to his skills as a tactician so he bypassed the usual interview.” 
“That doesn’t matter now. What matters is that he’ll get there before we do,” Isaac said. “I’m almost sure of it.” 
“And he’ll set wards up,” Jim added. “Our magic will be useless.” 
“Theirs too, though, right?” Alice asked. 
“Not necessarily. It depends on how much time they have to set the wards up. If they have enough time, they’ll be able to make themselves exempt from the wards’ power and they’ll be able to use magic.” 
Alice put her foot on the gas and watched the tachometer quickly start to climb. The Mustang purred smoothly along the asphalt like a train on a track. If Logan’s priority was to beat Alice to the graveyard, then she would make sure he had to focus on beating her and not on preparing his defenses. 
“It won’t be enough,” Jim said, “Wards or not, we’re outmatched here. You’re forgetting that he won’t be alone.” 
“I’m not forgetting anything,” Alice said, “I’m just trying to even our odds.” 
“We’re going to have to try harder than that. Isaac, you have to agree with me on this.” 
“What is it exactly you’re proposing?” 
Jim gave Alice a glance in the mirror, and then looked at Isaac. “We need to bring in the magistrate.” 
“Absolutely not,” Isaac said.
“Isaac, we’re running blindly into a trap we know is waiting for us, and I know jumping headfirst into a risky situation without a plan isn’t your style.” 
“It isn’t, but I will not risk involving the magistrate in this. We deal with Logan alone.” 
“No,” Alice said.
For a moment she couldn’t believe she had said it, but the words had left her lips. She could tell by the way Isaac and Jim had shut up. In the few seconds of silence that followed, Alice had a chance to think about what it was she had just objected to. What she had said hadn’t been a delayed reaction to Jim’s suggestion of involving the magistrate. It had been an objection to Isaac’s decision to not involve them. 
Jim was right. They needed backup. Cameron needed backup, and the three of them would not be enough. 
“Alice?” Isaac asked.
“We need to get your people here, Isaac,” she said, “Your dog has gone mad, and he needs to get picked up by his masters. Logan may see us coming and he may get a chance to state the terms of the engagement, but he would never expect us to bring down the magistrate on him. Not from what you’ve told me about him and what he said over the phone. This is personal to him, remember?” 
“You realize what you’re saying,” Isaac said, “What you’re agreeing to by suggesting we involve the very same people who imprisoned me.” 
“I do. They’re gonna come down here with the swift hammer of justice and they’re gonna chew you out for escaping, but Logan won’t get away with what he’s about to do and Cameron has a better shot at coming out of this in one piece.” 
“Alice,” he said, “I can’t do this. They will take you away from me if they can.” 
“Then we won’t let them.” 
“Isaac,” Jim said. He put a hand on Isaac’s shoulder. “For what it’s worth, I won’t let them take Alice either. I’ll do the best that I can to keep them away from her.” 
Isaac swallowed whatever apprehension he had and nodded. “I should make the call,” he said. “They’ll come if I tell them to. I’m a fugitive after all.” 
Alice took Isaac’s hand and squeezed it gently, but she kept her eyes on the road. “It’ll be okay,” she said, “It’s about time I took one for the team anyway.”
Jim handed Isaac his phone, and Isaac took it. “The moment I hang up, they’ll prepare teleportation spells,” he said. “I’ll throw their magic off for as long as I can, but we’ll have ten minutes at the most to do what we have to do.” 
“We’ll have to take the wards down in order to let the magistrate in,” Jim said.
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” 
Alice gripped the steering wheel with both hands, gunned the engine a little harder, and said, “Call in the cavalry.” 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 26


 
Awaken
Alice pulled the Mustang off the highway and onto a side road which led to the Crescent Hills Cemetery. The wrought iron gate lay open, and Alice drove beyond it and into the graveyard itself. A paved driveway wound between graves, allowing for quick transportation across the many acres of land the graveyard occupied. The moon was high, and its pale, translucent light touched the tips of headstones which stood proudly, maintaining their duties to display the messages they bore despite the passage of time.
As Alice cruised along the path, taking in the smell of wet earth and cut grass, she became aware of an almost constant buzzing sensation in her chest; a feeling which intensified as they reached the center of the labyrinthine web of tombstones and trees. But the buzzing soon transformed into goose bumps that radiated into her arms and back. The feeling was faint, and it came in pulses, but she had to admit it was causing the scars to tingle almost painfully.
“I don’t like this,” she said, more to herself than to anyone else.
“Let’s just keep our eyes open,” Jim said.
“I don’t think we will need to look very hard for them,” Isaac said, “We will find them easily enough.” 
A crow cawed from a nearby tree, and when Alice looked up she saw a whole murder of them sitting on its many branches, looking down at her, following the movement of her car as it rolled along, their eyes gleaming with cold intelligence. One of them shrugged, dropped from the tree, and took flight, cawing as it went and melting into the night. A moment later she saw it land on the head of a decapitated angel sitting atop a mausoleum, but it wasn’t the mausoleum the crow had wanted her to see—it was the figures standing just beyond it, at the crest of a hill. She counted seven people, all wearing dark clothes and dusters. 
“Over there,” she said as she pointed. 
Isaac nodded. “I see them,” he said. 
Jim leaned closer to the window, pushed his glasses up on his nose, and narrowed his eyes. “Yep,” he said, “The mausoleum. Look at it, Isaac. Can you see the runes? They’ve set wards up using the structure as a center point. 
“So they’re broadcasting an area of anti-magic as opposed to using a confined space?”
“Looks like it. The runes are crude, too; they were set up in a rush.” 
“Good. That makes the wards easier to take down.” 
“There’s still the issue that, as soon as we get close enough, our magic will be useless.” 
“Not mine,” Alice said.
“Correct me if I’m wrong,” Jim said, “But I don’t think you know how to dismantle another mage’s spell, do you?” 
“She doesn’t,” Isaac said, “But I do, and my magic will work.” 
“You’re sure about that?” 
Isaac closed his eyes, took a deep, calming breath, and sent a call into the Tempest. From its home on that storm-ravaged island, the Good Doctor tipped its head up to the furious sky, nodded, and then dispersed into a cloud of shadow that spread through the sky like ink in water. When Isaac opened his eyes, the backseat was filled not only with Jim, but also the Good Doctor. It nodded, and Isaac nodded in return.
“Summon your Guardian, Jim,” Isaac said. “Your magic will be blocked, but as soon as the wards are down, we’ll need it.” 
Jim nodded and closed his eyes too. Suddenly the car was feeling like it was too full, too cramped. Alice parked by the side of the road, killed the ignition, and stepped into the night. The initial, more frequently used part of the graveyard had been clean and well kept, but here the stony paths were cracked and pockmarked with weeds. The trees seemed withered and barren, and many of the tombstones were discolored and worn out, the writing on them faded to beyond recognition by anyone who didn’t already know who was buried beneath them.
As Jim and Isaac stepped out of the car, Alice felt herself floating across toward a nearby grave. She could feel her skin starting to crawl, the hairs on the nape of her neck start to rise, and her heart begin to flutter like a panicked bird in a cage. Slowly she knelt before the headstone and let her fingers run across the cold marble. In the back of her mind she heard a voice, not of the person buried underground, but of a priest quoting the Bible. Someone was sniffing, or crying. She heard dirt clattering against the top of the coffin—but she heard this sound as if she herself were inside the casket. 
“Alice?” Isaac asked.
Alice pulled her hand away from the headstone and whatever connection she had made, whatever echo she was hearing, ceased. She drew herself up, turned, and said “Yeah, I’m here.” 
“Good. I think it’s time.” 
She nodded, slipped her hands into the pockets of her leather jacket, and slowly walked along the cracked path, across the road, and onto the damp grass which led up to the mausoleum. The crow which had been perched on top of the building seemed to have multiplied, because there were many of them now, watching them carefully as they went. None of them were shrugging or cawing—they just sat there, their heads twitching as Alice, Jim, and Isaac walked up to them, and then beyond them.
“It’s happened,” Isaac said. He was looking at his magic bangle which seemed to sit inertly on his wrist. “We’ve entered the warded area.” 
“I feel it too,” Jim said. 
“How long do we have before the magistrate arrives?” Alice asked.
“Maybe seven minutes,” Jim said. 
“We have to stall them for eight minutes, then—just to be sure.”
“Shouldn’t be too hard,” Alice said. 
“What do you have in mind?” Isaac asked. 
“You’ll know it when you see it. Do you think you can tear down the wards?” 
“I got a good look at the runes. It was an amateur job. Nothing I can’t undo.”
“Shouldn’t you undo them now, then?” Jim asked.
“No. If we take them down they’ll know, and we want them to be complacent.” 
Alice nodded. “Isaac, tear down the wards when it all kicks off. And Jim, you find cover.” 
They cleared the mausoleum and were standing in the open at the crest of a hill on which there were no headstones. Twenty yards away, the legionnaires had already turned to face Alice’s party as they approached. Cameron was with them. He was okay, but there was blood on his face, likely from a wound on his head. It pleased her to see a similar wound on Logan’s face—a claw mark across his cheek, to be precise. She wondered which cat had the privilege.
Alice took a step in front of Isaac and Jim and said “Here we are.” 
Logan, who had been grinning, stepped forward. “Here you are,” he said, “And here we are. Nice choice of place, too. I’m not sure I would have picked a graveyard, but still. There’s something quaint about it. And Jim, it’s nice to see you. I’m not entirely pleased that you’re aiding and abetting a fugitive and his dirty little secret, but I’m sure you have your reasons.”
“This doesn’t have to end like this, Logan,” Jim said, “There is still a way to come back from this.” 
“This isn’t going to end badly, Jim. This has all just been one huge misunderstanding—one that could have been avoided if Moreau over there had come clean with the full story from the beginning, but he chose to do things the hard way.” 
Alice rolled her eyes. “How about we get to it?” 
“Getting right down to business. Alright, Werner.” He gestured with his hand, and one of the legionnaires pushed Cameron up to Logan’s side. “This is a simple exchange. We do it right, and nobody gets hurt.” 
“Somebody did already get hurt.” 
“Nothing that a little magic wont’ fix,” he said, grinning.
“Before anything happens,” Alice said, “I just want to know. Why do you want me so badly?” 
Logan nodded, not at her, but at himself—as if he had just had a private conversation in his mind and had come to a completely unrelated decision. “Alright,” he said, “I can see why you might be curious, so let me lay it out for you. When we first showed up at the museum that night, I knew something was wrong. I had felt it for hours, maybe even days. This buildup of… something. I just didn’t know what it was. Then we get the call that something’s gone down at the museum, and I feel like the mystery is about to reveal itself to me, but then it disappears. What’s worse, Moreau over there decides to shut his mouth and keep things to himself.” 
“I told you what had happened,” Isaac said, “I told the entire magistrate what I had encountered and what, I suspected, was on the loose. It was you and the praetors who didn’t believe a word I said.” 
“Oh, I believed it, but I thought you had a hand in it. Still do. I knew there was something you weren’t telling me, and I thought maybe that was the final piece of the puzzle—the last bit of information I needed to get in order to see what you were really up to. Why’d you hide her from us, Moreau? Huh?” 
“That’s none of your concern.” 
“But it is my fucking concern! I’m the Legio Prime; it’s my job to root out threats to our kind and squash them. Do you have any idea how infuriating it is to know someone’s hiding something and to be unable to get the information out of them because the law demands I treat them with respect? Do you know just how much bullshit that is? So I broke a couple of rules. When I deliver you to the magistrate and they see just what an interesting little secret you’ve been hiding, I’ll be thanked for my services.”
“Thanked? Because you brought me in?” Alice asked. “Just how interesting do you think I am to your magistrate?”
“A lot more interesting than you think, especially when I tell them what your connection to this creature Isaac’s been talking about is.”
“You don’t know anything,” Isaac said.
“Don’t I? I didn’t just learn her name when I was rummaging around in your mind, Isaac. I learned a little more than that. Enough to know that she’s as much a threat to our kind as that other creature is. Only she’s here. Now. Where’s the other one, huh? Where’s Nyx?” 
“Closer than you think,” Alice said, “And if you know so much about me, then you’ll know that I’m the only one who can help deal with this thing. Your magic is useless against her.” 
“We’ll see about that.” 
“No. We won’t. When she comes and she murders every last one of you, who will be the one left standing? Me. Why? Because I can protect myself from her. And I can protect all of you, too.” 
Some of the legionnaires exchanged glances.
“You can’t do anything, Werner,” Logan said, “You aren’t a legionnaire. You aren’t even a mage. What can you do?” 
“More than you think.” 
“You can explain that to the magistrate when I bring you in. Now, let’s get this thing done so that we can get out of this place.” 
Alice’s eyes flashed to Cameron and he gave her a slight nod. “Okay,” she said. “Cameron walks this way, I’ll walk that way. No one else makes a move, and you get what you want.” 
Logan nodded, gestured, and Cameron began to walk. Alice did the same, taking it one step at a time. Her body was still prickling all over, sometimes her arms, other times her neck, always her back. Maybe this was due to where she was—they had come to a graveyard, after all. But Alice had chosen this place for a reason. All week she had felt disconnected from her own power, like a phone that hadn’t been charged for a long time. But the moment she touched her Chest of Haunts, everything had changed. It was as if she had received a fresh infusion of power, and this was before she had stolen Doug’s soul. 
The graveyard had been a gamble. She didn’t know if standing here would have the same effect, would offer her the same charge, but it had paid off. She could feel the power coursing through her, could sense the presence of spirits nearby, hovering closely, watching in their sleepy state as this Mexican standoff unfolded over their place of rest. 
All she had to do now was keep her cool and not play her hand too soon.
Cameron separated himself from the line of legionnaires and within a couple of seconds came shoulder to shoulder with Alice. He looked at her, staring intently into her eyes, and said “You don’t have to do this for me.” 
“Go,” she said, “I’ve got this.” 
Cameron glanced over his shoulder at Logan, who was watching with his head bowed low and a grin on his lips. He then kept on walking until he reached Isaac and Jim, who were ready to pull him to their side of the battle line as soon as he got close enough. Isaac drew him into an embrace so that he could whisper into Cameron’s ear and tell him the plan. If the legionnaires had noticed, none of them made a move to show it. They just stood there like a villain’s entourage, watching quietly and ready to act at their master’s notice.
Logan extended his hand as Alice approached, but Alice didn’t take it. Instead she squared up to him and stared into those—infernal—red eyes.
“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Logan asked.
Alice shook her head. “No,” she said, “You kept your word and delivered Cameron to us, and I kept mine and delivered myself to you. Now you’re going to wait until they’re gone, and we’re going to leave in the opposite direction.”
Logan flashed a wolf-like grin. “I’m afraid not,” he said, and his legionnaires mobilized. Isaac, Jim, and Cameron stiffened in response to the legionnaires movements, putting their fists up and preparing for an attack despite their lack of magical power.
Alice rolled her eyes. “Really?” she said, “You’re going to go back on your word? How did I not see that coming?” 
Logan grabbed her by the arm and squeezed. The pain was like an internal scream that caused her nerves to tremble, but she drew in a breath and didn’t allow him the satisfaction of hearing the sound manifest in the physical. “If you knew,” he asked, “Then why did you submit?” 
“Because,” she said, “I needed to get close to you.” 
He squeezed more tightly, almost to the point she feared her forearm would simply break under the pressure of his vice-like grip. “Oh? And why’s that?” 
“I wanted you to know it was me who had done this.” 
Pretend you’re a mage, Isaac had told her, imagine your effect, flex your magic muscle, and it will happen.
She closed her eyes, drew on her power in the same way she had done back at the apartment moments before Raegan’s corpse got up to fight, and then opened her eyes again. They shone with the cold light of long forgotten stars, and when Logan gazed upon them, even he couldn’t help but marvel in their glow. But this wonderment didn’t last.
Logan’s lips drew back into a sneer. “What is this?” he said, “You can’t use magic here.” 
Alice’s lips tugged into a grin of her own, and she uttered a single word. “Awaken.” 
Her power pulsed out of her like an invisible shockwave. For a brief moment which hung suspended in time she was everywhere at once. She could see the legionnaires and the look of shock on their faces as the Half-Lich’s magic pulsed through them like a cold wave. She saw Jim running for cover behind a tombstone, and Isaac sprinting toward the mausoleum, the bangle on his wrist glowing blue streaked with black, crackling with the power of the Void. Cameron turned his body against the wave to shield himself from the brunt of it before diving for cover.
She stretched her psychic tendrils as far as they could go, wrapping them around every spirit she could sense. And when she had them, she pushed the single word she had spoken aloud into their beings, infusing them with her power and rousing them into action. Suddenly the graveyard, which until now had been calm, filled with awful, howling voices and the whooshing of phantom wind. 
Dead spirits had awoken to fight, and this time it was Alice who commanded them; not Nyx. 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 27


 
Convergence
Hordes of unquiet, dead spirits rushed in and encircled the group of mages. With Alice’s power coursing through them, their normally invisible bodies had transformed into balls of light and smoke vaguely in the shape of the people they once were, and had given them voices with which to scream and howl obscenities at the legionnaires who would dare disturb their sleep. 
Logan’s grip loosened, and Alice wriggled out of his grasp. He thrust his hand out to grab her again, but she jumped back and out of his reach with her arms outstretched. From behind her, a rush of ghosts came rushing up at him, swarming him like locusts. Logan batted them away with his hands while the other legionnaires ran for cover. Some of them, Alice saw, had gained enough clarity of thought to start using magic, but Jim, Cameron, and Isaac had the advantage. 
Alice directed the wave of spirits with her hands; she the conductor, and they her orchestra. In that moment, wrapped as the spirits were in Alice’s psychic tendrils, they were almost like extensions of her own body. She could see her targets through their eyes, could feel with their bodies, and could hear what was in their minds. It was a jumble of voices and flashes of disjointed memory at first, like a movie reel made up of pieces of a hundred different movies, and for a moment Alice thought she would lose control of the horde. But then her power reasserted itself, a puppeteer taking a firmer hold of the strings at his fingers, and the static in her mind ceased. 
“Take them down,” she said, and the horde of spirits began to rush at the legionnaires who, without their magic, weren’t able to match the speed and strength of the spirits bearing down on them. 
One legionnaire was picked up by his jacket, lifted off the ground, and dropped like a stone several feet away. Another was run down by a man wreathed in ethereal, green flame and chased down the hill and across the road on the other side of the mausoleum. But it was Logan who received the most attention from the horde of spirits. Alice made sure of that. 
They came at him hard and fast, swiping and cutting and throwing ghostly fire in his direction. But even without magic, Logan was a force to be reckoned with. His instincts were sharp, his body able to quickly shift position to avoid being hurt. In many ways, he was like fire himself. It was almost like watching a dance—a dance of flame—but then the flame started getting too close. Alice broke her concentration and threw her senses back into her own body just as Logan came at her, his brick of a fist cocked and ready to strike. 
She ducked, weaved out of harm’s way, and made a mad dash toward the mausoleum, stopping just short of where Isaac, Cameron, and Jim were standing. Isaac’s bangle and Jim’s rings were glowing blue, while Cameron’s eyes and the amulet around his neck shone the color of molten gold. The wards were gone, and as Alice stared at the three waiting men, she got the impression there were three almost invisible figures standing directly behind each of them. 
“It’s over,” Isaac said, “You’re beaten.” 
Logan scowled, and then with a quick upward gesture of his hands caused a line of fire to rise from out of the ground, cutting Alice off before she could reach Isaac. The flames weren’t orange, she saw—they were red, the color of his eyes, and they burned brighter and hotter than any flame she had ever gotten close to. 
Alice put her hands in front of her face and backpedaled right into Logan’s chest. He grabbed her by the hair and tugged, forcing her to look up to the night sky. “Now I’ve got you,” he said into her ear, “And you’re gonna pay for what you did to me.” 
She was about to reply when she felt a powerful current of vibrations run through her. It was as if the graveyard had taken a huge, deep breath. The feeling paralyzed her, and it paralyzed the rest of the mages too. Logan blinked, astonished at what he was feeling. Isaac, Jim, and Cameron looked around, knowing full well what was happening but somehow surprised to be feeling it too.
Then the graveyard exhaled. A loud boom ripped through the silence followed by a powerful gust of wind. Logan released her again and she went sprawling to the wet earth, her hands splayed out in front of her. Alice’s heart was beating hard in her chest, in her neck, in the palms of her hands. She knew what was coming—what had just come. 
The magistrate had made their entrance.
Around her, the mages were getting up. 
“Three guesses as to who that is,” Isaac said to Logan. 
Logan glared at Isaac. “I’m glad they’re here,” he said, “I was going to take you and the little bitch to them anyway.” 
“We’ll see about that.” 
Alice wanted to stand, but she couldn’t. It was as if dead hands had reached up from out of the soil and rooted her to the spot. Isaac, Jim, and Cameron came up to her and knelt beside her. 
“Are you alright?” Isaac asked.
“I think so,” she said, slowly rising to her feet. Her stomach was twisting painfully in her gut, and her scarred back was throbbing. Whatever energy she had before now, she had used. She could feel it returning, slowly, barely a trickle, but her body was telling her she was hungry, and she would be a fool not to acknowledge it.
“C’mon,” Cameron said, helping her up. 
“What if they take his side?” Alice asked.
“They won’t,” Isaac said.
The clearing was a lot fuller now than it had been a moment ago. There were five legionnaires here before, plus Cameron and Jim. There had also been spirits zipping around, screeching, clawing, and assailing, but they had disappeared. Maybe Alice’s power had worn out, or maybe they had been dismissed by more powerful magic. Now there were easily double as many people standing in the clearing now, four of which were wearing black robes and hoods that obscured their faces. 
The entire scene was like something out of a black mass.
“Praetors,” Logan said as he approached the new arrivals, barging past Cameron to get to them. “I have the fugitive, Moreau, and the woman he was hiding.” 
The praetors didn’t reply—instead they looked at him from beneath their dark cowls. These were imposing people, not your run of the mill figure of authority. They weren’t just powerful in their own right—they governed mages; people already capable of some great feats of supernatural might. She knew them as the Shadow Council, and understood they were the brains behind every contract she had ever received from the government of mages; and they paid well. 
“This is the woman he was hiding,” Logan said, whipping his arm around to point at Alice. “This is the threat I have been rooting out.” 
“Alice Werner,” said a booming, deep voice from a source Alice couldn’t identify. The sky grumbled almost as if in response to the sound. “Come forward.” 
One of the praetors had spoken, but Alice couldn’t determine who. 
“Praetors,” Isaac said, “Please allow me a moment to explain.” 
“Silence, Tribune,” said one of the male praetors. “You’re in enough trouble as it is. Escaping custody is a grievous offence.” 
“So is allowing someone in your custody to be assaulted and battered by an animal.” 
“Logan acted against the magistrate’s wishes.” 
“In that case, I want to see him chastised. Right now. According to the Magus Codice, tribunes are sacrosanct, and attacking one is an offence that requires punishment to the highest degree.” 
“That will come later.”
“Unacceptable.” 
“What’s unacceptable,” Logan said, interrupting, “Is that you hid a dangerous threat to our kind and endangered our society.” 
“I told you about the threat, but you chose not to believe me.” 
“What, Nyx? No, Moreau; that’s a fiction you conjured up to protect the real threat, which is standing right in front of us right now. We all saw what she did, and in an area protected by wards no less.” 
“Me?” Alice asked. “If I wanted to hurt your kind I would, but I don’t because I’m not an asshole.” 
“So you admit it?” 
“Admit what?” 
“That you could hurt us.” 
“This is ridiculous,” Isaac said, directing himself to the praetors. “Your legionnaires are out of control. They attacked me, then they attacked Cameron at his sanctuary, they kidnapped him, and they threatened to kill him. Is this how legionnaires are meant to behave? Is this how we as a society behave? Is this what we have become?” 
“It is unacceptable,” said one of the praetors.
Logan scowled. “I did this all to protect you!” he said, “I broke the rules none of you had the balls to break because I know there’s something going on here, something big, something you refused to see. And I’m going to root it out because that’s my job, and I’m damn good at my job.” He turned and bore his red eyes not at Alice, but into her. In that moment he looked less like a man, and more like some unknowable thing with glowing red eyes. “You and your magic are a threat. I sensed it back at the sanctuary and I sense it now.” 
“Sensed… at the sanctuary?” Alice asked, “I didn’t do magic back at the sanctuary.”
Isaac looked like he was processing something, then his eyes lit up with alarm. “What did you sense?” he asked.
“What? I’m not talking to you, Moreau, I’m talking to her.” Logan said.
Isaac squared up to Logan, grabbed him by the collar, and said, “What did you sense!” 
“I don’t know,” he said, “It was cold, dark magic. Magic she used.” 
“She got on a bike and left the area because she didn’t want you to kidnap her too, remember? If she had any magic to use against you, don’t you think she would have stood and fought? I know her well enough that she wouldn’t let herself be pushed around by the likes of you, even if she was outnumbered.” 
“Then if she didn’t do it, who did?” He turned to his legionnaires—one of them, the one that had run when the Pain Children came, was still missing. “Was it you?” They looked at each other and shook their heads almost in unison. “Of course it wasn’t,” Logan said, “Because I know my legionnaires; we’re cut from the same cloth.” 
“I’m telling you, she had nothing to do with what you sensed.” 
Not for the first time tonight, Alice’s skin began to crawl. Only this time it wasn’t as if she had been brushed by an invisible, cold hand—she felt like she was standing in a walk-in freezer, naked, and completely exposed to the cold. The feeling was so intense it caused her to shudder uncontrollably, every muscle in her body twitching in a wave starting at the crown of her head and ending in her thighs.
For a moment the world around her seemed to slow. She could hear her heart thumping in her head, but could hear nothing else. Her back felt like it was on fire, and her skin felt as though she had been dipped in ice. She didn’t know whether she was hot or cold, but when she heard the haunting aria ringing in the back of her mind she understood one thing with all the clarity of the world; something dark was coming.
On the back of a dark dirge she comes, she thought, singing her siren song. 
“We have to get out of here,” Alice said, but no one was listening to her. 
Logan and Isaac continued to argue about what Logan had sensed and how he had been able to sense it. Isaac hadn’t told anyone about his new powers and he wouldn’t, not any time soon, but he wanted to try and figure out how Logan had been able to feel the magic he and Alice had both identified as Void magic. Had it been one of his legionnaires who had used Void magic and not told him, or was it that he had used it himself? In which case, he was lying now—and was more dangerous than ever. But Alice knew this wasn’t the case. She would have felt the touch of the Void on him like she had on Isaac, but Logan hadn’t triggered her sense.
In the end, it was Cameron who took Alice by the elbow and brought her back into the moment. “Are you okay?” he asked.
“We have to go, Cameron—she’s been watching us. She knows we’re here… and she’s coming.” 
“Coming? Now?” 
“Yes!” Alice turned her head. “Isaac!” Isaac stopped arguing with Logan and craned his head to look at her. Materializing directly behind his head, from out of the shadows themselves, came a large, black shadow entity with a wide mouth filled with sharp, copper teeth. Pain Children. “Get down!” Alice screamed.
Isaac ducked and the shadow creature’s open mouth flew wide of Isaac’s head by only a couple of inches. 
“Christ!” Isaac said, rushing to get to his feet. “Protect yourselves, all of you—and for God’s sake, don’t let them touch you with magic!” 
Bubbles of prismatic light were starting to form all around Alice. Some were blue, others violet, others were white and red and orange. The Pain Children came howling out of the night like the nightmares that they were, and when they struck these shields, they hissed and drew back. But they weren’t all trying to attack shields—some were headed toward Alice. One of them in particular, Alice, and even Cameron, recognized instantly. 
The old man poltergeist hurled itself across the clearing, bounding and striding at an impossible speed. With its white hair, yellow teeth, and skin stretched over its bones, it looked every bit like a corpse that had picked itself out of a grave and come to join the party. Cameron went to push Alice out of the way, to stop it from hitting her, but she pushed Cameron back, turned to look at the poltergeist, and put out her hand. 
Her palm started to glow. She drew her power out of herself and directed it toward the poltergeist, delivering it by saying the word “Stop.” When her power struck, the poltergeist came to a slow halt. It lost its sneer, its stride, and seemed to not understand what it was doing. It cocked its head at Alice. She looked at Cameron, then back at the poltergeist, and said “Attack your brothers.” 
The poltergeist regarded her curiously, then turned, and went back into the fight—only this time it wasn’t attacking bubbles of protection; it was leaping toward other Pain Children that had started to materialize. 
“There are so many of them,” she said. “Too many.” 
“We can do this,” Cameron said, “We just have to drive them away, and then you can do whatever you just did on more of them.” 
“No… that won’t work. They obey Nyx, and Nyx is close. I need to draw her out and end her.” She looked at him. “You can’t be here when she comes. You need to protect yourself.” 
“What? No.” 
“If she comes and she touches you with her magic, you’ll die. You need to protect yourself, Cameron. Put yourself in one of those bubbles.” 
“I’m not leaving you to fight on your own!” 
“You did this for me once,” she said, “Now let me do it for you. Please.” 
Cameron clenched his jaw tightly, then he gripped the amulet around his neck, took a step away from Alice, and surrounded himself in a beautiful, glimmering shield of gold and green energy that made her think of fresh, wild forests filled with big jungle cats. “I’m not leaving,” he said, “I’m going to be right here.” 
“Whatever you do, promise me you won’t try to help me.” 
A strange feeling of déjà vu filled her then, but she ignored it. Cameron didn’t say anything, and Alice took his silence as agreement. She sped back into the fray, ducking beneath howling specters and twirling around psychotic shades, all the while drawing as much of her own power into her chest as she could. When she felt like a bubble about to burst, she expelled it in all directions and allowed herself to become a beacon of Void energy. 
One by one the creatures converged on where she was, drawn to her like sharks to the smell of blood. The mass of airborne Pain Children blotted the moon and the stars so that all was dark. Alice looked up at them, preparing herself for what was to come, but they didn’t lunge toward her like kamikaze dive bombers. Instead they hovered, waiting, and Alice knew immediately why.
“Hello, Alice.” 
She spun on her heel and saw a woman standing there; beautiful, pale-skinned, and young—barely into her twenties. An angry heat rose into Alice’s throat at the thought that Nyx had stolen another young life, but she kept herself under control. “Nyx,” Alice said.
“I see you’ve learned a couple of tricks.” 
“I would say I’ve learned more than a couple.” 
“Don’t you think it’s time you gave back what you took from me? Don’t you want to end this?” 
“I do,” Alice said, “More than anything.” 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 28


 
Transferrence
One day, she thought—maybe one day soon—Alice’s propensity to leap into something without thinking would get her killed. But she didn’t think today would be that day. Nyx’s young, slender body shifted to a side-stance. Her hands and arms crackled with the dark power of the Void, and now Alice’s did too. She was drawing on the necromantic energy of the graveyard, using whatever she could find to fuel her own magic, and it was working. 
In her periphery, Alice noticed how the praetors were moving closer to the dueling ring Nyx’s Pain Children were creating by hovering in a circle as they were. Some of these floating specters shot down to attack the praetors, but the mages had gotten confident. Arcs of prismatic magic flew into the cloud of swirling, howling creatures, forcing some of them to withdraw. The Pain Children that were unable to fly created a tighter circle around Alice and Nyx, though they too were under attack—and by one of their own. The poltergeist was still under Alice’s control, and it was fighting its brothers with furious zeal.
However, none of them would be able to approach. Alice couldn’t see the protective wards Nyx had willed into existence, but she felt them. They were like invisible walls defining the perimeter their engagement would be confined to. As long as the wards were up, it was only Alice and Nyx, one on one, with no one to intervene. 
Nyx made a sudden move and this stole Alice’s attention again. A whip of purple and black light came slicing through the air at Alice, but she put her hands up to protect herself and the whip seemed to strike an invisible barrier creating a buckshot blast of sound that echoed throughout the graveyard. 
Alice looked at her hands, and then at Nyx. 
“Impressive,” Nyx said, “But it isn’t enough.” 
Another whip of dark light raced through the air. This time, instead of blocking it, Alice quickly spun on the spot, put her hand out, and grabbed the end of the whip as it came to strike her. The whip was cold and hot at the same time, and it bit into her palm like a razor blade, but she wrapped her hand around it and pulled, and Nyx staggered a couple of steps before releasing the phantom weapon she had conjured. 
Alice opened her hand and let the whip fall to the earth where it dissolved. Her hand was bleeding, but wreathed in shifting light. Before her very eyes, she watched the wound knit together and close, leaving only a slightly visible scar—like the ones on my back, she thought. Again she turned her eyes toward Nyx, this time grinning. 
Think like a mage, Isaac had said. This wasn’t an easy feat and one that still required her to close her eyes and concentrate on what she wanted to occur, but the thought itself came quickly. When she opened her eyes they were shining bright and blue. Nyx cocked her head, regarding Alice curiously, and Alice opened herself to the place where her magic came from. 
She thought of Trapper. Alice blinked, and in blinking created a blue flash of light as bright as a thunderbolt. All around her, the Pain Children howled and screamed. Nyx covered her face with her hands, but she too had been hurt by the flash. Alice blinked again and the cloud of Pain Children dispersed. Nyx threw her head back and let out a piercing scream as the skin on her arm turned black and began to split and crackle like meat on a grill.
The slighter woman staggered a couple of steps and Alice charged, shoulders first like an NFL player, colliding with Nyx’s mid-section and sending her sprawling to the floor with Alice on top of her. Nyx struggled for a moment, but Alice quickly overpowered her, grabbed her arms, and pinned them against the grass. Alice wasn’t particularly strong, but she was stronger than this frail body the supposed goddess of the night had chosen as a vessel.
“You should’ve picked a body capable of fighting back, bitch,” Alice said.
“I didn’t need to fight back,” Nyx said. Her arms suddenly transformed into tendrils of shadow, slipped through Alice’s grip, and rematerialized in a position to pin Alice’s arms to the grass. “I just had to get close.” 
There’s that déjà vu again, Alice thought. 
When Nyx’s hands solidified again, they were clasped on either side of Alice’s face. Nyx’s mouth opened and Alice saw, within her throat, the sweet blackness of oblivion. The darkness spread all around Nyx’s mouth in lines of crooked, wild, shadowy ink which seemed to spread to Alice’s face, creating a cold feeling like having ice water dripped over her head. Alice wanted to move, but couldn’t. She could hear Cameron yelling for her to get away, and in the corner of her eye thought she saw Logan—who hadn’t erected a shield—barreling down the hill to get to where she was, but these details seemed distant and insignificant. 
Slowly, Alice felt a part of herself which had once been solid, like a wall of stone, melt away into liquid, and then evaporate into air—air that had started to leak out of Alice’s open mouth and fall into Nyx’s. She could feel the gap between her lips and Nyx’s close, and knew that as soon as their lips touched, it was over. Nyx would take whatever part of Alice she wanted and flee with it; or worse, Nyx would invade Alice’s body just as she had all of these other girls.
For a moment, for one fleeting instant, she wanted this. She was ready to give herself to the song and become one with a greater purpose, a higher power. These weren’t things she had wanted before tonight. Alice had never craved the warmth of a deity’s embrace, but she could hear Nyx’s song in her mind. She knew, in that instant, that everyone else here could hear it too; she knew that they were battling it just as strongly as she had been until now.
But the moment passed. Isaac, Cameron, Jim, they were all depending on her. They needed her. If Nyx was allowed to win, Isaac was all that stood in her way. To allow this to happen, to allow herself to be overcome, for the song to win, would be the worst mistake she ever made. 
“No,” Alice said, gritting her teeth, “I won’t let you take me!” and she ripped herself away from Nyx with such force she toppled onto her back. 
Nyx was the first to stand, rising to her feet with an almost fluid motion. Her cheeks and arms were scorched and black, but she seemed as steadfast and as confident as ever. “You will give me back what’s mine,” she said, “You stole my energy away, and now I am a shadow of what I once was. Do you have any idea what it is like to have to survive by devouring souls like a common parasite? I was once a goddess!” 
“I do,” Alice said, “And you’ve always been a parasite.” 
Alice’s leg shot out and struck Nyx on the kneecap. One of Nyx’s legs gave way with a loud crunch and she toppled to the grass, screaming. Alice crawled over to Nyx and wrapped her hands around her slender neck. Nyx reached up with her clawed hands to grab Alice’s face again, but succeeded in doing nothing more than scratching the skin in places. Alice thought she heard something—someone yelling, maybe—but the sound was distant and it didn’t register in her mind. 
I’m going to kill her, Alice thought, I have to kill her. 
The thought came prematurely. No sooner had it formed at the front of her mind than Alice was struck on the side of the head by something that sounded almost like a sonic boom. Alice didn’t topple this time; she went flying, coming to a stop many feet away, her head ringing, and her vision blurry. She struggled to see what was going on, but caught only a brief glimpse of… purple? 
“What the fuck,” she said to her dazed self.
Alice shook her head to try and come back to her senses, but it was as if an explosion had gone off immediately next to her. Seeing the world was like looking through a camera lens, everything coming into and out of focus in pulses. Sounds were muted, as though she had been submerged in water, and she couldn’t feel her face. She struggled to push herself up, but her arms wobbled and she fell back to the wet earth with a thud.
Across from where she lay, she watched a woman rush up to Nyx and throw herself to her knees. Alice identified the woman as Sonia, one of the legionnaires, and wondered why she had just attacked Alice. Then the ringing in Alice’s ears cleared with a pop, and the sounds of the world came back to her in a mad rush. The howling Pain Children, the thundering magic of the praetors as they defended themselves from relentless attacks, and the thudding of her own heart in her chest were all around. But she heard something else, too—a single sound rising up above the wind of battle. 
“Take me!” It was the legionnaire. Her arms were outstretched, she was on her knees, and looking at Nyx. “Take me! I want to be yours!” 
“No,” Alice thought, the words never forming on her lips. She planted her palm in the earth, and then the other one, and then hoisted her shoulders up. 
Sonia leaned across Nyx’s face. Nyx reached for her head and pulled her close until the legionnaire’s lips found Nyx’s. For a second which seemed to last three hours, the girls kissed, and in a soft explosion of energy which sent ripples throughout the graveyard—ripples only Alice and Isaac could feel. Nyx transferred her essence into the body of the legionnaire, into the body of a mage. 
The thin, pale girl went limp, her head dropping to the grass with an inaudible thud, and then the legionnaire—Nyx—drew herself up to stand. 
“What did you do,” said a voice from across the hill. Logan was there, standing at the barrier of the invisible wards still in effect, his face red with fury and blood. “Sonia, what the hell did you do?” 
Sonia snapped her head up to look at him. She flexed her fingers and they crackled with sinister, violet light. Logan roared and charged down the hill. A gleaming sword of red fire and smoke had appeared in his hand, and he raised it over his head as if to attack. In the moment before impact, Sonia’s hand flew up—lightning quick—and bolts of energy shot out of her fingertips and into Logan’s chest, killing every ounce of his momentum and dropping him to the floor
She touched him, Alice thought, but she had to push it out of her mind. Alice also stood, turned her fists into balls, and approached. 
“Powerful,” Nyx said, “Very powerful. I had no idea what a mage’s soul tasted like and never thought I would have the chance. But she gave herself willingly to me. She saw what the end of the world looked like and knew what side of the apocalypse she wanted to be on. I don’t think I need you anymore.” 
Alice stopped dead in her tracks, her body cold, her heart hammering. “What?” she asked.
“That’s right. I don’t need you anymore.” 
“Bullshit.” 
“Think I’m lying? If I was lying, would I be able to do this?” 
Nyx threw her hand up like a kid in class eager to ask a question. With her fingers extended, she began to make a swirling motion with her arm. She too had magic bangles on her wrist, although she wore many thin strands of metal instead of one larger bangle like Isaac’s, and they started to glow violet streaked with black. High above, the clouds began to churn and converge. Alice watched them circle each other, like a whirlpool in the sky, and felt the wind pick up. Wet leaves battered her face like flies. 
Though it seemed as though the body she was in was fighting her, visible only as the occasional grimace manifested on her face, Nyx was showing no signs that this incredible display of power was weakening her in any way. The magic was coming, and it was coming from the Tempest—not the Void. It didn’t matter whether the performance she had just put on was possible. She had done it, so it must have been. Her skin was flushed and warm, her eyes were sharp and alive, and she had no black veins around her mouth. Had she been telling the truth? Did she truly no longer need Alice? 
“I’m not going to let you do this,” Alice said, “Even if it kills me.” 
“I’m hoping it doesn’t,” Nyx said. “I’m still not done with you. They, however, I couldn’t care less about.” 
The eye of the whirlpool lit bright violet and spat out a streaking bolt of lightning headed straight for the praetors and the rest of the legionnaires. Alice wanted to act, but in that moment—and not for the first time in the last week—she was entirely powerless to stop what was about to happen. But the bolt never struck the shield on the ground. Instead, the crackling arc of violet light broke apart on an invisible shield placed much higher than the one on the ground, sending a shower of sparks in all directions.
Like a darkening sky, Nyx’s expression changed from one of delighted glee to one of pained frustration. 
When Alice looked toward the top of the hill, she saw Isaac standing with his hands up and his bangle glowing brightly. He tilted his head to look at Nyx, and then slowly began to advance down the hill. The Pain Children immediately converged on him, but it was as if he had an invisible shield around him which they could not penetrate, much less approach. 
She realized then that she could actually see someone standing next to him now. It wasn’t entirely a human form, more like the shadowy impression of someone tall with a long beak for a face, but it was there. Was this the Good Doctor? Isaac’s hands both came up, palms out, fingers stretched. He closed both palms, and Alice felt a rush of energy wash through her. The wards, she thought, he’s torn them down!
“That’s enough,” Isaac said. “Relinquish Sonia and I’ll send you back to be with your kind.” 
Nyx cocked an eyebrow and placed a hand on her hip. “And just who are you to make that kind of threat?” she asked.
“Threat? I didn’t think going home was a bad thing.” 
“Why, Isaac Moreau… I am home, can’t you see?” 
“I’m giving you one last chance. The Guardian within that body is fighting you, and it will expel you. And then where will you go, Nyx? I have the power to send you back. To send you home.” 
“You don’t have any power over me. You may have power over them, but they’re simple things—barely more than animals.” 
“Animals bite, and these animals can be re-trained to bite the hand that feeds them. I’m happy to do that, but I would be happier watching you willingly leave.” 
“You know,” Nyx said, flexing her hands and summoning her newfound magic powers again, “I’m getting tired of dueling with you, Isaac.” 
“This isn’t a duel,” Isaac said.
“What makes you think that?” 
“The Void Weavers didn’t duel your kind; they vanquished them.” 
Nyx’s hands jerked up and tiny arcs of violet light came shooting out of her fingertips, but with a wave of his hand Isaac was able to deflect the magic away from him. Sparks of light landed harmlessly on the wet grass. He continued to advance in this way, blocking her attempts at attacking him while the Pain Children circled overhead, deciding whether to get close to him or not. 
The praetors were closing in now also, an entourage of mages wearing dark robes and an assortment of items—bangles, rings, amulets, even wands—which were glowing brightly against the dark backdrop. They had stopped focusing on defending themselves and were now coming down on Nyx and her forces with all of their collective power.
When Isaac was close enough to Nyx, he clamped his left hand over his right wrist, put his right hand up, and began drawing lines in the air with his index finger. Before him, symbols Alice recognized were starting to form and glow. The swirl was one she recognized, as was the V with what she called the devils’ tail sticking out from underneath. 
The sigils in the air suddenly glowed brilliantly—like a camera flash—and Nyx’s body went stiff and rigid. It was as if an invisible hand had caught her by the chest and had pulled her off the ground about a foot or so. From her throat, Alice saw tendrils and coils of black shadow smoke start to rise, and for a moment it looked like she was about to choke. Alice dashed toward the floating legionnaire. If what he was doing was trying to separate Nyx from Sonia it was working, and she wanted to be there when Nyx was ejected into the night. Nyx would try to escape, but this time Alice would be ready and waiting to catch her. 
Sonia’s body suddenly began to convulse as if caught in the throes of a seizure. She hacked and coughed and then screamed, and as she screamed something emerged from her throat. Alice wasn’t sure what it was—a cloud, a shape, a light—but when the essence freed itself from the body it seemed to quickly take on the form of something humanoid; something that towered over the legionnaire’s body. For an instant Alice thought it may have had a bald head, and that it may have been smiling, but the smile was all wrong.
Wrong, wrong, wrong. 
The creature then swirled into a fine dark mist, and Alice knew whatever it was it wasn’t Nyx.
“No!” Logan said. 
For a moment Alice thought he was trying to stop Isaac from freeing Sonia from Nyx’s insidious grip, but he wasn’t going for Isaac; he was bee-lining down the hill at top speed toward Sonia, and the alarm in his eyes suggested he knew something they didn’t. When Sonia’s bangles flashed violet and she disappeared with a whumph, causing Isaac’s spell to break and Alice to stop in her tracks, it didn’t take long for her to realize what had happened.
She’s gone, Alice thought, she’s teleported out of here. 
“Take my hand!” Alice heard the voice distantly. When she looked for the source, she saw Logan reaching for Isaac. Isaac took it. Alice ran toward them, toward Isaac’s outstretched hand, and managed to grab a hold of it just as the world flipped itself inside out and turned to darkness. Alice’s stomach knotted, released, knotted again, and then released. It was like a dishrag, and someone was wringing it out over a sink. 
When her feet touched solid ground again, she doubled over and coughed. She would have hurled, but there was nothing in her stomach for her to expel. Move, she thought, and despite being groggy, Alice followed the sound of footsteps through a door, into an adjoining corridor, and then through another, tougher, metal door. 
The harsh orange light of the Ashwood city streets greeted her like an old friend. Logan and Isaac were there, each looking in a different direction, both somewhat out of breath. A nearby vent kicked steam up into the air, and a cat went scurrying into it.
“Where is she?” Alice asked, but she already knew the answer.
Nyx had, for the second time, disappeared on them—only this time she was in the body of a mage. 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 29


 
Whole Again
Two hours had passed since the incident at the graveyard, and Alice was sitting in a dark marble hall on a shiny marble bench, waiting for the marble double doors in front of her to open. How long had it been now? Ten minutes? Thirty? She had bitten one of her fingernails to exhaustion in the time she had spent waiting, but she had also had enough time to reflect on all that had happened. Nyx was gone again, and she had stolen the body of a mage. But ever since she and her Pain Children cleared the area, there had been no further sign of trouble, or Void activity, as Isaac had put it. 
Logan had explained that the legionnaires had prepared a teleportation spell ahead of Alice’s arrival, so that they could grab her and get to a designated spot quickly when she was in their custody. That was how Nyx had been able to escape. Alice had seen something come out of her—some monster—and Isaac had suggested it was Sonia’s Guardian that had fled the body, but she had already put the spell into motion by the time it had left, which is why the magic had worked. 
Had Nyx realized this and gone to ground? If so, where had she gone? Perhaps more importantly, what was she planning? When Nyx first came into the picture, figuring out her motive was easy; she wanted Alice. Alice had stolen part of her power, and Nyx needed it back. But Nyx herself had said she didn’t need Alice now that she had taken the body of a mage. Was it true? If so, it meant Alice had no idea what Nyx was going to do next or where she was going to be.
That made things difficult.
Added to that was the fact that she was now sitting here, in this marble corridor with glowing torches, gold and silver script engraved into the walls, and all the bells and whistles fit for people who considered themselves kings among men. Isaac had spent a week in custody specifically to avoid her having to ever set foot in these halls, but here she was, waiting to be called in like a witness to the stand—or the defendant to be sentenced.
The doors finally opened with a loud thud, and the first person she saw was Logan Hodges. His face was low, his red eyes dull and defeated. Alice stood and tugged on her leather jacket. He looked at her, ground his teeth, and looked down. Behind him, Cameron emerged from the courtroom. He had been given a chance to wash under a faucet in a sink, but there was still dried blood on his neck, if not on his face.
“Is everything okay?” Alice asked.
Cameron nodded. “I’m just taking Logan into custody.” 
“Custody?” 
“For now. The court still has to decide his sentence.”
“Everything I did,” Logan said, “I did for them. Everything. I was wrong, but… it would have been worse for me to have done nothing.”
On some level Alice understood this impulse, to want to get the job done no matter the cost. She had been like that once and, in some ways, still was. She wanted to tell herself she would never do the kinds of things Logan had done to try and get to the bottom of the mystery that had been eating away at his mind, but could she? Would she have done any different?
Alice directed herself to Logan. “Back at the graveyard, you said you knew everything there was to know about your legionnaires. Cut from the same cloth, you said. Did you know your legionnaire would do what she did?” 
“What she did was inexcusable. For a mage to willingly defile her soul like that… it’s unforgivable.” 
“Something tells me she doesn’t need or want your forgiveness. How was that even possible, anyway? I thought your bonds were sacred.” 
“They are. I… don’t know how that was possible.” 
“What about the others?”
“What others?” Cameron asked, interjecting. 
“The other legionnaires… what’s going to happen to them?”
“They’re being stripped of their titles, like Logan. Sentences pending.”
“So you’re being left with no legionnaires?” 
“Not none—they have a new Legio Prime.” Cameron didn’t gloat, but she knew his meaning. He was the new Legio Prime. 
Cameron urged Logan down the corridor, and Alice watched them both leave. When Logan was ushered around a corner, he locked eyes with her for a moment, and in them she saw something she wasn’t sure she liked. Sadness. Remorse. Guilt. She wanted to hate him for what he had done to Isaac and Cameron, for what he had done during his time on the police force. But someone close to him had betrayed him in a major way, and she didn’t believe in kicking someone while they were down.
She shook her head, turned to look at the open doors, and nodded at the mage waiting to escort her in. 
The room loomed over her like a giant. Columns stretched high into a vaulted, domed ceiling reminiscent of a basilica. The ceiling was made of gold, but it had been painted over with an image of a furious, stormy ocean on which men and women wielding bolts of lightning and swords of light were fighting. The image seemed to swirl at times, and Alice could have sworn she saw flashes of lightning in the painted clouds. Somewhere, she couldn’t determine where, a choir was singing a soft, airy song.
At the head of the circular room was an elevated bench, behind which four cloaked figures sat. She couldn’t see their faces beneath the hoods, but could see their chins and their lips. Around them, a semi-circle of benches stretched out in either direction. There were people sitting on these too, only they weren’t wearing hoods. Behind the four shadowy figures, Alice saw a large chair, black marble maybe, decorated heavily with gold etchings, symbols, and ornaments depicting lions, eagles, and serpents.
Alice felt like she was naked as she walked into the pit where Isaac and Jim were standing, looking at her over their shoulders. 
She stood next to Isaac and nodded at him. He nodded back.
“Alice Werner,” said a voice she later traced to one of the female praetors.

“Yes?” she said.
“Come forward.” 
Alice nodded and did as she was told, keeping her hands loose and at her sides. She looked up at the row of dark figures staring down at her. “I’m here,” she said.
“We have wanted to speak with you for some time, even if we didn’t know who you were.” 
“So I’m told.” 
“Do you understand why you’re here?” 
“Not really, although I suspect it has something to do with all the stuff that happened back there.”
“Your magic is unique, but not unknown to us.” 
“That’s a first. Until tonight no one’s been able to tell me anything about my magic. I kinda just used it, you know? But you knew that, right? I mean, I’ve been hired by mages before.”
“Sometimes one can’t see the forest for the trees.” 
“So you didn’t know?”
“Praetors aren’t called upon for assistance on the matter of an individual mage; only on issues that affect the safety of our holdings in Ashwood.”
“Let me guess—now that you know what I am and how I can exist, you want to know more.” 
The praetors were silent for a moment. She watched them exchange glances, though with their hoods so low she wondered how any of them could make any expression on their faces another could identify, let alone interpret.
“Under normal circumstances,” the female praetor said, “Yes. But after what has taken place here, and as a sign of respect to you and to Tribune Moreau’s original wishes to respect your privacy, we will not pry.” 
Alice looked over her shoulder at Isaac and smiled. She returned her eyes to the bench of praetors. “Thank you.” 
“However.” 
Of course, Alice thought.

“Tribune Moreau has agreed to share with us what he knows of your abilities. Seeing as you are both close, and due to your actions tonight in assisting the magistrate, we would like to make you an honorary mage.” 
“Honorary mage? What does that mean?” 
“You would be protected as per our own laws, and you would have the same rights our citizens have.” 
“And I would have to play by your rules, right?” 
“Of course.” 
Alice thought about this. Hard. Being an honorary mage would have protected her before this whole thing began. They wouldn’t have been able to pry into her mind or pick her apart piece by piece even if they had wanted to. Their laws forbade it; Isaac had said as much. But becoming a citizen also meant her activities would be limited, and she would have someone to answer to. This wasn’t exactly something she had ever been comfortable with—it’s why she became a bounty hunter.
“Okay,” Alice said, “Fine. But I’m no legionnaire and I don’t work for you. If you want my help with something, you pay me.” 
The praetor nodded. “Very well. Tribune Moreau has also agreed that, together with Librarian Allen’s help, he is going to work to rebuild the stores of information we have on the ancient Order of mages known as the Void Weavers—the intention being to reinstate the Order itself, and determine why they disappeared. After much deliberation, and after tonight’s events, we are convinced there is a general threat to our own wellbeing and the wellbeing of every other inhabitant of this city—whether human or not. We will do what we can to protect them.” 
“And Nyx? She stole one of yours and it didn’t seem like she had gotten any weaker from doing so.”
“Hunting her down will be my responsibility also,” Isaac said, stepping forward.
“Ours,” Alice said, correcting.
“Ours,” he echoed. “The magistrate has given me full use of their resources.” 
“We are also elevating you,” said a male praetor with a booming, deep voice which contrasted with the soft female’s voice like night and day. 
“Elevating me?” Isaac asked, turning to face the bench. 
“Henceforth, Tribune Moreau, you shall be appointed the title of Champion of your house.” 
Alice’s heart soared, but she said nothing. 
Isaac turned to look at Jim, who smiled at him and nodded. Isaac then turned to look at the bench again. “With all due respect, praetors, I am not deserving of this title.”
“It has been determined that your actions have been selfless and heroic,” the praetor said.
“Perhaps, but Jim’s actions were also. I would like the title to go to him instead. Were it not for his bravery, his quick thinking, and his intellect, we would not be standing here today. House Pluto needs more mages like Jim.” 
Jim nodded. “Thank you,” he said, “But I can only accept the title if the magistrate decrees.”
The praetor nodded. “So it is, Champion of House Pluto.” 
He smiled, bowed, and said “Actually, I have something I would like to add.” 
“Indeed,” said the praetor.
“Alice, I have something for you.” He made a gesture with his hand and one of the mages—because Alice assumed they were mages—sitting on the semi-circle benches stepped down and approached. He handed two things to Jim. The first was a box, and the second was something that Alice hadn’t seen in a long time.
Jim came forward with the items in her hand, and Alice didn’t know if she was going to pass out from the joy of seeing what was in his hands or pass out because of the pressure of standing there. Either way, she felt faint. Her heart was beating and her eyes were starting to well up.
“What… what is this?” Alice asked.
Jim smiled. “The teleportation spell I used back at the cavern, the one I thought hadn’t worked until it finally did, took me back to my library where I had this.” 
He handed Trapper’s plastic husk to Alice. She took it and felt the material beneath her fingers. It was no more than the camera’s frame, but it was there—black with a red stripe running across the top. But there was something different about it. The red stripe didn’t just say Trapper; a number 2 had been drawn on with acrylic paint. From the other box Jim was holding, an old shoebox by the look of it, he produced an old Polaroid Instant Camera identical to Trapper, only this one was white, and probably hadn’t been used in years.
“No way,” she said. “I mean, thank you, but… what’s all this for?” 
Jim pushed his glasses up to his nose and smiled. “I knew Isaac would make it. I knew we all would. So as soon as I arrived, I dug this old thing out of my storage unit and painted the number two on the camera. Okay, maybe I didn’t know we would all make it, but I’m superstitious. I did it for good luck too. Anyway, Isaac and I, between the two of us, I think we can build you another camera using the insides of this one, and the frame of your old one. That’s why it’s Trapper two. Assuming you still want to catch evil spirits, that is.” 
“How else am I going to spend my evenings?” 
“I’m sure you’ll be busy enough.” 
Alice put the box, and Trapper’s frame, down and hugged Jim tightly. “Thank you,” she said into his ear. “I mean it, thank you.” 
“You’re welcome,” he said. 
“Very touching,” the female praetor said, “But there is work to be done still. Tribune Moreau, you are to present yourself tomorrow for testing.” 
“Testing?” Alice asked. 
Isaac nodded. “I consent. My magic is not dangerous to you so long as I don’t touch you with it, but I consent. I thank you for your help tonight. We have done a good thing here.” 
The four praetors nodded. “In that case, we are dismissed.” 
Isaac walked Alice and Jim out of the courtroom. In the corridor, Jim made his goodbyes and went his own way. When asked what he would do for the rest of the night, he said he was going to have a shower and sleep until Sunday. Alice didn’t blame him. It had been a long day. But she had a long night ahead of her, too; a night with Isaac. 
An oaken door at the end of a marble corridor led Alice and Isaac onto a city street she didn’t immediately recognize. The door behind her shut on its own with a clang that didn’t match the size and thickness of the door she had just walked through a moment ago. When she turned to look, the door she saw wasn’t made of oak at all, but of metal, and the building it belonged to was a simple redbrick thing with boarded windows and graffiti. In the alley next to it, two homeless men talked over a drum fire. Distantly, Alice heard police sirens drifting away into nothing.
“Where are we?” she asked.
“Exactly where we need to be,” he said. 
As Alice took the small set of steps leading to street level, her stomach started to twist again. Had that been teleportation? The world hadn’t distorted, her vision hadn’t receded like it had last time, and she hadn’t experienced that moment of weightlessness, something had happened. Whatever it was, it hadn’t sat well with her, but when she saw her Mustang sitting a couple of cars down, the weird feeling in her stomach evaporated almost immediately. 
“This isn’t where we parked,” she said as she walked up to the car, “But I’m done trying to figure your kind out.” 
“Good, because they’ve not started trying to figure you out.” 
Alice grinned as she approached her car. She hopped in silently, stuffed the key into the ignition, turned it, and the car grumbled to life. 
“Where are we going?” Alice asked.
“You know,” Isaac said, “Let’s go to my place. There’s one more thing we have to do.” 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 30


 
The Final Chapter
Alice hadn’t been to Isaac’s place in over two years, but she knew the way. And besides, there was no way she was going back home tonight. She had worked hard to clean the floors and throw the bedsheets out in the time between Isaac’s return and dusk, when they left to bury Raegan’s body, but she would sooner stay in a hotel tonight than go back home. Going back to Isaac’s place was an even better alternative, even if she didn’t have any fresh clothes to change into.
As they drove through the dark city streets, watching late night clubbers shovel greasy food into their mouths, listening to the soft, soothing jazz tune floating out of the radio, and smelling the asphalt and the car exhausts, Alice mused about how little the world knew of what had just happened. A couple of hours ago, they had done battle with an entity so powerful a whole cabal of mages couldn’t take her down, and while she was still on the loose, life went on in Ashwood just as it always did. 
Something to be happy about, she thought as they rolled up to Isaac’s apartment complex. 
Alice pulled the mustang into the parking lot next to the apartment building. The lot sat behind a gate with twenty-four hour guards working shift rotations. Isaac seemed to know them, and they let Alice in. This was the first time Isaac had spoken since he had gotten into the car, and he hadn’t even been speaking to her.
In all the time Alice had known him, she had learned two sure things about Isaac. Number one, he was as persistent and industrious as a beaver working to build its lodge in the fall. He never gave up on his goals, never balked in the face of a challenge, and never let something stupid like limitations get in his way. The second thing she knew about him with all certainty was that he also never got weird or awkward about anything; needless to say, the silent drive was making Alice progressively more nervous. 
The longer the silence had gone on, the more worried she had gotten. The more that happened, the less able she was to let herself relax after what had easily been the longest 2 days of her life. Sure, Nyx was still out there and she had stolen a brand new suit to wear—one with all the bells and whistles she could have wanted on it—but if she knew what was good for her, she would be in hiding, and far, far away from Alice.
Isaac led Alice through the parking lot, into the graffiti-less building and up the elevator to the third floor. Isaac’s apartment was two doors down, and it didn’t seem like it had changed since she had last been here. The floors were laminate wood, the ceiling was low to provide the illusion of warmth and coziness, and there were more bookshelves than chairs and tables. That Isaac was a man who enjoyed to read wasn’t something to argue, but it seemed like his extensive library had multiplied tenfold since the last time she had been here.
Alice followed Isaac inside, circled the living room, and when she couldn’t take it any further broke the silence.
“So,” she said. 
Isaac removed his jacket and hung it on a coat hook behind the front door. “So,” he said, flashing a perfect, winning smile. 
“You’ve been quiet this whole time. Aren’t you going to say anything? I’m kinda going crazy here.” 
Isaac turned the dial back on his smile and let it settle into something less than Cheshire cat, but the light in his eyes remained. “I’m sorry for the silence,” he said, “I just wanted to make sure what I had to say next was… perfect.” 
“Perfect? Why do I get the feeling you’re going to lecture me about something?” 
“I’m not. I promise. I just understand some things are still… delicate.” 
Delicate between us, Alice thought. He wants to talk about us.
Of all the things that could have been about to happen, this had certainly been in the top three. The other two items of potential discussion included a lecture about the perils of the Void and a reassuring talk about how Nyx will be dealt with, about how he’s a Void Weaver now and she’s going to learn more about her powers than she ever knew. 
As Alice thought about it, she decided talking about us was probably the best of the three.
“Alright,” she said, unzipping her leather jacket. She removed it and set it, folded, over a dining chair. “Let’s talk,” Alice said.
Isaac nodded and gestured toward the sofa. Alice approached and sat down, melting into the soft cushion and sighing all of her muscular tension away. She hadn’t realized it back at the graveyard, or even at mage HQ, as she called it, but her body was aching all over, particularly around her abdomen. The aches, she knew, would leave, but the pain around her stomach would only get worse.
“Better?” Isaac asked, joining her on the sofa.
“Yeah,” she said, “I need a good bath now.” 
“I have bath bombs.” 
“Bath bombs? Are you serious?” 
“Lavender, honey, cinnamon…” 
“You’re like a woman, you know that?” She smiled at him, and smiling helped keep her mind off the steadily growing pain in her stomach. It was a dull throb now, but in a couple of hours…
“When we were in the forest,” Isaac said, becoming serious, “With Raegan. We spoke about some things.” 
Alice nodded. “We talked about your mom,” she said, “And about your dad. About you.” 
“And about us.” 
“Yeah, about us.” 
“We had what some might call a rocky start, only what happened to us wasn’t something either of us had any control over.” 
She reached for his hand and squeezed it. “You don’t have to explain anything to me. You already said enough. I know why you pushed, why you wanted to know so badly. I get it.”
“I know you do. We have both come a long way since then. You have become someone I not only respect more than the officials in my society, but someone I admire greatly.” 
“I feel like you’re buttering me up for something,” she said, her eyes narrowing.
Isaac’s eyes softened and he cocked his head. “I would like for us to… try again.” 
There it is, she thought, and no sooner had the thought formed in her mind than her cheeks flushed with warm blood and her breathing began to quicken. It wasn’t like the walls were closing in or anything. Ever since the night at the museum—no—ever since she had kissed him for the first time since their reunion, Alice had known they would get here. To this point, this crossroad from which there was no turning back. 
She had been so happy to see him when he stepped through that portal, and he had been so… passionate and tender with her, so caring and gentle. Ever since then, she had known what road she would pick when the moment presented itself to them. There was only one road to go down—the road with Isaac in it.
Alice licked her lips and swallowed to moisten her throat. “I want that too,” she said.
Isaac’s dark eyes lit up, and for a moment she could almost see into those deep brown pools, could almost reach the happy place he had gone to. His aura was a pulse of warm sunlight on a cloudy day, radiant and inviting, but Alice did her best to shut it out. She didn’t want to feel it, didn’t want to know any more about what Isaac was feeling than what he was showing her. 
“We can make it work this time,” Isaac said, “I know we can.” 
“I don’t doubt that,” she said, trailing off. Then she said, “I think I’m ready to tell you.” 
“You still don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.” 
“No, I want to. I haven’t told anyone about my scars and… maybe getting this out in the open will help.” 
Alice hadn’t thought she needed any help, not with the scars on her back at any rate. They were scars, and they had healed. They had left a crisscrossed landscape of broken tissue behind, but they had healed. But sleeping dogs are never best left alone. Sometimes you have to poke the dog with a stick and deal with it on your terms, before it wakes up and bites you in the ass when you least expect it to.
“I had a dream about them yesterday,” Alice said, “About the scars, I mean. Before I left the safe-house, I dreamt I was being chased by the thing that cut me up. After Nyx stole me across to the Reflection, the first thing she did was take me to the surgeon. When he cut me to the point of death the first time, Nyx fed me a soul. The soul kept me alive and knitted my wounds; it was a reprieve. But it didn’t last. The surgeon cut me again, and again, and again. Being on his table was like a constant droning dial tone of pain.”
Isaac squeezed her hand to stop the shaking. 
“Time didn’t mean anything in that place. It could have been minutes or hours. I didn’t know. But I think I managed to escape once, and I ran. I didn’t know where I was or where I was going. All I knew was that I was in pain and these things were hunting me down. The nearest door I found was the one I took, but it didn’t lead me to freedom—it brought me right back to the surgeon; this creature with scalpels for fingers and needles for teeth. I forgot a lot of what happened to me back there, but not him. Never him.” 
“It sounds awful.” 
“What it looked like had nothing on what it did to me. I thought I had known pain before, but I didn’t… I didn’t truly understand pain until it laid me down on its operating table and began opening my back one slice at a time. I’m sure I was clinically dead for a time. I must have been. When I try to think about the pain it caused, try to imagine how it felt, I can’t. I don’t think our brains were ever meant to interpret that kind of signal.” 
By the way Isaac’s eyebrows furrowed she could sense he was trying to intellectualize the sensation, but knew he would fail. That kind of pain was inhuman. Supernatural. She took a deep breath to expel the nerves and allowed herself to relax, but her back was starting to tingle and tiny spots of pain were pricking her all over. She shrugged it off and swallowed.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
“I’m fine,” Isaac said, “I just can’t understand why she did that to you.” 
“She was preparing me... preparing my body to accept her essence. When we fought tonight she told me she no longer needed me. Do you believe it?” 
“I don’t know what I believe.” 
“Didn’t you tell me your bond with your Guardian is unbreakable? How did that legionnaire give herself to Nyx?” 
“The only people capable of answering that question are other Void Weavers. This will be a secret I will have to uncover. What I do know is—”
A sudden sharp sensation pushed its way into Alice’s already hurting back. She stiffened and stood up quickly, as if she had just leaned back into a bed of nails, wincing from the pain. Isaac shot up too, and by the look of shock in his eyes he had just felt whatever Alice had felt too. Her first thought was Nyx—she’s come back! But when the room filled with a heavy, silent presence, she knew this wasn’t Nyx. 
Alice watched a shadow fall over Isaac and heard the rattling of chains. Whatever had just entered the room was large enough to tower over the both of them and block the light emanating from the ceiling fixture. Isaac’s eyes were wide and alert, but he didn’t seem to be on the defensive or on the offensive. Slowly Alice turned around on the spot, turning her head over her shoulder first to see the entity that had just entered the room. 
Nothing could have prepared her for the monster she laid eyes on.
Her heart rate to shot up into a wild frenzy. She staggered back a step, toward Isaac, her hands stretched to either side. Should she run? Attack? Hide? Whatever she may have wanted to do, her body had other plans. It froze, her limbs locked, and she found herself unable even to speak. All she could do was stare at the tall creature with the bald head, the blood-stained straight jacket, and the Glasgow smile standing before her.
The worst part was, she thought she recognized it.
The creature shrugged, the chains wrapped around its arms and waist rattled, and then it said something Alice had never in a million years thought it would say.
“Help.” Its mouth, which seemed to be forever locked in a wide, cut up smile filled with sharp teeth, didn’t move, but Alice heard the word nonetheless. “Help us,” it said.
“I know you,” Alice said, cocking her head, “I’ve seen you. Who are you?” 
“Help us.” 
Its eyes were big orange O’s of—terror—urgency, and Alice felt for it. Here was a creature that was tall and terrifying, but she related it more to a bird with a clipped wing than a cornered cat about to strike at whatever stood between it and escape.
“It’s… a Guardian,” Isaac said.
“It’s Sonia’s Guardian,” Alice said. “Aren’t you?” 
The creature nodded, then it knelt, bringing itself level with Alice. “Take her,” it said, “I am dying.” 
“Take her?” Alice asked.
It opened its mouth wider. Blood dribbled down its chin, but then something else came out of its mouth; a soft blue light, surrounded by flecks of silver and gold. The light floated out of its throat and gravitated slowly toward Alice. When it was all the way out of the Guardian’s mouth, the creature collapsed to its side seeming to pass right through Isaac’s coffee table. 
Alice watched the floating soul as it danced before her and felt the power radiating out of it. This was no ordinary soul; it was Sonia’s soul, the soul of a mage. Nyx didn’t take it, she thought, the Guardian escaped with it. She reached for the floating ball of mist and light and it coiled itself around her arm like a snake made of smoke. For a moment the urge to eat it struck her stomach like a punch from a fist made of lead. The pain was sudden and debilitating, so much so that it dropped her to one knee, but she held herself and didn’t allow the soul to approach her lips any further than it already had.
“Isaac,” she said, “What are you doing?” 
Isaac’s eyes were closed, but when he opened them another presence filled the room. Instead of a shadow figure, or a mere impression, this time Alice saw Isaac’s Guardian in all its glory—the large, robed, long-beaked Good Doctor was an imposing figure to be sure, and Alice couldn’t help but marvel at the sight of it.
The Good Doctor nodded and rushed to the side of the fallen Guardian. It placed a hand on the other creature’s bald head and turned to look at Isaac. “It has been infected with the Void,” the Good Doctor said.
“Can you help it?” Isaac asked. 
“I can, but I will require time.” 
“How much?” 
“I cannot say.” 
“Uh… why can I see you?” Alice asked. 
The Good Doctor turned its beaked head to look at Alice and she saw herself reflected in its dark, glass goggles. “Because it chose to let you see it, and now you have the gift of sight.” 
“I… don’t understand.” 
“Now isn’t the time for questions,” Isaac said, “Doctor, see to our guest. Fix him as quickly as you can.” 
The Good Doctor nodded and both he and the fallen Guardian disappeared into a cloud of inky, black smoke. The room immediately felt lighter, as if the shadows had backed off and returned to their original places. The soul coiled around Alice’s arm hadn’t moved, but her arm was starting to go cold. 
“Why… why did it give this to me?” she asked.
“I don’t know. This has never happened before.” 
“We’d better figure this out, because I can’t hold this thing forever.” 
“How are you holding it now?” 
“If I knew don’t you think I wouldn’t be freaking out? Call Jim. We have work to do.” 



Author’s Note: Lee Dignam & Katerina Martinez
 
Hi again! Kat and Lee here, once more thanking you for taking the time out of your day to read this, our SECOND book set in the Ashwood universe! It feels like we only wrote and published Dark Siren yesterday, and in reality it’s only been 42 days (who’s counting, right?), but we’ve been so excited to write this second book and introduce you to the wonderful world of mages we’ve created that the words just flew off our fingers and onto the keyboard. We both really hope you think we’ve done a good job with it! 
You’ll be happy to know that Book 3, Night and Chaos, is already available for pre-order (I know, we’ve been busy!) and this is probably going to be THE most exciting book in the series. Alice is back to full strength, Isaac has become a Void Weaver, and with Cameron and Jim’s help, Nyx is going to have a tough time putting whatever plan she has into motion. But she’s taken control of a mage’s body, and is somehow able to use not only her own magic, but the magic of the furious Tempest, too, making her a force to be reckoned with.
What is she up to, why is she doing it, and does Alice have what it takes to stop her before it’s too late and Ashwood turns to Chaos?
Ready to pre-order it? Here’s the link. The book debuts on the 31st of October and will be the PERFECT Halloween read - we’re gonna make sure of that.
As always, before I go, I would love to ask you to please leave a review of this book wherever you found it! Whether you have something good to say or not, I and other readers want to hear it. Without reviews no one would trust a new author to entertain them, so if you have a couple of moments to spare, I would really appreciate it if you could help me out.
Finally, if you’re on Facebook and you want to hang out, you can find us here. And if you want to get in touch with us directly, drop us an email at: author@katerinamartinez.com or author@leedignam.com and we’ll get right back to you!
 
Thanks again!
 
Kat and Lee



 
 
 
 
 
 
Get Exclusive Content!

 
Get an EXCLUSIVE peek at Book 3 “Night and Chaos” as well as not available anywhere else Ashwood content when you sign up to the Ashwood Reader’s Group Newsletter! Flip over to the next page for details on the giveaway!



This will be the simplest giveaway you ever take part in. Are you ready? I’ve got 5 paperback copies of the Void Weaver I’m going to send out to readers in the US or the UK. If you want to put your name in for a chance at winning one for yourself, all you have to do is write to author@katerinamartinez.com or author@leedignam.com and quote the first sentence on Chapter
8. I’ll then add you to a special segment of my Reader’s Group and announce winners on the 5th of September! 
Pretty easy, right? Go right ahead and send that email before you start reading the book, that way you’ve secured your entry :)
Good luck, and happy reading!!



 
 
 
 
 
 
A Sneaky Epilogue
On street level outside Isaac’s apartment, a streetlight flickered on and off. On and off. Beneath it, a woman whose profile was obscured by harsh shadows was staring up at the third floor window with a cigarette burning between her lips. Her hair, which was once a purple Mohawk, was now a purple tumble shining brightly against the bright light hitting her head from above. 
After a long, hard drag, the woman pulled what was left of the cigarette away from her lips and flicked it onto the road. For a moment she seemed to be contemplating something, considering. Do I or don’t I? Something was happening up there. She could feel it. But engaging them wasn’t a good idea. Not right now. 
The woman shook her head lightly and then pulled her hood up. Better not. She turned away, heading for the corner of the block and walking around it. Behind her, invisible yet very much real, a tall, thin, invisible creature followed. The streetlights all flickered as it passed beneath them, caged birds fluttering against the bars to escape a predator. 
There would be other nights, and this body needed breaking in before it would be ready, and her new Guardian needed taming.
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