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DUSK STALKER

 

The Devil of Harrowgate

Book Two

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By Katerina Martinez 

 

 

Contact the Obsidian Order. Stay alive. Don’t touch the Horseman.

 

I was sent to Harrowgate Prison by the Obsidian Order to investigate, and assassinate, a man known as the Horseman of Devil Falls. At first I had a directive, a purpose, and a handler that served as my link to the outside.

 

Now my handler is missing, my purpose is unknown, and my directive is murky.

 

I was supposed to kill the Horseman, but I soon learn I'm not the only one with the same idea. Someone else is out to kill him; someone with brutal weapons capable of bringing even the Horseman low.

 

He tells me I'm the only person he can trust, and that he needs my help uncovering the identity of the ones trying to kill him. With my handler gone, it turns out he's the only one I can trust in here, too.

 

We're going to have to trust each other if we want to get through this, and hope we don't fall too hard for each other in the mean time.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

The Horseman

 

It was often I found myself surrounded, but rarely by mortals. My reputation served to warn my enemies that a confrontation with any single opponent would be pointless. My tactical instincts were only matched by brutality, and both were easily surpassed by my ability with the power of the Tempest. 

And yet, here I was, on the rooftop of a parking garage in the dead of night, with guns aimed at me.

The night was dark and crisp. A cool breeze swept through the air, rich, and saturated with the scent of putrid, rotting magic that clung to Devil Falls. It tugged at my hair and whispered, invisibly, as it moved past my ears.

“Well, then,” I called out. “It appears you have my attention.” 

One of the men in the crowd took a tentative step forward, cocking the gun in his hand. They were all wearing dark clothes—jackets, jeans, gloves. Most of them wore tattoos on their necks, each of them identical to the other, and marking them as part of the same gang. 

Bleeding Suns.

“Looks like we got more than that,” he said, “We got the drop.”  

Though the headlights from the black van he’d jumped out of were shining against his back, I could still see his face. He was skinny, with sharp, beady eyes, sunken cheeks, and week-old stubble covering his face and chin. He wore the same tattoo his comrades wore, but he struck out to me as other—like he wasn’t quite mortal.

“I don’t believe we’re acquainted,” I said.

“Ain’t no need for names,” he said. He spoke softly, but his voice was hoarse and slightly forced, as if an old scar prevented him from speaking with ease. 

“Very well. In that case, you’re forcing me to have to make a choice about how to exit the situation.” 

“Oh yeah? Hit me with your choices.” 

“I could always jump off the building. If you have taken the time to follow me, then you know who I am and what I can do, so you know that a fall like this won’t hurt me. The other, more likely choice, however, is that butcher all of these men and casually walk back exactly the way I came.” 

A chorus of elevated heartrates began to rise all around me. I could hear them beating hard in the chests of the men who hid behind the guns they were holding. Their weapons made them feel safe for as long as they were chasing me, but a simple threat was all it had taken to shatter that confidence into a million pieces. 

“I think you’re gonna have a little more trouble than that getting through us,” he said, “But you’re welcome to try.” 

I shrugged. “On your head be it, then.”

“Light him up!” 

Gunfire erupted from all around me, muzzle flashes igniting the darkness with bursts of light. I leapt and twisted, contorting my body to avoid the bullets as they whizzed toward me. To the men unloading their clips, I moved like a blur, like the wind, like smoke—but when I hit, I hit like a hammer.

I shoulder-charged the man nearest to me and sent him smashing into the side of a car. Its windows exploded, and its alarm began to blare off into the night. The scent of the man’s blood instantly filled the air, tickling my nostrils. 

Two of the men around me were already shaken enough that they’d stopped firing. I glared at one of them, grabbed hold of him with my mind, and made a crushing gesture with my fist. The man’s bones crunched into themselves, eliciting a blood-curdling scream that joined the blaring alarm. 

Before he’d been able to fall to the ground, I launched his body into the gangbanger standing nearest to him. Both men soared through the air like ragdolls, coming to a rolling stop about fifty feet from where they’d been standing. 

The gunfire fell silent, replaced by the audible trembling of human confidence once it’s almost at the point of breaking entirely. 

I turned to face the leader of the gang whose gun had not yet spoken. There were six of them still standing. Six out of ten, including him. And yet, he didn’t seem entirely fazed by what he’d seen take place right in front of his eyes. 

“Would you like me to continue?” I asked, tugging on my buttoned-down shirt. “I don’t have any moral objections to killing every last one of you, but you might object to having your lives snuffed out like candles.” 

“Are you done showing off?” asked the leader of the group. 

“Showing off suggests I’m trying to prove to you I’m better than I am,” I said, rolling up the cuffs of my shirt to my elbows. “This is barely a warmup.” 

“Let’s see if we can turn up the heat a little bit, then.” 

He pulled his left hand out to the side and with a flick of his wrist, he made it glow with eerie orange light. His gun spat hot chunks of lead at me, only this time, I wasn’t as fast when I moved out of their paths. One of them zipped a little too close to my ear, and as I spun away from it, another bit into my shoulder. 

I staggered back a few paces, gritting my teeth. That had hurt, and the bullet had lodged itself inside me. I could feel it burning against my insides, sapping just a little of my strength. That shouldn’t have been possible. I felt my own heartrate begin to rise, adrenaline surging through my bloodstream.

A slight grin manifested on the leader’s face. “Oh, snap. Did I slug you?” 

I grit my teeth against the pain. There shouldn’t have been any pain. Bullets weren’t supposed to hurt me, I had made sure of that. I slowly turned my eyes up at him. “If you think a slug is going to stop me, think again.” 

“One slug, nah. But we got a bunch.” 

Gunfire erupted around me once again, only this time my movements were a little slower, a little more sluggish. I pulled my hand up, wrapped my magic around one of the men shooting at me, and sent him hurtling into the sky, and over the edge of the parking garage. His scream died off as he soared further, and further away. 

Still, I was forced to take cover behind one of the cars in the lot if I wanted to avoid being hit again. Bullets sparked against metal, shattered glass, and punctured tires. Hiding from them didn’t only go against my instincts as a warrior, it was humiliating. I couldn’t remember the last time I had been forced to hide.

But the bullet wedged in my shoulder called for a more serious approach to the situation. 

I tried flooding the wound with magic, to force the bullet out with the sheer power of my will, but the bullet resisted. My body would not reject it. Could not reject it. I took three deep breaths, and plunged my fingers into my shoulder, clenching my jaw shut to stop any kind of sound from escaping my lips. 

I dug and searched, pain blooming through me as my fingers worked deeper into my own, bloody meat. Finally, I found it. The bullet was still hot, somehow, and it buzzed lightly as I touched it. With my fingertips I pinched the cap and pulled it out, exhaling my held breath. 

My hand was dripping with blood, as was the bullet. It was a simple cap made of brass, but it had a marking on its tip that hadn’t been completely distorted when it pierced my flesh. The pyramid on the bullet’s tip was as clear as day. I almost couldn’t believe my eyes. 

The gunfire around me ceased, the sound settling into a faint ringing in my ears. “What’s the matter?” I head the leader call out, his voice echoing. “You gonna hide from us all night?” 

Shutting my eyes, I pushed magic into the wound in my shoulder. This time, the damaged flesh knitted and knotted, muscles quickly repairing themselves, the skin then regenerating over the damage the bullet had caused. I was whole again, but the bullet served as a warning not to underestimate them.

I pocketed it and stood, turning to face my attackers. “Where did you get this?” I asked.

“Why would I tell you that?” 

“Because if you don’t, I’m going to kill you and all of your men right now.” 

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’ve got the drop on you.”  

I stretched both of my hands—each pointing at a different, still standing gang member. With a thought, and a simple crushing gesture, I made their bodies implode with sickening cracks. Each of their bone broke, some of the shards pushed out of their skin bags while others pierced vital organs. Both men screamed only for an instant, until system shock overcame them and pulled them under. 

“Let’s get the fuck out of here!” someone called out, and the van reversed and pulled a quick spin that had its back facing me now. 

The backdoors opened, and the leader of the gang, along with what remained of his men, rushed to get inside. I watched him and his people crawl away from me like rats. I didn’t follow them. I didn’t stop them from fleeing. I wanted them to leave. Leave, and tell others of what they’d seen tonight. 

Leave, and warn others of what happens to fools that cross the Horseman of Devil Falls.

The sound of the van’s screeching tires faded away to nothing. I walked over to one of the corpses scattered nearby. This poor soul was still alive, still gargling on his own blood as each of his broken ribs pierced a different organ inside of his body. Lung, kidney, stomach, heart. 

I watched the life go out of his eyes, curiously, as if I were standing near a zoo exhibit. When he was gone, I picked up his gun and examined it. It was a pistol, semi-automatic, unmarked and unregistered. Illegal. What interested me was the clip. 

I pulled it out and dislodged one of the bullets that remained. Like the one I had pulled out of my body, this one had a pyramid on its tip. They all did. One by one I ejected them all into my hand and let the gun and the clip fall to the ground. 

I sighed, breathing deeply, my chest rising and falling. The bullets in my hand all seemed to lightly buzz, and they did that because they were enchanted with an incredibly complicated, unique spell. A spell designed to stop supernatural regeneration. A spell designed to kill immortal, and almost immortal creatures as if they weren’t. 

A spell of my very own design.

The bullets were mine.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

The whole time here I had been pretending to be a prisoner, but now I was starting to feel like one. It had been a week since I last saw the Horseman. A week since Calder disappeared. A week since the Warden delivered his ominous warning. I had kept my head low, my back to the wall, my eyes peeled, and it had made me weak.

Whenever I had to leave my cell, I rarely made eye contact with the other inmates, but I could still hear their whispers. They knew what had happened in that little room that night. They whispered about how Knives had mopped the absolute floor with me, and the fact that I usually avoided her didn’t help.

Maybe if Calder was still around, if my link to the Obsidian Order wasn’t severed, if I thought I still had the Horseman’s ear. Then, maybe then, things would be a little different. I might walk around with my head held a little higher, instead of keeping my eyes on the ground, or on the metal tray on which my grey slop and stale bread sat. 

I picked at it with my spoon, trying to find the will to eat anything. Eating usually wasn’t a problem. I loved food. The saltier the better. I would’ve killed for a plate of bacon—just bacon. It didn’t even have to be crispy, just cooked. I shut my eyes, wrapped my mind around the smell of bacon, and brought my spoon to my lips, but I couldn’t open my mouth.

The thought of eating it made me feel sick to my stomach.

I dropped the spoon on the tray and sat back in my chair, finally perking up and looking around. The usual eyes found their way to my little corner of the mess hall. Mages, shifters, outsiders. It was as if I was some kind of freak in a circus that no one could quite identify, and even fewer dared approach. 

Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t have cared that people were keeping their distance. I didn’t like most people, and I liked being around them even less. But it was the fact they were talking about me, whispering about me—that was what really set my blood to boil. 

I focused my eyes on Garou, the biggest, baddest, nastiest shifter in D-Block. He didn’t so much have a scowl, or even contempt on his face as much as… pity. That I could stand even less than everything else. Even less than the whispers, and the glances. Even less than the sudden silence that fell as I walked by. 

I wanted no one’s pity. 

“What are you looking at?” I snapped. 

Garou snorted and frowned, deepening the lines on his scarred and knotted face. He turned his bald head away shrugging his shoulders, and holy hell if that sucked even harder than pity. That alpha shifter couldn’t even be motivated to spare a few words, not even an insult, or a threat, at the asshole that had just poked him. 

I really was at the bottom of the totem pole, and now I’d definitely lost my appetite.

I got up with my tray in my hands and turned, only for Knives to smack it out of my hand and send it clattering to the floor. The sound echoed through the canteen, bouncing off its high walls and ceiling and hushing all the conversation in the room. 

I stared at the grey slop all over the floor, all over my shoes, then turned my eyes up at Knives.

She had a smug look on her face, her almond shaped eyes sharp as razors, her hair turned up into a high, long ponytail. “Oops,” she said, sarcasm oozing from her lips. “Did I do that?” 

“Pick it up,” I said under my breath. 

“What’s that? I can’t hear you.” 

“I said, pick it up.” 

“No, I don’t think I’m gonna do that. It’s your tray, you made a mess and… oh, it’s all over my feet. You’re gonna have to fix that—with your tongue, fiend bitch.” 

I glared at Knives, then looked at the speck of grey on her foot. I wasn’t considering licking it clean. Absolutely not. I was wondering into how many pieces I’d have to break the tray before I could feed it all to her.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” I asked.

“I mean, it’s only fair, right? You bumped into me, after all.” 

I slowly gave her my eyes again. “How are you going to make me do that, Knives?” I looked around, “I don’t see any guards coming to help you win your fights.” 

Her smug grin slowly disappeared. “I don’t need guards.” 

“No? And I guess you could beat me up even with your collar, huh?” 

“I could beat you up every day of the week.” 

“I hate to break it to you, but you can’t. In fact, unless you go and grab whatever guard you’re fucking for favors, I’m going to spread what passes for your brains all over that table.” 

Knives squared up to me, her nostrils flaring. “Say that again.” 

Out of the corner of my eye I caught a flash of movement. Guards. They weren’t getting near us, but they were present. After my last encounter with Officer Brickmore, after he’d thrown me into the room with Knives, Odessa, and their other friends—all of whom were there, like jackals—I wasn’t sure who among them I could trust. Not that I could really trust any of them, but there were some who followed the rules more closely than others.

None of them moved in on the situation. 

“Fuck you, Knives.” 

The shifter’s eyes narrowed, her pupils shrinking to fine points. She lashed out, winding back her arm and going for a closed-fisted strike against my cheek. It was easy enough to block, and even easier to twist her arm around her back. Knives was quick, but she was also weak without her ability to shapeshift. 

I spun around behind her, locked her arm up behind her back, and slammed her cheek against the table. “Is that really all you’ve got?” I whispered in her ear.

“I’m going to kill you,” she hissed, “One of these nights, they’re going to pull you out of your cell and I’m going to kill you.” 

“Not if I kill you first.” 

I pulled her arm up further, and as Knives cried out in pain, one of her friends came in to join the fray. She grabbed my shoulder, and the momentary distraction was enough for Knives to wriggle out of my grasp. I whipped my elbow at the girl who’d grabbed me and blood spurted from her nose, freeing myself just in time to block Knives’ next attack as it arrived. 

I was about to throw another punch of my own when Sanchez stepped in between us and broke up the fight. “That’s enough!” she yelled, “The both of you need to cool it, right now!” 

“She started it!” Knives shrieked. 

“I don’t care who started it.” Sanchez shot an angry look at the guards who were just standing there. “Could one of you swinging dicks come and take that girl to medical? Or do I have to do everything around here myself?” 

The two guys who’d been watching the fight unfold finally approached. One of them grabbed the girl whose nose I’d broken and carted her off. The other pulled Knives away and went to escort her out of the canteen. Knives shrugged out of his grip and jabbed a finger at me. 

“This isn’t over, fiend,” she snarled.

“You know, you’re gonna have to find a different insult,” I yelled, “You’re starting to wear that one out.” 

“Alright, smartass,” Sanchez said, dragging me away, “Let’s get you back to your cell.” 

I didn’t fight or resist her. Sanchez, out of everyone here, was the only guard I had any kind of respect for.

“You need to be more careful,” Sanchez said as we walked through the hallway back to D-Block.

“She’s an asshole,” I said. “I don’t have patience for assholes.” 

“Maybe not, but this place will eat you alive if you don’t watch your own back. There aren’t many in here who will watch it for you.” 

She was right. As soon as I turned my back on the rest of the canteen, another girl had jumped in to help Knives—to get a one-up on me. They were out for my blood, and I’d just been careless enough to let one touch me while my back was turned. 

“Yeah, well, that’s easy for you to say,” I said. 

“And why is that?”

“Because you’re a guard. You wear a uniform, you have the weapons, the magic.” 

“You think I don’t fight my own battles every single day around here? Look around you. How many female guards have you seen working the prison?” 

I paused, trying to think. Again, Sanchez was right. She was the only girl I’d seen around here. “Why aren’t there more women?” 

“This isn’t a place for women. It’s male run, male dominated, make controlled. Women are weak, in their eyes. We have to work four times as hard to get the same respect.” 

“Isn’t it the same outside of the prison?” 

“It’s worse, especially in Devil Falls. At least, in here, you get a uniform and a baton. I don’t like it here. I don’t like caging people. But as long as I’m here, I’m not out there, struggling to survive every single night… and I can try and make things a little better for those who come through me.” 

We entered D-Block and continued on the short walk back to my cell. There was nobody in here, except for the guards manning their posts. Everyone was still in the canteen, having lunch. It was probably why Sanchez was being so candid with me. 

“I don’t know what I’m doing here,” I said. “Is this it? Is this my life now?” 

“I still don’t know what to make of you,” she said. “I don’t know if you’re as much a killer as everyone says, or if you’re just sick of being treated like dirt.” 

“The second one.”

“You can say that all you want, but I’ve seen the way you fight, how easily violence comes to you. It scares me.” 

I shrugged. “You’re not the only one trying to make it in a male dominated world. Where I come from, women were there to serve. There were no equal rights fights because we had no rights. We were there to breed, and only breed. Wouldn’t you want to learn how to fight if it was up to you to make sure some swinging dick didn’t try putting a child in you in the middle of the night?” 

“I’m… sorry you grew up in that world.” 

“Water under the bridge, now. I survived. So, did you. Now we’re both trying to do what we can to make life easier for others.”  

I thought I saw a smirk move across her face. It was like a ghost, then gone. “Get in your cell, inmate,” she said.

I planted an exaggerated salute, then stepped through the door, only to be immediately hit with a scent I didn’t recognize. It was potent, it was everywhere, and it was coming from the girl lying in the top bunk. My hackles instantly rose. 

“Hey,” I snapped. 

The girl sat upright, gave me a quick stare, and hopped off the bunk. She was shorter than me, but she had an incredibly in-shape figure, brown skin, big brown eyes, and curly black hair held up in a tail. Impossibly, her lips were painted bright red. I wasn’t even aware lipstick was allowed inside the prison.

“Who the hell are you?” I asked.

The girl placed her hands on her hips, eyed me up and down, and frowned. “I’m Alexa, who the fuck are you?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

I had barely laid eyes on her, and already I wanted to tear her throat open with my teeth. I frowned, jaw clenching, heart racing. “I’m Six,” I said, trying to hold onto my own self-control for as long as possible, “And that’s my bunk.” 

“I don’t see your name on it.” 

I walked up to her. “Maybe you should look a little closer.” 

She squared up to me. “Maybe you should make me.” 

It was like a quick snap. The dam of my resolve broke, and I couldn’t hold back. I grabbed her head and went to smash it into the metal part of the bunk, but she pushed against it with her hands, and with incredible acrobatic prowess, she spun around and kicked me in the stomach. 

I had to let her go and stagger back a few paces, staring at her—glaring at her. 

Neither of us were even remotely finished, though. She came at me this time, fists flying, feet swinging. I ducked, and dodged, and blocked, trying to keep ahead of her movements but more than anyone I’d met so far, she was able to keep up with me. She’d had training, real training, and under normal circumstances that would’ve made me pause, even for a second. 

Right now, though, there was no pausing. 

We spun around each other, punching, and kicking, hands and fists jabbing and thrusting quickly. She managed to spin me into the side of the bunk, cornering me against it, but when she went to throw a kick at me, I had already spun to the side, forcing her to miss and kick the air. 

I then grabbed the opportunity to whip a bunch of her thick, curly, black hair around my hand and hurl her into a wall. I tried to pin her to it, but she was slippery, and too quick even for me to manage to keep her in one place. 

I rarely got into fights that ended in stalemates, but we couldn’t seem to land legitimate blows on each other. A knock here, a bump there, but nothing that noted either of us as a clear winner of that combat. 

By the time our logical, rational minds reasserted themselves, we were both panting, sweating, and a little scratched up, but otherwise okay. I stared at her, breathing hard, my back pressed up against the bunk bed. She, meanwhile, stood near the cell door, resting against it. 

“Well…” she said, “That was some fun.” 

“Fun?” I asked, checking my lip for blood. There was none. “I could’ve killed you.” 

“Uh, I don’t know what fight you were just in, but I almost killed you, okay?” 

“That’s… that’s not…” I shook my head. “Where did you learn to fight like that?” 

Alexa shrugged. “Nowhere.” 

“Bullshit. That’s real training. Someone taught you how to throw a punch and defend yourself.” 

“A little bit the streets, a little bit my older brother. Life is tough out there. Lots of assholes who wanna steal your shit.” 

“Like you tried to steal my bunk?” 

“That bunk was empty when I got here, okay? If you wanted to make sure no one took it, then you should’ve been sitting in it.” 

“All the time?” 

“That’s the rule. You wanna keep it, you don’t move from it.” 

I eyed her up and down. “We’re going to need a better rule if you’re going to be my cellmate.” 

“We’re gonna need a bunch if you don’t want us killing each other, because I almost did, and I don’t think there’d be any consequences.” 

I shook my head. “Probably not in this place…” I trailed off, letting a moment of silence finally settle in the cell. Things had been tense. Too tense, too aggressive, too quickly. But the murder urge was starting to fade, leaving only animosity and not a burning desire to kill each other in the air. 

“You fight pretty good too,” Alexa said.

“Thanks.” I climbed onto my bunk, letting my feet dangle off the edge. “So, what are you?” 

Alexa frowned. “What do you mean?” 

“Shifter, mage, what?” 

Her eyes narrowed a little further. “Mage.” She tapped her collar. “Used to be, anyway.” 

Mine suddenly felt a little heavier around my neck. “Yeah. These things take some getting used to.” 

“They just take your power away,” she clicked her fingers, “Just like that?” 

“All of it. Except your ability to kick ass with your fists.” 

“Handy skill to keep, I guess.” Alexa paused. “What are you?” 

“Serakon.” 

She shook her head. “I’ve never heard of them.” 

“That’s probably a good thing. Most people don’t like my kind.” 

“Any reason for that?”

“Lots of reasons, most of them aren’t totally wrong. But I’m gonna let you make up your own mind.” 

“I guess I can relate to that.” She crossed over to the sink by the side of the cell and pressed the button for the waterspout to activate. The stream was meagre, but she cupped her hands under it, making a bowl to drink from. “Next question,” she said, “What are you in for?”

“That… is complicated.” 

“Isn’t it always?” 

“No, this one’s really complicated. I’m not sure if I want to, or even can, explain it all properly.” 

“Let me guess… they say you did something you didn’t do?” 

“No, I did it. I killed a guard.” 

She perked up, her eyes wide, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “You… what?” 

“You heard me. I wish I could say they were wrong about what I’d done, but they weren’t. They caught the right girl. The only problem are the circumstances.” 

“The guy was a jerk who deserved it?” 

“He worked for this place. Don’t they all?” 

“Right… was it self-defense?” 

“It doesn’t matter. I killed a guard, they caught me, and now I’m here. Stuck.” I paused. “What about you?” 

Alexa moved closer to the bunk, looked up at me for a moment, and then slid into the lower bed. I listened to her settle, though by the amount she was moving and squirming around, I didn’t think she’d get used to the bed she’d been given. But then, that’s what this place was, wasn’t it? 

It was designed so you could never get used to it. 

So you could never truly feel comfortable. 

So you could never adapt.

Alexa gave off a long, drawn-out sigh. “Same as everyone else who gets thrown in here. I crossed the wrong asshole.” 

“Crossed?” 

“It’s a long story.” 

“Looks to me like we’ve got time… who was he?” 

Alexa sighed. “I met him at a club one night, thought he was hot, so I went home with him and we hung out a few more times after that. He was a mage, too, so we had shit to talk about. Plenty of it. But then I saw the little shrine he had in his closet.” 

“Shrine?”

“Coalition freaks aren’t just loyal to their jobs. The Coalition is like a religion to them, one that goes against mine. They want to oppress humans, enslave them, turn them into puppets. My Magistrate wants to protect them from outside threats, and from themselves. His closet was covered in candles and offerings to their Gods, I couldn’t believe I hadn’t sensed it.” 

I lay on my back on the bed and looked up at the ceiling. “There’s more to the story than that… I’m sure there is.” 

“Oh, there is.” She paused. “I ghosted him, but he wasn’t gonna take that lying down. He started following me, stalking me. Finally, I agreed to go back to his place and talk to him, he said I’d misunderstood. Like an idiot I went, he tried getting handsy, and when I tried to fight back, he stunned me and locked me in his bedroom. I was there for three days before he forgot to stun me again. Stabbed him in the balls with a knife and ran, but I got caught.” 

I swallowed. I didn’t want to ask her to elaborate or go into more detail. She’d said all she had to say. “That’s disgusting,” I said, “He… kidnapped you, but you got thrown in here?” 

“That’s how this whole place works. They get to jail whoever the fuck they want, and nobody can say anything about it. Just wait ‘till my brother finds out.” 

“Your brother?” 

“He’s an ex-Legionnaire. Used to work for the Magistrate. Taught me how to fight. You hear about the break out that happened a few years back? Rumor has it that he was involved. He ain’t ever admitted it to me but, he also never denied it. He won’t just sit around while his little sister rots away in here.” 

“He sounds like a good guy.” 

“RJ is the best. I love him. I already miss him. He’s probably worried—I mean, I doubt if anyone’s told him where I am.” 

I shook my head. “I’m… sorry.” 

“Ah, well, it’s just the roll of the dice, isn’t it? Maybe the Coalition scoops you up, or it doesn’t.” 

“It shouldn’t be that way.” 

“Shouldn’t, but the world sucks. We’d best get used to that, at least. The sooner the better.” 

I took a breath and let my head fall against the bed. Alexa’s story had left me feeling unsettled, to say the least. I realized, then, this had been the longest conversation I’d had since the last time I was in a room with the Horseman, and I’d had it with someone I’d wanted to kill as soon as I saw her. 

I didn’t know what to make of this strange mage lying in the bunk beneath me. My time with Odessa had made me close myself off to other people, the only exception to that rule being Azlu. The little spiderling had my attention whenever she wanted it. The only problem was, she was never around—she was always getting herself thrown in the hole because she liked it there. 

I still didn’t trust Alexa enough to be as comfortable around her as I was around Azlu. I didn’t think that would ever come. But it felt good to talk to someone like me. A fighter. A survivor. Someone who stuck up for themselves and held onto hope that the future could work out a little better. 

The cell door buzzer sounded, making me shoot upright. When the door opened, Sanchez was waiting there. “Let’s go, Six,” she said.

“Go?” I asked, “Go where?” 

“That little fight in the canteen caught the Horseman’s attention. He wants to see you.”

“The… Horseman?” 

“Don’t make me say it twice. Now, let’s go.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Being marched to his office felt like the first time all over again. I was quiet, my heart was pounding, and my palms were getting a little sweaty. I had no idea what to expect, no idea what I was really heading into. For all I knew, this was going to be another trick, and I was going to find the Warden on the other side of the door.

The jingling of Sanchez’ keyring was all but driving me insane by the time we reached the door to the Horseman’s office, or quarters, or fortress—whatever he called it. She didn’t have to knock, or radio in. The door simply opened, just a little, and I heard his voice spill out from behind it.

“Send her in,” he said. 

His voice. 

It was strong, dark, and a little hoarse, although it had a softness to it that I couldn’t quite describe. It was as if a person could get a sense of his entire personality just from the way he spoke, from t he way his words flowed past his lips. I hadn’t heard him speak in so long, it almost froze me to the spot. 

Sanchez finally nudged me with her elbow. “Best not keep him waiting,” she said.

I looked at her as if she’d broken me out of a trance. “Oh, yeah… right.” With a shallow breath held in my lungs, I walked toward the door to the Horseman’s room, stared at it, and then pushed it open the rest of the way. 

Sanchez turned around and left me alone at the mouth of the lion’s den. It was dark inside his quarters, and I thought I could smell blood in the air. 

Lightly. 

Faintly. 

But it was there. 

The Horseman stood with his back to me. He was hunched over his desk, his shoulders arched, his hands planted on the mahogany. The dark of the room didn’t bother me, and I saw him as clearly as if it were day. Once I’d stepped fully into his room, he made a slight gesture with one of his hands and the door shut behind me. 

“You wanted to see me?” I asked. 

The Horseman turned his head to the side, pulled away from the desk, and advanced toward me. His eyes gleamed even in the dark, his long hair and shoulders swayed as he walked, and both of his hands were balled into fists. I thought he was about to attack me, so I backed up a step, my body tightening. 

But he didn’t attack. 

He plunged one of his hands into my hair, wrapped the other lightly around my jaw, and tipped my face up. Then his lips found mine, his breath warm and sweet against my own. My heart skipped, soared, danced inside of my chest. When his lips parted and his tongue came searching for mine, I surrendered to him, slightly opening my mouth and engaging in the kiss. 

I was lost in the moment, tangled up in my mess of feelings for him, entwined in his woodland scent, which more and more smelled sharply of blood. But I caught myself, and when I did, I pulled away from him and slapped him across the cheek. 

The Horseman turned his head slightly to the side, his fingers rising to the side of his face. “Why did you do that?” he asked, in a low voice.

“I haven’t seen you in a fucking week,” I said, “And this is how you decide to greet me? Where do you get off doing that?” 

“I thought I had made my motive clear.” 

“Clear? This only messes…” I took a deep breath and bit my tongue, holding back the words I was about to let loose. He couldn’t know I had any kind of feelings for him, even badly tangled ones. I didn’t trust him or anyone else around me, and that was exactly the kind of thing that my enemies would love to use against me.

“I’m not going to apologize,” he said. “I wanted to taste your lips.” 

“You could’ve asked.” 

“Where is the spontaneity in that?” 

“Trust me, in this place, the last thing I need is more spontaneity. But I don’t suppose you’d be able to relate to that, considering you have your own ivory tower to sit in most of the time.”

“Perhaps not.” He straightened himself out again and stared at me. I’d forgotten how big he was, how broad his shoulders were, how powerful his muscles were. The man was a tank. A T-Rex made entirely of titanium was the way Calder had described him.

Calder, shit.

“Don’t just look at me like that,” I said.

He cocked an eyebrow. “How should I look at you?” His voice lowered a little more, as did his eyes. If I didn’t know any better, I would say he was giving me bedroom eyes, as if he was already undressing me. I supposed I couldn’t exactly blame him. The last time we’d seen each other, I’d been in this room. 

Well, I’d been in the adjoining bathroom. 

In his tub.

Naked.

There had been a little flirting, a little suggestion that he should perhaps join me, but he’d had to go off and do something else, so we’d both missed out that night. And that was it. Suddenly, the Horseman was out of reach, and I became nobody. Just another inmate at the prison.

“Where have you been all week?” I asked, “I haven’t heard a word from you since the last time I was here.” 

“It’s complicated.” 

“And where is my case worker?” 

“Case worker?” the Horseman frowned.

“Calder Graves. I had been working with him to recover my memories, but last week he was taken off my case. The Warden said—”

“—you spoke to the Warden?” 

“I… I didn’t want to speak to him. It was an ambush. He told me I wouldn’t be having any more sessions with Calder, and… I don’t know. I felt like something had maybe happened to him.”

“Did the Warden say something?” 

I shook my head. “I… not exactly, no, but all of his stuff was gone, and his office had been totally cleared out.”

The Horseman paused. “What more did the Warden say?” 

“Only that I should prepare myself for a long stay at Harrowgate. It wasn’t what he said, though, it was the way he said it. And he had that twitch in his eye… I don’t trust him.” 

He turned around and headed for his desk, stopping once he’d reached it. “Why do you care about your case worker?”

“Why? Because he was the only person here who was trying to help me understand why I did what I did.”

“And that’s important?”

I stared at him, an eyebrow cocked. “I’ve been thrown into a prison for a crime I can only barely remember committing. I’m also never getting out of here, because you guys don’t believe in parole, let alone wrongful convictions. So, yes, knowing exactly why I’m here was something I aspired to. Wouldn’t it bother you if someone suddenly disappeared?” 

He craned his head around his shoulder. “That happens here more than you know.” He paused. “You asked earlier why I hadn’t reached out to you in a week. The simple answer is, our working together aroused too much suspicion. I needed to put some distance.” 

“Why don’t I buy that as the whole truth?” 

“Because it isn’t, but it’s the only part that matters—should matter. I couldn’t risk a repeat of what happened last week.” 

“You mean when your guard disobeyed your orders and threw me into a room to get killed by a werewolf?” 

He turned around fully. “What he did was reprehensible, but unfortunately not uncommon. I don’t condone that practice, but the guards don’t all answer to me. That’s something which has been made more apparent to me as the last few nights have progressed.” 

I walked up to him, slowly. “What do you mean?” 

The Horseman sighed, deeply. “I was attacked last night.”

I stopped in my tracks. “Attacked? By who?”

“I’m still not entirely sure, but they were using these.” Without looking at me, he extended a hand. In his palm was a little object that caught what little ambient light existed in the room and glimmered with it. 

I approached, carefully, and took it. It was a bullet. Nine millimeters. The kind loaded into a semi-automatic pistol, instead of a revolver. As I examined it, I noticed a strange marking on its tip. I also noticed, the more I touched it, the more the bullet seemed to buzz, like it was possessed of an electric current of its own.

“What is this?” I asked.

“It’s a bullet.”

“I can see that, Captain obvious. I mean, why is there a pyramid on the tip? And why does the bullet feel strange?”

The Horseman turned around and folded his arms in front of his chest. “The bullet is magic. I made it myself. Held within the shell is a powerful spell designed to prevent supernatural creatures from magically healing the wound, so long as the bullet remains embedded within them.” 

“What the hell?” 

“It will also, usually, bypass most protective shields, and once it’s inside a person it will slowly weaken them. Like a poison.” 

I set the bullet down on the table. “And you let met touch that savage little thing?” 

“There’s no need for alarm. The spell only triggers if the bullet penetrates skin.”

“Why are you showing me this?” 

He took another deep breath, then released it. “Because the people who attacked me last night were using these.” When the Horseman stepped aside, I saw there were a bunch more bullets on his desk. 

I nodded. “Well, I know the people who attacked you weren’t Crimson Hunters. They’d never use technology they didn’t make themselves. They definitely wouldn’t use another’s magic items.” 

“They weren’t Crimson Hunters. I believe they are a group of mages and humans, hired by someone to try and kill me. Hired by who, I don’t know, but I have a lead.” 

Someone hired to kill him. 

Wait, someone else hired to kill him. 

Someone… not me.

I didn’t doubt that there were people out there who wanted the Horseman dead. The Obsidian Order, for one. They had, after all, sent me in here to do just that. It wasn’t totally impossible to believe that the Order had switched to a different tactic to ensure the success of my mission, especially if Calder suddenly went missing and they lost contact with me.

Both of those things had happened.

But as the seconds ticked on, and I processed the idea in my mind, I couldn’t see Seline approving such a course of action. Having the Order directly, or indirectly, intervene with my mission was dangerous. Dangerous for them, and dangerous for me.

Assuming they believed I was still alive.

“What’s the lead?” I asked.

“The people who attacked me were wearing tattoos. Bleeding suns. I believe that’s the name of their organization, and I may have an idea of where to find them, but I needed to speak with you first.” 

“Why me?” 

“Because you have become the only person I can entrust with this, and because there’s more to the story… but I need to know you will not repeat what we speak of here.” 

I swallowed hard. “I… I’d never do that.” 

“There’s only one place these bullets can be acquired, and that’s here. At Harrowgate. There are no others like them because I am their designer and creator. I imbued each and every one of these bullets with my own essence. The magical signature on them is clear, and cannot be forged.” 

“Wait… what are you saying?” 

“I’m saying whoever hired those men to kill me has access to the ammunition storage, and that means they work for the Coalition. Someone within this organization wants me dead, and they’re using my own weapons against me.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

My own heart thundered inside of my chest, but so was his. I could hear it. I could see his jugular bouncing with the accelerated beat. It was rare to catch the Horseman even a little bit off his game, so for me to be able to hear his heart skipping a little faster than usual was the Horseman equivalent of witnessing a panic attack. 

This had rattled him, and I couldn’t blame him.

First, I was sent here to kill him by my own people. For all the things I’d been told he’d done, for all the crimes he had committed, the Obsidian Order wanted him dead. That had been my mission, and so far, you wouldn’t be wrong in saying I’d failed.

But now, hearing his own people wanted him dead—the very same people he’d committed his crimes in the name of, the same people he worked for? I couldn’t understand it. Everything he did, every action he took, only served to consolidate their power further, to make the Coalition stronger.

“Why would your own people want to kill you?” I asked.

“It probably won’t surprise you to know I don’t have many allies,” he said, “Only subordinates, most of them motivated by fear of what might happen to them if they crossed me.” 

“And that’s not enough? I’ve seen what you can do to people.” 

“I cultivated an atmosphere of respect birthed from fear. For a time, it worked, but lately there have been grumblings. Pockets of insubordination and disrespect.”

“Like, what Brickmore did to me?” 

His jaw clenched. “Exactly. That should not have happened to you.” 

I shrugged. “I’m over what happened.”

That wasn’t true. I wasn’t over it. In fact, the last week or so I’d spent most of my waking moments worrying about when Brickmore, or any of the other guards, would try something like that again. I’d had nightmares about being dragged out of bed and into an unbalanced fight that were so vivid, I’d woken up drenched in my own sweat.

But I wasn’t about to tell him that.

“Why didn’t you reprimand him, anyway?” I asked.

“The Warden intervened.” 

“The Warden?” I scoffed. “I’ve met that twitchy-eyed asshole. I find it hard to believe he has a say in what you do?” 

The Horseman’s face darkened. “More than you know,” he said, walking around his desk and slowly sitting down. “But I did warn him about interfering with you, and I took D-Block out of his rotation.”

“That explains why I’ve seen him more in my dreams than in person.” 

He frowned. “You have?” 

I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. I don’t know how much time we have, but the last thing I want is to spend it talking about Officer fucking Brickmore.” 

A pause. His eyes fell upon me, holding against mine and then slowly travelling down. “And what would you like to talk about?” 

I crossed my arms in front of my chest. “Not that. Someone’s trying to kill you. Take your mind out of the gutter.” 

“I wouldn’t say it’s in the gutter.” 

“It is if it’s not focused on what’s happening around you. You need to figure out who is siphoning those bullets from your storage and smuggling them out of the prison. I thought you knew everything that went on at Harrowgate?” 

“Evidently there are blind spots.” 

“You need to figure them out. Find out who’s causing them, where they are, and how you can unveil them.” 

He cocked an eyebrow. “You’re concerned for my wellbeing?” 

“Mostly I’m concerned about all those innocent supernaturals who could find themselves on the wrong side of those bullets… but sure.” 

A slight grin swept across his lips. “I’ll take that.” 

I rolled my eyes. “I can’t believe I’m the one having to constantly tell you to focus.” 

“So far in the last 24 hours I’ve been chased, shot at, and I had to dig a bullet out of my shoulder. I think I’m allowed some levity.” His voice lowered as he spoke, as if to drive the point home. I couldn’t help but feel a little excited by it, even if I didn’t understand why.

“You… dug one out of your shoulder?” 

The Horseman reached into a pocket and presented a slightly warped bullet cap. It still looked a little red, and it smelled like his blood—strong, metallic, and strangely sweet. “I was lucky to have only been hit with one. My magic couldn’t reject it, so I had to get it the old-fashioned way.” 

“I can’t say I’m not impressed… but that only makes it more important that we figure out how they’re leaving your prison. It was bad enough when Coalition thugs were using them, but now gangbangers, too? Can’t you just go down there and crack some skulls or something?” 

He turned his eyes up at me, dark against the dimness, but sparkling with inner gold. “I can’t.”

“You can’t? I find that hard to believe. You’re the Horseman. You own this place.”

“I don’t. This is the Warden’s domain, and as much as it may look it, I don’t have the free reign everyone thinks I do.” 

“Then tell him. Someone should find out about this—” the Horseman slammed his hands against the desk. 

“Don’t you understand?” he growled. “I can’t trust anyone. Not my people, not the Warden, not the Coalition. I can’t trust anyone but you, and I’m starting to think that’s also a mistake.” 

“It’s not,” I blurted out. “It’s not.” I walked up to the desk. “I mean, don’t get me wrong. I’ve wanted to kill you. A bunch of times, but I mean who hasn’t, right?” 

“I know.” 

“You do?” 

“Did you think I wouldn’t notice one of my own knives going missing?” 

“I guess not… but I never used it on you.” 

“Obviously.” 

“And it came in handy in my fight. The point is, for some reason I don’t quite understand, I don’t want to hurt you, and I don’t want to see you get hurt.” I shut my eyes and turned my head up. “And that means you can trust me with what I’m about to suggest.” 

The Horseman angled his head to the side and brought his thumb to his lower lip. “What’s that?”

“You can’t get around the prison without being noticed because you’re all big, and scary, and… Horseman. I get that. But I can.” 

“You can?” 

“The Serakon are night hunters. We live in darkness, hunt, eat, fight, and fuck in darkness. But we also know magic.” 

He narrowed his eyes. “You do?” 

“We do. Most Serakon hunt and fight with our hands; something about wanting to feel every break and snap in our prey’s necks. Magic is always last resort for most of my kind… but I’m not like the rest of them. My magic is strong.” I grinned. “Maybe even stronger than yours.” 

He ran his thumb across his lip and set his hand down on the desk. “I doubt that… but that’s not why I’m going to deny this stupid idea.” 

“Stupid?” I gaped. “What are you talking about?” 

“I don’t think you’ve truly considered your suggestion.” 

One of my hands flew to my hip. “I haven’t? Enlighten me.” 

“First of all, the idea of you sneaking around the prison is foolhardy at best. There are checkpoints at every corner, armed guards, gates requiring keys.” 

“All problems you can help me overcome.” 

“Secondly, some of those guards are capable of piercing most kinds of magic obfuscation. If they catch you, they will kill you.” 

“I doubt if they’ve ever come across Serakon magic. And if you wanted to, you could pull those guards off rotation right now. It would only take a phone call.” 

“Thirdly, you’re going to find it difficult to access any of those powers with that thing around your neck.” 

I stared at him carefully. “Also, not a problem you can’t fix.”

“I’m not removing your collar.” 

“No? And why not?”

“Because if I do, what’s stopping you from bursting out of this room and fleeing into the night?” 

“You are, first of all. And secondly, I already told you. It’s in my interest to find out who’s smuggling these savage weapons out of the prison. I can’t do that if I leave this place, or if you kill me for trying to leave this place.” 

The Horseman shook his head and sighed. I moved closer to him, insisting, daring to place a hand on his shoulder.

“I thought you could trust me,” I said.

He stared at my hand on his shoulder, then looked up at me. “I want to think that I can. The alternative is to have no one I can trust.” 

“Why do I think that’s never been a problem for you before?” 

“It wasn’t…” he trailed off, leaving the rest unsaid. 

“What if I told you I could prove that you can trust me?” I asked.

He frowned. “How?” 

I took a deep breath and crossed the vastness of his room, to his weapon rack. There were swords there, hand axes, knives. I picked a dagger up, felt it in my hand, and then turned to look at him. 

“There’s an old practice among my kind,” I said, “It’s not done much anymore because we all hate each other almost as much as we hate our enemies. It’s also… kind of intimate.” 

“Intimate?” 

I came back to him with the dagger in my hand. He didn’t flinch, didn’t stiffen at the sight of it, no internal alarm bells rang out. He was so confident in his own ability to beat me in a physical confrontation, that the sight of me advancing on him with a knife in my hand didn’t faze him in the slightest—but he did question it.

“What are you going to do with it?” he asked. 

My heart started racing again as I approached. Gently I slid into the space in front of him and straddled him. The Horseman stared at me with narrow, questioning eyes. “My people call it sendu kami,” I said, taking one of his hands and placing the tip of the blade against his palm. “The blood-bond.” 

“Blood bond?” 

“Do you trust me?” 

“I do…” 

I pushed the dagger’s point gently into his skin and drew it across about an inch, enough to let a little blood spill and pool. I wiped the blade against my jumpsuit, and then I made a similar wound in my own left hand, gritting my teeth against the moment of sharp pain that followed.

“You said this was a custom?” he asked.

“It is,” I said, setting the dagger down on the desk. “It’s a… courting ritual.” 

His eyes widened. “Courting?” 

“Don’t be dramatic. Give me your hand and take mine in yours.” 

The Horseman gave me his hand, and I offered mine in return. “What am I supposed to do now?” 

“Well, if you were Serakon, you would be pledging your love for me right about now, and then sealing it with your blood. Since you’re neither Serakon nor in love with me, we’ll skip the love part, and get straight to the blood.” 

“How is this going to make me trust you more?” 

“As the stories go, the blood-bond calls on old magic to seal a pact between the two performing it. My promise to you is that I won’t run away, that I want to help you. If I break that promise, fate itself will come down on me.” 

“And how do I know that’s true?” 

“You don’t, you just have to trust me. Now, do what I do.” 

The Horseman nodded, and while he looked cool and collected on the outside, I could tell his heart had sped up again. It continued to speed up as I took his hand and brought it closer to my lips. I could smell the blood pooling in his palm. It was still warm, and strong, and sweet. Though he looked a little stunned, the Horseman mimicked my movements, bringing my own hand up to his own mouth. 

“Now… what?” he asked, his voice a little low, a little breathless.

I lightly licked my lips and moved his bloody palm to the side of my face, letting his fingertips brush my cheek. An electric current shot through me at the feel of his warm skin against mine, and as soon as I felt it, I nuzzled his palm, letting some of his blood smear across my lips and cheek. 

Without prompt, or even hesitation, the Horseman did the same, tenderly grazing my bloody palm with his lips and smearing it along his cheek. A tingling sensation suddenly began tingling, and settled in the pit of my stomach. I’m not sure if that was it, if that was the magic, but it didn’t matter. 

The Horseman stared at me from across my own palm. He looked hungry, his eyes were narrow, his eyebrows furrowed. I could feel his chest heaving, his body tightening. I pushed up against him, pressing my chest against his and releasing his hand. 

“Can you feel it?” I asked, my voice low.

He rested his hand on my hip. “I can,” he said.

I drew a little nearer to him, breathing lowly against his face. “Do you trust me now?”

The Horseman brushed my hair with his hand, then touched the collar, and it snapped off, falling into the space between us. “I do,” he said, keeping his hand around the back of my head. “Is this witchcraft you’ve done on me?” 

“Only if you want it to be,” I sighed.

“I do.” 

My lips were so close to his, another inch and they’d meet. I could feel his breath on mine, the scent of his mouth, mingled with his blood. I was about to reach for them, close the distance. Instead, I snapped my teeth and twisted into a backwards roll across his desk. I grinned at him. 

“Good,” I said. “But I have a job to do now.” 

“Do you even know where you’re going?” 

“No, but you know magic. You’re going to build a psychic bridge between us, then you’re going to direct me to where I need to go.” 

“This sounds risky.” 

I headed for the door and threw a playful glance at him around my shoulder. “Since when has the Horseman of Devil Falls cared about risk?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

As soon as I felt the Horseman’s psychic magic caress my mind, I knew I’d made a mistake.

A psychic link? What the hell was I thinking? My instinct was to resist him, but I knew if I did, he’d wonder why I’d suddenly had a change of heart about the idea. I’d already flirted with telling him, openly, that I’d thought about killing him. But as far as he was concerned, I’d said it in a lighthearted kind of way.

What if he decided to dig into my mind and find some of the secrets I was hiding?

Can you hear me? He asked, his voice echoing inside my head like it was hollow.

“I can hear you,” I thought, casually.

How does a person even think casually?

I was in the corridor adjacent to the Horseman’s quarters. It was empty, and frustratingly well lit. Nowhere to hide, nowhere to sneak around. I hadn’t used my magic in over a month. It’d been suppressed by the collar slapped around the necks of all Harrowgate inmates. Now I was going to have to rely only on that same, unused muscle to keep me hidden from anyone and anyone, even though I’d be moving around in plain sight.

Is something wrong? 

“No. Just… warming up.” 

Warm up faster.

I cracked my neck, and then I placed each of my hands on the opposite shoulder and shut my eyes. 

“Voyda,” I whispered, drawing my own essence inward. Instantly I felt the pull in the pit of my stomach as my magic muscles flexed. I thought it would take a moment for everything to work, but almost right away, the color in most things washed out just a little bit. Enough to show me that the magic was working. 

All that was left now was for it to prove that it was working.

“I’m ready.” 

Good. There’s a storage depot two floors down from here. Walk ahead and follow my instructions.

Got it.

I started moving, slowly, careful not to make too much noise. Voyda was an ancient trick of my kind. The word itself meant night, and while it was a simple charm it was a powerful one. We didn’t need shadows, or even darkness, in order to hunt unnoticed while under the protection of a Voyda charm.

We could walk right up to our prey, and they wouldn’t know we were behind them until our knives were in their throats. 

Back when I was the holy bitch, I’d have to use a Voyda charm whenever I wanted to be left alone for a few hours at a time. The charm didn’t make me invisible, not really. It just made others forget I was there. Their eyes would gloss over me, as if I was part of the furniture, the scenery.

Over the years since, though, I’d learned how to hunt with it. How to fight with it. I’d made it part of my combat style, my martial art. I felt powerful wearing it. It was as if a security blanket I’d had stolen weeks ago had been finally given back.

My first test arrived immediately as I approached the first corner. A guard was on his way down the hall, I could hear his keys jingling, boots clacking. I pressed my back against the wall as I reached the corner and peered around it. It wasn’t a guard at all, but a maintenance worker in a jumpsuit. 

I calmed myself, slowing my breathing and assuring my mind the magic would hold. When the worker walked past the corner, and past me, I let a little sigh of relief escape my lips. There was nowhere to hide behind, and the corridors were well lit. I was in plain view. Had I been anyone else, he would’ve seen me. 

But he hadn’t seen me.

Is everything alright? 

“Everything’s fine. My magic is holding. Can you see where I’m going, or do I have to describe things?” 

I can see through your eyes. You have a long walk to the storage depot. Take a left turn, and start moving.

“You don’t have to tell me twice.” 

I slunk out of hiding, if you could call it that, and pushed deeper into the hallway. Knowing I had the Horseman in my head had my heart racing, and probably had me a little more distracted than I should’ve been. He was right there, watching me, watching the world through me… reading my thoughts. 

I wondered if he could read everything going through my mind, or only what I intentionally meant for him to hear. If he could hear more than what was meant for him, then he would’ve known I was thinking about what we had just done. I still had his blood on my cheek, and he had mine on his. More than what was happening right now, that whole experience had my stomach in knots. 

I wasn’t sure he believed in the power of the bond. I wasn’t sure if I did. But we’d made it all the same, and now there was no backing out. If the Gods of my people could hear us from all the way across the rifts, we’d promised ourselves to each other; made a pact sealed with blood that we wouldn’t hurt one another. 

I guess you could say I’d already failed in my mission, but I was starting to wonder if that was a bad thing… especially since there were plenty others who wanted the Horseman dead.

A few corridors down, I encountered my second test; a guard sitting by a checkpoint. The gate was electronically sealed, openable only by those with the right keycards and clearance. That meant there was no way I would be getting through, not without taking the guard out and stealing his key. But if I did that, the entire prison would be on high alert within minutes, and I’d be screwed. 

“You’re up,” I thought. “How are you going to open that gate?”

I’m not. He is.

The Horseman’s energy surged through me as I tiptoed closer to the checkpoint. My entire body seized, my heart lurched into my throat, and for a long moment I found myself unable to exhale, or take a breath. He hadn’t worked through me—he had thrust his energy through me, and I felt like a pipe trying to channel it all to keep it from going everywhere. 

The guard had his face buried in his cellphone, but as soon as the Horseman’s energy reached him, it was as if he’d been struck in the chest. He rolled back on his chair a few inches, the wall stopping him from moving any further. He’d dropped his phone, and I heard the screen crack as it hit the floor.

Then his eyes glazed over, and he stood. 

Slowly, almost shambling, the guard fumbled with his keycard and moved it toward the pad. I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen anything like that before, such brutal mental domination—and through a conduit, no less. His level of magic went way beyond the kind of charms my people could conjure, and it only served to remind me of just how dangerous he was. 

The panel bleeped, the gate unlocked, and the guard shambled back to his chair. He slumped on it, like a drunk, then clumsily fished his phone up from the ground and stuck it in his face again. I hurried past the checkpoint and through the gate before it had a chance to automatically seal again, but I stopped and watched the guard as his senses took over again. 

I thought I’d notice a moment of, what the hell? But no. I doubted if he’d even noticed something had happened. He was still scrolling on his phone, numb to the world around him. Numb to me, my presence, what had just happened to him. 

You should move, now.

“If I don’t do what you say, are you going to turn me into a drone, too?” 

The Horseman took his time with his reply, although I got the impression it wasn’t because he was choosing his words. He was enjoying this. 

Are you worried? 

“No, but you should be if you try anything like that with me.” 

I wouldn’t dream of it.

“Why don’t I believe you for a second?”

Because you have been conditioned to believe I am an irredeemable monster.

“Those are your words, not mine.” 

Another pause, this one I couldn’t read into. The service stairs are to your left. Take them down two levels, you’ll reach one of the secondary depots.

Sure enough, the door at the bottom of the stairs spat me out into a large garage type room. A military truck with a canvas tarp covering its back was parked inside, there were crates and shelves stacked with all manner of items running all the way along the back wall, and two giant metal grates leading out into what I assumed was the central courtyard. 

I hurried out of the door and took shelter behind the nearest crate I could find. As far as I could tell, the garage was empty, but I could hear sounds coming from outside. Distant yelling, the rumbling of an engine… and dogs barking. 

“I’m in,” I thought, “But I don’t want to be in here a second longer than I need to be.” 

Look for black crates. There shouldn’t be more than one or two in there. 

I peeked around the corner of the crate I was hiding behind and tried to get a look around, but the angles were sharp. I didn’t have a choice but to move around and go snooping, searching for the Horseman’s black crates.

The warehouse stank of motor oil, burnt rubber, and sawdust, but I tried to sniff out any gunpowder in the air, thanks to a lack of noticeable black crates in the depot. If there were any in here, they were well and truly hidden. 

“I can’t find any,” I thought “Are you sure they’re in here?” 

They should be. There is usually at least one crate in the depot, just in case of emergencies. 

I was scrambling, now, moving briskly from one part of the depot to the other, scanning high and low for this mythical black crate. But it didn’t exist, it wasn’t there, and I didn’t know what that meant.

“I don’t mean to burst your bubble, but it’s not here.” 

You’re sure about that?

“Super sure.” 

A buzzing sound tore through the depot, causing me to freeze. The main metal shutter started clambering open, and my entire body stiffened as the thought I was about to get caught rooted me to the ground. I kept having to remind myself that I was magically obscured. My instincts were off balance, but they were coming back.

I made a mad dash for the door I’d come through, only to hear voices coming through just as I reached it. I staggered back, swapping between looking at the opening shutters and the doors ahead of me. There was nowhere to go, nowhere to hide except within my Voyda bubble—a bubble I wasn’t sure would hold up to too much scrutiny. 

“I’ve got company coming from all angles,” I thought. 

Run. 

“I can’t!” 

Then hide.

I knocked into a wooden crate as I backed up. It was too small for me to get into, but next to it were the shelves. Hastily I tested them and found they were bolted to the ground and wall, and they wouldn’t fall if I tried to climb them. So, I did, quickly skittering all the way to the top and waiting there to see what was about to unfold—and hope my magic would hold.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

“Did you just send me into a trap?” I thought, in the harshest tone I could think up.

No. I didn’t.

“Really? Because this feels like a trap.” 

I carefully scanned the room, making sure I didn’t move too much on my perch. The shelves seemed stable enough, but there were tools, and boxes, and loose bits of equipment I could easily knock over if I moved too suddenly, or carelessly. 

Three people wearing Harrowgate prison uniforms entered through the service door I had used only a few minutes ago. The first one held it open for the other two, who were carrying a black, unmarked crate between them. I watched them move the crate to the center of the depot, set it down, and then go back into the stairwell to collect another. 

A black van, its headlights gleaming, rolled through the open shutters. The glare of the high beams hurt my eyes, so I shielded them from it and waited until the van was fully inside, and the engine off, before having a good look at it. I couldn’t identify the vehicle, but it looked polished, clean, and its windows were tinted to prevent me from looking into the cabin. 

By the time the van had stopped and shut its engine off, two more black crates had been brought into the depot by uniformed, Harrowgate personnel, and it didn’t look like they were done. 

“What am I looking at?” I thought.

A deal made in the shadows. 

The van’s back doors opened, and a couple of guys wearing all black stepped out. They were big, burly men, with thick beards and tattoos along their necks and faces. One of them approached the steadily piling stack of black crates and waited, a crowbar in hand. 

“Are those the people who attacked you?” 

They are. 

“And are they just humans, or are they something else?” 

There are no humans in Devil Falls, only supernaturals. Do not make a sound, do not try to engage. This is not a fight you can win.

“I might be a fighter, but even I’m not stupid enough to jump into that pit of snakes.” 

A pause. Just checking.

I waited a little longer, carefully watching this deal take place right in front of me. One of the prison workers bringing the next crate in lost his footing as he went around the first truck. He slammed into the shelves, making my entire world bounce just enough to knock things loose. 

I grabbed tightly to the ledge as my heart leapt into my throat, praying to all the Gods I wouldn’t fall and break my Voyda charm. Luckily, that didn’t happen. I managed to hold on. The worker also hadn’t dropped the crate. Once he’d regained his footing, he brought it over to the stack near the van. 

That was when the van’s passenger side door opened, and a man stepped out. He wasn’t large and muscular like the others, but he had just as many tattoos as they did, and his demeanor clearly marked him as the leader of the operation. 

With his hands in his pockets he walked over to the stack of crates and nodded at it. Without question or hesitation, the guy who had come out of the back of the van with the crowbar in his hand stuck it into the side of the crate. With a quick slam of his palm, the top of the crate popped open with a wooden croak.

Another of his men grabbed the top of the crate and pulled it all the way open. The inside was filled fluffy, white, foam peanuts, but with little more than a quick rummage around inside, the leader of the group produced a black pistol. It was a simple, run of the mill, street quality piece, but the guy analyzed it like it was an ancient, powerful relic.

“Can you see what I see?” 

I can now. 

“And is that him?” 

Yes. 

The leader of the group wasn’t physically intimidating. He was a pipsqueak compared to the Horseman. And yet, he commanded the people without even having to open his mouth. He had authority, respect, and a kind of quiet gravitas that identified him immediately as way more dangerous than he looks. 

“Well?” came Officer Brickmore’s voice. “Is everything up to snuff, Mister Black?”

Brickmore came fully into view, now. He’d been the last one to come through the door on the other side of the room. He had a big, smug, satisfied grin on his face that made me want to punch him even more. I could tell he was loving this. 

“That prick,” I thought, “Why is this guy everywhere he shouldn’t be?” 

Calm yourself. Just watch. 

The Horseman had told me to calm down. He had told me. I had no idea how he wasn’t already on the warpath, beating his chest as he charged his way down here to deliver swift punishments to anyone who dared so much as think they could cross him. Then again, that was the problem, wasn’t it? 

How was it possible every shred of intelligence I’d been given about him was wrong? Yes, he had brutal power at his disposal. Yes, he was a bit of a jerk. Okay, he was a lot of a jerk. And he was just as terrifying in person as the image I’d held of him in my mind. But so far, I hadn’t seen him kill anyone who didn’t deserve it, and he didn’t have nearly as much control or power over this situation than I’d think he would have.

Nothing went on at Harrowgate without his knowledge, and yet, there was this. A dark deal being made between a member of his own Coalition and Mister Black, the man who had tried to kill him. It wasn’t bad enough that they were planning on using the weapons in those crates against the Horseman—they had to make the deal right under the Horseman’s nose. 

It was an insult to injury.

Mister Black glanced at Brickmore’s bald head from across the top of the gun he’d been inspecting a moment ago. “That depends,” he said, his voice low, and a little hoarse. “Am I gonna find any surprises in here?” 

“Four crates,” Brickmore said, “That’s twenty pistols, and more ammunition than you’ll need.” 

“More ammunition than we’ll need…” Mister Black paused, then he turned the gun on Brickmore, and it was as if the room had sucked in a breath. “Looks like you failed to tell me exactly what we were dealing with.” 

Brickmore’s hands went up. “You knew who he was when you took the job. Don’t try and pin your failure on me.” 

“My failure? Nah, see, you told us the slugs would turn his lights out just like that. I put one in his chest, and it barely tickled him, which means your equipment defective or you’re lying to me. Either of those things is enough reason for me to kill you and all your men right now.”

The bald guard nervously looked at his own men, then back at Mister Black. “You kill us now, and you’ll never make it out of this prison alive.”

“I’m a man of simple pleasures, and it would please me greatly to put you dogs down right now as payment for what happened to my men.” 

“I’m not responsible for your people’s incompetence.” 

Mister Black cocked the hammer. “I wouldn’t go insulting the man who has a gun pointed at my head.” 

 Brickmore took a deep breath in and exhaled. I could tell he was nervous—his heart gave him away. “Look, one bullet was never going to be enough. Not for him. The guy is a monster, but that’s why he has to be put down. You and I both know this.” 

“I got my reasons for wanting him dead, ain’t one of them got anything to do with him being a monster. That’s what we all are, right?” 

“Speak for yourself.” 

“Aw, that’s right, you types think you’re above the rest of us because you got uniforms on, yeah? Like that makes you some kind of angel of justice, or something, huh?” 

“That’s not what I m—”

“—shut the fuck up. I watched a bunch of my guys die last night. Because of him. Because of you.” 

Brickmore’s expression hardened. “I want to make it right. I do. What can I do to make it right?” 

Mister Black glanced at his men, and immediately they drew their guns. 

“Shit… this is getting serious.” 

I don’t want you in that room. Can you leave?

“Are you kidding me? There are a bunch of mages down there. If I take one wrong step, knock over the smallest thing, I’m done.” 

Wait there. I’m coming.

“No, don’t! If you come down here now, then all this was for nothing. Let it play out. I’m safe up here.” 

I took the Horseman’s lack of reply to mean he had both understood, and accepted my demand… and damn, if that felt good. The only problem was, I couldn’t enjoy the moment because there were men pointing guns at Harrowgate personnel only ten feet below me, and I had no legitimate way to get out of the room.

Mister Black’s eyes narrowed. He then slowly released the hammer on his gun, flipped it around in his hand, and offered it to Brickmore. 

Brickmore looked at the thing, puzzled. “What… are you doing?” 

“An eye for an eye,” Mister Black said.

“An eye for a… what?” 

“I lost three men last night. Now you’re gonna lose three men.” 

“What?! I told you, you can’t kill us and expect to walk away!” 

“Naw, man, I ain’t gonna kill nobody. You are.” 

“You’re out of your fucking mind, Black.” 

“I only want what’s fair. You either take the piece and slug your friends, or you tell your boss he owes me three million.” 

The three men standing near Brickmore were already panicked, but none of them had tried to make a move out of the room. If they did, I knew Mister Black’s men would fill them with holes without hesitation. I didn’t think any of them feared repercussions, if they decided to kill all four of the Coalition pigs in the room.

For a heartbeat I felt good about that, but then something happened. I thought of Sanchez. Sanchez. Besides the Horseman, she was the only person in this entire place who had treated me with any kind of dignity or respect. More than anyone I had met, I felt like she cared—if not necessarily for everyone who got thrown in here—then at least for those she felt might be being treated unfairly.

What if there were more like her around here? What if any of those three men who were about to get killed, either by Brickmore or Mister Black and his goons, had even a shred of decency worth intervening for? I didn’t think I’d be able to sleep at night if I just watched them all die and did nothing about it.

So, I shifted, slowly, on the shelves, careful not to knock anything over. 

What are you doing, Six?

I sighed. “Something stupid.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

I can read your thoughts, Six. Don’t do this.

“I don’t see another choice.” 

Remain hidden. That’s your choice. 

“And watch those people die? Tell me right now, without a shadow of a doubt, that each those men deserve death and I’ll stay out of this.” 

A pause, barely longer than a handful of heartbeats. I cannot say they all deserve death.

“That’s all I needed to hear.” 

Do you have a plan? 

“No. But I’m good at improvising.” 

Mister Black’s goons raised the barrels of their guns and pointed them, each, the Harrowgate workers standing near Brickmore. It had started raining outside, and it sounded like there was shouting coming from one of the prison yards nearby. With the dogs also barking in the courtyard, it made for one hell of a racket, leaving me to wonder if this execution had been planned.

Planned without Brickmore’s knowledge.

“Clock’s ticking, big guy,” Mister Black said. 

Brickmore had a look of inevitability about him, as if he’d already decided his only way out of this was to do what Mister Black had told him to do. It churned my stomach. He hadn’t turned the gun on his men yet, but he also wasn’t about to try to get out of this any other way. I could see it on his face. 

Surrender.

“Don’t do this…” said one of the workers. His hands were held up, and his face was already screwed up with held back tears. “Please, c’mon… don’t do this.” 

“Shut up!” Brickmore barked, shutting his eyes hard. 

“I have a wife, man… her name’s Christina, remember? You met her at the New Year’s party.” 

“I’m trying to think!” 

“Think faster, boy,” Mister Black said, “I don’t got all day.” 

I shook my head. “God dammit. This is about to turn really ugly.”

Whatever you’re planning on doing, you need to be incredibly careful. And whatever you do, don’t get shot.

“Solid advice. Can you do to Black or Brickmore what you did to that guard at the checkpoint?” 

I can.

“As soon as I move… turn one of Black’s men against his buddies.”

A pause. There is a chance Brickmore will sense my presence, if not my intrusion.

I lowered my eyes. “Let him.”

The Harrowgate workers were pleading for their lives, now. It was a bumbling, blubbering cacophony of voices, each trying to humanize themselves in front of their would-be executioner. That was something I could relate to. Connect with. If I’d had any doubts about what I was going to do next, listening to this squashed them all. 

There was no going back, now.

Brickmore sucked in a breath, turned to the side, and aimed the gun at one of his men. The entire room seemed to inhale, the tension rising to such a degree I could feel it brushing up against my skin, making my hairs stand on their ends. 

“I’m sorry,” Brickmore said.

“Now,” I thought, and a second later, I felt the push of the Horseman’s energy as he worked through me. There was an instant of hesitation on Brickmore’s face, a moment when he turned his eyes up as if he’d sensed something. Then the Horseman’s magic struck one of Mister Black’s guards, and I watched his eyes roll into the back of his skull and turn his gun on his boss. 

There was a shuffle of guns, of changing targets, of nervous whimpers. 

“What the fuck are you doing, man?” Mister Black said, elevating his voice only slightly. 

Then I dropped.

There was no room in here to make my wings expand, so I kept them glamored away. My fall was silent enough that it didn’t break my Voyda charm, so I took the element of surprise and drove my foot into the back of one of Mister Black’s knees. He went down hard, groaning from the fall. When he turned his attention on me, I slammed my elbow into his face, putting him all the way in the ground.

“You!” Brickmore yelled, turning his gun on me, but I was already moving, sliding around the other side of Mister Black’s van. 

Gunshots rang out, bullets ricocheting against the van’s metal hull, sparks illuminating the interior of the depot. I doubted if anyone outside would’ve seen, heard, or cared about what was going on in here, so that was the least of my concerns. But I had to play this exactly right—there were far too many guns in here, and I knew what that ammunition could do.

Using the wall opposite me as a springboard, I leapt to the top of the van and hurled myself over to the other side of it. Chaos had already erupted. One of Black’s goons was on the ground, with several bullet holes in his chest. Brickmore and the other Harrowgate workers had started to move, taking shelter behind the other truck, but there was a goon left standing. 

I dropped from on top of the van feet first, driving the guy underneath me, face first into the floor. Then I turned my burning, amber eyes up at the gangster with all the neck tattoos. He cocked an eyebrow at me, angling his head to the side.

“That’s rude, you know that?” he asked.

“So are executions,” I said, and I sprang toward him, my fingertips aimed directly at his throat—but he weaved his body to the side and blocked my attack with his left hand. 

Mister Black grinned. “Guess you weren’t expecting that, huh?” 

“You talk too much.” 

I yanked my hand away and went at him with another jab, only this one he jumped away from. Still, I pressed on, delivering a series of punches, and kicks, and spinning back-hand smashes, each of which was parried aside or blocked. This guy knew how to fight with his hands, but he also couldn’t land a blow on me. I was too fast, my movements too fluid. 

When I spotted an opening, I delivered a kick straight into his midsection that sent him staggering back a few paces. It took a only second for him to catch his breath again, and when he did, he wiped the dust off his black clothes and looked at me with curious, narrow eyes.

“How much are they paying you to protect them?” he asked.

“They aren’t,” I said, keeping my posture tight and my senses sharp. 

He eyed me up and down. “Wait a sec… you an inmate here?” 

“That fiend bitch should be in a cell right now!” Brickmore yelled. He and the other Harrowgate personnel had been trying to get the side door opened, but it wasn’t opening for them. I wasn’t sure if that was the Horseman’s doing, or if there was something else at play here. Either way, they weren’t leaving because escape meant going through me and Mister Black.

“Fiend huh?” Mister Black said, the grin returning to his face. “I don’t know what this whole situation is, but I could use someone like you. Come work for me. Get the fuck out ‘dis joint.” 

“Save the recruitment drive,” I hissed, going on the offensive again. 

Mister Black matched my movements, his hands coming up just at the right moment to block my strikes, his ducks and weaves perfectly timed. It was like trying to fight someone who knew exactly where the next blow was going to come from, and how to defend against it, with minimal effort. 

Lucky for me, that keen insight didn’t extend to his own attacks against me, but that only led to a back and forth that looked more like a choreographed dance around the depot. For every jab, or hook, or kick, there was an equally well-timed block. It was infuriating, but also exhilarating. 

Some of his goons, the ones who weren’t too severely injured, had already gotten back up. One of them aimed the barrel of his gun at me, setting my danger sense immediately off. I backflipped just as he squeezed the trigger, sailing harmlessly over the path of the bullets spitting out of his gun’s mouth. 

When I landed, I turned my hand toward him and called upon another magic charm of my people. “Veshkar,” I hissed, and a bolt of coruscating lightning zipped from my fingertips and struck him in the chest. He staggered against the hood of the van, the force of the magic pushing him there, and the electric current ripping through his body keeping him there. 

Mister Black had taken the momentary distraction as a chance to slink away to the side. I watched him open the door to the van’s cabin and stand by it. “I gotta roll,” he said, “But if you ever change your mind about working for me, you come looking.” 

I was standing directly in front of the van’s headlights as they flashed on, and I had to turn my eyes away and shield them to avoid being momentarily blinded. A moment later I heard the van start peeling away, and by the time its headlights weren’t in my face, it was already out in the main courtyard. 

Lowering my head, I took three steps toward the exit, letting my wings spill out of their glamor and stretch around me. I felt powerful. Complete. My huge, leathery wings weren’t just extra appendages. They were an intrinsic part of who I was, my identity—a key part of what made me feel strong. 

Stronger than them.

“Don’t move!” Brickmore yelled. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him. He was aiming a pistol directly at me; a pistol loaded with the Horseman’s own supernatural killing bullets. 

I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Seriously?” I asked.

“Don’t you dare fucking move, fiend.” 

“I just saved you and your friends’ lives, and you’re going to shoot me?” 

He swallowed so hard I saw his Adam’s Apple bounce in his throat. “H-how are you out here? Was it him?” 

“I’d love to stay and chat with you, Brickmore, but the people who made you almost kill your friends are getting away.” 

“I don’t give a shit about that!” he hissed, “How wide did you have to open your legs to get him to take your collar off? Hm?”

Angry heat flooded my chest, not only at the accusation, but because I knew the Horseman was listening to this, watching this, seeing the world through my eyes. He was there, a—mostly—silent passenger. The accusation didn’t only infuriate me, it was also humiliating. Demeaning. I wasn’t going to take it, least of all in the Horseman’s presence.

I lowered my burning, amber eyes. “What did you say?” I asked, my voice low.

“How many ways did you let him fuck you for the privilege of taking that thing off?!” he roared, his voice quaking.

My danger sense triggered. He was about to do it; he was about to shoot—and murder—me. I ducked, spreading my wings to avoid them getting hit by the hail of bullets he was about to unload on me. I heard the clap of the gun, I saw the muzzle flash, and I felt the bullets whiz past me, but none of them touched me. 

Brickmore continued roaring, advancing, and shooting. It took everything I had to keep even one of those things from clipping me, my body twisting into shapes I wasn’t used to making. But then the gun started harmlessly clicking in his hand, the clip spent, the bullets gone. The world ground to a halt, the sounds of the courtyard drowning away to nothing so all I could hear was Brickmore’s ragged breathing and his rampant heartbeat.

Kill him.

Adrenaline surged through me. I hurled myself at Brickmore, grabbing him by the shoulders and throwing him to the ground. He tried to pull one hand up, to blast me with magic, but I sank my claws into it and pinned it to the ground. The smell of his blood in the air sent my mind into a dizzying high, and I could no longer control myself.

“I’m gonna kill you!” he snarled, and with a violent wriggle, he managed to free his other hand which I’d been keeping pinned under my knee. 

It flashed vibrantly blue, but before the spell could manifest, I dug my claws into his throat. They made a wet squelching sound, my long, razor-sharp nails tearing through his skin with ease. His eyes widened further. Then he coughed, and gargled, and blood spilled from the sides of his mouth. I pulled my hand out of his throat, and it came back sticky, and wet, and warm—like a crimson glove.

The light in his hand faded first, the light in his eyes following soon after. 

Just like that, Brickmore was dead.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Watching Brickmore’s blood pool in the space beneath his neck was like an outer body experience. My skin was numb, I couldn’t smell or hear anything, I could only watch the crimson flow as it bubbled out of his throat, his mouth. Occasionally he’d make a noise that sounded almost like speech, but it was only pockets of air still trapped in his body.

“Holy shit…” I thought. “I just killed him.” 

You did what you had to do. Stay there.

“Stay here? I can’t do that! I just killed Brickmore!” 

I perked up just as one of the Harrowgate workers peered around the front of the truck. He stared at me, his eyes wide, his skin as white as snow. “You… you killed him,” he said.

Curling my wings around my body, I glanced down at Brickmore’s corpse, then turned my amber up at the worker. “It was going to be him or you,” I said.

“But he’s… he’s dead.” 

“I know. And now you need to think very carefully about what you’re going to do next.” 

He swallowed hard. “Are you going to kill me too?” 

I stood, backed away from Brickmore’s corpse, and moved closer to the far wall. “I don’t want to kill you. But I also don’t want you to tell anyone I was here.” 

“What am I supposed to tell them?” 

“I don’t know. But I’m pretty sure he wasn’t supposed to be giving those people weapons. Did you know what was in those crates?” 

“No!” he shrieked, “No, I swear. We were just on duty tonight, the three of us.” 

The other two workers came into view behind him. “I’m assuming Brickmore disabled all the cameras in and around here. Are you going to tell anyone what just happened?” 

We won’t! We swear.” 

“Good. Now turn around.” 

“Turn…” he looked at me puzzled, but then he turned, and so did the other two. 

“Voyda,” I whispered, turning my own essence inward. The magic immediately took effect, sucking the color out of the world around me. When the workmen turned around again, they couldn’t find me anymore. I was gone, even though I was standing right in front of them. 

One of them nudged the other, begging them to get the hell out of the depot. Before leaving, the workers pressed the button to bring the metal shutters down. If they hadn’t, and someone had walked past here, they’d have seen two corpses lying dead on the ground. One, Brickmore; the other, one of Mister Black’s guys.

They didn’t seem to have trouble with the side door out of the depot this time. It opened without a fuss, letting the three of them make a mad dash out and into safety. I waited for a beat, breathing deeply and exhaling, putting just enough distance between myself and the workers that they wouldn’t be able to sound the alarm on me and trap me inside, but I also wouldn’t run into them leaving.

Come back to me.

“No kidding. Where else was I going to go?” 

You could have fled.

“I promised I wouldn’t. What are we going to do about this?” 

You’re going to do nothing but come back to me. I will deal with this.

I took another deep breath, finally calming myself, and started on my way back to the Horseman’s quarters. No alarm had sounded. In fact, once I got back to the Horseman’s level, everything seemed to be running normally. The guard the Horseman had mentally dominated to get me down here was still at his post, with his face still buried in his phone. 

He put up even less of a mental resistance this time than he had the first time, which I didn’t think was even possible. 

Once I got past him, I snuck my way back to the Horseman’s quarters, quickly opening the door, stepping through it, and shutting it once I was inside. It wasn’t until after I saw him standing across from me that I realized I’d just related the Horseman’s quarters to a feeling of great safety, and that feeling extended to him, too.

The sight of him, the smell of him; maybe it was the adrenaline still coursing through my veins, but my heart was hammering inside of me, and this time… this time I was the one hurrying toward him. I was the one wrapping my arms around his neck seeking his lips with my own. 

I kissed him hard and fast, both of my hands plunged deeply into his lush, black hair. I could feel his heart beating against my body, the heat of him, the taste of him. I let my mouth open just enough for my tongue to go searching for his, and when I found it, it was like fireworks. I could’ve taken him there and then, thrown all my tension, all my anxieties, all my frustrations out on his body. 

But he pulled away from me. 

I chased his lips as he pulled back whispering, “Why?” 

He ran the palm of his hand across my cheek, just as we had done before I left for the depot. Instinct took over, and I brushed his hand with my face, my eyes shutting. “Because…” he said, trailing for an instant, “You left a corpse for me to clean up.” 

I opened my eyes and gave them to him and saw their reflection in his own. “You did encourage me…” I said, running my hands across his shoulders. “Now, take off your clothes.” 

“Patience,” he whispered against my lips. “You stay here. Don’t open the door. I will be back soon.” 

I arched both my eyebrows at him. “You want me to sit here and wait for you?” 

“Do you have somewhere else to be?” 

I frowned. “You’ve got me there. No.” 

“Good. Just sit here… and wait for me.” 

“Wait, I thought you said you couldn’t go down there. Where are you going?” 

The Horseman turned around when he reached the door. “Don’t ask questions. Just wait for me.”

With that, he left me alone in his quarters, with a slight ringing in my ears and only the sound of my own heart for company. I had no idea where he’d gone, what he was doing, or when he would be coming back, but the biggest thought on my mind was that kiss. My hand moved to my lips, thumb lightly brushing against the lower. 

It had been adrenaline that encouraged the kiss. It had been exhilaration, the threat of danger, the thrill of sneaking around the prison by myself. All those things had contributed to the initiation of that kiss, but the thing that made me chase him after he broke away was a feeling as simple as it was complicated. 

Vulnerability.

Not just on my part, but on his, too. For the first time since I’d gotten here, the Horseman and I were on the same level. Neither of us had allies. Neither of us knew who we could turn our backs on. Neither of us knew when the walls were listening. In a weird twist of fate, we hadn’t only become equals—we had become each other’s only… friends.

I was friends with the Horseman of Devil Falls. Wait, no; there was a better way of saying that.

The Horseman of Devil Falls was my only friend.

Shaking my head at the absurdity of it all, I floated around the Horseman’s quarters, moving from his weapon rack, to his desk, to his bookshelf. I was careful not to touch anything, not to rifle through his things. Somehow that felt a little wrong, like I was doing something I shouldn’t have been doing. 

It was clear just by glancing at his bookshelf that the Horseman, to my surprise, enjoyed a good read. From classics to contemporaries, his bookshelf was filled with books, most of them horror novels; some written by authors I had heard of, and some written by authors whose names I had never come across before now.

My meandering around his room then led me to his bathroom, where I had once bathed. The door was closed, but I opened it. As soon as I did, an array of wild, sweet fragrances reached out to greet me, the lights popped on automatically, and I saw myself reflected in the Horseman’s mirror. 

I still had blood on my face, from the moment of bonding we’d shared. But I also had Brickmore’s blood on my hands, splattered across my face, my jumpsuit. I looked like I’d just crawled out of a horror novel, like the monster from the deep lagoon, or the abominable snowman stained red with the blood of the scientists that dared drift too close to its lair.

I stepped closer to the sink, washing my hands, working Brickmore’s drying blood between my fingertips. It was cold, now, and mostly dry and brown. Some of it flaked off my skin as I rubbed it, but the rest wouldn’t come off without a deep wash. But I wasn’t ready. 

I could feel the swell of guilt rising within me, that familiar feeling that usually came after slaying someone. Brickmore hadn’t been my first. There was, after all, a reason why I’d volunteered for this mission in the first place. Killing assholes didn’t bother me, and Brickmore had been an asshole. 

He’d d thrown me into a room with a werewolf, he’d insulted me, humiliated me. Worse than even all of that? He’d probably done the same, if not worse, to countless other inmates at Harrowgate, regardless of gender, or even species. He was a scourge on the world. Scum. I was glad he was dead. Glad that I had been the one to end him. 

With him gone, the world was a little better off.

I moved away from the sink and sat on the edge of the bath, going through my thoughts of what I’d just been through. Funnily enough, killing Brickmore wasn’t as much of a point of interest as Mister Black’s skill with his own body. He was a mage, but I’d never seen mages fight like that before.

Mages could bend the world with their minds, and in my experience, that was usually the first trick they tried. But Mister Black had indulged me, he had sparred with me, and then he had offered me a job. What was more, the murder urge hadn’t flared as strongly between us as it had with others in the past. 

Why? 

I didn’t know him. I’d never met him before tonight. Maybe being packed in so tightly with mages and other supernaturals had dulled the murder urge inside of me, but that didn’t explain his lack of visceral reaction to me. 

The door to the Horseman’s quarters opened after what felt like a lifetime spent by myself. I shot to my feet, my heart lurching into my throat, and I hid behind the door. But the Horseman’s own voice pushed through the silence, alerting me to his presence. 

I emerged from the bathroom and stared at him. “So?” I asked.

“It’s done.” 

“Do I want to ask what it is?” 

He shook his head. “You don’t.” 

“And now? What do I do?” 

The Horseman’s eyes lowered, the tone of his voice lowering to match it. “Now… you get back into my bathroom.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

I swallowed my rapid pulse, but I didn’t object. With a slight breath I moved back into the bathroom and waited for the Horseman to arrive. I heard the ragtime beating of his heart against my ears as he approached; my heightened senses easily picking the sound out of the near silence around me. 

When he entered the bathroom, he glanced at the tub. “Run the water,” he said.

I didn’t speak, choosing instead to silently acquiesce and do as he had asked. So, I turned around, leaned across the tub, and ran the faucet, letting the water pool in the obsidian tub. As I straightened my back, I found him standing behind me, one hand already wrapping around my waist. 

I sucked in a breath at the feel of his touch, the softness of him, the smell of him. Without saying a word, he found the zipper on my jumpsuit and gently, slowly, started tugging on it. I had ample time to resist, to protest, to object, but I didn’t want to. Instead, I let him slide the zipper all the way down to my hips, taking another deep breath as he slid his hand slowly across my bare skin. 

“Don’t speak,” he whispered. 

With his other hand he gently pulled the jumpsuit off my shoulders. It fell, almost immediately, into a puddle around my feet, leaving me in my underwear in front of him. My breathing was already coming in short and quick when the Horseman took a deep whiff of my hair. I shut my eyes and let myself enjoy the moment, arching my neck to let him get a little closer to my skin.

But when I felt his fingertips touch the hem of my underwear, I stopped him. 

“No,” I whispered against the side of his face. 

Slowly, I turned, resting my hands on his shoulders and staring at his chest. Swallowing hard, I started tugging on his t-shirt, slowly pulling it up and over his head. I couldn’t help but stare at him. His chest, his abdomen; it was almost all muscle, a rigid landscape of strength and power, with deep contours and hard lines. 

I looked up at him, giving him my eyes as, with steady, confident hands, I started undoing the buckle of his belt, and then the buttons on his pants. His jugular was pounding with a rhythm to match mine, fast and hard, his hands resting by his sides, his eyes boring into my own. 

His pants fell with a thud as the buckle hit the floor, and then he was in front of me, wearing nothing but a pair of boxers. I kept my eyes up, but my hands roamed. Shoulders, collar, chest, abdomen, waist. His skin was soft, and smooth, except for where it was scarred. Some scars were lines, others holes where the skin had healed, even if it hadn’t exactly regenerated. 

I wondered what had caused them, what monsters he’d found himself wrestling with, but the thought didn’t last. With another slight lick of my lips, I turned around again and faced the tub. My heart was pounding, hammering a frantic rhythm maybe in response to the Horseman’s presence, or maybe in anticipation of what was about to happen. 

Slowly I picked at the clasp of my bra until it popped. Then, stepping toward the edge of the tub, I slowly slid out of my underwear and lowered myself into the water, giving the Horseman a full show of my backside.

By the time I had settled and turned around, the Horseman was already halfway submerged, the bubbles frothing around him. He watched me from where he sat, letting his arms rest along the rim of the circular tub. I let my shoulders dip below the waterline and rubbed my hands to get some of Brickmore’s blood off me, but I never once broke the Horseman’s gaze. 

“Come…” he said, his voice low, and soft. 

I approached, pausing once I reached his knees. I rested my hands on them, then I let them slide up along his outer thighs, feeling the strength of his body underneath my hands. “Why?” I asked, matching his tone despite the sharpness in my breathing, and the staccato beating of my heart.

The Horseman didn’t answer. Instead, he took one of my hands and drew me closer to him. I straddled him, swinging my legs around either side of his lap and staring at him. He reached for my cheek with a wet hand, and I brushed his palm with the side of my face. I didn’t know what this was, what to call it, how to process it. Whatever it was, I needed no further encouragement. 

I rose up, letting my breasts peek above the waterline for an instant before laying fully against his chest. Then, with my heart wedged inside of my throat, I reached for him, my hand searching between my own legs until I found him hard, and full. His breath hitched as, with my hand, I guided him toward me and slowly lowered myself.

In the ecstasy of the moment, I moaned, low and long, as I took all of him into myself. The Horseman’s entire body tensed, each and every one of his muscles tightening as he slid deeper into me. When we were settled together, completely entwined, I placed my hands on his shoulders and, slowly, started my hips moving, shutting my eyes and throwing my head back once I found something of a rhythm. 

The water lapped against the sides of the tub as pulses of exquisite pleasure pushed through me. He rested his hands on my hips and brought his lips up to my chest, parting them just enough to take one of my breasts into his mouth. Another soft moan escaped my lips as his warm, wet tongue worked my nipple, the excitement within me roaring to a fever pitch, increasing the speed of my movements. 

The water was sloshing, now, each thrust of my hips harder, and deeper than the last. I could feel his hands grasping and grabbing my hips, sliding further to the curve of my backside and grabbing again. He was close, I could feel it, and I wanted to coax it out of him. But I knew it would take more than what I was doing to him. 

It was almost aggressive the way I cupped his jaw and brought his lips up to meet mine. I kissed him as I rode him, exulting in the feel of his hot breath against my tongue. The Horseman growled lowly and bit my lower lip, sending a delightful ripple of pleasurable pain tearing through me like a meteor falling from the sky.

“Tell me you want it,” I said into his mouth, slowing the rhythm of my hips just a little bit, enough to tease him, to show him I was in control. 

I felt the low grumble in his throat, as his climax drew closer and further away at the same time. “I want it,” he growled. 

Speeding up, I kissed him again, searching for his tongue with my own and making them dance. Then I threw my head back and rode him through his orgasm, my body tingling with every pump, every squeeze, until he was spent, and breathless. I lowered my head onto his chest, surrendering, exhausted. 

Fighting for his own breaths, the Horseman brought his hands up and rested one on my shoulder, and one on my head. For the first time since we’d met, we laid together, in silence. No arguing, no talk of threats, or prisons, or deaths. There was only us, the quickened beating of our hearts, and the sound of the water gently lapping against our skin as it settled.

I couldn’t tell how long it was before somebody spoke. Maybe a minute. Maybe ten. The water in the tub hadn’t run cold yet, but I didn’t think it would. Not with him inside. I traced my fingertips along the length of his collarbone, up and down, my eyes barely open, until I finally took in a slight breath to speak.

“A sane woman may have rejected you,” I said.

“And you are not sane?” he asked.

“I’m lying in a tub with the most dangerous man I know. What’s sane about that?” 

The Horseman inhaled, then exhaled. “What’s dangerous about me?” 

I softly shrugged. “I’ve seen what you can do to people.” 

“Only to those who deserve it.” 

“That’s not what I’ve heard.” 

“And yet, you marked me as your own tonight... took me as your own. Why, if I’m so dangerous?” 

I swallowed hard, my fingertips moving to his chest. “Because even though I’ve witnessed the extent of your power, I’m not sure I believe what I’ve heard about you.” 

“And if it’s all true?” 

“Then I’ve made a terrible mistake… but it wouldn’t be the first,” My hand dipped below the waterline, fingertips grazing along the taut landscape of his abdomen, breath hitching against his neck as I found him, still aroused. “It won’t be the last,” I whispered.

“Stay with me,” he said, his voice low. “Sleep with me.”  

“I’ve already done that,” I said, gently stroking him, “And people will ask questions if I stay here.” 

He shut his eyes and let his head fall against the rim of the tub. “Let them ask.” 

“That won’t be good for either of us, but at least I’ll be leaving you with a memory… a fond one, I hope.” 

The Horseman softly moaned. “Yes.” 

I released him suddenly, and he looked down at me, his hungry eyes narrowed like he was about to punish me for stopping. With a playful smirk on my face, I slowly emerged from the water, presenting my naked body for him to feast his eyes on. 

“You’re going to send me back to my cell,” I said, moving a little closer to him. 

The Horseman sat upright and frowned. “And if I don’t?” 

“You will.” I threw one of my legs across his shoulder. “But first you’re going to wash me.” 

He wrapped one of his hands around my leg and made it crawl up and along my outer thigh, his eyes focused entirely on my warm, wet center. Without looking, I saw him reach for a sponge sitting by the side of the tub. I stopped him, took his other hand, and placed it firmly on my backside. Then I waggled my finger at him. 

“No,” I said, “You’re going to wash me with your tongue.” 

Hungrily, and without encouragement, the Horseman did exactly as I’d asked. I ran my fingers through his hair, guiding him, luxuriating in the pleasure I was receiving. The pleasure he was giving me. But I didn’t touch him again. He was going to send me back to my cell, and then he was going to want me back. 

I was going to make sure of that.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

The Horseman 

 

She had been gone for over an hour, and yet still she had not left my thoughts. Through my mind was crowded with thoughts of Mister Black, of Officer Brickmore, of the corruption inside of my own house, she dominated my thoughts. 

It was intoxicating. She was intoxicating. Though I wanted to concentrate on more pressing matters, like disposing of Brickmore’s cooling corpse, what I truly wanted to do was sit and live within the memory of what had just occurred. 

First, she had marked me as hers, and I had marked her as mine. Then she had fought, bravely, with honor and skill. And then she had killed a man. Not just any man, but a man who had wronged her—an enemy—and she had made it look easy.

Six was a powerful, formidable woman, and we had just taken each other; not out of a mutual hate, but because something else was blooming between us. It was a lot to process, not the least of which because there hadn’t been another like her before Six. 

There had been women, to be sure. I was young and stupid once. But even though I hadn’t been able to explain exactly why, I had always found connections difficult to make. I shut my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to push past the veil of fog in my mind, trying to reach through it to remember the man I was before… before I became what I was now. 

It was impossible.

Names, faces, places, events, they were all out of reach ever since the night of the Sundering. An act for which I can never be redeemed. An act for which I will never be accepted back into society. An act that left me changed… and cursed. 

An act that saved my life.

Checking my watch, acknowledging the time, I stood from behind my desk and walked into the center of my quarters. I summoned a ball of shifting blue light into my hand, watched it twirl between my fingers, and then I slammed it into the ground. 

The ball of light exploded, soundlessly, creating a glimmering blue portal with a deep, dark center that was impossible to see through. I squared my shoulders and stepped through it, emerging inside of a quiet storage room stacked with huge crates, and rows upon rows of metal shelves. 

My nostrils flared, the scent of death rising to greet me as soon as I arrived. Brickmore’s corpse lay at my feet, dead and cool, his throat and neck covered in crusty, dry blood—his eyes wide open, glassy, and milky white. But he wasn’t the reason for the stink of the dead, nor was he responsible for the ice-cold air pressing around me on all sides.

A breath of cold air reached the back of my neck, the darkened shadow in the corner of the room alerting me to its presence. I gave it my attention, trying to pick the shade’s ephemeral body out from the rest of the darkness around it. 

“The debt is paid, Horseman,” came a raspy, croaky voice from within the heart of the darkness. “The corpse is delivered.” 

“Your debt is cleared, old man,” I said, nodding.

The lower half of the shade’s pale, withered face peered out from within the shadows. It grinned, displaying a handful of crooked, yellowed teeth. “Who will do your dirty work for you now?”

“That is not your concern. Now, leave this place—back to watching the walls.” 

The shadow retreated through the wall, and the room instantly brightened. I walked over to the dead guard’s body and knelt beside it. He had never been a good guard. He was the type of man who, given only a sliver of authority, he would pretend he was a king of kings. His arrogance had cost him his life, like I always knew it would. 

I placed my hand on his chest, then watched as my magic begun to work. This wasn’t restorative magic meant to mend his body, though; it was the opposite. Cell by cell, particle by particle, every last inch of Brickmore quickly decomposed and turned to slush. The putrid scent of flesh rapidly decaying, and then melting, quickly filled the air in the room, but I shut my senses to it for as long as the magic worked.

When Brickmore was gone—flesh, bone, and clothes, all sizzled away to nothing—all that was left to do was clean the stain on the concrete, and return to my quarters where Six was waiting.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

The prison was deep, and dark, and quiet by the time I reached my cell. Though the walk was familiar, it felt different this time. Maybe it was because my entire body still tingled from my encounter with him, or maybe it had more to do with what the encounter represented. 

A coming together, of sorts.

When I’d first entered the prison, the Horseman was the be-all and end-all of this place. He was the king, the tyrant, the monster. Omnipotent, all powerful, dangerous. Compared to him, I was nobody. A would-be assassin with no name, and no one who would notice if I quietly disappeared from this place. 

Now, though. Now, I was something else. Someone else. I wasn’t the Horseman’s equal. I wasn’t sure he had an equal, or if such a thing was even possible. But he was no longer the big, scary, all-powerful bully I had come to know. He wasn’t exactly human, but he had been humanized in my eyes, I had been humanized in his, and in that we found common ground.

He noticed me, now. He saw me. He knew me in a way few others ever had—had tasted me in ways even fewer ever had. Thinking about the way his hands brushed against my skin, how his lips had traced my neck, how he had felt inside of me, left me feeling dizzy and airy, but I needed to concentrate. 

Someone wanted him dead. The systems that held him up, his support network, had started to weaken, and he could feel the ground wobble beneath his feet. I doubted if many others knew it or could sense it, this crack the Horseman’s armor. 

Brickmore had, that much was certain, but he was dead, now. 

With him gone, everyone could breathe a little easier. But Brickmore wasn’t the man at the top. He was acting on behalf of someone else. Maybe the Warden? It was, after all, he who had been there, in Calder’s office, the day he went missing. He had known something was up, something about Calder, and about me. 

The door to my cell buzzed loudly, then opened, and I was unceremoniously shoved inside. The lights were low, the cell was dim, and when the door shut behind me, it was silent, too, save for the hum of the ventilation system. 

I took a deep breath, exhaled, and moved toward my bunk. I had barely placed a foot on the lower railing to hoist myself up when Alexa spoke. 

“Where’ve you been?” she asked, her voice a little croaky, as if she’d just woken up.

“Nowhere,” I said, “Go back to sleep.” 

She stirred around in bed and sat upright—or as upright as she could in her low bunk. “Aw, come on. It’s boring as hell in here, and you’ve been somewhere. Dish!” 

“We’re inmates at a prison, not a sorority. I’m not going to dish.” 

“Please? You seriously gonna leave me hanging like that?” 

My hands still on the top bunk, my foot on the lower bunk, I stared at her, eyebrows arched. “It’s been a long day, and I’d love to get some rest.” 

Alexa sat upright. “You could go to bed, or you could help a sister out, tell me a story, and we’ll know each other a little better.”

Sighing, I let my hands fall from the top bunk and backed away from the beds. Alexa slid to the edge of the bed, planting her bare feet on the cold, concrete ground. She stared up at me, her almond shaped eyes narrowed to fine points. I could tell she wasn’t going to let this go.

“I was in the hole,” I lied. “After the dust up in the canteen… that’s where Sanchez took me.” 

Impossibly, her eyes narrowed further. She then looked down at the floor between her feet, before glancing up at me again. “No, you ain’t,” she said.

“No?”

“I don’t know where you’ve been, but you ain’t been in the hole. You’re too clean. Also, you’ve got that freshly fucked glow on you.” 

I lowered my eyes, a single eyebrow arched like I couldn’t believe what she’d just said. “Fuck glow…” 

“Yeah. So, who you been fucking?” 

“No one.” 

“Don’t lie to me. I ain’t gonna judge. This place is boring, and I could do with some entertainment.” 

“I’m going to disappoint you there. I’m not very entertaining.” 

Her eyes brightened. “Ah, but you could be! So, c’mon. Tell me. Was it a guard?” 

I shook my head and rolled my eyes. “I don’t know what you expect me to tell you, here.” 

“I expect you to tell me who you just stuck it to. I’ve been stuck in this cell all day with nothing to do. This place is the pits.”

“I know it is. I’ve been here for… damn, I lose track.” 

“Look, you want me to trust you, don’t you? And you wanna trust me, right? If you want us to have each other’s backs in here, tell me who you’ve just been with, and I’ll keep it a secret.”

“Or you’ll use it to blackmail me.” 

“You tell me a secret, I tell you a secret, then we can screw each other over if we want to.”

“How about you go first?” 

“Nah, it doesn’t work like that.” 

She’s not going to let it go. I had to give her something. She knew I hadn’t been in the hole, and my body was giving away what I’d just been out doing. Alexa was sharp, and I couldn’t say I didn’t admire that. Still, telling her what I’d just done came with a whole lot of risks I wasn’t ready to take. 

Sighing, I rolled my eyes again. “Alright, fine,” I huffed, “But if you tell a soul, I’ll tie you up with your own hair.” 

Alexa drew a cross against her heart with her finger, then pretended like she was zipping her, red lips shut. “If anyone hears about this, it won’t be from me.” 

I paused. “I haven’t been in the hole.”  

“I fucking knew it,” she said, grinning widely and quickly rising to her feet. “Okay, who was it?”

“I can’t tell you.” 

“You can. Please? You have to, now.” 

“I don’t have to tell you anything.” 

“Okay fine, but wouldn’t it be nice to have someone to talk to?”

I turned my head to the side, eyeing her suspiciously. “The last time we spoke, you wanted to rip my face off. What’s changed?”

Alexa shrugged. “You’ve been gone a while, and you ain’t been in no hole, which means you’ve got some kinda clout that I want in on.” 

“You think I have clout?” 

“Don’t change the subject. Tell me who put the sex glow on you.” 

Sex glow. I couldn’t help but grin. I paused. “You said we’d trade a secret for a secret. I gave you half a secret, now it’s your turn.” 

Her eyebrow arched, and another smirk manifested upon her lips. She leaned in a little closer, as if to whisper. “You ever hear about the break in this place had a few years back?” 

“Everyone here has.” 

“I know someone who was involved.” 

“You… what?”

“I know, right? Bombshell. Now, if somebody finds out I know, they’re gonna peel my mind open like an onion—and that’s only half the secret. You wanna hear the other half?” 

“I do.” 

“Then spill yours.” 

My heart started racing. “You really want to know?”

“What the fuck you think all this is for?” 

“If I tell you, and it gets out…” 

“Then you’ll kill me, whatever. I know how it goes.” 

“It’s really important that you know the answer to this question isn’t it?” 

Alexa shrugged. “I want to know who I can trust in here, and I think being able to trust my own cellmate is pretty high on my priorities. You tell me yours; I’ll tell you mine.” 

Telling her who I’d just been with was a bad idea. I could feel it in my bones. But there was another part of me that knew I needed friends. The Horseman’s reach wasn’t total. He wasn’t always going to be able to shield me from harm, especially when it took place inside Harrowgate’s walls. 

Sure, Brickmore was dead, but that didn’t mean Knives wouldn’t try something. It didn’t mean there weren’t other guards she may have already gotten on the right side of. If anything happened to me in here, I was on my own unless I made my own friends. 

Alexa seemed keen—at least, she did now—and that was suspicious enough, but her heart was beating just as fast as mine. I wasn’t sure if that meant I could trust her with what I was about to tell her, but the rapid pulsing of her heart told me mean she was just as excited to hear it as she was scared. 

“Alright, fine,” I said, “On three.” 

Alexa nodded. “One,” she said. 

“Two.” 

“Three.”

We leaned in to whisper into each other’s ears, speaking at the same time. 

“I was with the Horseman—”

“—my brother, RJ.” 

“What?” she rasped. 

“Could you keep your voice down?” I asked, “The whole prison doesn’t need to know what we’re talking about.” 

“You were… wait a second, you telling me you got down with the big dog?” 

I rolled my eyes and hissed. “Happy?”

She offered me her fist, and for a mad moment, my startled brain saw it as an act of aggression. I was about to defend myself, when I realized, what she wanted me to do was… bump it. “I mean, respect. Only a real bitch would have the balls to bang a guy like that.” 

“A real bitch…” 

“C’mon, don’t leave me hanging.” 

I turned my hand into a fist and lightly touched my knuckles to hers. “So… your brother.” 

Alexa nodded. “Yup. I mean, he’s never told me. But I know he had something to do with it.” She turned her fist into a hand and offered it to me. “Handshake for mutually assured destruction if we rat each other out?” 

Grinning, I took her hand. “Deal.” 

“You realize you’ve gotta tell me more about this, right? I want the details.” 

I walked over to my bunk and grabbed hold of it, blood flushing to my cheeks. “I’m not giving you any details.” 

“C’mon, please? We’re gonna be stuck here a long time.” 

“I’d like to go to sleep, now.” 

I hoisted myself up, and Alexa slid into her bunk underneath mine. A moment passed, I laid my head on the pillow, and sighed. “Tomorrow?” she whispered. 

I shut my eyes, and sighed again. “Maybe.” 

Alexa chuckled. “That’s my girl.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Days passed, though in Harrowgate it wasn’t easy to tell whether a day was really a week. I spent the first few nights watching over my shoulder, wondering when the pin would drop about Brickmore and the guards would come charging through to drag me out of my cell. 

It was a little easier dealing with the anxiety knowing Alexa had my back, as much as she could, if anything was to happen. It was also good to have someone to talk to in the dead of night, when thoughts of the Horseman, or what I’d done to Brickmore, came flooding up from within the shallow graves of my memory.

But nobody came to pick me up. No guards crashed into my room, guns and stunning spells at the ready. No Warden, flushed with rage and eager to inflict his depravities on me. The days and nights were quiet, and slow. Prison life continued. Time in the canteen. Time in the showers. Time in the yard. Time in the cell.

Boring.

Routine.

I had to admit, after the events that had unfolded the other day, life in Harrowgate truly was starting to look like a horrifying concept. What if the Horseman hadn’t had such a vested interest in me? What if I’d just been picked up and thrown in here like many of the rest of the inmates? Life imprisonment, with no possibility of getting out.

Life inside these four walls. 

It was enough to make a person go insane… but I’d been down this path of thinking before. That this was what Harrowgate did. It squashed a person’s spirit, broke their minds with the curse of a life spent in a box; for some, for no reason other than simply, they were different. Some probably deserved the box, sure, but those who didn’t needed justice.

And those too weak to get it for themselves needed protection.

It was sometime after lunch when I caught a glimpse of someone I hadn’t seen in a while. The doors to our cell were open, D-Block was in circulation, inmates speaking in hushed tones. Alexa and I hadn’t left our cell. We rarely did. But crossing the block, I saw Azlu; her thin, wiry form dwarfed by the people shuffling around her.

I couldn’t tell how long she’d been gone for. A week? Two? It was hard to tell in here. There were times when I worried about her. Worried she wouldn’t come back from the hole—that she’d just choose to stay there until, eventually, everyone forgot about her. 

I slid down from my bunk.

“What’s up?” Alexa asked. 

“That girl,” I said, nodding at Azlu as she made her way through the block. 

“Skinny one with the bug eyes?” Azlu was easy enough to spot amidst the inmates.

“Yeah…” I trailed off.

“You know her or something?” 

I sighed. “I guess we’re kind of… friends.” 

“Friends? That’s a big word in a place like this.” 

I glanced at Alexa. “We’re friends now, right?” 

She shrugged. “I mean, would I let you use my lipstick? Probably not. Would I smack a bitch for you, though? I would. But I like fighting, so that’s more for my own benefit than for yours.”

“You’re pretty weird, you know that?” 

“Maybe, but speaking of fighting, your girl’s in some trouble.” 

“What?” I turned my head in time to catch Azlu being surrounded by Knives and her crew. They were surrounding her, and Knives looked like she was saying something—threatening her—but I couldn’t tell exactly what words she was using.

I didn’t stay in my cell.

I dashed out into the cellblock, shouldering my way through the inmates who stood in my path. Azlu tried to break away from Knives and her entourage, but Knives grabbed her by the shoulder and squeezed enough to make the spiderling grimace from the pain. 

“Don’t make me tell you twice,” I heard Knives snarl against Azlu’s ear, but the spiderling wasn’t going to give her whatever it was Knives wanted. In fact, Azlu was rubbing her fingers together, and already I could see some of that strange, mucus-like substance she secreted starting to build up on her hand. 

As much as Knives deserved to have her face covered in it, I didn’t want Azlu to be sent back to the hole so soon. 

“Something I can help you with?” I barked as I arrived. One of Knives’ people stepped in front of me, but a quick scowl was all it took to make her back down.

Knives turned her eyes up and released Azlu’s shoulder. “Just having a friendly conversation,” she said, smiling sweetly even if her sharp eyes revealed her predatory heart. “You should step off.” 

“I should step off?” I asked, then I looked at her friends, and back at her. “I don’t think you have enough people around you to make me step off.” 

“I don’t need anyone to—”

“—make me back off, yes, I know the routine.” I rolled my eyes. “Don’t you ever get tired of that routine?” 

“It’s not a routine.”

“Really? Because it sure looks like one from where I’m standing. It must be exhausting to be you.” 

Knives let go of Azlu entirely and focused her attention on me. “I know you want to think that,” she said, “It makes it easier for you to walk around in here if you don’t think you have anyone to worry about. But I’m someone you need to worry about, or have you forgotten what happened?” 

“I haven’t forgotten…” I cocked an eyebrow. “But I know it won’t happen again, will it?”

Her expression tightened. “I don’t know what you’re talking about… and neither do you.” 

I stared her down. “Look, I’d love to do this with you for another twenty minutes, but save us both the trouble, drop the tough girl attitude, and just walk away. We both know you’re a bottom feeder, and if you try to touch me, or her, I’m going to introduce your face to the cold concrete floor.” 

A guard appeared at the top of the stairs, hand on his baton. Knives glanced up at him, and for a moment I thought, maybe, something like understanding passed between them. He walked away after a moment, without sparing a second thought at the little congregation of prisoners at the foot of the stairs. 

Guards weren’t supposed to allow congregations to happen, because that was how inmates got stabbed. This one, though, had just walked off and ignored what was happening. Did she have more guards under her thumb? 

Knives glared at me, her eyes narrowed, the threat implied. But she turned around and stalked off without saying another word, taking her entourage with her. I watched her go up the stairs until she and her girls fell out of sight. Then I turned to Azlu.

“You didn’t have to do that,” Azlu said, turning her head to the side and scanning me from across her shoulder. 

“I know you can handle yourself,” I said, “But I have a thing about bullies.” 

“I know. It’s one of your more endearing qualities.” 

“Because I have bad qualities?” 

“Everybody does.” 

I gestured toward my cell with my head. “Come. Hang out. It’s good to see you.” 

Azlu turned her eyes up at the ceiling like she was looking for something up there, then nodded. “Mother tells me your new cellmate is a mage.”

“How do you know… you know what, that’s a stupid question. Yes, she is a mage. Is that going to be a problem?” 

She headed over to my cell, shrugging. “No. I’ve met enough, now. If anyone is going to be a problem, it will be her. But mother thinks I’ll be safe.” 

“Because you have me?” 

“Oh, I know you think I need protection…” she smirked, “But I don’t.” 

“Do you have a bad side I don’t know about?” 

“I can get angry… mother doesn’t like it when I do.” 

“Why’s that?” 

She stopped just as she reached my cell and turned her big, wide, black eyes on me. “People die…” 

I stared at her, my eyebrows arched wide. I wasn’t sure what to say to that. She was such a slight woman, pale and pasty looking, with arms like noodles and eyes as black as pits. But I believed her. I realized, then, in a moment of insane surrealism, that I knew nothing about her, or her kind, or what she was really capable of.

I didn’t even know what she looked like without her human glamor wrapped around her like a coat. Was she more spider than human? A grotesque mix of the two? How many eyes did she have? How many legs? I could almost imagine her impaling her enemies with giant, black, spider legs tipped with razor sharp talons, and swallowing them whole. 

Then she greeted Alexa with a meek, “Hello,” shattering the monstrous image that had clawed its way into my mind.

Shaking my head, I entered the cell behind her and waited for the murder urge to manifest between them. It didn’t. Or if it did, Alexa was in far better control of herself today than she had been the day I had first met her.

“Sup,” Alexa said, stretching a closed fist. 

Azlu stared at the fist, then looked down at her palms. They were still slick with goop. “I would bump fists,” she said, “But I think we’d be stuck together for at least a couple of days if I did.” 

“Oh, gross, what the hell is that?” Alexa covered her nose. “It smells like wet dogs, man.” 

Azlu wiped her hand on her jumpsuit. “It smells differently to different people. Don’t worry about it, it won’t hurt you.” 

“Yeah, but what is it?” 

“Best if you don’t ask questions,” I said, jumping into the conversation. “Azlu, Alexa. Alexa, Azlu.” 

Alexa let her fist fall, but she never took her eyes off Azlu’s hands. “Sup,” she repeated. 

“Oh, nothing,” Azlu mused. “I’m not happy to be back up here, but I was starting to get hungry.” 

“Hungry? Where’ve you been?” 

“In the hole.” 

“In the h—”

“—I think it’s best if I just answer these now, or we’ll be here all day,” I said. “Azlu is an Arachnon. Her kind like the dark, cold places more than the light, so she chooses to get into trouble so the guards will throw her into the hole. A lot of the time, the guards will forget she’s in there for a while, but it’s okay, because—”

“—I like it,” Azlu finished what I was about to say.

“You like it…” Alexa said, her eyes lowered, eyebrows arched. “You like being in the hole? Yo’, that’s too much for me. How can you like it?” 

Azlu shrugged. “It’s dark, and quiet, and I can sleep in peace not worrying about whether my cellmate is going to try and touch me in the middle of the night.” 

“Jesus…” 

“The guards here don’t care whether they bunk guys with girls,” I said, “Unless you hadn’t already noticed.” 

“No, I noticed that… I guess I just hadn’t thought about it. Don’t you get lonely down there, though?”

Azlu shook her head. “No. I don’t like people. Anyway, I have mother with me, and that’s all the company I need.”

“Wait, your mother’s in here?”

“Not her mother,” I said, “Just Mother. It’s… don’t worry about it.” 

“This sounds freaky,” Alexa said.

“Maybe to you, but to me it’s not. I hear her in my head all the time, and I can talk with her. Sometimes I even hear others of my kind, too; and if I concentrate really hard, I can talk to them. So, I’m never really alone.”

My heart suddenly gave a hard thump in response to what Azlu had just said. I turned to look at her, slowly. “Hold on…” I said, “You can speak to other spiderlings?” 

“Sometimes.” 

“I thought you could only talk to mother.” 

“Yes, and through her I can reach others, if they’re near enough.” 

“Near… like, near the prison?” 

“Sure. I made a friend a few nights ago. He heard my thoughts as he was passing through and moved closer so we could speak more clearly. He hangs around the prison, now.” 

I shook my head. “Wait, so you have contact with the outside?” 

She narrowed her eyes. “Is something wrong with your brain? I think I already said yes.” 

I paused, swallowing hard, my mind racing a mile a minute. This was it. This was my chance. “Azlu… I think I need to ask you for a favor.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Azlu stared at me, puzzled, her bug eyes blinking rapidly, head cocked slightly to the side. For a moment thought she hadn’t understood me. Alexa glanced at me, a worried look on her face and mouthing the words, Is she okay? 

I shrugged. 

“What kind of favor?” Azlu finally asked.

“Did you have to get permission to say that?” I asked.

“Mother’s is a little more protective of me when I’m not in the hole, and our connection is weak. Sometimes she takes a minute to reply.” 

“What did she say?” 

“She says you can ask for a favor, and we will decide if we can do it.” 

“This is creepy…” Alexa said, trailing off. 

“I don’t know,” I said, “I think it’s pretty cute. Anyway,” I drew Azlu further into the cell, moving as far away from the door as we could be. “Your friend outside… what is his name?” 

“Ezree.” 

“And do you trust him?” 

“When you can hear each other’s thoughts, trust isn’t something you need to worry about. It’s the ones whose thoughts you cannot hear that should not be trusted. Mother says, anyway.” 

“Girl’s got a point,” Alexa said. 

“Ezree is just as lost as I was,” Azlu continued. “He fell through a rift not long ago and landed here. Mother did her best to send him to me, as we are the only two of our kind near enough to each other to be able to meet, but he was too scared to come before now. This world is a dangerous place for Outsiders, but I don’t have to tell you that.” 

I nodded. “I understand. Do you know where he’s staying?” 

“He’s near. Always near. I don’t know exactly where he is, but he can see the prison walls from his hiding place. He has told me he wants to break in and steal me away.” 

“Your boy’s got game,” Alexa said, “If a guy told me he wanted to break me out of this shit hole, I’d be all over him.” 

“I don’t care much for romantic notions. If he tried getting close to this place, he would be killed—or worse, captured and put in here. He is safer out there, and I am safer in here.” 

Alexa swiped her hand through the air. “You can’t mean that. This place is the pits. It’s where people go to rot and die. Is that what you want for yourself?” 

“We are all going to die one day. Better to die in a cold, damp hole thinking of home, than to die out in the big, wide world somewhere for everyone to see my corpse.” 

“That’s… one way of looking at it, I guess.” 

“So, do you have a plan?” I asked, “Is he going to sit out there and wait for you until you’re dead, or he’s dead?” 

“We haven’t discussed a plan,” Azlu said. “For now, we are simply talking and enjoying the comfort our connection brings us. Maybe he will move on one night, leaving me alone again, or maybe he will keep his hiding place forever.” 

“If life has taught me anything, it’s that nobody gets to hide forever.” I paused. “Now, about that favor I wanted to ask.” 

“Yes?” 

I leaned conspiratorially closer to her ear. “Do you think you can ask him to deliver a message to someone for me?” 

“A message?” Azlu’s voice had lowered to match mine, but Alexa moved closer to the cell door to keep a lookout.

“Yes. Do you think Ezree can do that?” 

“I… what kind of message? And to who?” 

“It would take too long to explain, and I don’t have too much time.” 

“If you want me to help you, you will have to explain why.” 

“Azlu, please. Could you just help me?” 

Azlu’s bug eyes narrowed and fixed on me. She blinked hard, her eyes taking on a strange, almost reflective sheen—but only for an instant. It looked almost… menacing. Unsettling. As if she’d suddenly become someone else. No longer the little spider that sits in the corner of your room which you mostly ignore, but the black widow you see webbing down from the ceiling a mere seconds before it drops on your shoulder.

“We have been helpful,” she said, her voice now dropping an entire register. “We have been kind to you when others have not, we have kept your secrets and licked your wounds, but we warn you. Don’t take us for granted.” 

Silence pushed through the room like death’s own breath, but Azlu’s demeanor instantly changed; she was her old self again in moments.

“Chills, man…” Alexa said, “That just gave me the chills.” 

“Azlu?” I asked, “Are you okay?” 

“Sure,” she said, cocking her head to the side and smiling. It was as if she was unaware of what had just happened. “So, what do I need to ask Ezree to do?” 

I glanced at Alexa. “You’re gonna have to keep another secret,” I said.

Alexa grinned, her red lips spreading wide. “You know I love secrets.” 

I turned to look at Azlu again. “There are people outside I need to get in contact with. Soon.” 

“How soon?” Azlu asked.

“Like, two weeks ago. They think I’m dead.” 

“Oh… are they family?” 

I thought of Seline, then. Thoughts of her flooding my mind, rapid fire, like bullets spitting out of the muzzle of a machine gun. The day she found me. The day she started training me. The day she told me she loved me. She had been—was—more of a family to me than my own people had been, than my own family had been. 

And for all she knew, I was dead.

I shut my eyes, fighting the sting of tears. I couldn’t stand this place, the walls, the food, or the people, but I could stand the thought of Seline’s heart being broken even less. “Yeah,” I said, “Family.” 

Azlu’s eyes narrowed again. “There’s more… isn’t there?”

I took a deep breath in, then exhaled. “Yes. There’s more. And I guess you’ll need to hear it before you can tell Ezree what I need from him.” 

There was no way Ezree was going to get close to the Obsidian Order’s Black Fortress without specific instructions on how to bypass the magic wards that kept it hidden from view. Then, even if he managed that, he would need to be able to tell them who had sent him, and why. And that was assuming he made it past the Caretaker; the beast that lurked in the woods near the fortress. 

“So, tell me,” Azlu said.

I nodded. “Alright. But this stays between the three of us… and Ezree.” 

“I won’t betray your trust, Six.” 

I paused, trying to pick out the best words to use. “I need your friend to contact the Obsidian Order. Have you heard of them?” 

Azlu shut her eyes, letting her head sway from side to side. Her black eyes then shot open. “No.”

“They’re a secret order of Outsiders. I’m a member.” 

“You’re a member of a secret society?” 

“I’m not just a member; I’m an agent. I work for them. About a month ago, they sent me to this place to complete a mission. I had contact with them through a guy that used to work here, but he’s gone. I think someone’s killed him, and that means I have no way of contacting my people, or even getting out of here.” 

Azlu thought about what I’d just said for a moment, as if choosing the right question to ask. “And what is it you were sent here to do?” 

“That isn’t something any of you, or even Ezree, need to know.”

“I gotta say,” Alexa butted in, “That’s fucking badass.” 

“It’s not that glamorous, believe me.” 

“Yo’, I didn’t say it was glamorous. I said it was badass, like something out of a spy movie. I knew there was something about you.” 

“You did?” 

“The way you stand, the way you talk, the way you fight. My brother trained me how to fight like a Magistrate Legionnaire, and I’ve never come across an ass I couldn’t kick until I found you.” 

“Should I know what the Magistrate is?” Azlu asked, “Is that important to the favor?” 

I shook my head. “No.” I sighed. “All Ezree needs to know is how to get to the Black Fortress, how to slink past its wards, and who to talk to. The Order is good to Outsiders. If Ezree can get inside and tell them who sent him, he won’t be hurt.”

“What if he is?” 

“The Order dedicates itself to finding Outsiders who are lost and helping them find a family, a purpose, or even just a place to stay. He will be taken care of, I promise you. And if we ever get out of here, they’ll take care of you, too.” 

“Wait a sec,” Alexa said, approaching, “You’re getting out of here?” 

“I didn’t say that,” I said.

“But you think there’s a chance?” 

“Why wouldn’t there be?”

“If you’re gonna get out of here, then I wanna get out of here, too.” 

I frowned. “You and everyone else who was ever unjustly thrown in here—whether that’s actually true, or whether they only believe it.” 

“No way, you can’t do that. Don’t dangle escape in front of her and keep it out of my reach. That’s not cool.” 

“I don’t want to escape,” Azlu said, shrugging, “You can have my ticket.” 

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “That’s not how it works—urgh. Look, I’m not talking about getting out of here yet, and nobody’s getting tickets; this isn’t a Broadway show. All I need to do is get a message to my people, tell them what I need to tell them, and hope they’ll send a message back with instructions.” 

“And then you get out?” Alexa asked.

“I don’t know yet. I haven’t completed my mission.” I paused. “I think I’ve just… failed.” 

“What’s the job?”

“I can’t tell you that.” I turned to Azlu. “Will you please ask Ezree to find the Obsidian Order?” 

Azlu nodded. “Sure. I was always going to.” 

“What? Then, why did you ask me to tell you all this stuff?” 

“Because I like knowing things—and because it’s only polite.” 

“You realize if anyone found out what I just told you, I would be dead in an instant, right?” 

Alexa rolled her eyes. “There’s a bunch of that going around, isn’t there?” 

“You’re one to talk,” I snapped. 

She put her hands up. “Hey, just calling it like I see it. Especially since I’m never getting out of here, apparently. Hey, since we’re on the subject, think your friend could go and find my brother, too? Let him know where I am?” 

“I… I don’t know,” Azlu said. “I think that’s too much.” 

“Couldn’t you ask your moms?” 

“Don’t overwhelm her,” I said, interrupting. “The Order has contacts with the Magistrate. They’ll tell your brother.” I held Azlu’s shoulders. “There’s only one message, and one destination. Can your friend do this for us? We would both owe you.” 

Azlu paused, then after a moment, she nodded. “Give me your hand.” 

She wiped more of that mucus stuff on her jumpsuit and held my hand in hers. I could feel it on my skin, sticky, and gooey, and strangely tingling. “What are you doing?” 

“It’s easier if I pull the message from your mind than if we use words.” 

“You can do that with a collar on?”

Azlu brought her lips a little closer to my ear. “Do you want to know a secret about me, now?” she asked.

“Sure…” I said, my voice low. 

“The collar has never really worked on me.” 

Something like a needle slid into the palm of my hand. I was about to turn my eyes down to look, but they instead rolled into the back of my head, and I was plunged into a dark space where there were no sounds, no lights, and no smells—only the feel of Azlu’s cool hand in mine. 

Now, she said, her voice sounding like it was coming from everywhere at once, bouncing off invisible walls. Tell us what you need.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

I woke up in a cold sweat with half a name on my lips, my heart hammering inside of my throat. I sat upright, careful not to hit my head against the ceiling, and placed my hand against my chest. Deep breaths, I thought, take long, deep breaths. Calm down. But I couldn’t calm down. The sound of my thundering heart was, at the same time, inside of my own chest and bouncing off the walls of my cell with an echo. 

It was disorienting. The sound made the world feel like it was tilting on its axis, tipping like it wanted to try and throw me off my own bed. I shut my eyes, pinching them closed, and counted to ten in my head. Then I heard it.

“Six.” 

The voice was like a whisper. An echo itself, fluttering into the cell through the open door. The open door. It was dark, late, way past lights out, but the cell door was open. There was no movement outside. No light from the guard’s post on the opposite side of the block. 

“Alexa,” I whispered. 

Nothing. 

“Alexa, you awake?” I asked, my voice rising a little.

Still, nothing. Slowly, I slid out of my bunk and dropped to the floor. When I spun around, Alexa’s bed was empty—but it wasn’t just empty. It was ruffled, messy… and I could smell blood nearby. Instantly my hackles rose, as more of that metallic scent touched my nostrils. 

It was coming from her bed. From her sheets. It was in the fibers of her mattress, her covers, her pillow. There was even blood on the floor, still wet, and cold, and stark black against the concrete floor.

My heart skipped, then hammered again like it wanted to break out of my throat and go for a run. I spun around, following the trail of blood leading out of Alexa’s bed, out of the cell, and into the silent darkness of D-Block. 

There was nobody out there. Not a sound. Not a shred of light, or movement. I wanted to call for someone, maybe Azlu, but if something had happened, I would be announcing myself to the entire cell block. It was so quiet out there, the slightest of sounds would’ve drawn attention, so I had to stay light on my feet. 

Slowly, I approached the cell door and pressed my back against it. I peered around the door, taking a quick glance of D-Block before sliding back into my cover. With that quick scan I’d noticed the guard post was shut down, there were no guards present, and every other door on the block was open. 

Something had happened, something big, and I’d slept through it?

None of it made sense. I was too lucid to be dreaming, too alert, too awake. This had to be real, but if it was real, then where the hell was everyone? Where was Alexa? Where was Azlu? Hell, where was Knives? Maybe this was her doing. Maybe she was getting ready to jump me as soon as I made a move out of my cell.

If she was waiting, then she was about to get her chance to strike, because there was no way I could stay in my cell any longer. 

I moved quickly, and lightly, through the cell door and towards the nearest support pillar. Pressing my back against it, as I had done with the door, I made another scan of the block—this time searching for the door out of here. It was open, but the corridor beyond it was also dark, and there was more blood on the floor. 

Not only blood trailing out of my cell, but from other cells, too.

What the fuck is going on?

Turning my eyes up at one of the cells on the upper level, I dared to hurl a harsh whisper. “Azlu?” I hissed, but it was no use. The only reply was my own echo bouncing back at me; an echo accompanied by the staccato beat of my own panicked heart. 

There were no inmates in here. No Azlu. No Alexa. No Knives. My only option was to try and find the Horseman. If the door to D-Block was open, then maybe the checkpoints between where I was and his quarters were also open. It was going to be a long, dark walk to his place, but if anyone was going to have answers for me, it was going to be him.

Bracing myself, and being careful to avoid stepping into any blood, I made a quick dash for the D-Block door, holding my position as I reached it and peering into the adjacent corridor. Emergency lighting cast the entire hallway in shades of red and black, but some of the lights were flickering on and off, seemingly at random. 

The stench of blood hung heavily in the air, though I couldn’t see any corpses strewn around. That only made things weirder. Corpses I could wrap my head around, but trails of stinking blood leading down the corridor, away from D-Block… where were they headed? Who had made them? 

I was about to take a step into the hallway when I heard a sound coming from somewhere deep inside the red and black haze of the emergency lighting. It wasn’t a crash, or a bang, or a thud, but a kind of wet crunching that made the hairs on my arms stand on their ends. 

Slowly, cautiously, I moved around the D-Block door and into the corridor. Beads of sweat were popping all over my forehead, thin films of it starting to dampen the back of my neck. I swallowed hard, balled my hands into fists, and with my back against a wall, I stalked closer to the source of the sound. 

This is insane. I’m going to get killed in here. 

Though I had no idea what was down there, I could still see perfectly despite the poor lighting. The corridor tipped, like my entire cell had a moment ago, disorienting me just enough to make me stop and shut my eyes. Had I been drugged? 

I heard the crunching again, only this time the sound was wetter, deeper, and more guttural. When I opened my eyes, I saw a shadow playing on the wall where the hallway turned a corner, and the shape of it made me stop in my tracks.

The flickering lights played on the already unnatural looking shadow in even more unnatural ways. Whatever it was, it was huge, and hunched, with arms the size of concrete slabs. It looked like it was tearing into something, ripping pieces of it with its hands, and then eating whatever it was tearing up. 

Instantly I thought of Alexa, and my heart skipped. I sucked in a breath between my teeth, and the shadow, the creature, stopped what it was doing and perked up. I stood as still as I could, watching the shadow, every single one of my nerves as taut as a bowstring. 

Glancing around my shoulder, I spotted the D-Block door. It opened and shut electronically, but there had to be a way for me to force it shut. All I had to do was slowly slink back toward it and force it closed, but that meant giving up on finding the Horseman, and locking myself in a cellblock with this thing running loose in the hallway just beyond the door.

Licking my lips, my heart beating fast and hard inside of my throat, I stepped lightly back with one foot. I could feel the blood beneath my heel, wet and cold and thick, but I found good footing before I pulled my other foot back. When the creature returned to its meal, I picked up the pace, backing away a little more quickly… only to stick my foot in a pocket of bloody air.

The sudden release of air made a squelching sound as I stepped in it. The emergency lighting flickered off for an instant. The disgusting crunching sound the creature made as it ate the body of the person under its claws suddenly stopped, and I heard it sniff the air. It grunted, loudly, then the lights flickered on again, and shadow was on the move. 

I turned around and headed straight for the D-Block door, sprinting on feet as light as I could keep them. The beast roared; a deep, horrifying, nightmare sound that bounced off the walls and the insides of my chest, but I didn’t lose my balance or let my pace slow. Instead, I reached the door, grabbed it with both hands, and started pulling.

The door was huge, made of metal, and it weighed a ton, but with my teeth gritted together, I was starting to make some headway. I didn’t stop to look at the beast as it came charging down the corridor. I didn’t want to see it. I didn’t have to. I could already hear it, and I knew, if it reached me it would mean death.

The door’s mechanisms groaned as I pulled it, the gap closing, but only painfully so.

“Close, you fucking thing!” I growled, my muscles straining, my fingers already aching from the effort of having to pull such a heavy thing shut. It was fighting me every step of the way, as if its very cogs and gears wanted to watch me get brutally killed and eaten by whatever devil was loose in the prison.

The beast slammed into the door, making it tremble and rattle on its hinges, but it held. I jumped away from the gap just as a huge, black hand tipped with wickedly sharp claws plunged through it. It scraped the floor where I stood with its nails, sending a shower of sparks to light the darkness. 

It reeked of blood, and death, and rot. Its skin was black, its thick, chorded muscles pulsing as it flexed its fingers and tried to grab me from the door. I couldn’t see its face, it had its shoulder pressed right up against the gap and was reaching for me blindly. I jumped away again, and while I wanted to figure out exactly what it was, I knew I didn’t have time for that.

I turned around again and made a dash for my cell just as the monster started pushing against the cell-block door. The cell door was a lot easier to pull closed, but the beast was moving so quickly, it managed to slide its nails into the gap and tear at the skin on my arm. I screamed from the pain, then I grit my teeth, pulled the door open a few inches, and slammed it shut as hard as I could. 

The door closed on the creature’s palm with a crunch, making it shriek and retreat. When it backed away, I shut the door and backed away again. My arm was bleeding, the pain white hot. The monster hurled itself at the door with so much force it made the walls shake. Clouds of dust fell from the ceiling, one of the light fixtures popped from its joints and smashed to the floor, and I thought I heard the door’s hinges start to give. 

I stepped backwards, clutching my bleeding arm. There was nowhere to go. Nowhere to hide. The beast wasn’t going to get tired of slamming against the cell door, and when it forced its way through, it was going to kill, and eat me—and maybe not in that order. 

I sat down with my back against a wall, held my head in my hands, and shut my eyes, but that didn’t stop the sound. The monster kept bashing at the door, making my world tilt and shake. I could feel that happening even with my eyes shut. Dizzying, disorienting. But as I sat there, trembling every time the creature attacked the door, I started to realize something. 

The beast’s awful roaring was starting to sound familiar. 

Somebody grabbed my shoulders, and I shrieked and tried to fight them off, but then Alexa yelled my name, and when I opened my eyes, she was there. She was kneeling in front of me, her hands on me, her almond eyes filled with concern. 

“What the hell?” she asked, “Are you alright?” 

I was sitting down where I had been a moment ago, on the floor, with my back pressed up against the wall of my cell. I stared at her, unblinking. I could still feel the pain in my arm, that white hot hurt where the beast had raked me, but there was no blood, and no cut. I scrambled with my jumpsuit, unzipping it and pulling my arm out of the sleeve to look at it. 

There was a mark, bruised purple and sickly yellow, vaguely in the shape of a cut, and it stung like all hell.

“What did you do?” Alexa asked.

“I was dreaming…” I said, panting. 

“Dreaming? Is that why you’re down here?” 

“I don’t know. I… I must’ve slid out of bed, or something.” I stared at her, then touched her face, expecting her to vanish like a mirage. “You’re alive…” 

“Of course I am,” she said, “Why wouldn’t I be?” 

“Nothing…” 

“Wait, did I die in your dream?! What the fuck kind of weird dream was it?” 

I looked at my arm again. “A vivid one…” 

The cell door buzzed shut, making my heart lurch into my throat again. Hurriedly, I got to my feet and made my way over to the door, watching the cellblock through the little square window. There was movement on the other side of the door, but the lights were on, and there were people moving around. 

Guards, three of them, and two… paramedics. 

What?

“Yo’, shove over,” Alexa said, “I wanna see.” 

I gave her some space, and together we watched as between the guards and the paramedics, they pulled an inmate out of his cell and placed him on a stretcher. I didn’t know the man well; he was thin, and wiry, with wispy hair. A mage, I think. He was unconscious, and limp, naked from to toe… and covered in purple and yellow bruises. 

They were everywhere. On his arms, his ribs, around his neck and shoulders. Some of them looked like slashes, others looked like bite marks. The sight of it chilled me to the core, and somehow made the pain in my arm flare up. 

One of the paramedics checked the body’s pulse, searching for a heartbeat with his fingers and keeping time with his wristwatch. After a moment, he shook his head. The guard said something, and the paramedics rolled the body out of the cell block and out of view. 

“Holy shit…” Alexa said, her breath steaming up the little window.

I pulled away from it, trembling, steadying myself when I reached the bunk. “What the fuck was that about?” 

“I don’t know, but that guy’s dead. Think his cellmate killed him?” 

I swallowed hard. “No…” I said, trailing off, “No, I don’t think so.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

The cellblock wasn’t the same after the guards rolled a corpse out of its doors. Not that there had been much joy in the place to begin with, but the vibe over the next few days was different. Darker. Gloomier. I’d tried explaining my dream to Alexa, but the details, and the bruise I’d woken up with, had slipped away a few minutes after waking.

All I was left with was the memory of being chased by some beast, the phantom pain in my arm, and thoughts of the Horseman. The Horseman who, once again, I hadn’t seen in almost a week, and had finally summoned me to his quarters. 

I hated that he had me worrying about him, or even thinking about him as much as I did. But after that inmate was dragged out of his cell in a body bag, and considering the fact that Mister Black wanted him dead—not to mention what we had done in his bath tub—all I could do was worry about him and his wellbeing.

This strange role reversal didn’t make any sense. I had been sent here to kill him for the crimes he had committed against other Outsiders, and now I worried for his safety. More than that, I had bound my blood to his, marked him with my essence, my scent, in the eyes of fate and the Gods of my kind.

Or so the myth went, anyway. 

This time, the Horseman intercepted me and the guard who was taking me to his quarters on the last leg of the trip. The Horseman took ownership of my manacles and brought me into his room, but there was no passionate kiss, no rush to embrace me. For a moment I thought he couldn’t even bear to look at me. 

Without bringing his eyes up to mine, he removed not only my manacles and the collar around my neck, tossing both as if he were discarding them. A moment later, he turned around and headed for his desk, sat down at his chair, and gestured for me to sit opposite him.

I cocked an eyebrow, narrowed my eyes, and approached. “Something’s wrong,” I said. “Care to tell me what it is?” 

“Sit,” he commanded, his voice gruff and low.

I almost wanted to resist, to rebel, but I knew fighting the power of his voice would be an uphill battle I didn’t have the energy for, so I sat down. Neither of us spoke, and while he still wouldn’t give me his eyes, all I could do was look at him. There was something about the way he looked in dim light that made my heart flutter in ways it shouldn’t, especially considering I’d been sent here to kill him. 

“Okay, I’ll talk,” I finally said, breaking the silence. “I haven’t seen you in days, not that I need an explanation. But I’ve been worried about you.”

“Worried?”

“You have enemies inside the prison, now, and it isn’t like anyone would tell me if something happened to you. How would I know?”

He gave me his eyes, now, and the golden flecks inside them sparkled despite the minimal amount of ambient light in his dark quarters. “I think if the Horseman of Devil Falls was no longer, word would get out.” 

“Maybe, but I don’t want it to come to that. Not after everything that’s happened.” 

His eyes narrowed. “Are you scolding me?” 

“I am. I like to think I’ve earned a little more than days of silence at a time, especially considering the circumstances.” 

“Duly noted.” 

I frowned at him. I didn’t appreciate the coldness, or the distance, mostly because I couldn’t tell where the hell it was coming from. The last time we’d spoken… well, we hadn’t done much speaking at all, towards the end of our encounter. My cheeks flushed as the flashbacks hit me, one after another, like sucker punches to my brain.

“Did you know an inmate’s corpse was dragged out of a cell in D-Block the other day?” I asked.

“I did.” 

“Are you able to tell me what happened? Because nobody seems to have an idea, and those who might aren’t talking. It’s like they’re directly avoiding speaking about it.” 

His green and gold eyes fixed on me, now, as if burning from the inside out. “I’m not going to go into that right now. That isn’t why I summoned you here.” 

I crossed my arms in front of my chest and leaned into the chair, sending his own coldness right back at him. “So, why did you?” 

“I need your help.”

“My help?” 

The Horseman nodded. “I have something I want to do, and I cannot succeed by myself.” 

“That doesn’t sound ominous at all.” 

“It wasn’t supposed to.” 

“Yes, it was. You’re the Horseman. Everything you do and say comes with a little theater.” 

“Are you suggesting my personality is exaggerated?” 

I let a smirk play upon my lips. I was pushing his buttons, and I knew it, but even anger was better than coldness. “A little. Sometimes. Perhaps, when you’re looking to impress… or to dominate.” 

He blinked slowly, a loose strand of black hair falling over his left eye. “I can assure you, there isn’t a thing about me that is exaggerated. But if you are not interested in assisting me, I can put your collar back on and send you back into your hole.” 

That cut. I wasn’t going to let it show on my face, but I felt the slice of his words in the pit of my stomach. Back into my hole. A few days ago, I had been his; now I was an inmate again. A useful inmate, sure, but still an inmate that belonged in a hole in this hellish prison. 

Sighing, I shrugged. “Okay, so… what is it you need help with?” 

“I’m going after the Bleeding Suns.” 

“You’re… what?” 

“I know where their headquarters are. Mister Black holds court at a nightclub in Devil Falls called the Cage. Have you heard of it?”

“No, but how wonderful—another cage.” 

“I’m sure it isn’t literal.” 

“Whether it is, or it isn’t, are irrelevant. You want to mount an assault on the headquarters of a man you know has the weaponry to kill you… and you want my help. Do you want to get us both killed?” 

“On the contrary. I want us to kill him.” 

“I don’t think you understand exactly what you’re suggesting, here. You’re the Horseman. Your face is known, your reputation is known. Especially now, and especially among Mister Black and his people following the first attempt on your life. You can’t just walk into his club and kill him. You won’t even get past the front door.” 

“I will.” 

I gestured with my hand. “Care to enlighten me?” 

The Horseman drew his chest up. “I have made contact withs someone in his organization and turned them to my cause. A little money goes a long, long way when placed into the greedy palms of men. When we arrive, we will be allowed in, no fuss.” 

“When we arrive…” I shook my head. “You’ve planned this all out in your head already, I take it?” 

“I have. Every detail meticulously plotted. I have a rough layout of the main floor, and the office floors. I know where Mister Black is expected to be, and how I can get to him.” 

“And the weapons? You can get past the door, but once you’re inside everybody with a gun is going to be pointing them at you.”

“Probably, but my weapons are rare, and expensive. I doubt if every single one of his goons is armed with the kind of bullets needed to take me down, least of all in the place where the Bleeding Suns feel they’re safest.” 

I paused, mulling his words over in my mind. “Okay, that… makes too much sense for me to argue against.” 

A sly, half-grin played across his lips. “Sometimes I surprise even myself.” 

I shook my head. “That still doesn’t change the fact that a direct assault on the enemy’s castle is probably suicidal.” 

“Suicide implies we are inferior to the enemy somehow. We aren’t. You are a highly capable individual with formidable powers… and I am the Horseman of Devil Falls. If I want to create a bloodbath in the belly of the cage, then that’s what I will do.” 

I shuddered at his choice of wording. Bloodbath. Looking into his eyes, I knew he meant what he’d said. It hadn’t been a slip of the tongue. He wanted to kill everyone in that club, whether they were members of the Bleeding Suns gang or not; and if I let him go alone, he probably would. 

There was a high probability he’d get himself killed in the process, but he would take down a whole slew of people with him. Now that I had bound myself to him, I felt compelled to try and encourage him against the wanton murder of innocents in pursuit of his own vengeance. 

Because it was vengeance. 

I could see it in his eyes. I could hear it in the way he spoke. It was like an aura, radiating out from him. They had hurt him. They had come into his house, stolen his gun, and shot him with it. He was alone, exposed, out in the open, and he had been hurt. What he wanted to do was settle the score, and while that was something I understood, I didn’t want anyone being needlessly killed.

Least of all him.

I shook my head. “Alright, fine,” I said. “I’ll help you.” 

“That was never in question,” he said.

“No? Then why did you ask me?”

The Horseman stood from his desk and walked over to his weapon rack across the room. “I thought I would try being polite, this time.” 

When I turned my head to follow his movement, I noticed more than just a weapon rack on the other side of the room. A rack of beautiful, elegant dresses had been brought into his quarters. They hung from hooks on the rack, each of them matched with a pair of shoes to go with it. There must’ve been ten of them.

I stood and walked over, slowly. “Are these for me?”

“We are going to a nightclub,” the Horseman said, “And I hear it has a dress code.” 

I ran my fingers through the fabric of the first, black dress on the rack. Silk, soft, smooth. It slipped through my fingers like water. “They’re beautiful,” I said. “How did you get my measurements?” 

“I have a keen eye. Pick one and try it on while I get dressed.” 

He turned around to leave, but I took his arm and held it. “No,” I said, unzipping my jumpsuit with my other hand. “Sit.” 

His eyes narrowed, and he angled his head to the side. “Sit?” 

I cocked an eyebrow, peeling the zipper down further. “Watch me. After all, I need you to tell me which you like the most.” 

The Horseman’s heartbeat started ticking a little faster. I could hear it in his chest, beating a rapid rhythm. He took a deep breath, scanned the rack, and gently plucked one of the dresses out. This one was also black, and soft. There was an array of deep plums, and reds, but he and I both knew I looked best in black.

I took the dress, held in front of my chest, and let my jumpsuit fall to a pool at my feet. The Horseman walked back over to his desk and sat down at his chair. Then, with his eyes on my body, I slid into the dress he had picked out for me, not once sparing a moment to glance at him from across my shoulder. 

I was about to look my absolute best, but he was going to get a tasteful tease first.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

The Horseman’s rising desire was palpable, but then again, so was mine. He was watching. I could feel his eyes on me, roaming along my naked form as I slid out of my jumpsuit, and then my underwear, only to slip into the silky lingerie I had been given before finally trying on the black dress. 

It was beautiful, elegant, and soft against my skin; like I was wearing water. The neck and back were low cut, it had a slit in the side, and paired with the heels I had been given, I looked a great deal taller than I was. 

When I was done slipping the dress on, I offered the Horseman a glance across my shoulder as pinned my hair up with my hands. He stood, walked over, and picked up a black band that also hung from the rack. 

Then, with delicate hands, he clasped the choker around my neck, my heartrate lurching as his fingers touched my skin. When he was done, he let his hands rest on my shoulders and took a deep whiff of my hair, making my heart race even faster.

A moment later I let my hands fall, allowing my hair to settle. The Horseman took my hand, turned me around, and led me to his bathroom, which was now brilliantly lit, and set up with an array of makeups, perfumes, brushes, lipsticks. 

Staring at myself in the mirror, I might not have recognized the woman in the black dress, were it not for my pale skin, burning amber eyes, and the streaks of red in my black hair. I couldn’t remember the last time I had worn something that showed off quite as much skin as this dress did. 

The choker was the icing on the cake; the perfect accessory to go with the outfit.

“You look beautiful,” he said toward the mirror. 

“I don’t look like me,” I said.

“I don’t think that’s true.” 

“No?”

He pulled my hair to one side and slowly inched his mouth toward my collar. My breath hitched as his lips touched my skin, but his eyes never left mine. “This is the primal you,” he said, “Feminine, powerful, predatory. It’s intoxicating.” 

“I don’t feel—” he planted another kiss on my skin, and hot blood flushed to my neck. “Wait, wait…” I said, almost breathless. 

“Wait?” 

I placed my hand on the back of his head. “You’re going to start something we don’t have time to finish. I’m not used to wearing makeup, so this might take a while already.” 

The Horseman stared at my reflection, his mouth hovering an inch from my neck. He licked his lips and grinned. “Shame,” he whispered, pulling slightly away.

“You could look a little less smug.” 

He cocked an eyebrow as he straightened up, then paused to consider his reply. “No. I don’t think I will.” 

Shaking my head, I moved closer to the vast array of products laid out in front of me and sat down on the stool that had been placed in front of the mirror. The Horseman gave me one last look before stepping out of the bathroom and heading back into his quarters, presumably to get himself all dressed up before leaving.

It was true that I wasn’t used to wearing makeup, but that didn’t mean I had never done it before, or that I wasn’t at least halfway decent with a brush and some eyeliner. I was careful, meticulous, pairing a dark, smoky eye with red lips to match the streaks in my hair. 

When it came to my hair, though, I was presented with an opportunity. I wasn’t sure whether we’d be able to sneak weapons into this club—I certainly would’ve had nowhere to hide so much as a knife, let alone a gun—but I had been given two long, steel pins. I used them to hold my hair in an updo, wrapping the pins into my hair and hiding their sharpened points.

I was sure they had been given to me for exactly this reason, and while I probably should’ve taken a little comfort from having them, they only confirmed what I already feared. We were heading into combat. Combat on the enemy’s turf, on the enemy’s terms, with no backup and no real plan other than to kill Mister Black.

I trusted the Horseman enough to believe his plan was, at least, a little more involved than just that. Even those driven to kill out of a desire for vengeance rarely made sloppy, half-cocked attempts at achieving it. But given everything that had happened to him, I wondered if it had left him slightly unbalanced. 

I was going to have to be on my absolute best form tonight; my senses sharp, my muscles taut and ready to strike at a moment’s notice. Unfortunately, the Horseman’s antics a moment ago had left me unsettled and in need. I wanted him. I wanted him to devour me, and I wanted to devour him in kind; a feeling made a hundred times worse when I saw him wearing a suit.

There was no denying the Horseman was a huge, beautiful man—but now he also looked like some kind of playboy billionaire. 

He had tied some of his long, black hair up into a bun, leaving the rest of it to fall neatly behind and around his shoulders. His suit was black, with a black shirt, and a red tie, everything perfectly fitted to his substantial frame, and on his wrist was a watch that probably cost more than all the money I had ever earned, or needed.

The worst part was, I hated rich people. I truly despised people with money for the way they treated those they thought were lesser than them. Billionaire playboy couldn’t have ranked much higher on my list of turn-offs, and yet, laying eyes on him made me hungrier for him than I had ever been.

If he had planned on leaving me with an ache in the pit of my stomach, he had succeeded. 

I slowly walked over to him while he adjusted the cuffs of his shirt. “You know what I hate more than people with extravagant wealth?” I asked, “Couples that wear matching outfits.” 

The Horseman grinned at his cuffs, then turned his eyes on me. “Are we a couple, now?” he asked, his voice strangely playful.

“Looks like we are for tonight.” 

“Well then,” he said, offering me his arm to link with. 

I snaked my hand into the loop and linked my arm with his. “One question… are we supposed to just walk out of here wearing this? I am an inmate, you know.” 

He gestured to the wall-to-wall window at the back of his quarters. “Come with me, and I’ll show you.” 

I didn’t quite understand, but I walked with him anyway. As we approached the window, he raised one of his hands towards it, and a series of glyphs started to burn themselves into the glass. They glowed with soft, violet light that grew brighter the closer we got, and the more I looked at them, the more they seemed to arch, like a doorway.

“Is this… safe?” I asked.

“Do you trust me?” the Horseman asked.

I looked at him, then back at the slowly shifting and shimmering glass. “I trust you.” 

The Horseman stopped at the edge of the glass, and with his outstretched hand, he tapped his fingertips against the window. The glass rippled, as if it wasn’t glass at all, but water. The air was strangely colder around it, and as I neared it, the hairs on my arms began to rise. The Horseman then dipped his hand into the window, and it disappeared through it like it wasn’t there. 

A moment later, he stepped through, and I went with him, shutting my eyes as I reached the threshold. 

The sensation made my stomach shift, as if it had just been pulled up and over itself, but I was able to hold it together until the transition passed. Cool, night air touched my face, a little gust tugging at the loose strands of hair falling around my cheeks and neck. I opened my eyes only to find myself no longer in the Horseman’s quarters, but in an alley somewhere—an alley filled with light. 

The portal I had just stepped through collapsed as I turned to look at it, the shimmering doorway shrinking to a fine point suspended in midair, then disappearing completely. I wasn’t a stranger to portal travel; the Obsidian Order had their own ways of linking two places in space. But this was the first time I had travelled with a mage.

“Are you alright?” the Horseman asked.

“You know…” I said, trailing off for an instant. “That was the Cadillac of portal rides.” 

“Have you gone through many?” 

“A few, in my day. None like this.” 

“Well then… shall we?” 

Nodding, I followed the Horseman’s lead out of the alley and into the street. We were in Devil Falls, but I wasn’t familiar with the neighborhood. It was a little more brightly lit than the others, and the air didn’t stink of rotting magic and—what I hoped was—animal piss. Faintly, I thought I could hear voices floating towards us from the street. 

“We could’ve had backup,” I said.

“Backup?” the Horseman asked.

“I have friends. Friends that could’ve helped us.” 

“Inmates?” 

“Yes.” 

“Out of the question. In any case, we don’t need backup.” 

The Horseman and I turned onto the street only to be immediately met with a line of people waiting to get into a building that looked more like a warehouse than a club. A huge, neon, red-violet sign hung above the main door with the words THE CAGE burning on it. At the door itself stood two large men in fine suits, holding tablet computers, and sporting an earpiece each. 

They were both also carrying guns—the bulges in their jacket pockets was easy enough to spot.

I was about to step into the line, when the Horseman tugged me to go around it. Though on the outside, the club looked like it belonged in a meat-packing district, the people waiting to get in were all well-dressed and smelled amazing. This wasn’t some lowball place where the dregs of society came to bury their sorrows in booze, drugs, or a stranger’s pants—it was clearly a classy place in high demand.

When we reached the door, the Horseman simply flashed a nod at the men standing by the door. One of them looked a little perplexed, and was about to ask for a name, but the other pulled the velvet rope out of the way and let us both through, telling the other not to worry about it.

With that, we stepped through the main door, but not into the club itself. What lay beyond the door was a kind of antechamber with black, marble walls and floors, and dim, amber lighting. A woman waited next to the only other door in the room. She was holding half-masks.

The Horseman took one, and I took another. His was white, trimmed with silver; mine was soft, black lace. I slipped it around my head, and he did the same. A moment later, the door in front of us opened to reveal an elevator. The woman at the door, without saying a word, reached inside and pressed one of only two buttons.

The elevator door then shut, and we started to move. 

My heart was racing. I’d never been in a place like this before. This was so far out of my experience, I wasn’t sure where to look, how to stand. I glanced up at the Horseman, and he caught my eyes as I searched for his. He didn’t speak. Instead, he gently pushed me against the elevator wall and kissed me with the force of a waterfall.

I wrapped my hand around his neck and fell into the kiss with him, my lips parting to receive his tongue. The Horseman slammed his hand against the elevator wall, sending a burst of magic into the air and forcing the elevator to a grinding halt. The lights flickered. The kiss broke. I stared up at him, my eyes wide.

“What did you do?” I asked.

He swallowed hard and then his hand moved slowly up my thigh, into the slit of my dress, and toward my underwear. “Nothing, yet.” 

“Oh God,” I moaned, and I wrapped both arms around his neck and pushed myself against him. I heard the Horseman unzip his trousers, and I let my legs widen just a little, while he did the work of parting my underwear to the side. 

He lifted me up, pressing my back against the wall, and then when I wrapped my legs around his waist, he slid into me, sending ripples of pleasure exploding through my body. I had wanted this. I had wanted him. I ached for him, and in that elevator, he had me. He made me his. With a pounding rhythm, one hand against the wall, the other on my thigh, the Horseman took me. 

Hard, fast, and quick. Breath hitching, moans only barely stifled. The Horseman took my breath away with every thrust, with every warm, wet push. I grabbed hold of his neck more tightly and cried out into his collar as I reached the peak of what I could take. The Horseman’s entire body stiffened, grunting as he reached his pulsing climax. 

I held him as he worked through it, my lips locked with his, my fingertips working at the back of his neck. 

When he was done, I pulled my mouth away from his and brushed the loose hair out of his face. “You couldn’t wait until we got back?” I asked, a little grin playing on my lips. 

“Are you unhappy that I couldn’t?” 

“No. I wanted this too… but we’re probably holding up the line, don’t you think?” 

The Horseman leaned in to kiss me again, then whispered against my mouth. “Let them wait.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

My dress settled back into position just as the elevator door opened and the flood of music reached my ears. The beat thumped, the lights strobed, and the pit writhed. The Cage was packed with people all dressed to kill, all wearing masks, but grinding on each other like tonight was the last night of their lives. 

I glanced at the Horseman, catching his eyes, and for a moment I saw a little levity in them—something like satisfaction. But his expression soon darkened, and by the time he turned his attention to the club unfurling in front of him, his face was all business. He had come here for one thing, and one thing only.

And he was going to get it.

Taking his arm, I moved out of the elevator and into the club. True to the club’s namesake, the dance floor was a pit, a level beneath us, surrounded by tall bars, with only two doors leading into or out of it. Suspended above the cage were dancers in little cages, each of them scantily clad and capable of twisting their bodies in mind-bending ways. 

Moving around the cage was easy enough. There were people watching the dancers from our upper level, a drink in one hand, a partner in the other, but they didn’t crowd the walkways. There also weren’t any booths here, nowhere to sit, only a couple of crowded bars I didn’t want to get too close to.

Before I could ask the question of, where do we go, a man in a white shirt and black suspenders wearing a mask approached us. 

“If you would like to come with me,” he said, “He will see you now.” 

The Horseman looked like he was about to rip this man in two, but I yanked his arm to stop him from doing anything stupid. “Lead the way,” I said.

Nodding, the man gestured for us to follow him along the walkways around the cage. 

“Why did you stop me?” the Horseman asked.

“Because he knows we’re here,” I said, “And because I don’t want you killing anyone that doesn’t need to die.” 

“If he knows we are here, then my contact betrayed me.” 

“Probably, but we have an opportunity here.” 

“Our opportunity is closing. Our element of surprise is gone.” 

“We never had one to begin with. Let’s just play along and see where this takes us.” 

“And if it leads us into a trap?” 

I paused, watching the man in front of us snake a path for us around the Cage’s many patrons. “Then you can start killing people.” 

“I didn’t think I needed your permission.” 

“You do now, and you’ll continue to need it if you expect to keep getting into my underwear.” 

“Duly noted.” 

I continued following the man in the white shirt as he picked his way through the club. Masked eyes followed us as we moved, but they were curious eyes, not shifty eyes. I didn’t think any of them would make a move to attack us once we’d gone past them. That wasn’t why those people were here. 

They were here to drink, to dance, to fuck the person they were with; not to whip guns out and start shooting at Mister Black’s enemies. I doubted if any of them even knew who Mister Black was unless they were specifically on his payroll, like the man escorting us through the club, or the other man standing by a set of stairs near the back.

He, like the two guys outside, was all muscle wrapped in a form fitting suit. He also had a gun on him, I could tell, but whether or not it was filled with rounds designed to kill supernatural creatures, or just regular bullets, remained to be seen. 

The man standing by the stairs stepped aside without a fuss as we approached, allowing the three of us to make our way upstairs. At the top was a door marked PRIVATE which opened only after accepting an electronic keycard. 

Once we were through the door, the music at our backs became a low thud-thud-thud in the background, that almost completely disappeared once the door shut. We had been brought into a section of the club clearly designed for the kind of clientele who preferred a quieter, more intimate setting. 

The carpeted floor was as black as the walls, which were lit up with strips of soft light mounted behind fixtures that made them almost invisible. The ceiling had an industrial feel, with dark, but exposed steel pipes and girders running along it, with large spotlights hanging off them.

There were booths spaced far enough apart that eavesdropping would be difficult, if not impossible. Along the longest wall of the curved room was a bar, operated by a single barman who was shaking a metal container around filled with what sounded like ice and liquid.

The Horseman stopped in his tracks when Mister Black stood up from one of the booths. He wore a black bomber jacket, tightly fitted, and buttoned up to the collar. Black jeans. Black shoes. Tattoos poked out of the edges of his sleeves, his neck. 

There was nobody else in here, except for him, the barman, and the man who had led us up here. Mister Black was alone, and with a quick flash of his jacket pockets, he showed us he was unarmed—that didn’t mean he wasn’t dangerous, though.

“Welcome,” he said, his voice husky and low. He gestured toward his booth. “Come, join me for a drink.” 

“I didn’t come here to drink,” the Horseman said.

“I know you didn’t. You came here to pop me.” Mister Black smiled, almost amused. “Let’s talk first. Then if you still wanna kill me, we can get into it.” 

“Tell us how you knew we were coming first,” I said.

Mister Black’s eyes turned on me, and he sucked on his lower lip. “Nothing happens around here with my knowing, or my say so. You’re here because I’ve extended my hand in hospitality, not because you thought you had an in with one of my people.” 

“How do we know you aren’t just going to try and kill us the moment we sit down?” 

“My moms always taught me not to disrespect my houseguests. You’re my houseguests.” 

There was something about him. Maybe it was the strange sparkle in his dark eyes, or the way he always looked like he had a smile on his face, no matter how weak, or faint. Mister Black had the air of a man who was always three steps ahead of his enemies, and that meant I had to be four steps ahead of him.

The first step, though, was to sit down. We weren’t getting out of that. So, I tugged on the Horseman’s arm and made my way toward the booth Mister Black had been sitting at. He sat down first, placing his hands on the table so we could see them. I could tell the Horseman wanted to rip him a brand-new smile—a Glasgow smile—but to his credit, he held himself. 

“What’s your poison?” Mister Black asked.

“I won’t drink here,” the Horseman said.

“Trust me, big guy, I doubt I’ve got shit strong enough to really poison you. This is just a drink.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “I’ll have a dark and stormy.” 

“Rum girl,” Mister Black said, “I like that.” 

The Horseman cocked an eyebrow. “Whiskey sour,” he said, his words curt, and short.

Mister Black clicked his fingers, and the barman got to work preparing our drinks. He then licked his lips and clasped his hands together, another soft smile gracing his lips. “Bet you never thought you’d be breaking bread with me, huh?” he asked.

“We haven’t reached that point yet,” the Horseman said. “Tell me what you want.” 

“I only wanna talk, homes. I guess I should start by apologizing for slugging you. It was just business. You can understand that, right? You strike me as a businessman.” 

“What makes you say that?”

“Your prison is a business, no? And you’re the man behind it all.” 

“It isn’t my prison.” 

“Right, ‘cause the joint’s got a warden and all that. But that don’t mean shit, does it? You’re the power. You’re the neck that turns the head. You’re the shoulders that keeps that whole place from falling to the ground like a pile of useless bricks. You handle your business, and it’s thriving out here.” 

“You didn’t bring us up here to compliment him on how well Harrowgate is doing,” I said.

Mister Black glanced at me, the smile on his face transforming into a smug, half-smirk. “Nah, like I said. I brought you here to wipe the slate clean. I don’t want no more bad blood. I think we could be good for each other.” 

“Good for each other? You’re trying to kill the Horseman.” 

He shook his head. “Nah, I’m past all that. That’s a bad business venture. Home boy over here is harder to get rid of than herpes.” 

“Herpes?” the Horseman growled.

I squeezed his hand under the table.

“Relax, it’s a compliment,” Mister Black said. “Anyway, that’s on me. I should’ve known better before taking the job, but your friend made it sound easy.” 

I was about to lecture him about taking a hit on someone he knew nothing about, but the hypocrisy of doing something like that wasn’t lost on me. The Horseman was still standing because I had bitten off way more than I could chew in accepting the mission I had taken. It was entirely possible that, while he was widely known as the Horseman of Devil Falls, many didn’t really know what he was capable of. 

I gave him a glance. He looked ready to eat the table itself if it meant getting to Mister Black, but he was holding back, keeping his anger in check.

“Who put the hit out on him?” I asked.

Mister Black’s grin widened. “See? Now we’re talking business.”

Our drinks arrived on a silver platter. One for Mister Black, one for me, and one for the Horseman. They were each delivered in crystal glasses, little plumes of cold rising from and spilling out of them. Mister Black took drink, gave the Horseman his eyes, and said “Salud” before sipping it. When he was done, he placed the glass on the coaster in front of him, nodding his satisfaction.

I gave my drink a whiff. The smell of the rum, the lime, and the ginger beer were strong and played well together, but I couldn’t smell anything wrong with it. With my eyes now on Mister Black, I sipped my drink, licked my lips, and set the glass down. 

“It’s delicious,” I said.

“My guy does good work,” Mister Black said. 

The Horseman didn’t stop to smell his drink. He took it, glanced at the glass, and then drank before also setting it down on the coaster he had been given. Then he uttered two words I wasn’t sure I had heard him say—and if he’d said them, I wasn’t sure he’d meant them.

“Thank you.” 

Mister Black shook his head. “My casa is your casa, homes. I take it this means negotiations have begun?” 

“What is there to negotiate?” 

“The exchange of information for… goods and services. Mostly services.” 

“You have information for us?”

“I know who called the hit, and I feel like that information is of use to you.” 

“Was it Brickmore?” I asked. 

Mister Black leaned into his cushioned booth. “Normally I wouldn’t give anything out for free, but in the spirit of goodwill and the fostering of strong relationships… I’ll give you this one. Your boy Brickmore was just a middleman.”

“He just gave you access to the prison.” 

He paused, changing his attention from me, to the Horseman, then back to me. “Now we’re getting into bargaining territory.” 

“How about you tell us what we want to know, and I don’t kill you?” the Horseman asked.

“That’s not in the spirit of this discussion, is it? I know you’re a man that doesn’t play by the rules. You write your own, if you don’t like the ones you’ve been given. I respect that. We’re the same. But you’ve come into my house, homes. You’ve accepted my hospitality. You and I both know, among our kind especially, that means something. Or are we all just animals, now?” 

“What’s he talking about?” I asked.

“He’s cleverer than he looks,” the Horseman said.

Mister Black took another sip of his drink, grinning from across the rim of his glass. “All the better to throw my enemies off and impress my friends.” 

“Are we enemies, or are we friends?” I asked.

“That’s up to you. Enemies and friends are just as likely to break bread with each other at a table. You gotta decide which you wanna be.” 

“And if we decide to be enemies?” the Horseman asked.

“You mean, will I let you just walk outta here if negotiations break down?”

“I won’t leave that choice up to you.” 

“I know you wanna think you’re the big dog in this joint, but the truth is, I am. And I would let you leave. I meant what I said about disrespecting houseguests, and I’m nothing if not a man of my word. But let’s try our hand at business first and see where it gets us.” 

I had to admit, I couldn’t find a flaw in his argument, and I didn’t think he was lying. He could’ve killed us by now if he’d wanted to. We were deep in his complex, with no way of getting out without a fight. Sure, the Horseman would’ve put one up, but would he have made it out with his head on his shoulders? 

Would I? 

Mister Black had us for now. The only thing for us to do was talk, and in any case, if he knew exactly who had put the hit out on the Horseman, I wanted to know too.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Mister Black watched us from across the table, his dark eyes narrow and glinting against the lighting in the room. He pinched his lower lip with his teeth and let a smile play on his face before visibly relaxing by leaning back into his booth again.

“So,” he said, clasping his hands, “How about we get this whole thing going, huh?” 

“You can start by telling me who made the order to have me killed,” the Horseman said.

“I take it you ain’t never been to a negotiation before, have you, big guy?” 

“In my line of work there are no negotiations.” 

“Right, because you just take people in no questions asked. Nobody gets a chance to negotiate their sentence, or explain why they don’t deserve to be locked in.” 

“Are you preaching morality right now?” I asked, “Because from where I’m sitting, you don’t have a leg to stand on.” 

Mister Black’s eyes settled on me, then they travelled to my chest before coming back up. “Is that so?” he asked.

“You’re a gangbanger buying weapons designed to kill supernaturals by preventing them from using magic to regenerate their wounds. And you took out a hit job. You aren’t exactly a white night.” 

“I see myself more as a black knight. See, the Coalition has the prison, and they think having that monster sitting in the middle of Devil Falls is enough to keep criminals what doing what criminals do. But it ain’t. If anything, it makes them bolder, it makes the plays bigger. All I’m doing is getting mine, while making sure my people are protected. Part of that involved making a deal with the Coalition.” 

“What deal?” the Horseman asked.

Mister Black’s eyes shifted again. “First, I’ma give you my terms.” 

“Let’s hear it.” 

“I’ll tell you everything you want to know about my deal with your people. When I started getting weapons, who I dealt with, how often transactions took place. I’ll even tell you who told me to pump you with your own bullets.” 

“In exchange?” 

“I want her.” 

My heart lurched into my throat and started pounding there. “What did you fucking say?”  

“Relax, it ain’t like that. You remember the offer I made you the last time we crossed swords, don’t you?”

I arched my eyebrows at him. “You want me to work for you…” 

“Absolutely not,” the Horseman said, swiping the air with his right hand. 

“You don’t get to make that call, big man,” Mister Black said, “This fine young woman ain’t your property, as much as you might wanna think she is. She can make her own decisions.” 

“You aren’t taking her.”

I squeezed the Horseman’s hand at the same time as I gave him my eyes. “He’s right,” I said, “You don’t speak for me.” 

The Horseman glared as if I’d just insulted his honor. He looked like he was barely able to control the anger quickly coming to a boil, but he did, and I was thankful for it. We weren’t going to make it out of here with the information we needed if he went all Horseman on Mister Black and these negotiations. 

We needed to be subtle, and that meant I had to do the talking.

I looked over at Mister Black and took another sip of my drink. “What does me working for you look like?” I asked.

“Not for me,” he said, “With me. There’s a big difference.” 

“And what’s that? What you do with me that you can’t with anyone else?” 

Another grin spread across his lips. “I can think of a few things. But being serious for a sec, I’ve seen the way you fight, and I know about your kind. Truth is, I’m surrounded by morons and yes men half the time. Some of my crew are good enough, but not one of them can do what you can do.” 

“Your magic is far stronger than mine.” 

“Yeah, but magic is nothing without instinct, and you’ve got instinct. You took down my guys in a second, and then you took out your competition without thinking about it.” 

“Took out my… what?”

He nodded, eyes narrow, lips puckering. “Oh, you didn’t think I knew about your boy. Why else would my contact be suddenly unreachable if not because of what you did to him?” 

“He was going to kill me.”

“I don’t’ think so. He thought he was gonna kill you. Thought because he had the drop and the gun, that you were just gonna lie down and take it. But you ain’t like that. You’re a survivor, a warrior, a killer.” 

I was about to protest, to throw my hands up and protect my own morality and proclaim I’m not a killer. But I was. I had killed Brickmore with my own two hands, and as much as the thought of it still haunted me, I didn’t regret it.

“Brickmore was a problem for more than just me,” I said, “I did the world a favor by getting rid of him.” 

“And you can do the world a bunch more favors by working with me. Imagine what you could do with my resources, my crew at your disposal. We could clean this whole place up and get rich while we do it.” 

“There it is,” I said, firing a finger gun at him. “It’s not about justice, or what’s right. It’s about money.” 

“Isn’t everything?” 

“Not for those who don’t have any interest in money.” 

“You tell me you’re one of those people?” 

“I grew up with nothing. I came to this world with nothing. I escaped my captors with nothing, and anything I had before now is gone. If you’re trying to motivate me to work for you with the promise of something I have no use for, then I hate to break it to you, but you have a pretty weak negotiating hand.” 

“I don’t think that’s accurate… your man wants to know who’s moving his weapons, who put a target on his back. In exchange, I’m offering you a place at my side. Seems to me like all I’m doing is giving.” 

“Really? Because to me it seems like what you really want out of these negotiations is a pet, or a prize. I have to tell you, I’m neither of those things. Not for you, not for him, not for anyone. 

I went to open my mouth, but the Horseman interrupted. “Don’t agree to this,” he said. “We will find another way.” 

“If I agree to work with him,” I said, “If I agree to his terms, will you let me leave?”

The Horseman stared at me, his eyes darkening as the seconds passed. He hadn’t been expecting that question, and I hadn’t expected to ask it. Not like this. Not right now. But I needed to know what Mister Black knew, and the only way to get that information was to agree to his terms. For the Horseman, though, the question meant way more than that.

Gritting his teeth, the Horseman… shook his head. 

My heart sank from my throat into the pit of my stomach. No? I tried not to panic. There were a hundred ways of interpreting that refusal, but no time to sit and contemplate any of them. He had just refused my request, and by extension, Mister Black’s offer of information. That meant, we had come here for nothing.

“It’s like that, huh?” Mister Black said. “You pull the chain, and she goes where you want.” 

“That’s not how it is,” the Horseman growled.

“Sure looks like it to me. But what do you think?” he turned to me.

I paused. “You won’t let me leave Harrowgate?” 

“To work with him? Never.” 

“What about in any other circumstance? Am I just an inmate at your facility? A tool to be used and exploited to suit your needs?”

“You are more than that.” 

Mister Black straightened up and cracked his neck. “Yo’, this is touching and all, but we’re supposed to be here on business, and if business has dried up, then you two gotta get the fuck outta my club.” 

The Horseman prickled at that, and I felt his energy race through my arm and into my chest. He was anxious now, anticipating a confrontation with this man. In truth, I had no idea how a fight between the two of them would go. Mister Black had been a formidable opponent for me, but I had seen what the Horseman could do.

I had watched him make a strong, muscular Serakon collapse into a heap of himself with little more than a gesture of his hand. I doubted if Mister Black had that kind of magic at his disposal, or if he would even be able to resist such a brutal attack in the first place. 

But he was intelligent.

Dangerously intelligent. 

He had known we were coming. He had known the Horseman was coming. The night he tried to take the Horseman out, he hadn’t understood the extent of his power. But now he did, and I doubted if a man with his razor-sharp wits would put himself into a position where he was entirely at the mercy of such a man possessed of such incredible strength.

“Look, there has to be something else we can do,” I said, swallowing the ball of feelings this had all brought up. “We need this information. We need to know who’s feeding you guns, and information, and instructions. Otherwise it isn’t safe inside of the prison. There has to be something else you want.” 

Mister Black stood, looked at us both, and shook his head. “Nah. I set my terms, you had your chance. Now it’s time for you to leave, because the next time we meet, it’ll be as enemies.” 

The Horseman shuffled out of his seat and stood in front of Mister Black. He was easily twice the size of the man in front of him, but the gangster didn’t back down, didn’t shrink away, didn’t flinch. There was a kind of quiet confidence in his eyes. Not exactly smugness, or arrogance. Just confidence. 

“Then we go,” the Horseman said, “And the next time I see you, will be the last time you see anything else again.” 

Mister Black extended his hand. “No hard feelings, though, huh? It’s just business.” 

The door we had come through opened, and the Horseman turned rapidly on his heel just as a man came rushing in. He saw the Horseman, saw me standing, and stopped where he stood, knowing he had just interrupted something. 

“You said you would let us leave,” I snapped.

“It’s okay,” Mister Black said, waving the startled man over. “We’re all cool, here.”

The new guy gave the Horseman a wide berth as he moved closer to his boss. There was a moment where the Horseman and I gave each other glances, neither of us entirely sure what to do next, or where this was going. I looked over at the door to the exit, then back at Mister Black, who was being delivered a message intended only for his ear.

With a shrug, the Horseman turned around to leave. I still wasn’t sure whether to follow him or stay put. On the one hand, following him meant being with the man I wanted to be with, but on the other hand, he had confirmed what I feared. He was never going to let me leave Harrowgate, and that meant Mister Black was my only option if what I wanted was to be free again.

The Horseman reached the door, and was about to pull it open, when the lights in the private room all cut. A breathless moment passed, and then I realized the music had stopped too, replaced by the rising cacophony of surprise coming from the club’s patrons out on the dance floor a level beneath us.

And while the Horseman spun around and jabbed an accusatory finger at Mister Black, I could feel in my bones the truth, that the gangster had nothing to do with this.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

I sucked in a deep breath, and before I could exhale it, bursts of light exploded around me like gunfire. It only took a second for my eyes to adjust to the near total darkness around me, but in that time the Horseman, roaring, had hurled a bolt of crackling, pale blue magic at Mister Black. Black was quick to block it, though, sending up a shield of light of his own and dissipating the Horseman’s attack into the space around him.

The glasses on our table shattered, as did some of the bottles on the bar and even the mirror running along behind it as whips of lightning smashed into them. I could hear the air sizzling in the silence that followed, but behind it all—and probably more worrying—was the rising murmur of the people on the dance floor. 

If this was a trap, if Mister Black had been lying about his graciousness as a host, then why had the entire club sounded like it had spontaneously shut down? This didn’t feel right. It didn’t smell right. Something else was going on. 

“Is this a trap?” the Horseman snarled.

“You need to chill,” Mister Black said, keeping his voice cool and calm. “And you shouldn’t have been able to use magic in here.”

“I am the Horseman of Devil Falls, and you will answer my question.” 

Black gestured to the man who had delivered a message to him a moment ago, and both he and the guy who had served us our drinks made a quick exit through a door at the back of the room. Dim, yellow lights flickered on from behind fixtures in the walls, making it a little easier for Black and the Horseman to see. 

“I didn’t set a trap,” Black said.

“If you are lying to me,” the Horseman said, “I will tear your spine out through your mouth.” 

“He’s not lying,” I said, jumping into the conversation. 

“How do you know that?” the Horseman rounded on me. 

“Because I can feel it. Can’t you? Listen to the people out there, listen to his heart. He’s nervous.” 

“That could simply be because he knows his death is imminent.” 

“Yo’, if my death is imminent it won’t be because of you,” Mister Black said, “Believe me.” 

“Who’s attacking you?” I asked. 

Mister Black took a sharp breath, his expression dark and serious. “I think you know who they are.” 

“Fiends,” the Horseman growled. “They must have been alerted to our presence the moment we entered the neighborhood.” 

“Wait,” I said, extending one of my hands, “Are you telling me Crimson Hunters have attacked your club?”

“They’re big, they’re grey, they’ve got wings and they’re butchering my people. Who else could it be?” 

“Shit. We’ve gotta get out of here. They’re going to kill every last person in this place, and then they’re going to eat them.” 

Mister Black started moving toward the door his men had disappeared through a moment ago. I watched him slide an earpiece into his ear as he arrived and tap it, a moment before he opened the door. “Only way out is this way. Evacuations are already taking place inside the club, but the hunters are moving fast.” 

“The only way out?” the Horseman asked. 

“The best way.” 

“I still don’t trust you. We have no evidence to support your claims that the club is being attacked by hunters except for your word.” 

“In about five minutes you’re gonna have a lot more than my word. Question is, do you want to be trapped in here when they come down on you, or do you want to fight them out in the open?” 

The Horseman stretched out his palm, turned it up toward the ceiling, and created a soft, silvery ball of light with his mind. The orb floated above his palm for a moment, luminous, mesmerizing to look at. I could see my own reflection inside of it, as if it were made of mercury, but then my reflection changed to reflect an image of his quarters. 

“I’ll make my own way out,” the Horseman said, and then he crushed the ball of light and went to slam it into the ground.

The Horseman slammed the spell into the ground, and it detonated with such force it hurled me across the room and sent me slamming into the tinted glass window separating me from the dance floor below. The Horseman also sailed through the air, only to collapse on the floor and roll several feet until he eventually came to a stop.

The glass cracked and bent inwards, but it miraculously didn’t smash. Still, I could hear it creaking behind me, the glass splintering as it tried to hold me up. Carefully, I reached for the nearest booth table with my feet, gripped it between them, and pulled myself toward it. The glass continued to moan and split, but it never broke. 

It was probably designed to withstand bullets, and I had just stretched the limits of what it could do.

Mister Black finally pulled himself to his feet, but he groaned getting up. He’d also been sent hurtling into the wall behind him, and he was hurt. “I was gonna warn you, homes,” he said, coughing, “Most magic doesn’t work in here, and portal spells backfire.” 

I pulled myself upright and picked a small piece of glass out of my shoulder. It stung, and the small injury started bleeding right away, but it was nothing I couldn’t handle. “When you two are done pissing all over each other,” I said, “Maybe we can all work together to get the fuck out of this place before those murderous cannibals come down here and eat us all?” 

The Horseman got on his feet and dusted himself off. The explosion had singed some of his clothes and ruffled his hair, but he was otherwise unhurt. “I’m still not convinced he didn’t orchestrate this in order to have plausible deniability. For all we know, he is ushering us into a trap. Why else would he suppress magic?” 

“If you want to come in and out of my house, you use the front door,” Black said, “It’s a simple policy that emphasizes my desire for mutual respect.” 

“You could have communicated that policy,” I said.

He shrugged and said, “My bad,” but I felt like part of him had enjoyed watching the Horseman fail at something, and part of me could understand that feeling. The Horseman was perfect, always so well put together. When he unraveled, even a little bit, it was the rarest of pleasures… even if a portal out of this place would’ve been handy.

“Can you take it down?” I asked, “Whatever’s stopping us from riding a portal out of here?”

“It would take hours,” Black said, “We don’t have that kind of time. Can we just go through the door, now? We can call a truce.”

The Horseman lowered his eyes. “A truce. With you.” 

Mister Black extended his hand in friendship. “If I’m lying, the Gods themselves can come and strike me dead.” 

My eyes flickered to the Horseman, who was already approaching Mister Black. I wasn’t sure what he was going to do, but I followed him anyway, hoping for the best. A tense moment passed as the two stared off against each other, but eventually, they shook hands. I knew what a big deal that was between mages. They took oaths seriously. The fact that the Horseman had just made one with a man who’d tried to kill him… it was big of him.

“Help us get out of here,” the Horseman said. “We can settle the rest after.” 

Nodding, Black gestured for the door. I stepped through it first, offering my own display of trust while at the same time wanting to scout the path we were being led down. The door led into a corridor flanked with private rooms, all which were empty. He had cleared the entire area for our meeting tonight, so there was no one around.

That was undoubtedly a good thing considering what was coming for us.

For all of us.

“Don’t go for the door at the end,” Mister Black said, “Make a left. Take the stairs.” 

I hurried toward the door to the stairwell, following Mister Black’s instructions. Spilling through them, I immediately froze. The stairwell was cast in complete pitch-darkness, save for strips of red, emergency lighting creating just enough light with which to see. 

My mind instantly threw me back into a dream that had all but slipped through my fingertips like smoke. I caught a flash of red and black, the sound of distant growling, wet thuds, and crunching bones. My heartrate skipped to a fever pitch, wedging itself inside of my brain and pounding against the sides of my temples. 

If Mister Black hadn’t pushed up behind me, I wouldn’t have snapped out of the trance. “You ain’t afraid of the dark, are you?” he asked against my shoulder.

I shook my head and took a deep breath. “I was born in the dark,” I said, “Which way?” 

“Up.” 

I glanced at the stairwell and tried to listen for any signs of life, or movement, or hunters. It was quiet in here, deathly silent. Even though the club was a floor below, the sounds of people had fallen so far out of earshot, I couldn’t hear them anymore. 

Hesitating only for another second or so, I started up the stairs using the banister to take them in leaps, three at a time. Black and the Horseman weren’t far behind, but I was quicker than both, so they were falling behind. 

That was fine. I wanted to scout ahead, anyway. I wasn’t sure how many of these floors we’d have to climb before we reached the building’s outer door, but I wanted to reach it before anyone else did. I needed to get out of this place. I wasn’t just outrunning hunters; I was also trying to outrun that dream I’d had. 

I felt like it was there, behind me, breathing down the back of my neck, chasing me like the predator that had been stalking Harrowgate’s halls. 

Then I heard it, a crash, a rumble—the sounds of growling, grunting, of massive feet thudding against concrete floors. They were there, the hunters, a few floors up. Poking my head through the gap between flights of stair, I could see them; their large, grey wings filling the stairwell, their hands grabbing the banister as they charged ever deeper into the building. 

“Shit,” I called out, “How much further to the exit!” 

“It’s the next floor up,” yelled Mister Black. 

Looking up, I could see it—the door marked exit. I took three steps towards it, hope swelling within me like a wave about to crest, but then it hit me. I wasn’t going to reach it before they got to it. And even if I were to reach it and spill out into the night, Black and the Horseman would both be trapped in here with the hunters.

Dammit.

I turned around and bounded down the stairs, bumping into Mister Black on the next floor down. “What are you doing?” he asked. 

“They’re here,” I said, almost breathless. “We can’t go out that way.” 

“Then we carve our way through them,” the Horseman snarled, removing his suit jacket and rolling up his sleeves. 

“I know you’d like that,” I said, “But they’ll bottle us in. Is there another way out?” 

“Through the club,” Black said, spinning on his heel and shuffling around the Horseman’s substantial frame. 

“This is a bad idea,” the Horseman said, looking up through the gap between stairs. “We should carve through them like a sword. The exit is right there, we could make it.” 

I took his face in my hands and kissed him lightly on the lips. “If we fight them here, we’ll die here,” I said, “I just got you. I’m not losing you.” 

The Horseman’s eyebrow cocked, and his head tilted slightly to the side. I could tell even my kiss hadn’t entirely swayed him from the urge to violence. For a moment, as the gargling growls of the Crimson Hunters drew ever closer, I thought he was going to shove me aside and run up to them, roaring, charging like a rabid animal. 

In that split second, he was analyzing his chances, listening out for the Crimson Hunters to get a sense of how many there were, and how many he thought he could take in a fight. It was possible he could take them all, but even I couldn’t tell exactly how many there were. One pack? Two? Had several chapters of hunters banded together after their last scuffle with the Horseman for the honor of claiming his head as a trophy? 

With a grunt, the Horseman grabbed me and hurried me down the stairs, after Mister Black who was already anxiously waiting near an open door. We rushed through it, Mister Black following behind us. This time, when he shut the door, he slammed his hand against it and sent a small ripple of magic coursing toward its extremities. 

I recognized it as some kind of warding spell, but I had no idea how effective it would be against the hunters.

“This way,” Black said, shifting through us to take the lead. We were in a service corridor—grey and unsightly, with pipes and valves running all along the walls.

“Where are you taking us?” I asked.

“The only other way out of here is through the club,” he said, “This will take us there. Let’s go.” 

Heading back into the club meant possibly moving into a crowded space full of people trying to get out. How many exits were there? How many of them were viable? How many more hunters were there in the building?

I had the feeling we were going to have to fight our way out of here whether we wanted to or not. The only thing left to do now was take those high heels off, and get ready to fight.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

Mister Black opened a secret door that led into a storage closet stocked with boxes of booze. Already I could hear the anxious pulse of the club on the other side of the only door leading out of this small space, and it made my heartrate rapidly increase. 

People were getting worried. The lights hadn’t come back yet, and the elevator probably wasn’t working, which meant people were being funneled through a stairwell that would take them topside. One quick glance through the only door leading out of the storage room confirmed this. 

I saw them piling out of the cage, being herded through the only available exits by club staff. The main lights were out, the entire club lit in shades of red and black. Mister Black nodded, and I opened the door and entered the club. 

We were on an upper level, where more mellow clubgoers would stand to watch the rowdy crowd gyrating and writhing around inside the cage. From here I had a clear vantage point of the entire area, and while it was emptying, I didn’t think it was emptying fast enough. 

The hunters were behind us. Already I could hear them banging on the door Mister Black had magically sealed. 

“How long will the ward hold?” I asked.

“Couple of minutes,” Black said as he joined me by the balcony overlooking the cage. “We should get moving. This way.” 

The Horseman exited the small storage room after him, striding out onto the main floor with his shoulders swaying and his eyes low. He wanted to fight. He wanted the chance to grab a hunter by its wings and crush them under the power of his own muscles, but something about him worried me. 

It wasn’t that I knew exactly what he wanted to do, or that I could see it written all over his face. What worried me was that I could tell just how hard of an internal battle he was fighting with himself. He wasn’t speaking, and when he gave me his eyes, the look he had was a primal, almost bestial one—as if he could rip out of his own skin at any moment and go rampaging through the cub like an animal.

I placed a hand on his chest, just over his heart. “I need you to breathe,” I said.

The Horseman grabbed my wrist, his fingers closing tightly around it. “I’m fine,” he said.

“Bullshit, you are. Now, breathe.” 

“Yo’, we don’t got time for this,” Mister Black called out, “Or do I have to leave you both down here?”

“Just give us a second,” I said, not once taking my eyes off the Horseman. “Breathe… please.” 

The Horseman grudgingly took a deep breath in, his chest heaving, then exhaled. Instantly, his demeanor softened. He was on a knife’s edge. I could feel it. I could hear his heart thundering inside of his chest, felt it beating against the palm of my hand. 

“What’s happening to you?” I asked.

“Nothing,” he grunted.

“Don’t lie to me.” 

His jaw tightened. “I got us into this situation. It is because of me that we are here, that they are here, and these people…” 

I glanced over the balcony. Each and every one of the patrons of this club were supernatural in some way. From mages, to shifters, to Outsiders, and everything in between. But in here? They may as well have been humans. 

Humans who, if they weren’t fast enough in their escape, were about to come into contact with a group of hungry Crimson Hunters—most of whom were large Serakon that didn’t need magic to tear someone’s limbs off and beat them with them.

“You feel responsible…” I said, staring into his eyes. 

The Horseman scowled. He was uncomfortable, I could tell, but he was also showing concern for the people in the club. People he didn’t know. People he, under normal circumstances, he wouldn’t have any problem throwing into his prison—some of them just for the crime of being Outsiders in his domain.

He took my hand and urged me to follow Mister Black, who was already on the other side of the balcony and standing in front of a door. He was waiting for us, which also surprised me considering he had tried killing the Horseman not long ago. 

Isn’t it funny how two assassins have failed at their missions?

The thought came randomly as I approached the doorway to escape, and to freedom; but once I had it, I couldn’t escape it. Mister Black had missed the mark, and now he wanted to work with the Horseman—or, at least, he wanted to work with me, and by extension the Horseman. 

I had been sent to the prison to kill him by the Obsidian Order, for the crimes he had committed against my kind and other Outsiders. And yet, here I was, falling—the building shook, sending a chorus of panicked yelps into the air. The light fixtures above the cage and the dance floor started swaying, and a cloud of dust issued out from behind the closed door to the elevator shaft. 

I stopped in my tracks, staring at the dust cloud as it formed. “Holy shit!” I yelled, “What was that?” 

Mister Black dashed from the door toward the balcony to get a better view. Clubgoers who had been standing near the elevator door had cleared away from it in a panic. Many of them were now coughing and swatting the dust away from their faces with their hands. 

“Sounds like the elevator just smashed into the ground,” the Horseman said.

I watched the chaos unfold, horror pinching my throat shut, as the stark realization hit me. “They’re closing off the exits,” I said, breathless. 

The people in the club were being ushered through a large doorway that, presumably, would take them outside, only now the steady line had turned to madness. They were clawing their way through, now, yelling and clamoring to be let the hell out of this place. Mister Black called over to one of his guys and told him to start sending people through the door he had intended for us to use. 

A moment later, a stream of clubgoers started moving toward it, but I rushed over to him, waving my hands for him to stop. “They won’t make it out!” I yelled, “They’re cutting off the exits. All of them.” 

“They can’t know about all of them,” Black said, shaking his head. 

I grabbed him by the collar of his jacket. “They do. You need to send them to your panic room.” 

“How do you know I got a panic room?”

“Because if you don’t have one, you’re an idiot, and I know you’re not an idiot.” 

Another loud thud cut through the chaos of the dance floor, followed by the groaning of metal grinding on metal. With my heart in my throat I rushed to the balcony again in time to see the elevator doors being pulled apart by a pair of large, thick, grey hands sporting razor sharp claws. 

“They’re here!” I yelled. 

From behind me I heard Mister Black coordinating with his people to get the club’s patrons downstairs, whatever that meant. The Horseman pulled up beside me, and in horror we watched as the elevator doors moaned open just wide enough for the hunter pulling them aside to spill into the building. 

Most of the clubgoers were already far enough away from the elevator that the hunter had no one to immediately attack, but he was already throwing himself at the crowd. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, he was not alone. More hunters were already squeezing through the gap in the doors and breaking into the club. 

I leapt onto the balcony, planting my feet on it, and with a shrug of my shoulders I made my wings burst out of my back and come into being. The Horseman looked up at me, at first in awe of the way my huge, leathery wings unfurled; but concern quickly dampened the awe. 

“I can’t let you go down there,” he said, reaching for my hand.

“If you try to stop me, I’ll break your arm,” I growled, and without waiting for a response, I leapt off the balcony. There wasn’t enough room in here to maneuver, but I didn’t need to. Instead, I used my wings to help guide me from the balcony, to the top of the cage, then to the other side of it, and toward the hunters barreling into the crowd.

As I reached them, I spotted one clubgoer break away from the people trying to escape, turn around. He beat his chest, roared at the hunter, and then charged. As he ran, his body quickly transformed, his human face giving way to a huge wolf’s snout, his muscles expanding and tearing his suit to shreds, revealing not skin, but thick, bristly brown fur. 

In an instant he had gone from a man to a werewolf, and when he clashed with the hunter, the sound was like two slabs of pure meat slamming into each other. It was a flurry of claws and teeth tearing into flesh, of grabs and throws, of punches with so much force they’d turn human bones to dust. 

I didn’t waste a second entering the fray. Leaping onto the balcony nearest to the hunters now out of the elevator, I bid my own claws manifest, my hands suddenly turning black, my nails elongating and sharpening to fine points. With my wings spread, it was impossible for the hunters to miss me as I landed near them. 

“Se hoska resk!” one of them hissed, and he came at me, his fangs bared. 

I ducked under his first swipe, then twirled around his second, using his own body to unbalance him and open the back of his legs to attack. My claws struck true, biting into his flesh and forcing him to one knee. 

“You should’ve brought more friends,” I said, before I slashed him across the face with my second swipe, gouging out one of his eyes and tearing bloody lines across his cheek.

The hunter screamed and clutched his bleeding face, turning away from me to shield himself from another hit. I had downed one of them, but two more were already moving toward me, and another hunter had joined the fight against the werewolf. The werewolf was putting up a valiant stand, protecting the group of fleeing clubgoers, but he was already outnumbered, and as strong and as fast as he was, I wasn’t sure if he had it in him to beat two trained hunters.

I needed to get the two hunters heading towards me away from the main floor—the fewer hunters were in here, the less likely it would be that people would die. But that meant separating from the Horseman, who hadn’t been able to fight his way over to me yet. 

I didn’t have a choice.

Instead of attacking the hunters head-on, I turned around and headed for the stairs up to private room where we’d been having our conversation with Mister Black. The hunters, predictably, gave chase, and while I beat them to the private room with enough time to shut the door, I was now back to square one with only two ways out of here. 

Either of which led to more hunters.

As the two at the door started bashing it to get inside, I crossed my arms in front of my chest, shut my eyes, and whispered. “Voyda.” 

If I was going to fight them, I needed every advantage I could muster. The element of surprise would be my first. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

It didn’t take the hunters long to break down the door. I had moved all the way to the other side of the room, to the door we had originally escaped through, to try and listen out for sounds of movement in the adjacent corridor. It was quiet in there, which meant the hunters hadn’t chosen to go through it—or, at least, hadn’t reached it yet.

But I had bigger, more immediate problems than them right now.

As soon as they’d busted through the door, the two hunters who’d been chasing me spilled through, hunched over, and snarling like animals. They spread out, giving each other enough room to move around with those massive wings of theirs, but they didn’t speak. Instead, they sniffed the air and kept their eyes open for signs of movement. 

Their senses were just as sharp as mine, so I knew at any second one of them would have the bright idea that maybe, just maybe, I was using a Voyda charm to trick them into thinking I wasn’t in the room. The moment that happened, they’d each be able to activate the counter charm to reveal my position, and my surprise would be gone.

I slunk over to the bar, keeping my footfalls light and swift, and my eyes on the hunters. I had a plan, but I was going to have to be quick and quiet if I wanted to make it work. But even if the plan did work, I’d have to fight them both… alone. 

“Where is she?” one of them snarled.

“Spread out,” the other one said, “The bitch couldn’t have gone far.” 

I was getting tired of being called a bitch, but I bit back the urge to call them out on it and focused on the mission. I was barefoot, and the floor was covered in broken glass, so I had to be careful to pick my way around it in order to reach one of the only bottles that hadn’t smashed when it had fallen.

It was a bottle of bourbon, full and heavy, unopened by the look of it. I reached it just as one of the hunters slapped the other on the shoulder and barked at him to throw up the counter charm. With only seconds until the field of magic keeping me hidden in plain sight got torn down like wet tissue paper, I grabbed the bottle and hurled it at the section of the glass I had been thrown into earlier. 

That entire segment had already been weakened from the impact. All I had to do was make sure the bottle hit just the right spot, with just enough force to—the glass window shattered into a million pieces, startling both hunters and stealing their attention. 

To them it looked like I had just made an invisible, daring escape through a window, so they rushed toward it. I leapt over the bar, my Voyda charm still intact, and with all the martial precision I could muster, I slammed my heel into the back of one of the hunter’s knees, grabbed his throat with both hands, and tore into his flesh with my fingertips. 

The hunter’s main arteries opened, and warm blood came gushing from the wound. Gargling, he went to clasp his throat even as he fell on his side, but it was too late. I had done too much damage. He was going to die in a manner of seconds, and there was nothing he, his friend, nor I could do to stop that.

Backing up a step, I stared at the other hunter, blood still dripping from my hands. I smeared some across my cheek, invoking another old tradition of our kind—the Mark of the Killer. With my fallen opponent’s warm, sweet blood now painting my face, I was boasting my superiority to him, and challenging him to try and prove me wrong.

The hunter stared at me, snarling like an animal. His amber eyes burned like little fires inside of his skull, radiating an orange glow across the knotted, scarred, grey skin of his face. “You dare use his blood in such a way?” he hissed.

I shifted on my feet, preparing myself for combat. “I’ll do the same to your blood unless you stop me,” I said, “And then the rest of your pack will know what se hoska resk does to rabid dogs.” 

“I’ll show you a dog!” he roared, and he charged. 

He was huge, easily twice my size—most Serakon were. This one wasn’t just huge, he was covered in scars, some of them gnarly and clearly inflicted during combat. Ritualistic scars had also been cut into his flesh. I recognized them instantly as the kinds of marks given to members of the Warrior caste. They were badges of honor and achievement, and usually that meant he’d brutally killed a bunch of people. 

To me, they were a warning not to underestimate him.

The hunter came at me with his right hand cocked and ready to strike. I ducked underneath it, as I had done many times before, and then went to twirl around him to deliver a strike to the back of his leg. But he had anticipated that, and instead of slashing wildly at me with his other hand, he brought his knee up to meet my chest. 

I staggered back, winded, barely avoiding a rapid third strike that cut through loose strands of my hair.

“You’re not as stupid as you look,” I said. “But you’re still pretty stupid.” 

“Enlighten me.” 

I glanced up. The hunter had positioned himself underneath one of the large spotlights hanging from the steel girders running along the length of the private room. I flicked my wrist towards it, aiming my fingertips at the joint that kept it held in place.

“Veshkar,” hissed, and a coruscating bolt of blue light raced from my hand, striking the joint and severing it. 

The light came down on the hunter’s head, bringing him low. With a running start and a little jump, I drove one of my feet into his chest, sending him hurtling to his back. He scrambled to back away from me as I advanced, using his hands and feet to move as quickly as he could. But he was scrambling toward the broken window, and that was exactly where I wanted him to be.

I watched him peer across the gap at the club below. It was still in chaos, although I couldn’t understand why. The clubgoers—the mages, the shifters, and whoever else had come to this place hoping for a night of drinking and dancing—were still there, still piling around the doors, trying to get out. 

Some were even turning away from the exit Mister Black had been ushering them towards and trying to claw their way back into the club, through the press of people trying to get out. As the hunter’s hungry grin widened, I realized what was happening.

The bastards had cut all the exits off. 

There was no getting out of here.

“Do you see?” the hunter asked, salivating like he’d just laid eyes on a mighty feast. “They will all die here, and it’s because of you. You should have stayed in your hole, bitch.” 

I rushed him and went to drive my heel into his face, but the hunter put one of his wings to shield himself from the attack. Instead, I pulled back and kicked him along his more exposed ribs, forcing the wings out of his lungs. 

“How did you know we were here?!” I roared.

“I will never tell you, bitch,” the hunter coughed, even as he scrambled closer to the sharp drop out of the private room.

He was trying to get away from me, but I didn’t sense fear in him. The hairs on the back of my neck suddenly stood on their ends, and my entire body tensed as if I’d been caressed by the cold hand of death itself.

The door! 

Came the voice in the back of my head. It was like an echo, only in reverse—with the sound starting low, and distant, only to rise in speed and intensity as it reached me. 

I perked up, scanning the room. “Azlu?” I asked, whispering.

Then I saw it. There were only two doors out of this room. The first was the one the hunters had knocked down in their pursuit of me. The other was the door Mister Black had led us out of the first time we’d left this room. It was the same door I had considered slipping through before I was chased in here. 

It had been closed, only now it was open, and there was no explanation for it.

Instinct took over me, and I dropped to the floor just as a pair of hands swiped at the spot where I had been standing. I rolled over the fallen hunter, using his body to propel myself out of the reach of the man who had tried to grab me an instant ago, and when I turned, I saw him. 

Sorzath. 

He stood where I had been, his wings curled around him, his scarred face twisted with anger, but also laced with a little smugness. If the hunter on the ground had been big, then Sorzath was bigger. He was the largest of them. The alpha predator. But he was more than just that; he was history. My history. My tormented past bubbled up when I looked at him like blood in a boiling pot.

I wanted to kill him, but I also wanted answers.

“Call off the attack,” I barked.

“Or what, little one?” he asked, his voice a predatory growl in his throat.

“Or I’ll kill you and your friends.” 

The hunter on the ground struggled to get to his feet, his sharpened teeth bared. “Not if I kill you first,” he snarled, and he lunged, but Sorzath grabbed him by his wings, planted his foot against the hunter’s back, and tugged on his wings until they snapped with a sickening crunch.

The hunter howled with pain and doubled over, falling to his knees, his hands thrusting out to stop his face from meeting the floor too. I gasped and took a step back, watching the hunter’s arms shake as he struggled to hold himself up despite the huge amount of pain he was in.

His wings were limp at his side, broken bones jutting out of them, blood trickling down his back, his shoulders, his chest. I could’ve felt sorry for him, if he weren’t a murderous cannibal who had come here to kill and eat a club full of people—and me, if he could.

“My wings!” the hunter shrieked, his voice quaking, “Why—why did you do that?!”

Sorzath came up beside his fallen comrade, planted his foot behind the hunter’s head, and slammed it into the floor. The shrieking, the howling, and the shaking all silenced by that one swift, brutal, decisive action. 

In the silence that followed, I heard the sounds of people being attacked by hunters in the club. I heard gunfire ring out, followed by more shouting, and growling, bones breaking and cracking. I thought I heard Mister Black yell somewhere, his voice rising momentarily above the din, but then it was gone.

“If anyone is going to kill you,” Sorzath said, advancing, his grin widening to reveal his sharpened—bloody—teeth, “It’s going to be me.” 

“You can come right here and try.” 

“I’m going to. But before I kill you, I’m going to take what I want from your body… and after I kill you, I’m going to eat the rest.” 

Sorzath licked his lips, leaving a trail of bloody red dribble all over them, and then he threw himself at me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

Run, came the echo, rising from within the depths of my mind. But it was Azlu’s voice, not mine, and I didn’t understand why that was. I also didn’t have enough time to stand around and question it. Sorzath was racing toward me, his powerful footfalls seeming to make the whole room shake. 

I had nothing to fight him with except for my own two hands, and even though that’s how I generally preferred to fight, I decided to take the echo’s advice and turn tail. As I reached the door Sorzath had used to enter the private room, I pulled up my own glamor and made my wings fold back into my skin, allowing me to slip through the door at speed. 

Sorzath was a lot chunkier than I was, and his wings were going to make it difficult for him to come through as fast as I had been. I used that advantage, dipping into one of the smaller rooms flanking the dark corridor and pressing my back against a wall.

“Voyda,” I whispered, surrounding myself with the stealth charm to keep me, mostly, invisible to the hunter’s senses. I know this wouldn’t fool him for long, but if it bought me a few more seconds, or just a single moment of surprise, it could make all the difference.

Looking around at the room I was in, trying to get my bearings, I searched for anything I could use to help me. It was little more than a booth, with a pole in the middle, a small round platform at its base, and a couch opposite it. That was it. I had taken a beat in a lap dance room, and not in a storage closet filled with potential tools.

Already I could hear Sorzath squeezing through, giving chase. I was sure I would be spotted if I stepped out of the room now, even with my Voyda charm. I needed to think, I needed a clear head, but I worried. I worried about the Horseman, I worried about all those people out there, some of whom were dying because the Crimson Hunters had come here looking for me.

Dying because of me.

Look up. 

That voice again; Azlu’s voice. “Azlu?” I dared to whisper. 

Don’t question me. Look up.

I turned my eyes at the ceiling and spotted it immediately. An air vent. Without wasting another second, I hooked my claws into its edges and tried jimmying it open without making a sound. Surprisingly, the grating came off almost immediately, but I only had a couple of seconds to set it down and hoist myself up before Sorzath passed by the room I had ducked into.

The air vent was a tight squeeze, and it was even darker inside than it was in the private booth, but I didn’t much care about that. I started crawling, moving swiftly and silently along it even as Sorzath kicked open doors beneath me, roaring into the booths searching for me. 

“Where is the little whore hiding?” Sorzath bellowed. “In here?” he kicked a door open, and I heard him split a metal pole in half with a powerful hit.

I didn’t reply. I wasn’t even sure where I was going, which corners to take. I was moving blindly, guided by… not exactly instinct, but something else. Or maybe someone else?

“Azlu?” I whispered. 

Try not to speak, she said, her echoing voice now coming through a little more clearly, and a little less suddenly. 

“How are you—”

—don’t speak. We can get you out of there, but you must trust us. Say nothing if you trust us.

A pause. 

Good. Allow your body to move where we guide it.

I wasn’t sure what freaked me out more; the fact that Azlu was in my head, talking to me, or the fact that she kept referring to herself as us and we. My skin prickled all over, as if thousands of little spiders were crawling all over my arms and legs, and in the back of my mind, deep, deep within the recesses of thought, I thought I felt something like a presence.

Not entirely like Azlu, though. Azlu was a small creature, slight and nimble. Her energy, her scent, her voice; her inherent smallness was in all of it. This presence loomed large, and dark, and powerful, and it seemed to be shrouded in a cacophony of soft, faint whispering I had no hope in the world of deciphering.

Was that… mother?

“You have not left this corridor,” Sorzath roared, “I can still smell you, whore. All the perfumes in the world could not mask the sweet scent of what’s between your legs.” 

My body flushed with blood, hot and vital. Instinctively I pressed my thighs closed, but that made it impossible to keep moving.

“You are no true Serakon,” he said, kicking another door open. “You are a traitor to your kind, to your people, and to your Gods, but you don’t care for such things anymore, do you? You have lost your way.” 

I hadn’t moved far enough away from him yet. I knew I was still somewhere above the little booths, somewhere near enough to him that he could still catch up to me. 

“Ah,” he said, exhaling deeply. “Now I know where you are.” 

My heart lurched into my throat and I scrambled forward, bashing my elbow against the side of the vent pressing all around me. Instinct made me freeze for an instant, hoping he hadn’t heard the sound, praying silently that he hadn’t. I sucked in a deep breath, holding it in my lungs, the sound of my rapid heartbeat bouncing off the walls. 

Sorzath jammed his fist into the air duct, making the entire system shake. I turned my head in time to see his fist poking through the metal, his long, black talons scraping the top of the vent, sparks flying. I started scrambling again, this time moving with purpose. 

Behind me, Sorzath kept slamming his fist into the vent, each strike getting closer and closer to where I was. I had no idea where I was being led, but as long as I kept moving—kept in front of him—it felt like I would be okay. 

Then I reached the crossroads. 

The vent system split off into two channels, left and right. If my sense of direction was working, then I was somewhere between the corridor with all the private booths, the stairwell leading out of the building, and the club dance floor. 

“Azlu,” I urgently whispered, “Which way?” 

You must decide, Azlu said, leave the building, or go to the Horseman.

“Do you know where he is?”

Mother knows. We can take you to him, but we think you should escape. It is the safest thing for you.

Sorzath drove his fist into the metal vent, punching through it as if it were made of paper. He was close, now. So close, in another couple of seconds, that fist of his would punch right into my gut. I needed to think, but I didn’t have time to think. I needed to feel my way out of this one, and my feelings drew me closer to the Horseman, not further away from him.

I took the path to the left, confident in my decision, but Sorzath punched another hole into the vent and, this time, he managed to grab my leg just as I started to crawl. His claws bit deeply into my flesh, making me cry out in pain, my voice shooting through the ventilation system. 

“There you are,” he snarled, and then he tore through the metal with his other hand. He was trying to create a hole wide enough to pull me through.

I started kicking at his hand with my other foot, but without a heel or even claws, there was no way I’d be able to encourage him to let me go. He poked his head through the hole he was starting to make, grinning, drooling. I aimed my hand at him and screamed. 

“Veshkar!”  

Another coruscating bolt of blue light shot from my fingertips and slammed him across the face, making his skin sizzle and burn. He turned his eyes away from me and groaned, but my attack hadn’t loosened his grip or weakened his resolve. I’d only pissed him off more.

“Come here!” he growled, reaching for me with his other hand. 

I tried to skitter away from him, but it was no use. He grabbed hold of my other leg and pulled me, roughly, through the jagged hole he’d created. My skin felt like it had been put through a shredder, as the rough, sharp metal tore me up on the way out, but I didn’t scream—through sheer force of willpower, I swallowed the scream even as it tried to claw its way out of my throat. 

When I hit the ground, bleeding, hurt, I exhaled deeply, placed my hands on the ground, and gave Sorzath my eyes of fire. He was already advancing on me, his shoulders swaying, his chest heaving… he was also fully erect under his leathers, and that was worse than all the pain I could possibly have been feeling.

“You’re pathetic,” I growled. “Is this how you’ve been getting it up lately? By hurting women?” 

“Pain does excite me so,” he said, “As does screaming.” 

“I’m not screaming for you.” 

He paused as he reached me. “We’ll see about that,” he said, stretching his hand as if to take a fistful of my hair.

I grabbed his arm with one hand and dug my claws into his wrist with the other. He groaned and pulled back, but I didn’t let go, so I went with him, flying through the air like a squirrel hanging onto a tree caught in a hurricane. 

Sorzath staggered back, shaking his arm to try and get me off him. When that wasn’t working, he tried to grab me with his free hand to pull me away from his arm. I dropped at the last second, kicking him in the knees as soon as I landed. I had hoped to break them, but the Serakon was all knotted muscle, and I was left staring up at him, my eyes wide. 

Grinning, he slammed his foot against my chest, knocking the breath out of my lungs and cracking several of my ribs. I gasped, but the pain shooting through me made it difficult to breathe. Instead of breathing deep, I choked, barely able to fill my lungs. A little blood trickled out of my mouth when I coughed. 

Get up, Azlu said, please, Six… don’t die.

Yeah, bitch, Alexa’s voice, now. Kick that fucker’s ass.

I crawled on my hands to get away from him as he advanced. The pain was too intense, my body ached, my muscles were weak, and I was losing blood. But I wasn’t about to give up and let him fuck me, kill me, and then eat me. 

Screw this guy, I thought, balling my hands into fists. 

His left side is weakest, Azlu said, hit him there. 

I thrust my hand toward him, aiming my fingertips at his left thigh. I had to make this one work, because I didn’t think I’d get another shot before he truly knocked me out of the fight. Summoning whatever strength I had left inside of me, digging as deeply as I could, I screamed the word. 

“Veshkar!” 

My entire body buzzed as the magic worked through me, the room itself seeming to take a deep breath the instant before lightning coursed from my fingertips and slammed into his leg. Sorzath groaned and fell to his knee, roaring with pain and planting one of his hands on the floor to stop from falling all the way down. 

I had to fight with my own pain to get back up on my feet, but the magic from my charm hadn’t let up. The stream continued, whips and arcs of lightning striking Sorzath along the leg, arm, chest, and then his wings as he closed them around himself. 

When the magic eventually stopped, Sorzath reared his snarling face from behind his wings, but I was already hurtling toward him. My foot connected with the side of his face, throwing his balance off even further. He tried to grab me, but I was too quick. Adrenaline coursed through my veins, fueling my desire to live, to survive. 

A swift roundhouse kick to the side of the head sent him finally to his back. Blood spurted from his mouth, as did a tooth or two. I heard them skittering against the wall where his blood had splattered. Sharp pain shot through me with every rise and fall of my chest, but I wasn’t going to let him see that. 

I wanted him to see me for what I was. 

A warrior.

A fighter. 

A survivor. 

Better than him.

“Call off your attack,” I said, partially breathless. 

Sorzath wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. “Never,” he snarled. “My hunters deserve the spoils of war.” 

“You can choose to call off your attack, or I can show your hunters your severed head. I’m giving you three seconds to decide.” 

“Strike me dead if you have the ability, and the mettle. But I doubt it. You have always been the weakest of us all, and you will always be weak.” 

Anger rushed into my chest, making the pain worse but filling me with righteousness. I wound back my arm, flexed my wicked claws, and was about to throw them into his neck, when the Horseman’s voice filled the corridor.

“Six!” he yelled, immediately stealing my attention and halting my attack.

I turned to face him. He had blood on his cheeks, his hair was a mess, and he’d lost his jacket somewhere—but not his mask. That remained fixed to his nose, the little white thing speckled with red blood. 

“You’re alive…” I said, still struggling to breathe.

“I was fighting to get to you. You’re hurt…” 

“Yeah, no thanks to this ass—” I turned my attention back to Sorzath… but he was gone. “What the fuck?!” I shrieked. “Where did he go?” 

“Where did who go?” 

“Sorzath! I was just…” I turned my senses inwards. Azlu… do you know where he is?

He disappeared. We cannot sense him.

“He used a Voyda charm.” Spinning around on the spot to face the other side of the corridor, I spoke the counter charm Seline had taught me; Vegalia. 

The world around me came into stark focus, the colors—even despite the darkness—brightening, and sharpening, the charm working to reveal things I couldn’t normally see. I saw the traces of magic in the air, magic I had used. It swirled, and sparkled, and shimmering like fairy dust. I saw my blood, Sorzath’s blood, I could feel the resonance of the fight we’d just had, like an echo in the air.

But no Sorzath. 

He was gone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

Power had been restored to the empty club, but the air was thick with acrid scent of blood. You couldn’t escape it, no matter where you went. I hadn’t gone back into the main dance floor because I hadn’t wanted to see the mess of corpses and gore the Crimson Hunters had left behind. 

When Sorzath disappeared, it was as if a dog whistle had been sounded. The hunters, wherever they were, whatever they were doing, immediately went on the retreat and started clearing out the way they had come. 

I wasn’t sure how many had been killed. I almost didn’t dare ask. But the fact that even one person had died at their hands, and because of me, was enough to leave me a little unsteady. Add to that the amount of blood I had lost, and the injuries to my body, and I wasn’t in great shape. 

“Hold still,” the Horseman said. 

We were sitting in the remnants of the private room where most of my encounters had taken place. Some of Mister Black’s people had come in to remove the dead hunter’s corpse, but the room was still strewn with bits of broken glass… and blood. 

Again, you just couldn’t escape it.

“I am… holding still,” I wheezed. 

The Horseman pinned my shoulders against the booth and stared at me. “No, you’re not. You want to get up and scout the building for more hunters, but they’re gone. Now, sit still, and let me heal you.” 

I scowled at him. “They could still be here.” 

“You know that isn’t true. They scattered. We all saw it.” 

Scoffing, I turned my head to the side. “He was… too quick. I can’t believe he got away.” 

With the palm of his hand placed against my chest, the Horseman shut his eyes and bid his magic to work. His hand begun to glow with soft, green light, and as I watched, bright sigils painted themselves against his skin. An instant later, I felt a strange, but soothing warmth push into my body. 

My cheeks flushed red as the magic worked, strands of comforting heat searching for the pained parts of me and filling them until they stopped throbbing. I could hear my ribs snapping back into place and healing themselves, but there wasn’t any pain or discomfort. Slowly, the wounds along my arms and legs started to knit closed leaving pink, unblemished skin where they had been.

The glow slowly faded away, and I took a deep breath for what felt like the first time in years. “Thank you,” I said, exhaling.

The Horseman shook his head and blinked rapidly, as if the magic had taken something out of him. I cupped his face in my hands and stared at him, the glowing orange of my eyes reflected in his own. He nodded, silently confirming that he was fine.

“I should not feel responsible for this,” he said, “But I do.” 

“You couldn’t have known the hunters would be waiting to pounce.” 

“I should have. Why would they have ceased their surveillance efforts when what they wanted was to get to me?” 

“And to me. I don’t know how they knew where we would be and when. It’s safe to say they’re tracking our movements, somehow.” 

I didn’t tell him I thought that was my fault, because it would only make him feel worse about the situation. But it was possible Sorzath just knew where I was, possibly through some old ritual my people had performed on me while I was still in a cage. I had to assume I couldn’t move a muscle without him knowing. That was the only way I, and those around me, would be safe.

It also made it blatantly clear to me where I had to be if I wanted to keep them at arm’s length; Harrowgate. 

“Black fought with honor,” the Horseman said. “He’s formidable. I underestimated him.” 

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means precisely that. He is a good fighter. I was wrong to think he was insignificant.” 

“Isn’t that your default setting? Everyone is insignificant?” 

He cocked an eyebrow. “I am the Horseman of Devil Falls.” 

“I know, and that name does strike fear into people. Trust me. Others, though… it just makes them want to kill you more.” 

“Speaking of that,” Mister Black said, sauntering into the room. 

He had come up using the stairs. Where there had once been a door, now there was only half, a single hinge barely holding it in place. Black pushed it open, then gingerly shut it. When he turned around to look at us again, he did so slowly, taking in the damage that had been caused to his private room.

“This is gonna cost a fortune to fix,” he said, his voice low and a little hoarse. He didn’t have any blood on him, and his hands were in his jacket pockets. “I was getting tired of the décor anyway.” 

“That’s one way of looking at it,” I said.

Black approached, stopping a few feet away from us. “Anyone care to explain to me why my club got hit by a freight train with wings and claws tonight?”  

“It’s a long story,” I said.

“Looks to me like you got time. I mean, least you can do is answer the question, considering this was your doing.” 

“The way I see it,” the Horseman said, “We saved your club, and many of the people here.” 

“One death in my club is enough to shut it down for good. I doubt if anyone will come back here, which makes this a dead business venture. They may as well have burned the place down—at least then I’ll have made some money off the insurance.” He paused to think. “I might do that anyway.” 

I took a breath. “The people that attacked this place are called Crimson Hunters. They’re a faction of Outsiders; brutal, savage killers who like to take trophies of their prey after they’ve finished eating whatever they can of their bodies.” 

Mister Black rolled his shoulders. “They sound like good, wholesome people.” 

“They’re after me, for reasons I… don’t want to go into. And they’re after him because the Horseman’s head would make an excellent trophy.” 

Black’s lips puckered, and he glanced at the Horseman. “You’re a popular guy.” 

“Infamy follows me like a cloud,” the Horseman said.

“Like it follows all of the greatest people in history. No matter who you are, or what you’ve done, you’ll be a hero to some and a villain to others.” 

“The hunters don’t care about heroes and villains,” I said, “They only want trophies, and I think they’ll want your head now, too.” 

A pause, and Black nodded. “Well, seems to me like we have two choices,” he said. “We can part ways as enemies… or as unlikely allies. Either way, you gotta get the fuck outta this place before I burn it to cinders.” 

“You want an alliance?” the Horseman asked, “With me?” 

“The situation has changed. I think partnering up with you instead of trying to kill you is the better choice for my business, wouldn’t you agree?” 

“Why do you say that?” 

“Well, you are the Horseman, are you not? You have influence I don’t have, I need to recoup my losses, and you’re going to help me.” 

The Horseman’s eyes lowered. “I am…” he didn’t ask a question; it was a bemused statement. 

“I’ll give you an army to fight the hunters with when they inevitably come back to kill you and your little friend.”

“And in exchange?” 

Black took a deep breath, his eyes settling on me. “There’s only one thing I want.”

“You can’t have me,” I said, pre-empting him.

He grinned. “Don’t flatter yourself so much. Besides, you ain’t his to give to me.” He shook his head. “No, what I want is bigger than that.” 

“He wants Harrowgate,” the Horseman said.

“I don’t want your prison. But you do have a couple of my associates locked away inside. I want them back.”  

“I can’t give you that, either. I don’t make those decisions.” 

“Nah, the Warden does. I know that. I also know you’re his favorite pet, and if you pushed hard enough, you could get me what I want.” 

“The terms of this agreement are unbalanced.” 

“That’s why I’m also throwing in the name of the guy who hired me to kill you. I’d offer to go back on the terms of my agreement with him and slug him myself, as a show of mutual respect. But you strike me as the kind of guy that likes to dish out his own vengeance, no?” 

“Understatement,” I scoffed, rolling my eyes. I looked up at the Horseman. “We need that name.” 

“I know,” he said, giving Mister Black a sidelong glance. “From now on, the only supplies you’ll be getting from my prison come from me directly,” he said, “No more middlemen.”

“I’ll give you the name of my contact in the prison.” 

“Is it the Warden?” 

Black shook his head. “Nah, he’d never go for something like this. The guy’s a stick in the mud. But I can accept that term… and if you’re wondering, he also ain’t the one who paid for the hit.” 

“He didn’t?” the Horseman seemed genuinely stunned. I was, too. All this time we’d been operating under the assumption that the entire Coalition had turned on the Horseman, and that included the Warden of Harrowgate—Wright. 

When Black rolled up to the prison to collect the delivery Brickmore had been overseeing, he’d strolled into the place like he owned it. The delivery didn’t take place through some back door, or through intermediaries. He had driven his van through the main gates and left the same way he’d come through.

If the Warden knew nothing about that, and the Horseman didn’t either, then it had to be someone with either as much authority, or a bag of dirty tricks. But that wasn’t the question I wanted answered. I wanted to know, finally, who had hired Black to kill the Horseman out in the open. 

“Goes by the name of Solomon,” Black said. “I didn’t talk to him in person.” 

I looked up at the Horseman again. “Solomon?” I asked, “Does that ring any bells?” 

“None,” the Horseman said. “How did you speak if not in person?” 

“Proxies, mostly, and dead drops throughout Devil Falls.” 

“How much did he pay you?” 

“Enough, otherwise I wouldn’t have taken the job.” He paused. “Thinking about it, though, I was totally ripped off. When you tear him a new one, give him one for me.”  

The Horseman squared up to Mister Black. “You realize a simple name isn’t enough… I need to know where I can find this man, or how I can get to him.” 

“I can help with that. I just wanted to see if the name was familiar. Now… do we have a deal?”

A tense moment passed. I wasn’t sure which way the Horseman was going to go. On the one hand, all he had was a name and the promise of assistance from someone who just proved he couldn’t be trusted. 

It was clear Mister Black would only look out for himself and his interests, and would usually take the better deal, if offered. That made him a flaky ally at best, but it also made him predictable. Right now, we were that better deal, and the Horseman knew that. All this time he had been surrounded by enemies, with no one to have his back except, ironically, me. 

But now, as he shook Mister Black’s hand, he had just gained another.

“Excellent,” Black said, “Now, you two should get the hell out of here before the fireworks start.” 

“You’re really burning this place down?” I asked.

“You wanna clean it up yourself?”

“No…” 

“Neither do I.” 

The Horseman tugged my arm, and together we left the private room through the corridor to the emergency exit. Nobody stopped us as we reached the ground level, and then pushed our way through the door into the cool night outside. The door itself was still intact, but there were claw marks everywhere, and obvious signs of destruction—as if I needed another reminder of what had just happened. 

“Well, this was the weirdest first date I’ve ever been on,” I said.

The Horseman gave me a sudden, wide-eyed look. “This was a date?” 

“You got me dressed up and took me dancing.” 

“We didn’t dance.” 

“I guess not. We also haven’t eaten, and we almost got killed. It’s still not the worst date I’ve been on.”

“Are you hungry?” 

“Strangely, all that talk of hunters wanting to eat people stole my appetite from me. You?” 

“I would agree with that.” 

I took a deep breath as we pushed through the alley, toward the street. “We should get back to Harrowgate.” 

He stopped to look at me. “You wish to go back to the prison?” 

I shrugged. “I realized tonight, I’m not safe out here, and anyone I could possibly go and talk to wouldn’t be safe, either. The best place for me to be in right now is at Harrowgate… with you.” 

The Horseman brushed his palm against my cheek. “With me,” he echoed.

I nuzzled his hand, shutting my eyes and embracing the warmth of his skin. I kept them shut as a silent, phantom wind kicked up around me, whipping my hair around in all directions. When I opened my eyes again, we were back in the Horseman’s quarters. 

Wordlessly, he tugged me toward his bathroom, sending a flush of excitement racing into my chest.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

The Horseman refused to let me go back to my cell that night. Instead, I had the privilege of sleeping in his large, plush, comfortable bed, which I could not have been happier to slide into after what had just happened at that nightclub… and what we’d just done in that bathtub. 

I lay on my side, my naked body pressed up against the Horseman’s naked body. He had an arm around me, and I could feel his heart pounding against the bare skin of my back. My cheeks were still reddened and warm, and my heart was racing too, but I felt like I could sleep. In fact, tonight was probably going to be my best sleep for weeks—maybe even months.

I couldn’t remember the last time I had been this intimate with a man, or this familiar, and that was because this had never happened to me. I had learned a long time ago not to let anyone get so close they could hurt you, and I had followed that advice throughout most of my adult life. 

But the Horseman, despite his brute force approach to everything, despite how distant he could get, despite how much of an asshole he could be, he had disarmed me. At first it had been a mutual dislike of each other that had brought our bodies crashing inevitably together, like stars caught in each other’s gravity and destined to violently collide.

That collision, though, had spawned a very real attraction, but it was more than that, now. We were learning more and more about each other, figuring out how the other worked, how to deal with each other. We had also come close to death a couple of times and were each the person the other could trust the most; that little fact certainly hadn’t slowed things down for us.

Now, as I lay on my side, listening to the Horseman’s soft breathing, feeling the steady heaving of his chest against my back, experiencing the heat of his body pressed against mine… I couldn’t help but be lost in my own thoughts. 

“I can sense your restlessness,” he whispered, drawing his fingertips along my hip. 

“Careful with those hands,” I said, “Or you might start something I’m not sure you can finish.” 

“I can finish.” It was a challenge, more than a statement. “But I want to know what fills your head right now.” 

“Everything. All of this is just… hard to wrap my mind around sometimes.” 

“Are you thinking of the hunters?” 

“They’re a problem, I know they are. But that Solomon guy has my thoughts more than they do. I don’t know who he is, whether I’ve met him before, or why he wants you dead.” 

“That is a puzzle for me to solve. Not you.” 

I shook my head. “That’s not true. We’re in this together, now. I’m literally sleeping naked in your bed. Your problems are my problems… understood?” 

I felt him nodding behind me. “Arguing with you would be futile.” 

“It would. But there is something else I can’t get out of my head.” 

“What is it?” 

I took a breath. “That man they dragged out of the cell in D-Block.” 

The Horseman said nothing. 

I paused. “He was covered in bruises… his whole body, from his neck to his legs. I saw them. But nobody knows how he died.” 

“What are you asking for?” 

I paused again. “I had a dream that night, and I woke up with a bruise on my arm. That can’t be a coincidence… can it?” 

He remained silent. I was prodding for answers, he had to know I was, but he was choosing not to reply—he wasn’t taking the bait. That was all I needed. He knew more than he was telling me about this, and he wasn’t going to give me the answers I wanted. Not right now, anyway, but possibly at another time. 

I decided to drop it and shut my eyes. With the Horseman, everything was a battle, and sometimes you had to pick the right one; especially if your entire body was sore, and spent, and about as ready for sleep as it was ever going to be. 

The ambient light around us lowered even further, and I shut my eyes, pushing back any doubts I had about the man laying behind me. Yes, he was keeping secrets from me, but I was also keeping secrets from him. There wasn’t a high horse in sight, and even if there was, I wasn’t about to climb it. Not right now.

Six, came Azlu’s voice, whispering out from the deep darkness of my mind. 

I opened my eyes. The entire room was dark, the dead of night pressing around me like a deep fog. The Horseman slept by my side, his back heaving gently as he breathed. I blinked hard, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness. 

“Azlu?” I asked, thinking the word rather than saying it.

We must speak with you.

“Please tell me you haven’t been watching… everything that happened tonight.” 

We are connected, now. 

“Wait, does that mean Alexa—”

—she is not here right now. Anyway, don’t be alarmed. We see all, but we don’t judge.

“Oh Gods. Okay, what is it?”

I have news for you… news from Ezree.

I perked up, my entire body stiffening, but I didn’t sit up. That would’ve woken the Horseman, and the last thing I wanted to do was wake him up. “Did he find them?” 

Yes, he found the Black Fortress, he spoke to the one called Seline.

My heart raced, adrenaline pushing the sleep away and pulling me full out of it. “He spoke to her…”

Ezree relayed the exact message you asked us to relay.

“What did she say?”

Azlu fell silent for a moment. You told us they had sent you here. 

“They did.” 

Six, the Obsidian Order has not seen or heard from you in over six months. They thought you were dead.

My heart lurched, and my stomach with it. I gasped, I couldn’t help it. The sound made the Horseman stir, but he didn’t wake. “No… that has to be a mistake.” 

Our minds were one. We saw Ezree’s thoughts. He saw Seline… she has a message for you.

“A message… Seline has a message for me.”

Stay alive, I’m coming.
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