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NIGHT HUNTER

 

The Devil of Harrowgate

Book One

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By Katerina Martinez 

 

 

Keep my head down. Reclaim my memories. Don't trust the Horseman.

 

They tell me I've killed someone, they point at the blood on my hands, but I don't remember doing it.

 

At Harrowgate Prison, the only sentence is life. There are no parole boards, no getting out. My only hope lies in the hands of a man they call the Horseman of Devil Falls.

 

He's a warrior, a monster, a slayer of Outsiders like me, but a soon as I lay eyes on him, something inside of me ignites. Lust? Rage? Maybe both. I hate him, I want to kill him for what he is, but the attraction is magnetic, and confusing.

 

He wants me to help him track down a group of dangerous killers because I'm the only one who knows how they hunt. There's no getting out of Harrowgate, but he has the power to make my stay more comfortable if I agree to work with him. I don't see another choice.

 

He's confident we'll be able to deal with the threat. Arrogant. But not even the mighty Horseman is ready for the storm bearing down on Devil Falls.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Someone’s blood was caked into my hands, but I had no idea who’s. I stared at them like they were alien objects; totally foreign things that didn’t belong to me. A hand came down hard on the grey, metal table I was sitting at, rattling the chains cuffed to my wrists—and my teeth. 

I turned my eyes up and found two men staring at me, one of them more pissed off than the other. They wore black uniforms, their shirts tucked into their combat pants and buttoned up to their necks. From their belts hung a set of handcuffs, keys, and holsters with guns in them.

Embroidered nametags on their chests identified one of them as Brickmore, and the other one as Howes. Brickmore, the man who’d slammed the desk, glared at me, the veins on his neck and bald head popping, his teeth gnashed together. 

“For the last time,” he growled, “What is your fucking name?” 

I stared at him, my heart beating a ragged rhythm inside of my chest. “I don’t—”

He jabbed a finger at me. “—don’t you pull that I don’t know bullshit again. It’s not gonna work, and it’s not gonna get you out of this place. Tell me the truth, or I’m gonna have to start pulling your teeth out one by one.” 

Howes laid a hand on his colleague’s shoulder. “Maybe it doesn’t know who it is,” he said. “You know what they say about these creatures, right?” He pointed at his head and made a swirling gesture with his finger.

It? Creature? Hearing them talk that way made me grind my teeth. I swallowed hard, pushing down some of the anger rising rapidly into my chest. I didn’t know where I was, what I was doing here, or even who I was, but I knew I deeply disliked the stink of these two men.

It wasn’t just what they were saying, or even the fact that I was chained to a desk in a dull, grey room made of what looked like solid concrete. There was something about them that made me feel like someone was dragging nails down the back of my brain. Every time I tried to concentrate on what I was doing here, on remembering, that sensation only got worse and made it harder to think.

“I’m gonna ask you one last time,” Brickmore said, “Do you know who you are? Do you know what you’ve done?” 

He’d said it like he was accusing me of something. I looked down at my hands. Of killing someone. “I didn’t kill anybody,” I said, finally connecting some of the dots.

“You deny it? Look at you! You’re covered in his blood.” 

He was right. There was more of it; on my hands, up my arms, across my legs and chest. Not only was I covered in drying, brown blood, I looked like I’d been chewed up by a wolf the size of a school bus and spat back out. My jeans were tattered and torn, and my shirt was ripped, exposing more of my skin than I liked. 

But I didn’t have a scratch on me; not as far as I could tell, anyway.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, “I-I don’t know where I am.” 

He slammed the desk again and reached for my face, but stopped himself short, his fingers twitching. Instead, he pointed at me again. “He was a good person,” he snarled, “A good man. One of the best. I’m gonna make sure you never see the light of day again, you understand?” 

My mind reeled. I saw myself standing in a room, the walls painted with blood. I could smell it in the air, feel the heat of it against my skin. I shut my eyes and turned my head to the side, trying to fight the vision, to will it away. I didn’t do that. That wasn’t me. 

“Isn’t it supposed to have wings?” Howes asked. “Where are its wings?” 

Wings?

“They’re probably broken,” Brickmore said, “These Outsiders are always broken.” 

But I wasn’t broken. They were there, under my skin. Hidden. Waiting. I could feel them now, even if I hadn’t before. The muscles, the bones, they were strong, and they made me feel stronger for having them. 

I stared at him, scowling. “Let me go,” I said, my voice a low rumble in my throat. A warning. A threat.

“Let you go? I already told you. We’re locking you up and throwing away the God-damned key, fiend bitch.”

 The word bounced around inside of my chest like it had its own echo. Fiend. No, that wasn’t who I was, or what I was. I didn’t exactly know the answers to those questions, but I knew, deep in my gut, that I hated the word more than I hated them. 

“Maybe you’ll confess after a few years in this place; if you survive that long,” Howes added.

“I’ve done nothing wrong,” I said, “You have the wrong person.” 

“Tell that to the Horseman,” Brickmore growled, the spittle from his mouth spraying against my face. 

Staring at him now, studying the hint of silver in his blue eyes, something started coming back to me. Not a memory, exactly, but a feeling. The chains around my wrists. I wasn’t new to them, I wasn’t a stranger to chains, or tight walls, or even darkness. There was something else, too. I could hear his pulse, the excited beating of his heart.

He was enjoying this, despite the accusation that I’d killed a good man; possibly even a colleague. 

That was when I saw my moment. The room was small, barely large enough to fit four people, and the chains around my wrists—while slack—weren’t loose enough for me to grab him, but they hadn’t bound my feet, only my wrists. 

Instinct took over, muscle memory blazing into action.

Twisting my torso to one side gave me enough leverage to bring one of my feet up and smash it into the side of Brickmore’s head. Blood spurted out of his mouth and he groaned, recoiling, his hands flying up to stem the crimson flow. Howes, alarmed, reached for his gun. 

There was no way I’d have been able to punch or kick him from where I was, but I didn’t have to do either of those, because I had wings. Still running on instinct, I whipped around my chains and made my wings rapidly expand. They were huge, dark, leathery things but they moved like whips. I knocked the gun out of his hand and sent it clattering against a wall and to the floor.  

“Oh shit!” Howes shrieked, his eyes wide and filled with grotesque horror. I slammed one of my wings into his face. The moment of contact was exquisite. Howes cried out again, only this time out of pain instead of shock. He staggered and fell into the corner of the room, clutching the side of his mouth, which was now also bleeding.

“You broke my mouth!” he yelled. 

“Should’ve been paying attention,” I said.

With both men now injured, I turned my attention to the chains keeping me tied to the table. They were simple manacles; rigidly built, made of solid iron, and designed to keep someone from moving around freely. Something about them, though, felt familiar. Too familiar. My fingers were already starting to work on the linchpin that made them work the way they were supposed to, but without a tool, it was slow going.

A flash of light filled the room, and my whole body seized up, as if every single one of my nerve endings had decided to suddenly clench like a fist. I fell flat on the table, limp, my cheek hitting the metal hard. I couldn’t move. My whole body was numb, but I wasn’t unconscious. Not yet, anyway.

“You didn’t need to do that,” Howes said, through his swollen mouth. 

“I thought you said you could handle her,” came a smooth voice. It was calm, low, and dangerous, like a panther’s purr. A third man was in the room with us. Had he been here the entire time? Why hadn’t I seen him, or smelled him?

“I have it under control,” Brickmore barked. I could hear the blood pooling in his mouth. By the sound of his voice, he wanted to do more than just control me.

“Why isn’t she collared?” the mystery man asked.

A nervous pause filled the room like an ill wind. “It—it looked weak,” Howes said, “It only had those eyes… no magic, no memories. It barely even put up a fight.” 

“She should have been properly processed before being brought for interrogation, or have we already forgotten what happened the last time your people didn’t follow procedures?”

Another pause. It was like they were worried to even speak in front of this man. “We… we haven’t forgotten, boss. But this isn’t like last time. No one’s coming to break it out of here.”  

“Give me another minute with that fiend bitch,” Brickmore said, “I’ll get it squawking.”

“The arrogance of man never ceases to amaze me. You’re both pathetic,” the mystery man said. “Get out of my sight, both of you. If I have to so much as look at you tonight again—” 

He didn’t finish the threat, but he didn’t have to. Brickmore and Howes tried to leave the room so fast, they were stumbling into each other at the door to get out. Eventually, they did, and the door slammed shut, leaving me alone with the man who had done… this to me. Whatever this was. 

Had he stunned me? 

I wanted to move my hands, my legs. I wanted to get up and fight, or at least speak, but I couldn’t do any of those things. I could only think, and even that was difficult. The man I’d been left alone with started to approach, sending my heartbeat into a frenzy. While it was good to know my heart was still working, the fact that I couldn’t see his face—only his muscular abdomen, his belt, his pants—was too much for me.

He was doing something to me, though I couldn’t be sure exactly what. I couldn’t feel anything. Nothing. All I could do was wait, and seethe, and fantasize about killing all three of these men with my bare hands. 

Finally, I felt something. A single touch of his hand against one of my wings. His hand was warm, his touch soft, and a moment later, a kind of strange heat moved through me, coursing through my body and relaxing my tightened nerves. Slowly, I flexed my fingers, curled my toes, licked my lips. I could move again.

“Sit down,” he said, stepping away from me.

I thought about attacking him, I wanted to attack him, but he’d manipulated my body in a way I wasn’t used to, and I didn’t want that to happen again. I needed to bide my time, so I did as he asked, crawling over the table until I could sit down again. Then I realized what he’d done. He’d pinned my wings together with iron manacles.

I tried rolling my shoulders, but they wouldn’t move. 

“Uncomfortable?” he asked.

“I’m fine,” I snapped, looking up at him. 

He was tall, broad shouldered, with a barreled chest that was almost too muscular to fit into the black uniform he was wearing. A mane of black hair hung about his shoulders, framing a strangely beautiful face, with a set of light brown eyes flecked with gold and green. It wasn’t at all the kind of face I’d expected to see on a man who struck such fear into other men.

It made me lose my breath.

He scanned me with his eyes, then touched his lower lip with a black gloved thumb. “You truly don’t know who you are?” he asked. 

“I don’t,” I said, searching for a nametag on him but finding none. “I don’t know who I am, who you are, why I’m here, or where here even is.” 

“Do you remember how we found you?” 

“No.” 

His eyes narrowed like he was trying to peer into me to find the lies in my words. “We found you with a dead man at your feet, his blood all over you.” He was so soft spoken, so quiet, but there was power in his voice. Hiding, lurking underneath it like a wild animal. “You were arrested and brought here, where you’ll spend the rest of your days for murdering a citizen of the Coalition on the streets of Devil Falls.” 

“Devil Falls? I’ve never heard of that place.” 

“You deny coming here?” 

“I deny everything,” I hissed, “You can’t accuse me of a crime I didn’t commit, and you can’t imprison me for it.” 

“We can. And we have. Confessing to the crime will help you live with a clean conscience, but if a clean conscience isn’t important to you, feel free to keep your silence. It isn’t important to us, either. Regardless, you’ll spend the rest of your days here.” 

I still didn’t know where in the world here was.

My mind continued to race, my heart now slamming against my chest. I wanted to tear this man’s throat open with my teeth. The urge to kill him was just as strong as it had been with the other two, if not stronger, despite the fact he’d treated me with more dignity than the others had. But remembering how easily he’d stunned me, and how easily he’d fixed me, gave me a reason to hold back, to wait, to think. 

This couldn’t be right. I didn’t belong here. How could I have killed someone and then have no memory of it? And where had my memories even gone? I was being set up, but hell if I knew by who, or even why. I needed to figure it out, but one thing at a time, I supposed.

“You’re not keeping me here,” I said.

He studied me carefully, his eyes roaming, exploring, and pausing just below my neck. “No?” 

I folded my arms across my chest. “No, and I’d appreciate it if you could talk to me without staring at my tits.” 

Half a smile crossed his lips. He walked around the table, took hold of the shackles binding me to it, and undid them with a thought. The chains fell to the table with a metal clang, but before I could even think about striking at him with my newly freed hands, he had a new set of cuffs slapped against my wrists. 

He was fast and strong—impossibly so. His scent wrapped itself around me as he moved me from the desk to the door. Oakwood in the spring, with a hint of something primal, animal, and wild. That scent struck a chord somewhere deep inside of me. It wasn’t quite a memory, or a feeling. I wasn’t sure what it was. Then again, I wasn’t exactly in the right frame of mind to analyze it. 

He opened a door that led into a well-lit, dull-looking corridor and handed me over to a fresh-faced guard who had been waiting for us outside. 

“Get her to processing, then instruct the guard to send her to the hole,” he said, his voice distant and disinterested. “One night spent in there should teach her not to attack the guards at Harrowgate Prison.” 

“Yes, Horseman,” the guard said, offering a quick salute and grabbing me by the manacles. “Move, fiend,” he barked, the word like a final nail in the coffin. 

Those nails had been getting hammered in all night. 

Fiend. 

Murder. 

Prison.

Horseman?

It was real. This was real. I had no idea who I was, who I’d killed, or what this place was, but I was here, and as I was marched down the corridor, I was starting to feel like I really never would see the light of day again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

The Horseman 

 

Very rarely did anything captivate my attention, but she had. I had been watching her from the back of the room, quietly, my pulse and body functions slowed to mask my presence from her enhanced senses. 

Had this been any other day, any other wrongdoer, I may have intervened when those two idiots brought her into an interrogation room without properly subduing her first. But I could sense the fight in her, I could feel her instincts. They were as raw and as primal as my own.

I had wanted to see what she was capable of. 

I was not disappointed. Had she been given a chance she may have killed them both. I had to admit, I had considered letting her. Howes and Brickmore deserved it for being as incompetent as they were hungry for the rush of power and authority. 

Letting them die would not have looked favorably on me, however, so I intervened. And there she was. A warrior, a gladiator, a fiend. I had only ever heard of such creatures, of their innate brutality, of their savagery. 

In their world, they were once outcasts. Now they were lords of entire kingdoms; kingdoms built upon the bones and blood of their enemies. Passage through the rift stripped them of their claims to royalty, but it could not strip them of the thing that made them such formidable fighters and conquerors. 

This one, however; this one was different. Her skin wasn’t grey and covered in red scars, her teeth—though sharp—weren’t the monstrous tusks I had been expecting to encounter. She was… sublime. Strong, swift, and strangely sensual, with a body I couldn’t keep my eyes off. 

I shut my eyes and drew in a deep breath through my nose, plucking her scent out of the air. Though she was covered in the blood of a man I once knew, I could push past it to uncover the sweet aroma of her flesh lingering beneath it. I was drawn to it, inexplicably, inexorably. 

And that was why she was dangerous.

I had spent years hammering my discipline into shape with the sheer strength of my own willpower. Why? Because among the masses of the world I was one of the few who understood, in order to succeed, emotions had to be suppressed and locked away. Emotions were a weakness, a vulnerability; and those who allowed themselves to be vulnerable opened the door to ruin.

Some might call me hollow, and maybe that was true. And maybe it was also true that in that vast hollowness, her amber eyes burned like distant stars freshly winked into existence. 

Maybe.

Maybe that was true.

But it didn’t matter. As intriguing as she may have been, the danger she posed could not be overstated. I could not risk succumbing to ruin. There was too much at stake. She would prove useful in the coming weeks, yes, but when she had outgrown that usefulness, I would have to snuff her starry eyes out like candles in the night.

Because she was one of them. 

She was an Outsider.

She was the enemy.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

The guard marched me down the corridor and through three gated checkpoints before shoving me into a big holding cell. There was nobody else in there but me, but the stench of sweat and fear lingered in the musky air all the same. A large mirror spanned the entire length of one wall, but the others were bare.

There, I saw myself for what felt like the first time in my entire life. 

The giant wings pinned against my back were the first thing I noticed. They were black, leathery, with sharp spines jutting out of the joints and scales covering some of the harder, more rigid parts. I hadn’t seen them properly in the interrogation room, but I saw them now, and damn if they didn’t make me look tiny in comparison.

But I wasn’t tiny. Sure, the guards I’d come across probably thought I was weak as shit compared to them, but my muscles were toned, and my reflexes were sharp. Long, black hair fell around my face and down my back, streaks of red running through it like huge claw-marks—or blood. Real blood? No, too bright. Definitely highlights.

It was my eyes that drew me closer to the mirror. They burned with amber light, glowing from the inside out as if little fires lived in them. The light from my eyes touched my high cheekbones, my nose, even the tips of my full lips. The harder I looked, the more I realized the light really was shifting and swirling, doing a mesmerizing dance. 

A loud buzzer split the silence in half, making me jump. The door opened with a loud clunk, but it wasn’t the same man who had come back for me. This time it was a woman. She wore the same black uniform all the others did and kept her hair in a neat, tight ponytail… and just like all the others, she scowled when she saw me. 

It was as if the very sight of me set something off in her; something like disgust. That was fine. I felt the same thing. It bubbled up inside of me like bile, only it stuck to the back of my chest instead of my throat. 

“Let’s go,” she barked, her voice stern and sharp.

I walked toward her, then moved through the door out of the holding cell and into the corridor, where she shoved me and told me to keep going. The nametag on her uniform read Sanchez. I burned it into my mind, just like Jensen, just like Howes, just like Brickmore. 

“What’s the hole?” I asked. “That’s where you’re taking me, right?” 

“Shut up, inmate,” Sanchez snapped. “If I want you to talk, I’ll say so. Until then, assume I don’t.” 

The guard led me into another large room, only this one was pastel yellow, with a slightly dipped floor, a lot of pipes running along the walls, and a small, square drain in the middle. Sanchez turned me around and stared at me intently.

“You listen to me very carefully,” she said, “I’m a mage. That means I could stun your ass and do everything I need to do to you without your permission… but I’d rather not do that, so you’re going to cooperate. Do you understand me?” 

I lowered my chin but kept eye contact with her. “Yes,” I said.

“Good. Here.” She handed me kind of collar—a big, heavy thing made of iron that felt strangely cold in my hand. Strange runes were etched along the inside, they shimmered as the light touched them. “I want you to put this around your neck. I’d do it myself, but I don’t like the idea of being that close to your face.” 

“What is it?” 

“Put it on and don’t ask questions. Things work a lot more smoothly around here that way.” 

I took a deep breath, and then I wrapped the open collar around my neck. It was easy to do even with my bound hands. I was expecting Sanchez to have to snap it shut, but she didn’t have to. It closed on its own, as if it was magnetic—and then it shrunk, tightening around my throat just enough that it wasn’t too loose, or too constricting. 

A wave of something washed through me. I wasn’t sure what. Magic? Maybe. Whatever it was, it made me feel cold inside, different, exposed, and a little numb. Something behind me fell to the floor with a loud clang. More shackles. The ones that had been binding my wings together at my back were on the floor… and my wings were gone.

“What the hell did you do?” I asked, raising my voice. 

“You need to cool it right now,” Sanchez said, stepping back and raising her hand toward me. “Don’t make me have to stun you.” 

“You took my wings away!” 

“They aren’t gone, they’re suppressed. There’s a difference.” 

“What does that mean? Suppressed?”

“It means you can’t use them. You’re in prison. Your right to magic and any other powers you have are gone, fiend.” 

There’s that fucking word again. I winced, as if hearing it caused me actual, physical pain. And maybe it did. I didn’t know what the word meant, or why it affected me the way it did, but it made me want to scream at her—and worse.

“Why do you call me that?” I asked between my teeth.

“Because that’s what you are, isn’t it? A fiend?” Sanchez slapped on a pair of white gloves. “That’s what they tell me, anyway. I’m surprised you don’t know.” 

“I don’t even know my own name or how I got here.” 

Her eyebrow arched. “I’m guessing you killed someone, by the look of you. Bad life choice, killing a mage in Devil Falls. I hope it was worth it.” She stared at me. “I’m gonna remove the shackles around your arms, then you’re gonna take off your clothes.” 

“My what?” 

“Those rags. You’re gonna take them off, and you aren’t gonna try and hurt me. That won’t work very well for you.” 

“I’m not taking my clothes off.” 

My clothes were all I had left. The only things tying me to a life that existed outside of these walls. Even though I couldn’t remember it, I knew it was there. It had to have been, and it was probably better than this. I couldn’t imagine anything worse than being thrown into a prison for the rest of my life for something I didn’t do. 

Sanchez stared at me, one of her hands raised, still trained on me. “I’m only going to ask again,” she said, “Because unlike a lot of the other people in here, I have at least a little sympathy for you. But I’m warning you now. Don’t test my patience, and take off your clothes.” 

I returned her stare, giving her my eyes, my full attention, and a curt nod.

With a flick of her hand, the shackles around my wrists unlocked and fell to the floor with a crash. My hands were free again, and even though I had a collar around my neck that had made my wings disappear, I didn’t feel any weaker than I had in the interrogation room. 

I could’ve made a move on the guard. I could’ve taken my shirt off and tossed it at her, then bashed her face into the wall and made a run for it. It would’ve been easy, too. Sanchez didn’t exactly trust me, but I could hear her elevated heartrate, I could see the way her pupils had dilated. She was on high alert, ready to strike out at me if I tried anything, but even she couldn’t hide the pinch of fear she felt.

That fear would make her just slow enough that I could take her.

But then what?

Where would I go? I’d been ushered through three checkpoints just to get down here, each manned by guards and an electronically sealed gate. I needed to get out of this prison, but this wasn’t the way. 

I stripped down, removing my shirt and what was left of my pants and tossing them into a ball on the side of the room. Sanchez was a strict professional, her eyes never wandered, but I felt like someone was watching all the same. Cameras? Another two-way mirror? There weren’t any, not in here. 

But that didn’t mean no one was watching, and it did nothing to stop the hairs on the nape of my neck from standing on their ends.

She asked me to head into the center of the room, and I did. By the time I turned around to face her again, she had a hose in her hands and she’d unleashed it on me. A torrent of water roared from the spout. I put my hands up, shielding my body to keep the water from hitting me head on, but I wouldn’t squeal—I wouldn’t shriek. 

This place was clearly trying to break my mind, but I wouldn’t let it.

The water sloshing off me in red and pink rivulets that spiraled as they reached the center drain before disappearing entirely. When there was no more blood to hose off, Sanchez tossed me a towel and pointed at a burgundy prison jumpsuit she’d left for me on a small table by the door to the room.

I dried myself off, slid into the jumpsuit and the black canvas shoes waiting for me, and then we were moving again. More checkpoints, more guards, only this time I could hear life coming from the other side of the cellblock doors we were passing. 

Prisoners. 

Inmates.

I realized, then, that this really was a prison, not that I’d had much of a reason to doubt the word of the people who’d put me in here. Until now, though, I’d only had contact with people wearing uniforms, and their word that I was entering the building I would rot and die in. Those voices floating through the doors may as well have been a death knell. 

“There’s been a mistake,” I said to Sanchez. I had my hands pinned behind my back, and they were cuffed. She walked behind me, gripping the chain between the manacles to keep me from trying anything stupid.

“I’m not so sure about that,” she said. “This place is pretty harsh, but everyone in here is in here for a reason.” 

“I don’t even know who I am. They say I killed a man, but they won’t tell me who I killed.” 

“You really don’t know what happened?” 

“No.” 

“I guess that doesn’t surprise me. You Outsiders are supposed to be amnesiacs, aren’t you?” 

“Amnesiacs? I don’t understand… and why are you calling me an Outsider?”

“Because fiends aren’t from Earth. You fell through a rift in the sky. Far as I’ve been told, the fall scrambles your brains, messes with your memories.”

Anger surged into my chest, but I bit my tongue to hold it back. I tasted copper in my mouth, but at least I’d stopped myself from doing something stupid. 

I swallowed the blood. “None of that makes any sense. I’m not supposed to be here!” 

We turned a corner and walked through a large, vault-like door that led into another, final corridor. More doors lined the walls, each of them huge, heavy, metal things meant to keep equally huge, dangerous people locked away inside. Each of them hiding a small prison within themselves. 

Sanchez used her ring of keys to open one of the doors. It swung open with a metallic, grinding sound, revealing a poor excuse for a room. It was small, and tight, and dark. I opened my mouth to speak, but she shoved me through it. I lost my footing as I went stumbling into the shadows, but eventually my hands pressed against the wall at the back. 

I hugged it to keep myself upright and glared at the guard from within the depths of the hole she’d tossed me into.

“Sleep tight, fiend,” she said, and then she slammed the door shut and locked me inside. 

The sound of the locking mechanism sealing itself hung in the air. I was alone, in complete darkness, with no hope of getting out.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

The room—the box—was empty, and dark, and dank, the stink of it almost unbearable. I turned around, pressing my back against the wall and trying to control my breathing. Strangely, the darkness was starting to clear up. There was no light in the room, none at all, but as the seconds passed, I realized I could clearly see the door across from me, the rivets, the bolts—the wet patch in the far corner.

Somehow, the fact that someone had clearly used the corner of the room as a toilet wasn’t as important as the fact that I had… darkvision?

I ran my fingers through my wet hair and took a deep breath to try and center myself. “Alright,” I said to no one, “Don’t panic. We can figure this out.” 

“Who’s we?” 

My heart surged into my throat. There was someone else in here with me; a woman… clinging to the ceiling above the door. What? 

She stared at me, her long, dark hair drooping, her wide eyes shining brightly like they had reflective surfaces. I had no idea how she was holding herself up there, but it looked like she was using her bare hands and feet, like some kind of weird spider-person. In an instant I realized that I couldn’t sense her, I couldn’t hear her pulse, her breathing. 

“You nearly gave me a heart attack,” I said, my words bouncing off the walls like gunshots.

She blinked at me and cocked her head to the side in a childlike manner. “You really should learn to look up,” she said. “Nobody looks up, that’s why it’s so easy to get the drop on them. You have a very strong magical aura. Strange, considering what you are.” 

“My… what?” I asked, still stunned.

“Your magic aura. Why is it so strong?” 

“I don’t know.” I shook my head. “I’m saying that a lot lately.” 

“Hit your head?” 

“Something like that…” 

As I looked up at this strange woman hanging from the ceiling, I realized something. She didn’t make me feel the same way the other people I’d met tonight made me feel. I wasn’t overcome with the urge to leap across to where she was and dig her spleen out of her body with my fingernails. 

That’s new.

“Who are you,” I asked, my eyes narrowed, “And what are you doing… up there?” 

She shrugged. “I’m up here because the floor is gross,” she said, “I’m not sure mother would be happy with my answering your other question, though. I’ll have to ask her.” 

“Mother?”

The stranger shut her eyes, breathed deeply, and then started… swaying. Left, right, left, right. I watched her, partly curious, partly dumbfounded. What the hell was she doing?

Her eyes sprang open. “Mother says I can talk to you.” 

“Wait, whose mother? There’s no one else in here.”  

“Mother is mother, and she’s everywhere.” 

“Is mother… this place?” 

The girl smiled a wide smile. “No. This place tries to block me from speaking to mother, but she’s more powerful than it is.” She paused. “My name is Azlu,” she said, seeming a little more encouraged to talk now, “What’s yours?” 

“I don’t know,” I said through my teeth, “And that’s the last time I’m saying those words today.” 

“Have you said them often?” 

“Ever since I woke up in this place.” 

She cocked her head to the side. “Woke up?” 

I shook my head. “I didn’t wake up here… I guess I just don’t remember how I got here, or where I was before I got here.” 

That wasn’t true. A flash of memory had hit me like a metal spike to the side of the head, but I wasn’t about to tell this stranger how I saw myself standing in a bloody room, or how much blood they’d had to wash off me moments ago. 

“Well, if you don’t know who you are, you don’t remember how you got here, or why you’re here, it’s safe to assume you’re guilty of the crime of being one of us.” 

“One of us?” 

“Outsiders… from the other side of the rift.” 

Another sharp stab of memory came racing toward me like a bullet. More blood, the squelching of claws tearing through flesh, a flash of white light. I turned my head to the side and shut my eyes, trying at the same time to fight the pain off and concentrate on making the vision clearer. But it was like juggling knives without handles, and the memory faded, leaving me with an aching head.

“Is your brain broken?” Azlu asked.

“You could say that,” I said, frustration building inside of me. 

“I would help if I could, but our brains are very different. I don’t know how to fix yours.”

“I don’t need fixing. I need to get out of here.” 

Azlu shut her eyes, tilted her chin up, then nodded at… no one. “Mother wants me to tell you something.” 

I didn’t understand. Was mother invisible, or was this woman insane? Both were possible, I guessed. “What does she want to tell me?” 

“She wants you to remember who you are.” 

“It’s not like I haven’t tried.” 

Azlu’s reflective eyes opened. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Go deeper than that, further than that. She wants you to know who you were before you came here. She says this place will try to break you. It will use the things that hurt you to attack your soul until you lose all will to escape. You can’t let it. You have to remember, it’s the only way you’ll find the strength.”

I stared at this strange girl, frowning, my heart starting to race. “My brain is all messed up, do you understand?” 

“I do. I was like you, at first. Lost. Alone. Frightened and angry. When they found me, they took me, beat me, and threw me into this place. But my memories came back. Slowly, over time. The more I knew about myself, the stronger I heard mother’s voice. Now she is with me always, and I’m not alone anymore.” 

“And I can hear mother’s voice, too?” 

“No, silly. I am Arachnon, you are… not. We are different.” 

“You can’t tell me what I am?” 

“I wish I could, but mother won’t let me.” 

I took a step toward her, my body tense with anticipation. “What? Why not?” 

Azlu shook her head. “She thinks it will be better for you if you learned for yourself, if you found your own strength.” 

Every bone in my body yelled attack, but I couldn’t. I had to stop from lunging toward her and venting some of the anger bubbling inside of me, even if my whole body was shaking from the effort. I backed up again, pressing my back against the wall and sliding to the floor, defeated.

I was done talking to this girl, tired, sore, and angry; so angry, I couldn’t tell whether I was hungry or not. Small blessings, I guessed. Looking around where I’d sat down, checking the floor for signs of wetness, I decided to lie down and curl into myself, sighing some of the tension away and enjoying the silence. 

While it lasted.

“You really shouldn’t sleep on the floor,” Azlu said.

Sighing, I tucked my hands under my head. “I don’t see another choice.” 

“Do you want to sleep up here?” 

I opened a single eye and stared at her. “I can’t.” 

“You can.” 

“No, I can’t. We’re different, remember?” 

“I can help you, if you’d only ask.” 

“I don’t need your help.” 

I shut my eye again, but movement in Azlu’s corner made me spring upright. She skittered across the ceiling on her hands and feet, zipping from one corner of the room to the one directly above me. I watched her, my entire body on edge again. When she stretched her hand out toward me, I flinched away from it. It was dripping with some kind of strange, translucent goo.

“Come,” she said, “Take my hand.” 

“What the hell is that?” I asked. A whiff of it hit my nostrils. “Oh, God, it’s awful… and sweet. How is it sweet?” 

“This is how I can cling to walls. I don’t know what it’s called… I don’t remember, and mother doesn’t like feeding me information before I’m ready to learn it, but I’m sure it has a name.” 

“And that comes out of your hands… and your feet?” 

“When I want it to. If you like, you can sleep on the ceiling with me. It’s how I’ve been sleeping, and it beats being so close to the dirty floor.” 

I stared at her. “How long have you been in here?” 

She shrugged. “I’m not sure. Maybe a day, a week, maybe more. It’s hard to tell, but I don’t mind.” 

“You don’t mind?” 

“No. I like it in here. It’s dark, and quiet… I can be alone with my thoughts, with mother. Sometimes the guards forget I’m in here and throw other people into the room with me. Like tonight, I guess.” 

“And you… watch them?” 

“Maybe, unless they’re interesting enough to talk to, like you. Other times I just sleep.” 

“What about food? Water?” 

She shrugged. “I can go for weeks without either. These collars take our magic away, they force the glamor around us and make us look human, but they can’t shut down all of our natural gifts. I’m sure your senses are still sharp, and you’re probably a lot stronger than you look. Mother says, anyway.” 

“Shouldn’t you be scared of me, then?” 

“I’m not scared of anything.” 

“So, why are you really down here?” 

Azlu frowned. “I don’t expect you to understand, but mother thinks I’m safer in here than I would be out there, so I listen to her.” 

Some of the goop from her hand dripped and splattered against the floor, releasing more of that strange, sweet smell into the air. 

“I think I’ll be alright on the ground,” I said, “I think I’ve slept in worse.” 

I didn’t know how I knew that, just like I didn’t know why the feeling of chains around my wrists was so familiar, but I also didn’t question it. Sleeping on the ground beat sleeping on the ceiling any day of the week. 

Azlu withdrew her hand and skittered to the other side of the room, settling against one corner and tucking herself into a ball as if she could defy gravity. “Suit yourself,” she said. “When they come for you, don’t let them know I’m in here. I’d like another week of peace, if I can have it. The cellblocks are too noisy.” 

I didn’t answer. Instead, I let my head settle on my hands again and shut my eyes. After a while, the natural aroma filling the air didn’t bother me as much, and I was able to drift into sleep, but it was dreamless, and restless. I couldn’t tell the passage of time in here. I didn’t know—not really—whether I’d slept for a minute, an hour, or ten hours. 

But I was in prison, now. 

The passage of time was a concept of a past I couldn’t remember, and I was going to have to get used to that, too.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

I burrowed out of sleep like an animal clawing its way out of a hole. My breaths were short and raspy, my eyes stung, and the stink of the room hit me with a vengeance, but it was the sound of the door unlocking and opening that had woken me up with a start. 

The light spilling in from outside was blindingly bright. It took my eyes longer to adjust than it took the guards to storm in, grab me, and drag me out into the corridor. Blinking, disoriented, I tried to find my footing, I resisted being hauled away from the relative safety of the dark place I’d slept in, but my muscles felt heavy and sluggish. 

I had about as much fight in me as a plush toy.

“Where are you taking me?” I managed, breathless.

“Shut up.” It was Brickmore. I recognized his voice. He and his buddy Howes had been the ones to cuff me and collect me from the hole I’d been locked in, and now they were carting me… somewhere else. 

Doors and corridors passed me by in a blur, leading me to wonder whether I’d been stunned before they’d grabbed me and I just hadn’t realized it. I supposed it made sense. I was a dangerous creature, and after the ass kicking I’d given them both last night they probably weren’t going to be taking any chances with me.

It wasn’t until we reached a gated checkpoint that I started feeling a little more like myself, but I decided not to try my luck at escaping just then. Instead, I learned everything I could, committing to memory everything from the route we’d taken to the way the checkpoints worked. 

Did they use keys, or keycards? How many guards were stationed at the gates? How long did it take to get from the hole to the first checkpoint? How often did Howes pick his nose and wipe his finger on the walls when he thought no one was looking? 

Too many.

We crossed paths with another inmate being led around the prison by a guard. They stared at me like I was garbage, like the very sight of me either frightened or repulsed them—or both. I went to lash out at them, unable to control the rush of anger, of revulsion, that surged into my chest at the sight of them, but Brickmore clamped his grip hard around my arm and held me in place. 

“Don’t try it,” he warned.

The guard and the prisoner passed us, eyes glaring but giving us a wide berth all the same. I hadn’t felt that pull in the pit of my stomach, that fight or flight instinct, with Azlu. It was only some people that triggered it. 

We stopped at a door marked “Interview One.” Howes rapped on the door with his knuckles, and someone called out from the other side for us to enter. Brickmore opened the door and pushed me inside. It was an office, not a cell, but it was probably just as dull. A man sat behind the desk, diligently working through a stack of papers with a pen in his hand. 

There were no windows in the room. No glimpses into the outside world. I guessed the people who ran the prison didn’t want their prisoners to so much as sense there was a world outside of the walls around them. All the better to break their spirits, and their minds. 

“Inmate 26741, sir,” Brickmore said.

The man behind the desk turned his eyes up. He had a shaggy mop of dark brown hair, stubbly cheeks, and light brown eyes that peered out from a pair of spectacles. I waited for the urge to leap across the desk and wrap his own intestines around his neck to bubble up, but strangely it didn’t. My heart was still, at least for now.

“Thank you, officers,” the man said, “You can leave us.” 

“Are you sure?” Howes asked, “It’s a fiend. Let me stun it again for you, just to be sure it won’t try anything.” 

“That won’t be necessary. I’ll take it from here.” 

The guards did as the man behind the desk asked and left the room, shutting the door behind them as they went and leaving us alone. I could smell the coffee dispersing into the air from the cup on the desk, saw the feather of steam rising from the rim, heard the man’s heartbeat—quickened, but not frantic. 

He looked at me, his eyes narrowing. “How was your first night at Harrowgate?” he asked, reaching for his coffee cup and taking a sip, his little pinkie rising as he tipped the cup against his lips. 

I frowned. “What kind of a question is that?” 

“Just a question. Do you feel like answering it?”

“I feel like doing a lot of things, but considering I’m handcuffed, there’s little I can do.” 

That wasn’t exactly true. Even with the handcuffs keeping my wrists bound, there was plenty I could do, but I didn’t want him to know that. I wanted him to think he was in complete control, to lower his guard, to get complacent. That was when people made mistakes.

The man behind the desk clicked the back of a pen and wrote a note into the notepad on the desk. “My name is Calder Graves,” he said, “I’ve been assigned to work with you, to help you remember some things that might help us better understand what happened to you.” 

“I can save you a whole bunch of time and tell you right now, I have no idea what happened to me because I can’t remember.” 

“Yes, I’ve been told.” He spoke calmly, coolly, with the soft demeanor of a man who had dealt with difficult people before. “You don’t know this about me, but I’m a Psionic mage. Do you understand what that word means?” 

“That you’re one of the people that runs this place?” 

A smile played on his lips. “No, I don’t run this place—I only work here.” He paused. “A Psionic has the power of control over the mind, which makes me the most well-suited person to help you recover your lost memories.” 

I paused, staring at the man across the desk from me, studying his nose, his lips, the wrinkles on his face. “Why don’t I hate you?” I asked.

“Because you know me.” 

I shifted in my seat. “What?”

“We know each other. That’s why we don’t hate each other. We’ve had time to adjust.” 

“What are you talking about? I don’t know you.”

“Yes, you do. I want you to listen to the sound of my voice very carefully, Six. Can you do that?” 

He was doing something to me. I could feel it, pressure building around the sides of my head. My hands flexed, fingers curling inwards and then splaying out. “What… are you doing… to me?” 

“The golden stone shines brightest at dawn.” 

The words were like a sledgehammer that came crashing against my forehead. My head tipped back, and my mind went reeling. Thoughts, images, voices, they all came crashing into me like waves. Relentless, hundreds of them hitting me at the same time, from all directions, coming so fast I thought I might drown in them. 

“Six…” a single, distant voice stood out above the rest. I recognized it, I knew I did, but I couldn’t place it. Not yet.

Around me, I heard birds chirping, the soft whisper of a breeze rustling through leaves on a tree. I could feel it, now, cool against my skin. I willed my eyes to open, concentrating on the echo of the voice as it lingered in the back of my mind. 

An angel loomed before me, its body dark and featureless, its wings fully extended. As my eyesight cleared, I realized the sun was behind it, obscuring the details of its perfectly sharp face, the ruffles of its wings. It wasn’t real. It was a statue made of marble, or stone. I wasn’t sure. 

“Yes?” I asked, but I felt like I was dreaming, like I wasn’t really speaking at all.

“Are you paying attention?” came the voice again. A woman. 

“Give her a second.” Another voice. Calder’s, this time. “This is what she’ll remember first when we activate her memories, but we need to let the magic work.” 

I blinked again, bringing my focus on the source of the voices. There were two people in front of me. One was Calder, his light brown eyes shiny against the morning sunlight bathing the courtyard. The other was a woman with brilliant white hair, eyes that sparkled like sapphires filled with their own inner light, and wings… luminous, vibrant wings that flickered and shifted like they were made of fire. Even kept tucked behind her back, they were impressive.

Seline. 

“The golden stone shines brightest at dawn,” she said, “This will be the phrase that brings you back, the phrase that makes you whole again. When Calder clicks his fingers, your memories will fall asleep… by the time they come back, he’ll be the first person you see.” 

“You’re sure it’ll work?” I asked.

“I’m sure,” Calder said, his fingers ready, “But the ride back will be a little bumpy. You’ll need time to adjust.” 

“How much time?” 

“We should cross that bridge when we get to it,” Seline said, “For now, I want to go over a couple of things and make sure they’re on the record.” She paused, bringing her incisive blue eyes to bear on me. “Against my better judgment, you’ve volunteered to take on Operation K. Before I go into detail, I want to remind you of a couple of things. Your name is Six, and you are Serakon. Eight years ago, I found you chained up and freed you from the Crimson Hunters keeping you as their captive, and for the last eight years, you have been a valued member of the Obsidian Order.” 

Two more people came into view behind Seline. One, a dark-skinned woman with ice white hair wearing a black jumpsuit. Behind her trailed, a set of massive, fluffy white wings that drank the sunlight. Beside her was a stoic man, with short, dark, hair, eyes as black as night, and long, black wings to match. He placed one of his hands on Seline’s shoulder, and she took it and squeezed. 

“These are Aaryn and Draven,” Selin continued, “Together, we run the Obsidian Order, an Agency that’s completed countless missions with the sole purpose of making this world a better, safer place for people like us—people who fall. Just so there are as few blank spaces as possible when you’re activated, do you recognize us?” 

“I do,” I said.

“And do you know where we are?” 

I looked around at the black, stone walls surrounding the courtyard. Archways in the walls looked into corridors filled with people watching, many of them wearing jumpsuits with stripes of brass, silver, or gold; each and every one of them wide-eyed, as if they were watching celebrities perform an intimate show just for them.

“This is the Black Fortress,” I said, “My home. I live here.” 

Seline smiled a soft, motherly smile… but then her smile darkened. “By the time you remember this, you’ll have experienced the initial hatred that sparks inside of us the moment we encounter unknown supernaturals native to Earth. It’s probably confused you. I know it confused me for a while, and even now, we still don’t understand why the hatred exists between our peoples. It doesn’t make sense, and it only makes diplomacy harder.” 

“If it makes you feel any better, even mages don’t know the answer, and we’re supposed to know everything,” Calder put in.

Seline nodded. “The good news is, the feeling goes away after a while. The longer you spend with each other, the easier it is to kick the urge to kill each other to the side. But in Devil Falls, the place where you’re going… the Natives there choose to keep their contempt for us. They stoke it, feed from it, and use it. At best, they beat us and throw us into Harrowgate Prison. At worst, they slay us in cold blood with impunity. It has to stop, Harrowgate has to stop, and that brings us to your mission.” 

“I’m ready,” I said. “I want to do this. You know I’m the only one who can.” 

“I can’t say I’m glad you’re right,” Seline said, “I just wish there was another way.” 

“There isn’t, and all of you know it. Tell me what I have to do, I want to make sure it’s the first thing I remember.” 

Seline nodded. “There are two parts to this mission… both require you to take a life. The second part, Calder will explain a little more in detail in person. For the first part…” she winced, shutting her eyes. Assassination wasn’t exactly her favorite topic of discussion. “Your mission is to hunt down and kill Randall Jensen. He’s a guard at Harrowgate prison. Intelligence tells us he’s slain as many as two dozen Outsiders, surveillance confirms it. Tonight, you’ll find him, kill him, and be thrown into Harrowgate for it. They won’t kill you outright.” 

“They won’t?” 

“No. They’ll want to bring you in so they can make you miserable for the rest of your life for having killed one of their own. Six… they’ll try to break your bones, and your mind. They’ll call you fiend, most of them because they don’t know any better, others because they want to hurt you. Just remember. You aren’t a fiend. You’re Serakon, you’re a fighter—one of the best—and I couldn’t be prouder the woman you’ve become.” 

“I won’t let you down,” I said. “I promise.” 

Click.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

I was back in that dull, grey office, but something was different. I blinked hard, my heart hammering inside of my chest. My breathing came in fast and ragged, my chest tightening, my feet and hands curling. 

“Can you hear me, Six?” Calder asked. 

I stared at him sharply, panting, breathing so hard now I thought I was going to pass out. I swallowed. “Holy shit…” I said, my eyes wide. “Did that just happen?” 

“Yeah,” he paused, “I can probably help you relax with a little magic, if you want me to.”

I stretched my hand toward him and shook my head. “No magic. Let me just… I just need to calm down.” 

Calder fell silent, giving me enough room to breathe, to think, to piece together all the memories falling into place like bits of a jigsaw puzzle. Some of the pieces were missing, others were a little warped, a little unrecognizable, but they were there. Together they painted a picture of a woman, me, who’d been found in a squat somewhere in New York living like an animal—if you could call it living.

“I remember…” I said, on the back of a sigh.

My name… is Six.

I remembered the day Seline came for me. I remembered the Black Fortress. The fight on the rooftop of that crumbling old building I’d been found in with the fiend who’d kept me in chains. No, not fiend… Serakon. That’s what we were called. My kind, my people. Serakon. Fiend was a word used by others to put us down—to remind us that we were little more than savage brutes to the rest of the world.

“How much do you remember?” Calder asked.

“It’s hard to say,” I said, looking at him now with what felt like fresh eyes. I’d seen him before. Many times. He visited the Black Fortress often, he and others of his kind who were sympathetic to our cause. Mages. “I don’t hate you.” 

Calder half-laughed. “Christ, I should hope not.” 

“My memories are still messy. I feel like I should know way more than I do.” 

“It’ll come to you, and it’ll come to you quickly. I think by the time we’re done in this room, you should be mostly back to your old self. We don’t have a lot of time, though, so we should get started.” 

“Started?” 

“They think I’m in here to try and find out what you know about the killing.” 

Blood. So much blood. The memory came back, not with images and light, but with the stench of all that blood, the taste of it in my mouth. My stomach turned upside down. “I killed a man…” I said.

Calder nodded, then he quickly put his hands up. “I don’t say this lightly as I believe death should only be used to punish the worst of us but. He deserved it.” He ruffled through a couple of pages and handed one over. It had a polaroid snapshot of a man whose face brought more memories pouring into my brain. The flash of magic, a blood-curdling scream, the feel of my claws tearing through the soft of his throat. 

His name was Jensen. Officer Randall Jensen. 

“He was a Hunter,” I said, reading the words on the page in front of me. “He went out looking for Outsiders to snatch up and bring in. He enjoyed beating them…” I glanced up at Calder. “One of the guards last night said the man I’d killed was a good man. Why would he do that if this Jensen guy was clearly a psychopath?” 

“That should tell you something about the kind of people that run this place. They hate your kind, but it goes deeper than the Native, Outsider thing. The Coalition thinks its people are better than everyone, like they’re a master race.”

“But I saw them drag a mage down the corridor. Why would they imprison their own people?”

“Like I said. Everyone.” 

I took a deep breath, making peace with the idea that I’d killed a man who deserved to die last night. “I have questions. So many questions.” 

“I know. We discussed some of what we’re going to go through here as we prepared for this mission, but we couldn’t go through it all, not without risking the success of my memory suppression technique. It would’ve been a lot easier to wrap you up in a spell, but that wouldn’t have worked here. Not since the prison came under new management, anyway.

“Why not?” 

“A few years ago, Harrowgate was attacked by a group of mages who staged a prison break. The Coalition, the people who run it, weren’t happy about it, so they brought in new people to increase its security and amplify its stranglehold on the area around it.” 

He handed me another file with a document inside it titled “The Harrowgate Break.” It talked about a mage by the name of Hugo West who was broken out by a group of mages masquerading as other inmates. Official records weren’t filed with the Magistrate—the governing body of mages in New York City—so the identities of the mages responsible isn’t known. 

But the Coalition sure had a lot to say about it.

“The old magic wards around the prison were stripped down and replaced with far more sophisticated defensive measures,” Calder continued, “The kind that nullify all active spells the moment a person gets near the compound, but they didn’t stop there. Psionics scan the brains of every inmate coming into the prison for signs that they’re gonna be trouble for the Coalition. Most of the staff get scanned, too.” 

“Even you?” 

“Trust me, suppressing my own memories without the use of magic, day in, day out, is a lot harder than it sounds.” He paused. “Can you tell me what you remember about your interrogation?” 

I set the Harrowgate Break down and looked at Calder, who took another sip of his coffee. “I didn’t remember anything,” I said. “I had flashes of… something. Memories, I guess. Like they were trying to come up, but couldn’t. The guards tried to dig them out of me. I think one of them tried to rip them from my mind, but he wasn’t strong enough.” 

“Standard practice. First, they ask, then they pry, and then they hurt. Sometimes they hurt first—depends on their mood.” 

“One of them was a lot stronger than the other two. I think he tried to tell if I was lying, but I guess he must’ve thought I was telling the truth.” 

Calder frowned, then picked one of the files on his desk up and examined it. “There were three guards in the room? There are only two listed on your report…” 

“Does it say I broke their mouths, too?” 

“No, it says here you were unsuccessfully questioned, showered, and thrown into the hole for…” he sighed and shook his head. “Being a mouthy little bitch. Brickmore, God-dammit.” He looked up at me. “Did you really break his mouth?” 

A grin curled my lip. “He called me a fiend. I didn’t like that.” 

“Not even memory suppression could bottle that instinct down, I guess.” He paused. “Do you remember the unlisted guard?” 

“He was big… and strong. Stronger than the other two. I think he was in charge because they looked pretty scared of him.” 

“Scared… this guy didn’t happen to have long, black hair and muscles you could break a two-by-four on, did he?” 

“I think so.” 

Calder paused, then shook his head. “What was he doing in that room with you?” 

I shrugged. “Beats me. He didn’t do anything besides stop me from killing the other two guards, but I don’t like the way he looked at me.” 

“The question was rhetorical, trust me. Intake interrogations are usually beneath him. I’ve never heard of him actually showing up to one.” 

“Who is he?” 

A soft sigh escaped his lips. “They call him the Horseman of Devil Falls. He’s the highest ranked guard in the prison, he holds the track record for most captured Outsiders, most skulls smashed, most asses kicked, and he’s a Vivimancer so he’s about as tough to put down as a Tyrannosaurus Rex made of solid titanium.”

The Horseman. 

My skin tingled.

I caught myself thinking about him, catching flashes of him in my mind. The shape of his chest, his half-smile, the way his eyes had lingered on me… the smell of him. My body flushed with heat. I’d met many men before, but none quite like him. Then again, he wasn’t really a man, was he? He was much, much more than that.

“Let me guess, he’s my target?” 

“I’m afraid so.” 

I rolled my eyes. “That’s just perfect. What do I need to know about him?” 

“Well, he used to be a Magistrate mage, one of us, but a few years ago he went missing. Nobody knows why, what happened to him, where he went. We only know when he surfaced again, he was working for the Coalition, here, at Harrowgate.” 

“I mean…” I paused, “I’m sure we’ve already talked about this, but if we want to stop what’s happening here, shouldn’t we go after the Warden? Or whoever runs the Coalition?”

“Harrowgate itself, even the Coalition, aren’t as much of a threat to the people who get thrown in here as your target is. The prison can’t move, so it sends its agents out to do its bidding. Without them, it’s only a prison. The Horseman isn’t only the Coalition’s strongest asset in their crusade against… everyone else. He’s ruthless, a monster, but he’s also like a hero to these people. If we can take him down, we deal a solid blow to the entire organization.” 

“If not, I just die.”

“It’s not going to come to that. I’m going to help you. Now that you’re inside, getting to him will be a lot easier than if we were to try and attack him directly. People have tried… good people.” Calder’s eyes lowered, words left unsaid hanging in the air like a specter. “He won’t expect an attack from an inmate, but you’re going to have to play along for a little while.” 

“Play along?” 

“No one just gets close to him. Definitely not new inmates.” 

“That’s not exactly true, is it? I already got close to him once.”

“Sure, but… well, none of us expected that, and even though that’s already thrown our plan way off, we should still follow it as much as we can. I don’t want you getting hurt.” 

“So, what’s the plan?” 

“Well, that’s where this part gets a little tricky. I hadn’t expected him to have revealed himself to you already, so that changes things.”  

“Changes things how?” 

“You need to get close to him, but in order to do that, he needs to feel like you aren’t a threat to him, or to this prison’s integrity. If you stand out in any way, it could compromise the entire mission.” 

“Fat chance of that. I broke two of his guards in front of him.” 

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “That’s why laying low is way more important now. At least until you run into him again.” 

“And when will that happen?”

“The Horseman is the heard guard, but he likes to make the rounds at least once a week. That means, once a week, he’ll be in your cellblock, and you’ll have a chance to interact with him.” 

“Interact…” 

“Right, find a way to get close enough to him in a private enough setting that you can… you know.” 

“Assassinate him.”   

I could tell Calder, like Seline, was also uncomfortable with the topic of murder. The Obsidian Order wasn’t a guild of assassins, we were peacekeepers. The fact that I wasn’t uncomfortable with killing, though, didn’t surprise me anymore. Not now that I could remember where I’d come from, how I’d been treated. I’d killed before, several times. It was that, or die on the hard streets of an uncaring New York City.

“Yes,” Calder said. “Exactly that.” 

“So, you want me to sit in here and stay out of his way, and everyone else’s way for… an unknown amount of time. That sounds fun.” 

“I know you don’t remember—”

“—yes, I remember agreeing. I’m also pretty sure I disliked the part of the plan where I sat on my hands and waited.” 

“We’re asking a lot. We are. But you’re the only person who could do this. No one else can.” 

I frowned. “Alright. I still don’t like it, but I’ll manage.” 

“Good. Thank you. I’m going to do everything I can from my position to keep your cover and your profile down. We’ll meet once a week to brief each other with any updates. But you have to understand, I can’t meddle too much or my own cover will be blown. You also can’t tell anyone about this mission—not even other Outsiders.” 

“I think I got that.” 

“Then we’re ready to get going with the operation.” Calder stood, extended his hand. 

I extended my hands, forgetting they were cuffed together. Still, I shook. “So, what happens now?” 

“Now I hand in these notes I’ve written up about what I found in your brain to my superiors, and your mission officially begins.” He glanced at his notepad and read. “Progress is slow, but she’s regained some of her memories. I can’t confirm she killed Randall Jensen yet. I do know her name, at least. Six.” 

“It’s good to have one again. Let’s get to work.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

It was time to enter the cellblock. 

After my meeting with Calder ended, I was asked to step out of the room and into the hall, where Brickmore and Howes were waiting for me. They were there to escort me to the place I’d be calling home for the foreseeable future, leaving me to wonder if they were two of only three guards in this entire facility, or if they’d been assigned specifically to look after me.

This time I didn’t talk, and I didn’t ask questions, I didn’t open my mouth more than I had to. Now that I had a mandate, a purpose in here, a mission, I needed to be careful who I spoke to, and how much I said. 

I was headed for Cellblock-D. I knew I’d been briefed on the prison’s layout as much as possible before coming here, but the memories hung at the edges of my mind, just out of reach. I still couldn’t tell where the other cellblocks were, or where the exit to this place was. I could only hope the memories came back quickly, because I didn’t like not knowing my way out of this place.

The large, metal door to D-block opened at the sound of a buzzer, and Brickmore shoved me through it grunting, “Move.” 

There were two levels in D-block. The main doors opened on the ground floor, and since all the cell doors were shut, the center was entirely empty. The guards marched me through the wide, open space between doors, and already I could feel eyes on me. Inmates, prisoners, they were everywhere, staring at me from behind the tiny, squared window holes in their cell doors. 

I tried not to look at any of them, not to make eye contact as I walked toward a set of stairs heading to the next level up. If I didn’t look at them, I wouldn’t feel the urge to want to kill them. That much I remembered. 

At the far end of the block was a control room where two guards sat behind thick, probably bulletproof glass panes. Brickmore yelled out, “Open thirteen!”, and one of the guards in the room gave him a thumbs up.

“Hear that? Thirteen,” Howes said, pleased with himself, “Unlucky for some.” 

“Unlucky for you,” I grumbled.

“What was that, inmate?”

I bit my tongue. No use starting something with him now, that would only lead to more trouble. If I hadn’t known about what I had been put in here to do, I would’ve probably said something clever, something that would’ve gotten me stunned, or injured, or thrown back into the hole—maybe all three. 

But Calder had asked me to lay low, to keep a low profile. Only, it wasn’t just Calder who was counting on me, but also Seline, the entire Obsidian Order, and just about every single other Outsider unlucky enough to wander into Devil Falls and get picked up by these bastards.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Howes said.

Bite your tongue, Six. Wait.

Another buzz sounded as we reached the door to a cell on the second level. Brickmore pushed me up against the railing and stood between me and the door to the cell as it slid open by remote.

“Inmate, up against the wall,” he barked, “Now!” 

A woman scrambled out of her bunk and backed up against the wall inside of her cell. She was thin, wiry, and pale skinned, with long auburn hair that looked like it was soaking wet—as if she’d just come out of the shower and hadn’t towel-dried it. 

“What’s up, Bricky,” she crooned, “Gonna frisk me again? It’s been a while.” 

Bricky? I snorted. 

Howes shot me an angry look. I glared back at him.

“I’ve told you before, and I won’t tell you again,” he said, pushing the woman against the wall of her cell and pinning her in place. “Don’t fucking call me that, or I’ll strip you down and throw you a cell with a shifter. I bet they’d have a good time even with a skinny little thing like you.” 

He was easily three times her size, but she didn’t seem too concerned about him even when he threatened her. “Would you?” she asked, pouting, “It’s been so long since I had a man, the idea of being ravaged by a hungry shifter doesn’t sound half bad.” 

Was it possible for the back of a bald head to flush red? Because if so, Brickmore’s did, and so did the rest of his neck. “You’ve got a new cellmate,” he growled. “Make sure she doesn’t kill herself.” 

He turned on his heel and left the room. Howes then undid the chains binding my wrists together and then shoved me into the cell, leaving without so much as an introduction. The cell door slammed shut, the buzzer sounding just as the locking mechanism finished sealing us inside. 

The woman, my cellmate, cocked a curious eyebrow and ran her fingers through her luscious, hair. She was prettier than I’d been able to tell from outside, with deep blue eyes the color of a vast ocean that glittered with specks of silver light. She was an Outsider, but unlike with Azlu, I could hear her pulse, her breathing. I could even smell her. She had a strange, briny scent, like salty sea spray. 

Cocking her head, she approached, examining me, scanning me with her eyes. I noticed, then, the collar around her neck. It was the same one I had. The same one Azlu had been wearing.

“You here to cause trouble?” she asked.

“That depends on who you ask.” 

“Well, you’re one of us, so that’s something.” 

She went around my back, setting my hackles off the moment I lost sight of her. “What are you doing?” 

“I can’t read you.” She sniffed the air. “Who are you? More importantly, what are you?” 

“Six. I’m—” 

“A fiend, right?” she said, excitement raising the pitch in her voice. 

“Who told you that?” I asked, jaw clenching.

“News travels fast in here. Anyway, I’m fascinated. I’ve never come across one before. How interesting…” her voice trailed off.

“And you are?” 

“I’m Odessa.” 

“Is that your name from before the fall?” 

Odessa moved around in front of me, stopped, and eyed me up and down again. “I don’t remember my name from before. When I fell through the rift I landed in Little Ukraine—they gave me that name, and I guess it sort of stuck. You know, lacking an alternative.” 

She spoke with her hands; they were always making gestures, moving, flowing. Strange. I looked around at the cell I found myself in. Concrete walls, no windows, a vent in the ceiling to keep the air flowing. The only furniture in the room was a toilet, a sink, and a double bunk bed, all made of the same, dull, grey chrome. There was no color in this room, no markings; and only a single light stuck above the door into the cellblock.

It was a dump.

“Alright, let me go over some ground rules with you,” she said, preparing to check a list off with her fingers. “I get the top bunk because I was here first. I drip at night, so you’d better get ready for that.” 

“Drip?” 

“I’m a water elemental.” She rung her hair out over the sink like it was a wet rag. I couldn’t believe it had been holding so much water. “That’s pretty much constant.” 

“Great,” I sighed.

She grabbed another finger. “I like to fall asleep like… right after the lights go out. You won’t make a fuss, you won’t pace around in the dark, you won’t make a sound—you’ll just sleep.” 

“What if I can’t?” 

“You will. Trust me. This place is going to suck every ounce of energy you have, even if all you’ve been doing is sitting around twiddling your thumbs all day. You also won’t snore. I won’t allow it. Do you snore?” 

“No.” 

“Correct, you don’t.” She grabbed another finger. “We get an hour of outdoors time, an hour of rec time, and an hour for lunch and dinner every day. Every other hour of the day, we have to spend inside of our cellblock. Usually the doors are open, but since you’ve just been brought in, they’re keeping the doors shut. As long as we’re in here together, I’m going to expect conversation. Unless you haven’t been able to tell, I like to talk.” 

“I don’t.” 

“Do you like to listen?” 

I paused. “I guess that’s the opposite of talking, so, sure.” 

“Perfect, because I prefer talking over listening. What else?” she thought for a moment, grabbing another finger. “Oh, right. I’ve decided I’m going to be your guide around here, that means I’m going to show you who’s who and what’s what, so you don’t get yourself killed on the first week. There are a lot of big personalities at Harrowgate. Everybody wants something, and if you know whose back to scratch, life in here doesn’t have to be all bad.” 

“I don’t want anything from anyone. I just want to sit in my bunk and do nothing.” 

Odessa approached, pouting. “Six, baby, I’m willing to let you keep the secrets I know you’re carrying in that ample bosom of yours, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know they’re there. You want something.”

“And what do you want from me?” 

She smiled a bright, wide smile. “You catch on quick. What does any girl trapped in a hellhole prison surrounded by angry, hungry men want?” 

“Protection?” 

“I think the inmates would think twice about messing with little old me if they knew I had a scary thing like you watching my back.” She hopped onto the top bunk. “And I get messed with plenty, believe me.”

“Why do they do that?” 

“Even neutered dogs enjoy feeling like they’re still whole sometimes, and the easiest thing for them to do is pick on the weak. It never gets too far… the guards usually step in and stop things from escalating. Usually. But it would be nice to go a couple of days without having to look over my shoulder all the time.” 

I rolled my eyes. “I’m starting to like this place already.” 

“It grows on you,” she said, stretching out her hand. “What do you say. Friends?”

I hesitated, but then I took her hand and shook it. “Fine,” I said, “Friends. But if you think I’m gonna go around bashing inmates around left and right, you’re wrong.”

“Oh, that’s fine. Soon enough everyone will know one of your kind has entered the building. The threat alone will be enough to keep them on their toes around us.” 

Odessa turned around and settled into her bunk. Already I could see the patch of dampness forming underneath the spot where she lay. I was starting to understand why Azlu preferred it in the hole.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Having the clever idea of settling my head under the spot where Odessa’s feet should’ve been kept me dry while I slept. Sleeping on a mattress, even a thin one, was luxury compared to how I’d slept in the hole, but when I woke up, I realized I’d already lost all track of time, and that was going to be a problem.

Every mission I’d ever been on, every hunt, I’d relied on being able to tell one second from the next. Timing was crucial if you wanted to pull off a successful operation. Not knowing what time, it was felt like having a limb chopped off, like having one of my senses stripped out. I was going to have to adapt. 

There was, however, something I could use.

The door buzzer sounded, startling me out of bed. A moment later, the door to our cell unlocked and opened automatically. Odessa dropped down from her bed, rubbing her hands together and walking toward the open door. 

“What’s that?” I asked, sitting up.

“Time to eat,” she said, “Hungry?”

“Starving, though I hate to think what passes for food in this place.” 

“It’s best if you don’t think about it. Just pretend you’re eating something tasty, like cookies, or a piece of cake. C’mon.” 

I slid out of bed and followed her into Cellblock-D. Though I didn’t know exactly what time it was right now, the feeding hours and recreation hours were probably all uniformly set throughout the day. It was a poor way of keeping track of thing, but it would have to do for now.

A raucous din filled the air as prisoners left their cells and headed down into the main common area one level below. Many of them seemed to mind their own business, but others—probably the ones I needed to watch out for—were clearly waiting around to get a good look at the newcomer. 

Already my nerves were on edge, my stance taut, my muscles tight. This place was filled with Natives, and each and every one of them triggered the urge inside of me. It couldn’t have been an accident. The people who ran this place knew what could happen if Outsiders and Natives, males and females, were forced into such close quarters, how volatile things could get, but they did it anyway.

We were all here, all thrown into the same place to kill each other or learn to get along. Cruelty, or genius? It was hard to say right now. It was hard to think, let alone contemplate the Coalition’s motivations.

I was scowled at, whispered about, and wolf-whistled at, but nobody touched me. Good. I didn’t think I would’ve been able to keep my hands, and my training, to myself if someone had touched me. I needed to keep a low profile, and starting a fight would absolutely elevate my profile to dangerously high levels.

“Breathe through your nose and keep your eyes down,” Odessa said, “It helps.”

I focused on the metal floor beneath my black shoes, listened to the sound my feet made as I walked, and breathed. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Concentrate, calm yourself. Amazingly, it worked, and I was able to follow Odessa into the mess hall without starting a major incident.

Following her lead, I made it from my cell all the way to a table, with a tray in my hands and warm orange goop in my tray. It looked disgusting—like something a cat had sicked up—but it smelled strangely appetizing, and the bread it came with was surprisingly fresh.

“What is this?” I asked, wolfing down the last of the bread after cleaning the tray with it.

Odessa stared at me, a blank expression on her face, her food barely touched. “You… like this?” she asked.

I shrugged. “I’ve eaten worse.” My eyes drifted to her tray.

She kept the bread, then nudged the rest over to me. “Be my guest.” 

“Thanks,” I said, starting on her share of lunch and finally silencing the growling in my stomach. It felt like it had been days since I’d last eaten, and given that I was here on a mission, I needed to make every meal count. 

“That’s impressive. Even the shifters don’t eat like that.” 

“I learned the value of food a long time ago. I’m gonna miss bacon, though.” 

“Bacon is delicious…” she drifted off. “Anyway, I suppose I should tell you a little bit about who’s who in here… you know, so you know who to watch out for.” 

“Everyone, right?” 

“Well, some more than others. Not everyone who’s in here is looking for a fight, or to get one over on someone else. Many of us just want to do our time and…” she shrugged. “Do our time, I guess, since there’s no getting out.” 

“And you’re okay with that? Not getting out, I mean.” 

“What’s the alternative? Suicide?” 

“It’s not right.” 

“I know it isn’t right, but it’s also something that just happened to a lot of us. You don’t ask for a hurricane to tear your village down and leave you with nothing. At least this hurricane feeds us and clothes us after it’s done taking our livelihoods away. Besides, there is some fun to be had in here, and isn’t fun the point of living?” 

“I like to think the point of living is being free to enjoy life.” 

“And I think you make your own enjoyment out of what you have to work with. Take them, for example.” Odessa gestured with a slight nod over to the table across from ours. 

The people there were all wearing collars, many of them were eating, but they were all talking, sharing conversation, ideas. One guy broke out into laughter and patted another guy on the shoulder so hard he spat out a piece of bread. Camaraderie. Community. I hadn’t expected that from this place.

“They’re mages,” she said, “And over there, in the corner by himself, he’s a shifter.” 

“The tank?” 

“Garou. A werewolf. He likes to think he’s mister big dick swinging because he’s six feet and four hundred pounds of pure muscle and testosterone before he takes on his bestial form.” 

He really was something to look at. Bald, with thick chords of muscle around his neck, his biceps, his shoulders. He looked like a lumpy sausage in that uniform of his, the seams barely able to keep him from spilling out. 

“Steer clear from him,” I said, “Got it. Where are the other Outsiders?”

“They… well, they’re the ones staring.” 

“Staring?” 

Odessa turned her eyes to a group of about nine people, most of who were looking at me and whispering in hushed tones. I didn’t have to know what they were talking about, what they were saying. Word had clearly gotten around about what I was. Maybe the guards had told them, or maybe they knew just from the way my eyes still glowed with amber light.

Figures. Too much of an Outsider for the Natives, too much of a Fiend for the Outsiders. 

“You don’t want to be sitting next to me,” I said, “I’m bad news.” 

“Are you kidding? You’re exactly who I want to be sitting next to. Especially… right now.” 

“Right now?” 

“Yeah, because the other shifter in the block is heading for us.” 

I glanced across Odessa’s shoulder and saw a woman approaching with a small entourage at her back. They were all women, which struck me as a little odd. It looked more like a girl group than a prison clique, but who was I to judge anything on face value?

“Who the hell is she?” 

“Her name is Knives, and she’s the worst. Seriously, of all the shifters in this prison, we got thrown in with the two biggest assholes in existence.” 

“Well, well,” Knives said, cocking her head to one side. “Look who has herself a new toy to play with.” 

Toy?

My blood slowly came to a boil. I should’ve known it would be a woman to try and start shit with me. When Odessa had talked about neutered dogs, my mind had gone straight to men picking on women. I hadn’t considered she could just as easily have been talking about a spayed bitch.

“Go away, Knives,” Odessa said, “I’m not in the mood today.”

“Oh, but I’m not done with you yet. Remember? I told you last time, I’d be back.”

Knives was a tall, slender looking woman, with lightly browned skin, tightly pulled black hair, and exotic, vibrant green almond eyes. The one thing about her that stood out the most, though, were her nails. They were dangerously long, and they looked wickedly sharp—like little knives. How was that even allowed in this place? 

“I don’t have it,” Odessa said. 

Knives scowled. “And why not?” 

“Because I don’t, okay? And if you don’t keep your voice down, you’re never gonna get it.” 

Knives pounced on her like lightning. She grabbed Odessa by the collar and hoisted her up and off her feet. The entourage quickly fanned out to provide enough space for their boss to take on the much smaller Outsider without interference from anyone else. 

None of them, though, had gotten anywhere near me.

“Don’t test my patience, you fucking water nympho,” Knives growled. “I spared you the last time because I thought you’d come through for me. I thought you knew what was good for you, but here we are.” 

I stood. “You need to back off,” I said.

Knives’ sharp eyes fixed on me. She sniffed the air and grimaced. “You reek, Outsider,” she snarled. “You need to get stepping, unless you want to know what your insides look like.” 

I moved closer to her. “And you need to think more carefully about who you threaten.” 

Another flash of movement. In one sudden stroke, Knives had released Odessa and taken a swing at me. She was fast, but I was fast, too. I blocked her arm with mine and then grabbed her throat with my free hand.

Her eyes went wide. I had the feeling she was used to getting what she wanted around here without much resistance. In a place where supernaturals are stripped of their powers, mages are little more than humans, and besides for a few innate abilities—little more than quirks, really—so were Outsiders.

It was shifters, then, who had the upper hand because they were naturally strong, fast, and tough, even without having to change shape. But I was also strong, and fast, and tough. I also had the benefit of having been carefully trained in hand-to-hand combat by one of the most skilled warriors in the world. 

Aaryn of the Obsidian Order.  

Fury filled Knives’ eyes, and with a grunt, she broke my grip on her throat by digging her claws into my arms. The pain was instant and bright, but nothing I couldn’t handle. I swept the back of her leg, taking the ground out from under her.

The crowd started roaring with excitement, sending a fresh dose of adrenaline coursing through my body. As she fell back, I grabbed the back of her head and went to slam it into the chrome table we’d been eating on, but before her head could make contact with the metal, someone stunned me. 

My whole body stiffened as if I’d just been hit with a mild lightning bolt, but my grip on the shifter’s hair didn’t release—it tightened. Four guards had to move in to break things up; one of them to peel my fingers loose enough for her to slip out of, another one to cuff me, and two more to keep her from getting her nails into my skin.

We were separated and dragged to either sides of the mess hall, but Knives wouldn’t shut up.

“You’ve made a dangerous enemy, you hear me?” she screamed. “I’m gonna kill you while you sleep and make a necklace out of your teeth!”  

I tried not to listen to her. All I could hear was Calder’s voice in my head repeating, over and over, “Keep a low profile.” 

I’d barely been in here a day, and I’d already gotten into a fight in the mess hall, so… we were off to a good start on that front. At least the stunning spell I’d been hit with didn’t last long. The guard dragging me away from the mess hall hadn’t even reached the door before I was able to walk on my own power again.

Different mages, different levels of magic strength—remember that.

“Where are you taking me?” I asked as I entered a corridor. “Back to the hole? Because she started the fight, I only finished it.” 

“You didn’t finish shit,” one of the guards said, “Trust me, I would’ve loved to let you keep beating each other up a little longer, but you’re wanted. I don’t know which one of you was luckier, her or you.” 

“Wanted? By who?” 

“The boss.” 

“The Horseman?” 

“The one and only.” 

Oh yeah. Really good start.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

He had already been on his way to get me. That was what had my heart racing faster than I would’ve liked. If the fight in the mess hall wasn’t the reason why the Horseman wanted to see me, then why did he want me? What had I done to earn his attention? 

This was the opposite of what Calder had told me to do. What Seline and the rest of the Order were counting on me to do. I couldn’t believe I was already on my way to see him. I wasn’t ready yet. But I had to be. Somehow, I had to hide my intentions from him.

I had to keep him from realizing I knew more than I was letting on.

Easy.

The guard brought me to a black door at the end of a corridor. There were no other doors on this hallway, I noticed. No windows. Only the harsh fluorescent lights buzzing above, highlighting just how much of the paint had cracked and started chipping off the solid, concrete walls. 

Before the guards’ knuckles could even touch the door, it opened, and a voice boomed from inside. “Leave her with me.” 

It was the throaty rumble of a bear’s growl from deep inside its cave, and it set my skin alight. 

The guard didn’t question the order. He nudged me closer to the door, turned around, and made a swift exit down the corridor, disappearing from sight as soon as he turned the corner… and leaving me alone with the Horseman of Devil Falls. 

My ultimate target.

“Come,” came the voice again, low and deep. Not a suggestion, or a request, but a command. I could feel the or else at the edge of the word. 

I stepped through the door. My hands were still bound, so I had to shoulder it the rest of the way open. What I found wasn’t a crowded little office bursting with paperwork and reeking of mildew, sweat, and old coffee, but a little palace within this wretched prison. An oasis in the desert. 

The space was wide and open, as if three or four offices had been broken down just to create it. Despite that, though, the room was dark. A huge window spanned the entire length of the furthest wall, but there was only blackness on the other side of it. Not night, but an inescapable darkness.

Doors along the other two walls led to separate rooms; maybe a bedroom, or a bathroom. This one looked like something between a living room and a study. A giant desk with a tall, high-backed, leather chair sat close to the window, near a floor to ceiling bookshelf stacked with books. Along the opposite wall was a rack. Hanging from it were a number of weapons, from axes, to swords, each one looking like it was capable of cleaving a man in two.

I couldn’t help but notice the duality of it—scholar, and warrior—but I wondered if it was all for show.

The Horseman stood by his desk with his back turned, his reflection stark against the black glass pane that made up the entire far wall. His long, black hair hung wildly past his shoulders, and the light falling on him highlighted the contours of his face against the windowpane, but the light also cast a long, sinister shadow. 

I knew I had to kill him, but I also knew I didn’t want to be alone with this man for very long.

With a lazy gesture of his hand, the door slammed shut behind me. He turned his head to the side, showing me the tip and bridge of his nose, his chin, a single eye—the golden flecks within it drinking in what little light there was and sparkling.

I felt my breath flee my lungs like it had been chased out.  “You wanted to see me?” I said, the words spilling out rapidly with the breath.

“I did.” He gestured at a seat by his desk. “Sit.” 

I blinked, my gaze briefly reaching the weapons rack, and then flicking back to him. “Sit?” 

“Yes.”

I thought about racing for one of the weapons, but I had a strong feeling he would be on me before I could even reach them, let alone turn one on him. No, scratch that. He wouldn’t even have to reach me. I’d just seen the way he’d controlled the door with his mind. The Horseman could just as easily turn that power on me without breaking a sweat. 

Then there was the matter of the handcuffs. Swinging a sword while bound wasn’t a walk in the park even at the best of times, and he was clearly a swordsman, so if I wanted to attack, I needed all my skills. 

I headed toward the desk, forgetting about the weapons rack entirely. They may as well have been coats instead of swords, for all the good they were going to do me in here. Swallowing hard, I sat down.

The Horseman didn’t make a move. He had gone back to staring at the window, leaving me to sit in awkward silence while he… brooded? Finished thinking? I had no idea what he was doing, or why I was being made to wait, but my heart was a wild animal inside of my chest; a wild animal trapped in a cage and desperately trying to get out. 

And maybe that was it—that was exactly the feeling he wanted to instill in me.

I heard him sniff the air, then he turned and brought his mighty gaze to bear on me. He walked over to my seat. I curled my legs up, thinking he was going to attack me, ready to strike back even if doing so would probably mean dying at his hands

He moved around behind my back, the air passing between us causing the hairs on my arms and the nape of my neck to rise. Without warning, he grabbed hold of my arms and lifted them up over my head. 

“What are you doing?” I yelled. “Let me go!” 

“You’re bleeding,” he said, his voice low and calm.

My breath failed me for the second time today. “I—what?” 

“Your arms.” 

A flash of memory danced before my eyes. Knives, the shifter. She’d dug her claws into my forearms and drawn blood, but the guard had been ordered to bring me here, not take me to a medical bay for treatment.

“It’s nothing,” I said. “Now, let me go.” 

But he wasn’t listening. He took hold of the chains keeping my wrists bound together, then pulled, lifting me slightly from the seat. He wrapped one of his strong hands around my injured arm, causing the wound to sting. I grimaced, but I tried not to let it show on my face. 

I had no idea what he was about to do. Taste it? Smear it on his face so he could wear my blood as a trophy once he’d murdered me in that chair? They called him the Horseman, and that was a pretty monstrous title if you asked me. 

He lifted me fully from the chair, then turned me around to face him. Instinct tipped my chin up, made me meet his gaze. He still had hold of my chains and of my arm, but he’d lowered them now so my arms were flush against the sides of my body. 

His soft lips parted slightly, and for a mad moment, I thought he was drifting closer to me. My heart pounded a ragged rhythm that made my entire body quake as, slowly, the gap between us closed. Was he going to… kiss me? 

He was so close, now, I could see the pattern on his green eyes, the way the gold in them looked like little stars. Light flashed behind them, and then a soft, green glow emanated from his hand that filled my body with pulsating warmth; a warmth that transferred from him, to me. 

The magic made my knees go weak, and it seemed to invite his powerful, oakwood scent to crash around me like a wave, and wrap me in it like a blanket. When he was done, he released my chains and let me have my hands back. Looking at my arms, the injuries—the scratches, even the blood—was gone, leaving only the tears in my jumpsuit.

I swallowed again. “What did you do that for?” I asked.

“You were injured,” he said.

“So?” 

“I didn’t want you bleeding all over my quarters. Sit down.” 

“And there I thought you were just being a gentleman.” 

The Horseman said nothing and walked around his desk, taking his intoxicating aroma with him and leaving me standing there, my skin flushed pink, my body tingling. I sat down on the chair, trying to shake the moment off while he picked up what looked like a brown dossier, opened it, and rifled through the documents inside. 

He peered at me, and I almost couldn’t take the weight of his gaze—I certainly couldn’t stand the way his hair so perfectly fell around his face.

What the hell was that about?

Without saying a word, he tossed the dossier over to my side of the table, where its contents spilled out. They were photos. I didn’t look at them. They were probably images of the crime scene I’d left behind when they found me. I remembered it clearly, now. The way I’d torn Jensen’s throat open, the mess his aorta had made when it started spurting his blood all over the place. 

They tell you a human body contains eight pints of blood inside it—you don’t really know what that means until you see how just easily it can coat a couple of walls.

“I don’t want to look at those,” I said, wondering if this was how an innocent person would behave.

“Look at them,” he insisted, and the command itself seemed to have enough power to grab my attention and put it where he wanted it to be. 

They weren’t pictures of a crime scene. There wasn’t a body in them, in fact. There wasn’t even any blood. Instead, what I was looking at was… graffiti. A stark, neon-orange sign sprayed into a dull, redbrick wall. I tilted my head to the side, now, curiosity taking over as the image started looking more and more familiar. I hadn’t seen the particular tag before, but I understood exactly what the words meant.

Because they were written in the language of my people.

I tried playing dumb to find out how much he knew. “What is this?” I asked.

“I was hoping you could tell me,” he said.

“Me? Why?”

“That is written in your language, is it not?” 

“How do you know that?”

“Don’t insult my intelligence,” he growled. “I know those markings; I have seen them before, and I know they belong to your kind.” 

“So, why am I here?”

“Because I want you to tell me what the words mean.” 

I looked at the picture again, then started shuffling through the others that had fallen on the desk. More graffiti, more tags, each of them of different sizes and colors, but meaning exactly the same thing.

“Where did you find these?” I asked.

“Irrelevant.” 

I turned my eyes up at him, this time bearing the weight of his stare and holding my ground. “No, relevant. Where did you find them? In Devil Falls?” 

The Horseman’s eyes narrowed. “Yes. I know every inch of this place, and I had never seen those markings here before now. Can you tell me what they mean, or do I have to send you back to your hole?” 

A smirk played upon my lips. “It means you’re in deep shit.” 

Darkness curled around his features, deepening the contours of his face. “You find this amusing?” 

My heart raced even faster than it had been a moment ago, but I didn’t let go of his eyes no matter how intimidating he looked. “I don’t know about amusing, but it’s certainly ironic.”

“Why?” 

“Well,” I took a shallow breath. “I don’t know how versed you are in what goes on outside of this little Hellhole of a place, but in the real world, there was a war eight years ago between two factions—the Crimson Hunters, and the Obsidian Order.”

“Outsider factions?” 

“Yes. The Crimson Hunters lost that war and peace was signed between the two factions, but a number of Hunters weren’t happy with it. This splinter group broke away, deciding to rebel against their former companions and the Obsidian Order, and continued their barbaric practices of hunting and killing anyone they pleased with impunity.”

“How do you know all this?” 

I shrugged. “I was just a young Serakon caught in the crossfire. As soon as I saw an opening, I fled the war. I barely made it out of the conflict with my life, but I heard about what happened through the grapevine. News travels fast in the Outsider community.” 

I was lying to him, and trying desperately to make it look convincing. None of that was true. I had been found in a dump, chained up, the property of a brutal Serakon whose name I’ll never forget. Scythe. If any of us deserved to be known as fiends, it was him. 

The Horseman’s eyes narrowed. “You keep saying Serakon. Why?” 

“Because that’s the name of my people.” 

“No. You are fiends.” 

I took a sharp breath through the nose. “No. That’s just what you call me when you want to get a rise out of me. I don’t suggest you keep it up.” 

The Horseman paused, then changed the subject. “What does any of what you have told me have to do with these gang tags.” 

“They’re more than just gang tags—they mark the borders of Crimson Hunter territory, their hunting grounds. They’re a signal to anyone who can see them that, whoever they are, wherever they are, they could become a hunter’s next meal, or a trophy on their mantlepiece—often both.” 

He paused, staring at me, watching me. I wondered if he thought I would flinch if he kept looking directly at me. I didn’t. “Is that so?” he asked.

“Yeah. It is. And if you’ve found these tags in Devil Falls, it means they’ve pushed into your neck of the woods. It means you’re not safe. No one is. They hunt for food, they hunt for sport, there’s no tracking them down unless you know how. And even if you could figure out where they were, they won’t listen to reason because they’re—”

“—fiends.” 

The word cut through me like a knife to the gut. I should’ve expected it, but I was too caught up in the fantasy of watching he and his men squirm under the collective claws and mouths of a group of hungry Crimson Hunters that I’d let him get past my defenses. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

I took a deep breath to steady myself. “I was going to say relentless. They’re a storm of teeth, and claws, and unbridled rage, and they’re on your doorstep.” 

Another pause. This time, it was his lips that tugged into a slight grin. “Our doorstep,” he corrected.

“Our doorstep?” 

“You said it yourself, your kind are notoriously difficult to track, otherwise this facility would be full of them. You’re going to help me find them.”

“No, I’m not.” 

“Yes, you are. Because if they come for us, then they come for you too. The only difference is, I won’t be locked in a cell wearing a magic suppressing collar around my neck. You will.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

The Horseman

 

Her name is Six, and she is not afraid of me.

It made for a refreshing change of pace, to be sure. She was testing me. We both knew it. Like a hyena, she nipped and bit at my extremities, searching for a weakness. And I allowed her to. I watched her grow more confident with each word she uttered until, all of a sudden, she was holding my eyes as if we were equals.

There was only one other person I knew of who could hold my gaze without folding into themselves like a house of cards. She was not him, and yet, she was defiant. Courageous. Bold. She was hiding something, yes, but that didn’t interest me as much as her spirit had.

As much as her lips had.

Though I had tried to shut the thoughts away, I could still feel the wash of her breath against my lips, the feel of her heart raging beneath my fingertips, the pull of lust in the pit of my stomach. Heat had risen within me, then. Heat, and want, and desire. Dangerous, dangerous… dangerous. I wasn’t used to such a powerful tide of emotions rising within me. They weren’t supposed to. I thought I had trained myself better than that.

I had been able to purge the murder urge from my heart. I had trained myself to never falter in the face of fear, to never balk when the world around me starts to collapse. I had taught myself to be a rock in a hurricane, stoic, solid, and unmovable. 

But there she was.

Not a hurricane that had come to move me, but a fire burning beneath me, turning the earth to magma. The moment we started speaking, I knew, she would be trouble. I knew, she would be difficult to resist. A true test of my character. In another life, she would have made a good mate. 

Fool. 

I stood from my chair and strode across to the drink cabinet on the far side of my office. There, I opened a crystal decanter and poured three fingers of malt whiskey into a crystal glass. I swirled the amber liquid in my hand, and as my mind began to fall into her amber eyes, I knocked the drink back and set the glass down on the counter. 

The whiskey warmed my throat and tickled my senses, providing a moment or two of clarity. 

I needed her. I needed her mind, her skills, and her expertise. I did not need her body, nor did I want it. The Crimson Hunters dared encroach upon my territory, and it was my duty to fight them back. To cut them out of Devil Falls, root and stem, and string them up along the walls of my prison as a grim message to anyone who thought they could cross the Horseman.

I would wait for the hunters to make their first move, and then I would ride out to meet them with her in tow. She will find them for me, I will kill them all for what they are, and for what they have done to my people.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

I got sent to the hole after my meeting with the Horseman. I guessed they didn’t want me going back into the cellblock so quickly, especially after the way I’d been stunned and dragged away; in case anyone got the wrong idea. 

This time, there was no Azlu to talk to. This time, my cell was a cold, dark, dank hole true to its namesake. This time, the overnight stay I’d been sentenced to threatened to attack my mind. But instead of sitting in a corner all night, waiting to be released, I used the time to think, to train, to keep my mind and my body sharp—and to work out some of the tension that had built up inside of me. 

I tried to keep him out of my thoughts, but it was impossible. Something in me called to him, drew me to him. Maybe it was the strangeness of it all. He was a monster, a murderer of Outsiders, and when I wasn’t near him, rage painted all thoughts of him. And when I was near him, that same rage turned into a blazing fire that yearned to be set loose on him. 

I flurried my fists against the air, pretending to box against a living, breathing opponent and imagining it was him. He was much bigger than I was, but I imagined I was faster than him. Despite the massive power behind his hooks, despite his speed, he couldn’t land a hit on me. For every punch he threw, I hit him with five. 

I wanted to aim high, but his guard was higher than my reach, so I went lower down, landing punch after punch against his abdomen. Some he could block, others he couldn’t. But the blows that made it past his guard didn’t faze him as much as I would’ve liked. 

I imagined that lazy, half-smile creeping across his lips, peeking from behind his hands as he held them up in front of his face. Screaming, I hurled myself at him, forcing him closer to the wall, sweat dripping down my neck, my chest. He blocked some of my hits and weaved away from others. 

I was getting tired, panting, my breath coming in ragged rasps, my heart thundering inside of my chest. Then I made a mistake, jabbing instead of throwing a right hook. The Horseman took the opportunity to grab my throat, swing me around, and pin me against the wall. 

I grabbed his fingers and tried to pry them free, digging my claws into his skin, but it was like he was made of iron, his skin too tough to pierce, his grip vice-like. 

“Murderer,” I snarled through my teeth. 

“Fiend,” he replied, his voice cool and low, his face inching closer to mine.

“I’m going to kill you. You know that, don’t you?” 

“You’re going to try.” 

The Horseman drew his face nearer still, forcing my heartbeat to thump in wild, erratic patterns. I licked my lips, gasping hard against his mouth. “I hate you,” I hissed.

“Good…” he whispered, the feel of his breath on my lips exciting my already burning skin. 

The door to the hole abruptly unlocked, the fantasy dispersing into the air like a cloud of smoke, the impression of the Horseman’s face lingering until the last. I backed away from the door and turned to face it, still breathing hard and sweating profusely. The guard standing in the light cocked an eyebrow.

It was Sanchez. 

She cocked an eyebrow. “Do I have to stun you and drag you to your cell by your hair?” she asked.

I gulped a breath. “No,” I said. “How long has it been?” 

She checked her watch. “Twelve hours exactly,” she stepped aside, “Now it’s time to go.” 

Hesitating for a long moment, I walked over to her and then followed her through the prison. She didn’t immediately take me back to the cellblock, though. Instead, we went out, to the yard Cellblock-D yard where the rest of the inmates were taking in some fresh air. 

I say fresh, but it was gloomy out, and raining lightly. Some of the inmates didn’t seem to care about the rain, choosing to spend their time outside playing a wet game of basketball. Others hung out in little cliques beneath the long metal slab that passed for a rain cover around here. Every once in a while, a guard would come and break the groups up to keep inmates huddling too close to each other.

I looked up at the cloudy, deep-grey sky. Thunder grumbled distantly, but I could still see the faint impression of the sun beyond the clouds. It was the first time I’d seen daylight since I’d been thrown in here… and I didn’t care for it. 

My people had an aversion to sunlight that verged on the supernatural. The sun’s warm rays cracked their skin and dulled their powers, and if they stayed out in it too long, they could even die. Strangely, not even direct sunlight had the same effect on me that it did others of my kind, though nobody had been able to figure out exactly why. 

It was without too much effort that I found Odessa. 

The water elemental was—well—in her element, out in the rain. She was standing by the furthest perimeter fence, with her head turned up at the sky and a big grin on her face. I shuffled around the other inmates, ignoring the whispers and the deliberate attempts at nudging me out of my path. 

They were trying to get a rise out of me, but it wasn’t going to work.

When I got close enough to her, I sent a psst in her direction, catching her attention the first time. She came over wringing her hair out with her hands as she walked, then stepped underneath the rain cover so we could talk. 

“You’re back,” she said, smiling. 

“Were you expecting something else?” I asked.

She shrugged. “You can never tell in this place. They threw you into the hole, didn’t they?” 

“They did, but it was nothing I can’t handle. Where’s Knives?” 

“She’s not back yet. I guess she needed a little more time to cool off.” 

“You want to tell me what that was all about?” 

“No offence, but we just met. I don’t know if I can trust you yet.” 

“Sure, but I got my ass thrown in the hole the second night running for defending you. The least you can do is tell me what she wanted.” 

Odessa’s eyes darted over to the nearest inmate to us. If I’d had to guess, she was probably trying to figure out if we’d be overheard, but there was a lot of noise in the yard. She pressed in a little closer, hugging the fence. “Alright, I’ll tell you,” she said, “But you can’t repeat this to anyone.” 

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I don’t have any friends in here.” 

“That makes it way more likely that you’ll tell someone what I’m about to tell you. Anyway, just be quiet and listen, because I’m only going to say it once.” 

I nodded. 

Odessa leaned in, conspiratorially. “I can get things,” she whispered. “I don’t personally have a hookup to the outside, but I’m cool with a guy who does, and he owes me.” 

“Get things?” I asked.

“Didn’t I tell you to be quiet?” she hissed. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’re in Harrowgate. There are no sentences here, no parole boards. Nobody gets out. That means, the people who can get things in from the outside are one hell of a commodity. Now, my guy is in C-block, so we only get to meet when we’re allowed to go to the prison commissary once every few days.”

“Does he work in the commissary?” 

“He’s part of a crew that runs the commissary. He also has a hand in the Harrowgate black market. Problem is, he wasn’t at the commissary the last time I went.” 

“You think he’s missing?” 

“No, his crew takes turns running the window. Just so happens that the roster had been moved around on the day I went down to see him to get what I’d promised Knives.” 

“Let me guess—what she wanted wasn’t on the commissary menu.” 

“Right, and I won’t be able to head down there for another couple of days, so I need to keep her off my back. She already thinks I stole from her.” 

“Stole from her?” 

“I’ve paid for her goods, so I don’t have her original investment. What I need is to get down to the commissary, talk to my guy, and get what she asked me to get. Then maybe she’ll let me eat my lunch in peace.” 

“In her defense, you’d already finished your lunch.” 

She grinned. “You mean you finished my lunch.” 

An inmate stumbled and went crashing into the wet, concrete ground, stealing my attention. A moment later, he was on his feet again, angrily pointing at the guy he accused of having punched him in the face to make him miss his shot. Blood was pouring out of his nose, but the other guy denied even touching him.

Before anyone could trade blows, a whistle pierced the air, and the guards brought rec time to a close. 

“Gods-dammit,” Odessa cursed, slinking into the rain again, “We’ve only been out here a little while.” 

I started shuffling along toward the door into the Cellblock-D with the rest of the inmates, Odessa walking beside me in the rain.

“Does that happen often?” I asked.

“All the time. After your skirmish with Knives, lunch was called off, too. Most of the inmates who hadn’t taken full advantage of their plates went back to their cells on empty stomachs. It’s a way to keep us all in line, to remind us who’s in control… and if we fight amongst each other, all the better for them.” 

“It’s barbaric.” 

“Yeah, well, this place isn’t exactly a five-star resort, is it?” She paused, scanned me, then hurried to get closer to me. “You know, now that we’re on the topic…” 

“What?” I asked, cocking a suspicious eyebrow.

“Well, the commissary is open every day for inmates to go and buy stuff, but we’re sent over in groups, and if we’ve already been, we can’t go back for another three days.”

“I’m sensing a request.” 

“I’m just saying, you… could go, if you wanted to.” 

“If I wanted to?”

“I would owe you. Big time. Think about it. All you’d have to do is go down there, ask to talk to Scratch and tell him I sent you.” 

“And how’s Scratch supposed to trust that I’m there for you?”

“Word’s spread that you’re the newest addition to Harrowgate by now. Everyone knows we’re cellmates, and that means Scratch will know too. All you’d have to do is accept the package. It’ll look like it came from the commissary, you shouldn’t raise suspicion bringing it back.”

“Shouldn’t?” 

“Please?” 

“I don’t know…” 

“Please?” she batted her eyelids. 

“Look, I want to help you, but I can’t. I offered you my protection, and you’ll have it, but you have to run your own errands.” 

Odessa tugged me closer to her by the scruff of my jumpsuit. “I get it,” she hissed into my ear, “You just want to sit in your bunk and not talk to anyone, but that’s not how life around here works. If you’re going to stay here, you’re going to have to learn to become part of the ecosystem.” 

We reached the guards and the door to the cellblock. They broke us apart, forcing us to walk through one after the other, and killing the conversation before it could continue. I didn’t like shooting Odessa down the way I had, but I wasn’t an inmate here—I was an agent on a mission. 

I wasn’t here to fix anyone’s problems but my own, and I definitely wasn’t here to join the ecosystem.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

The harsh buzz from the cell door’s electronic locking mechanism shook me out of a deep, dreamless sleep. My whole body wound up as taut as a tightrope, and every single one of my senses lit up as if firecrackers had gone off behind my eyes. The lights flickered on, and the door started opening.

I shot out of bed just as the door opened. Two guards fully garbed in tactical gear rushed in and pointed assault rifles at my head. Behind them came Officer Brickmore, his sidearm drawn. The guards stepped aside for the higher-ranking guard to move between them, but they kept their guns squarely on me. 

Knowing any form of attack was doomed to fail, I put my hands up. “What the hell is this?” I asked, heart slamming against my chest.

“You’re coming with us,” Brickmore said between his teeth, contempt heavy in his voice. 

“Where are you taking me?” 

Brickmore approached, slowly, his shoulders swaying, then he smashed the side of his gun against my cheek. The pain was instant and sharp. My ears popped, my head started ringing, and I staggered to the side, my hand held up to my face, heart thundering.

“Maybe next time you won’t ask stupid questions and just do as you’re fucking told, fiend,” Brickmore snarled.

Blood pooled in my mouth, and I spat it out at his feet. “How about you tell your guards to put their guns down and you and I go a couple of rounds?” I asked. “Or do you only hit women when they can’t hit you back?” 

Fury flared in his eyes like lightning. He went to approach, his arm cocked, but Odessa—now fully awake too—grabbed hold of his hand and yanked him back, stopping him from swinging the butt of his gun on me again. Instantly the rifles went from me, to her. Roaring, Brickmore reached for her throat, but Sanchez shoved her way into the room and filled it with an authoritative roar. 

“Brickmore, enough!” she yelled. “Do you have to turn everything into an incident around here?” 

His furious eyes flicked to her. “I’m subduing the threat,” he growled. 

“You’re telling me two unarmed, suppressed inmates are somehow a threat to you?” 

“Only to his masculinity,” I muttered. 

She raised a hand to me. “You stay out of this. Brickmore, let that prisoner go, and escort this prisoner out of the cellblock. Now.” 

A tense moment passed, a moment filled with panting and heavy breathing. In my mind, I was already trying to figure out which of the guards in the room posed the highest threat to me if I made a move on them, and how fast I could take one of them down without being shot at.

My chances of success weren’t looking good, but Brickmore stepped away from the bunk, tugged on his shirt, and stuffed his sidearm into its holster. He jabbed a finger at Odessa. “That’s one night in the hole for you,” he said.

“All night?!” Odessa shrieked.

“Be glad it’s not longer,” Sanchez added, backing her colleague up. She rounded on me. “You, time to go, and don’t ask me where.” 

Scowling, I did as she asked, walking over to the guards holding the assault rifles. I spared a moment to glance at Odessa, who was still looking on, wide-eyed, and mouthed a silent thank you at her. A thank you wasn’t nearly enough to ease the discomfort a night in the hole was going to do to her, but it was all I could do.

The guards ushered me out of the room and into the cellblock. All the other doors were closed, but many shadowy faces stared at me from behind small windows. The other inmates had clearly heard all the commotion and wanted to find out what was happening. Entertainment was, after all, hard to come by around here.

“Four guards sent to pick up little old me,” I said as we reached the cellblock door. “I’m going to consider that some kind of flattery.” 

“Flattery won’t do you any good where you’re going,” Brickmore said.

Then it hit me like a sledgehammer to the gut. They know. 

Shit. 

My thoughts started racing a mile a minute. My cover had been blown. That’s why I was being picked up and dragged out of my cell in the middle of the night. But how could they possibly have known who I was? 

Calder. 

I remembered him telling me about how Psionic mages frequently ran mental scans of the prisoners, and even some of the staff. Had they discovered him? Had whatever protection he’d been using to stop his mind from being probed failed?

If that was true, then I was being marched to the executioner’s block, but that wasn’t where Sanchez and Brickmore took me. Sanchez unlocked the door to a small, empty room that looked more like Calder’s office than a holding cell.

The only furniture was a desk, simple and grey, and bolted to the floor. On it was a small pile of clothes and some socks, and nothing else. The window to the outside was boarded up with thick, metal slabs I would’ve had no hope of getting through even if I tried. Not that I wanted to. I was here on a mission to kill the Horseman, not escape from Harrowgate. 

“We gonna play dress up?” I asked.

Brickmore shoved me into the room, but he didn’t follow. It was Sanchez who came in after me and shut the door. “Get changed,” she said, “And make it quick, we don’t have all night.” 

“Clothes? What for?” 

“Don’t ask a hundred questions, inmate. I don’t have the time or the inclination to answer them.” 

I looked around the room. “Are we in a hurry?” 

“Just get changed, already.” 

Sighing, I turned around and walked over to the pile of clothes. They’d left me a ripped-up tank top, a pair of dark jeans, and a cropped, scuffed, leather jacket. They weren’t my clothes and they looked used, so they probably belonged to other inmates. Lucky for me, I wasn’t picky about the clothes I wore.

Eight years ago, I’d been found in a dump wearing rags, so I wasn’t a stranger to tattered clothing. In fact, I preferred it most of the time. Especially if that bit of tattered clothing was a genuine leather jacket—those things only got better with age. 

“You gonna watch?” I asked across my shoulder. Then I paused and scanned Sanchez up and down. “Because I could be into that.” 

She rolled her eyes, saying nothing, but then she turned around. I stripped out of my prison jumpsuit, letting it fall around my feet and stepping out of it, leaving me in a bra and underwear. That was when the door to the holding cell opened. 

I spun around to find two things happening right in front of me. First, Sanchez was leaving—and second, the Horseman had arrived. He entered the room without so much as a word, running his hand through his hair and fixing me with a sturdy, lingering gaze.

 Heat flushed into my chest; rage mixed with a desire to… something… creating a dangerous cocktail of anxious energy within me. “I guess I should’ve seen this coming,” I said, cocking my head to the side, well aware of just how almost naked I was. 

But that was the point. This was a planned move. He’d waited until I had started stripping to enter the room, knowing he would catch me in a vulnerable position and expecting… what? For my cheeks to redden? For me to yelp and cover myself with my hands? I didn’t do any of that. Instead, I stared at him, one hand slapped against my hip.

“Did I catch you at a bad time?” he asked.

“Not at all,” I said, scanning him up and down. He was wearing a white t-shirt, black jeans, and a leather jacket of his own; roughed up and worn with age, like the one I had been given.

He ran his thumb across his lips and grinned. “I’m here to take you out.” 

“Take me out?” 

“We’re going on an investigation.” 

One of my eyebrows cocked. “An investigation,” I said, my voice dropping. 

“I thought you’d be relieved to be leaving the prison for a time.” 

Leaving the prison. That definitely wasn’t part of Calder’s plan. 

I shook my head. “What?” 

“There’s been an incident. I want you to come and investigate.” 

“An incident… with the Crimson Hunters?”

“Yes. Now, if you’re going to insist on asking questions, I suggest you do it while getting changed. The clock is ticking.” 

The Horseman shut the door, making it clear he wasn’t going to be leaving—or turning around—anytime soon. So be it. I faced away from him to grab the jeans that had been left on the desk for me and started slipping them on. I could feel the weight of his stare on my back, but I wasn’t going to let that throw me. Not in front of him.

“Are you going to tell me what happened?” I asked.

“A mage was found dead fifteen minutes ago,” the Horseman said, “Strung up by his innards to a spike at the back of a deep alley.” 

“A Coalition mage or someone else?” 

“Does their political affiliation matter?” 

“Not to the hunters, but you Coalition thugs beat and either kill or imprison my kind, so it matters to me. If the hunters killed a Coalition mage, I’m more likely to throw them a party than help you with an investigation.”

“I don’t think I need to remind you of the threat the Crimson Hunters pose to you as well as to my people,” he said, “But let me also remind you that there are innocent civilians living in Devil Falls—both Native, and Outsider. Supernaturals trying to make lives for themselves away from the prying eyes and fragile minds of mortals. Tonight, a Coalition mage found his death at the hands of these savages. Tomorrow, perhaps, it will be someone who doesn’t deserve such a gruesome fate.” 

I marched up to him, shirtless, defiance in my eyes. “If Outsiders are so innocent, why are they thrown into this Gods-forsaken place with impunity?” I snarled. “Why do you hunt them down and butcher them in the street, Horseman?” 

“Butcher…” another lazy, half-smile crossed his lips. “I see my reputation has been greatly exaggerated.” 

I moved closer to him, staring into his eyes, my chest lightly touching his. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t beat that smile off your smug face.”  

“Is that really what you want to do?” he asked, his voice low.

Now would’ve been the moment. His guard was low, even though I was right in his face. I could’ve slid a knife into his abdomen, twisted it, and made him bleed out faster than he could heal his own wound. But I didn’t have a knife on hand, and the collar around my neck prevented my natural claws from manifesting.

“I suggest you move back, fiend,” he said, leaving the rest of the threat to the imagination.

I backed up, not because his threat had worked, but because I wanted to put the shirt, socks, and jacket on. “You didn’t leave me any shoes,” I said once I was done changing. 

“I’m surprised I have to tell you to check behind the desk,” he said. “You’re aware I’m bringing you out tonight for your observational skills, right?” 

I frowned at him. “My observational skills are fine,” I said, going around the desk and picking up the boots I found on the floor.  

They were my boots, not some other inmate’s. 

I stared at them, wide-eyed. They were black, steel-capped, heavy boots; scuffed up and worn out, but still totally functional and capable of putting a dent in a metal wall if I kicked it hard enough. I turned my eyes up at him. “I thought you’d have burned my clothes,” I said.

“The rest was burned,” he said, “But those are good boots. It seemed a shame to waste them.” 

They were clean. Still worn out, sure, but sparkling… and they smelled like him. “Did you clean these?”  

“Put them on,” he barked, not answering my question. “We’re leaving.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

The rules were simple; don’t try to flee, don’t try to fight, and don’t call for help. There would be no help, there would be no running, and there would be no fight. If the guards with the guns couldn’t make sure of that, then the Horseman would. 

I was being allowed out of the prison, but they weren’t removing the iron collar around my neck, and there would be rifles at my back the entire time. I wasn’t free. This wasn’t going to be a jaunt through the city in search of a good burger place to eat at. This was a field trip, with scheduled stops and a strict agenda that needed keeping.

I walked behind the Horseman through the prison, basking in his wild scent. My hands were cuffed behind my back. Guards holding rifles trailed behind me, but Sanchez wasn’t with us—neither were Brickmore and Howes. 

Everybody we passed watched us in stunned silence, giving the Horseman a wide berth. He had an effect on the people around here that I hadn’t quite seen in a person before. It was fear, yes. These people were all afraid of him, afraid of what he could do, but there was also something more. Something primal, and ancient. Not quite like animals shying out of the path of an apex predator because they didn’t want to be eaten, but more out of reverence and respect because they knew his power. 

These people—the prison guards, the workers—they were all mages, and they all had power of their own. But the Horseman seemed to tower above them all like some kind of dark monolith. It was as if he’d tapped into some unknown mastery of the art that was far beyond even their enlightened reach, and they knew it, respected it, and feared it, all in equal measures.

When the door to the outside opened, it wasn’t the street I was led onto, but the prison’s inner courtyard. From here I could see parked, military trucks with canvas tarps, the fences marking the boundaries of the yards—each belonging to a different cellblock—and a huge iron gate that looked like it belonged on a castle.

Our squad moved toward one of the military trucks, and I was ushered into the back with the Horseman and the other guards. Once I was settled inside, the truck got moving and rumbled out of the prison courtyard and onto smooth tarmac. 

I caught sight of Harrowgate falling away behind us through the gap at the back of the tarp and saw it now for what felt like the first time, even though it wasn’t. Harrowgate was a monstrous structure, with impossibly tall, dark walls topped with chords upon chords of razor-wire, ramparts from which guards could patrol both the inside of the courtyard and the street immediately outside of the prison, and four massive towers covered in floodlights that were never turned off, even at night.

It’s hard to believe I successfully infiltrated that place.

I shook my head, dismissing the thought just in case some Psionic caught wind of it, and started counting down in my head from a hundred. It was a trick Calder had taught me to keep my thoughts from being read. It wouldn’t work all the time, and any Psionic worth their salt would know what I was doing, would know I was hiding something, but it would take great effort to pierce through the wall.

The Horseman must’ve noticed that slight shake of my head, because I could feel his gaze fall upon me. “Nervous?” he asked.

I gave him a sidelong glance. He was sitting next to me, the guards opposite us, their guns raised. “Not for me,” I said.

“Do you think your Crimson Hunters would spare you because of what you are?” 

“They aren’t my hunters, and no. They’ll kill me all the same. But they’ll kill you first—and your men—if given the chance.” 

“All the more reason to investigate this gruesome murder, don’t you think? Perhaps we can find clues as to the location of their lair.”

“I wouldn’t bet on it. The Hunters aren’t nearly as stupid as you think they are.”

“Then maybe your assistance isn’t as essential as I thought?” he paused. “If that turns out to be the case, what use would I have for you?” 

“None, so I guess you’ll just kill me to free up the bunk space, right?” 

“Perhaps.” 

He let the word linger, the rest unsaid, a trait of his I was starting to find infuriating. I wished he’d have threatened to outright kill me, instead of letting my mind run wild with all the many possible fates that would fall upon me. But that was the core of him, wasn’t it? He got into your head, even without magic. He wanted me to be scared of him. To fear him, to respect him. 

Everything was a power struggle with him. But when you’ve lived the kind of life I’ve lived, you learn to fear no one and nothing; and you learn respect is earned, not taken by force. If he thought he could browbeat me or threaten me into submission, he was going to soon find out just how wrong he was.

I turned my eyes to the floor, to the space between my boots, and continued counting down in my mind. I didn’t want to keep talking to him, didn’t want to listen to what he had to say. The less I heard him speak, the better. What I needed to do was concentrate, keep my senses sharp, and find my moment.

I had counted down from a hundred just over three times before the truck came to a grumbling halt, so we hadn’t gone far from the prison. The Horseman stepped out of the back first, turning around once his feet had touched the ground and gesturing for me to follow him. 

I got up, with my hands tied behind my back, and slowly made my way to the exit. Already I could smell the blood in the air, the faint scent attacking my nose even from a distance. Shit. It was strong. Really strong. So strong it dwarfed the natural, noxious aroma of putrid magic that hung heavily in the air in Devil Falls. 

Here, the stink of death danced closely with the stench of wrongness; annoying at best, a migraine in the making at worse.

Stepping out of the truck, I found myself standing on a quiet street flanked by low-rise buildings that looked a little like they were leaning against each other. All of the ground level businesses had their shutters drawn, and none of the homes above them had lights on that I could see, but that didn’t mean everyone was asleep—only that this was a lightly travelled neighborhood.

Exactly the kind of place the Crimson Hunters liked to stalk.

The hairs on my arms and the nape of my neck stood on their ends as the thought pushed through me like a chilling wind. The harsh, fluorescent street-lights above us were spaced too far apart to provide adequate light to the street. Some of them were also smashed, which made it even harder for someone to spot a threat moving their way.

One of the guards shoved my shoulder, pushing me toward the Horseman. “Move,” he grunted. 

I glared at him once I’d regained my footing, then I walked. 

The Horseman was headed for a small alley tucked between two buildings leaning so closely together that it was more of a tunnel, really. Already there were two other men here, both of them wearing tactical gear, holding fully automatic rifles, and clearly watching the area to keep randoms from disturbing the crime scene. 

More Harrowgate men. 

After a quick word of discussion with his people, the Horseman pushed deeper into the alley. There were no sounds floating from the windows along either of the dull, grey walls, no signs of life, and even less light. The darkness didn’t bother me, but it would hinder the others enough that it gave me an edge—if I wanted to use it.

The body I had come searching for hung from a spike at the furthest wall of the dead-end alley like an exclamation point. It wasn’t hard to find. In fact, it was the first thing I saw as soon as I turned into the long, dark tunnel; in part thanks to my dark vision.

At first it looked like someone had climbed on top of a dumpster, wrapped a chord around their necks, and then kicked the dumpster out from under their feet. But then I got closer, and I saw it wasn’t rope, but the man’s intestines that were holding him up to the spike smashed into the concrete wall.

He had been gutted like a pig, his stomach torn open not by a careful incision, or even by the sharp edge of a sword, but with hands. Clawed, rough, hands. Blood and guts pooled on the floor beneath the man. Under the watchful gaze of a number of cats licking their red-tinted lips and grooming themselves, flies and rats filled their bellies on the fallen remains, scattering quickly as the Horseman approached.

I heard one of the guards behind me shuffle away and hurl the contents of his stomach onto a pile of garbage bags gathering next to one of the dumpsters. The Horseman turned, cocked a disappointed eyebrow at the puking guard, then beckoned me to join him near the dead man’s feet. The stench grew stronger as I approached, but it was nothing I couldn’t handle because I had been around worse. Way worse. 

“What do you make of this?” the Horseman asked, not like a man concerned that one of his men had been brutally murdered and put on display, but like a lecturer who’d just asked a student to the board to solve an equation.

I got a good look at the victim, now. A man in his forties, probably, his skin already pale, his lips blue. He had his chin tucked into his neck, and his eyes were wide open, but glassy, and vacant. I would’ve felt bad for him, if he wasn’t a bastard who worked for the Coalition.

“Are you asking for a medical opinion?” I asked, “Because I’m not a doctor.” 

“Was this man killed by a fiend?” 

The word grated against the back of my skull, but I swallowed the annoyance. “Yes,” I said, through gritted teeth, “He was. And not by one, but a few. I’ve seen this kind of killing before. It’s an initiation kill; someone was being brought into the fold. If you bring him down and check him, you’ll find his heart is missing.” 

“Would you say he died before or after he was hanged?” 

“Can’t you figure that out with your magic?” 

“Maybe, but I brought you here to see if your observational skills are up to the challenge of finding the Crimson Hunters.” 

I stared at the man’s glassy eyes and took a sharp breath. “After. He felt every last moment of what they were doing to him. I’d say he was alive long enough to see those cats over there start pawing around the bits of him that fell onto the floor. That wasn’t an accident, either. It looks like they just tore him open and hung him, but they knew exactly how to cut him so that he’d live long enough to witness the way he was going to die.”  

“Your kind are fucking savages,” one of the guards behind me blurted out.

I turned my head and scowled at him. “What the fuck did you just say?” 

He raised his rifle and aimed it at my head. “You turn the hell around and don’t even look at me, or I’ll—”

“—what, you think because you have a gun and I have this collar and these handcuffs I can’t kill you if I wanted to? You want to test that theory?” 

“I detest this tedious exchange,” the Horseman said, rolling his eyes. Dark waves of power curled off his body and rolled toward me and the other guard. My muscles seized, my throat tightened, and by the way his eyes were starting to bulge, the same was happening to the guard. “You’ll both behave yourselves. I won’t say it a second time.” 

The Horseman’s power lingered for another second or two, then he released us. I took a deep breath and swallowed hard, willing my throat to start working again. When I felt like myself again, I gave the Horseman an icy stare. 

“Tell your men that kind of trash talk doesn’t help,” I said, “Or your guy up there won’t be the only Harrowgate thug dying tonight.”  

“You understand I could make your heart stop before you laid a finger on my men,” he said, his voice cool and flat, distant.

“Are you completely sure that you can?” 

I saw it. The Horseman may have not wanted me to see it, but I saw it. Doubt. An instant of hesitation, a crack in his massive, throbbing confidence. He didn’t know who I was or what I was really capable of. After all, I’d killed one of his men already. That’s how I’d gotten thrown into Harrowgate in the first place. How was he to know I couldn’t kill another, even while restrained?

The Horseman didn’t respond to my question. He didn’t have to. Instead, he turned to face the dead man again. “Can you tell me where they went from here?” 

I started scanning the alley walls, now, carefully checking for the tags Crimson Hunters leave behind after they’ve made a kill. Tagging the place was part of their ritual, their calling card. It let people know they had been here, that they had killed here. They didn’t usually leave a body behind, not like this, but they always left tags. 

Only, there wasn’t any graffiti of any kind on the walls—only blood. 

Strange.

“Where are the tags?” I asked.

“Tags?” the Horseman cocked an eyebrow. “What tags?” 

“The graffiti from the pictures you showed me. There have to be some around here somewhere.” 

The Horseman turned to one of the guards standing behind me. “Sergeant, ask your men to search the mouth of the alley for signs of gang-like tags.” 

The guard grabbed his small radio, clicked it to life, and turned his head to the side. I heard him ask the men at the mouth of the alley if they’d seen any graffiti on the walls with a rapidly growing sense of dread mounting in the pit of my stomach. 

This wasn’t right.

The two men nearest to the street each went a different direction, disappearing out of sight for a moment and then falling back into view. The guard’s radio chirped to life, and a garbled voice came through. 

“Negative, sir,” the guard repeated what he’d heard, “Nothing over there. They told me they’d searched the whole city block for signs of fi—” he paused, his eyes flickering to me, “—hunters. No trace of any markings on the walls.” 

“We need to leave. Right now.” 

I went to move, but the Horseman grabbed my arm and squeezed, his eyes narrowing. “I thought I told you not to try fleeing,” he said.

“If you know what’s good for you, you’ll flee.” 

“And why’s that?” 

I tried shrugging out of his grip, but it was impossible. “Because if there are no tags, then it means they aren’t done killing tonight; it means they’re still here!” 

Across from the Horseman’s shoulder, a patch of darkness against the grey wall sprouted a pair of eyes swirling with amber light like fire. Another set followed, and then another. I barely had enough time to duck before three Crimson Hunters melted out of the dark and threw themselves at us.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

The rattle of gunfire quickly turned to gargling screams as the Crimson Hunters descended on the Horseman’s guards. Bullets seemed to have little effect on their bodies, while their claws tore through body armor and human flesh like it was made of wet paper.

One of the hunters ripped a guard’s throat out with his claws, while the other grabbed the second guard and took off into the air with a beat of his massive wings. The third hunter went in to engage the Horseman, its claw-tipped hand coming down on the mage in a lethal arc, with the speed and strength of a sledgehammer. The Horseman, however, blocked the attack with his forearm, giving even the hunter a moment of pause. 

Without the glamor that forced them to look human, the hunter were monsters of muscle and gristle wrapped in grey hide, their bodies covered in red, ritualistic scars, their fingers tipped with huge, jagged, serrated claws. But it was their enormous, dark, leathery wingspan that made them truly dwarf the humans around them.

This hunter was three times the Horseman’s size, but the Horseman didn’t seem to have to have even broken a sweat keeping those claws at bay. The Horseman grinned, his eyes narrowed, and he delivered a solid strike to the hunter’s chest with so much force behind it that it sent the beast smashing into the side of the building. 

The wall cracked, bits of brick and mortar crumbling around the point of impact, and the hunter dropped to his knees. Stunned. Shocked. 

“Holy shit…” I said, breathless. Not only because of what I’d just witnessed, but because I recognized the scar that ran across his thick jaw. I had put that scar there nine years ago, but he had been a lot younger, then; his face far less monstrous and run through with the hard lines only a life of fighting can give a man, no matter their race.

His name was Sorzath, and he was supposed to be dead.

Sorzath shook his head and turned his hateful gaze onto the Horseman. “Good,” he said, his voice low and gruff. “You are as much a challenge as I had hoped.” 

I was about to pull myself up, but another Crimson Hunter was already on me. In the excitement, I’d forgotten he’d been there, standing before the crumpled remains of the guard he’d just brutally murdered. As the hunter yanked me up by my chains, I swore to myself I wouldn’t make that mistake again and narrowed my focus to a fine point.

“You smell like us,” the hunter growled into the back of my head, his hot breath reeking of blood. 

I jumped, tucked my knees into my chest, and then kicked my feet back against the hunter, breaking his grip on my chains. Falling into a roll, I quickly righted myself and stood, turning to face the Crimson Hunter as he lunged at me, his face twisted with rage. 

My hands were tied behind my back, but my feet were free. With another little jump and a twirl in the air, I delivered a roundhouse kick into the side of the hunter’s face. My steel-capped boot made contact, cracking his jaw, and sending him staggering off to the side, clutching his injured face. 

He turned to glare at me, blood spilling from his mouth, his eyes wide with rage. He was about to spread his wings, a common intimidation tactic among my kind, but the two guards who had been at the mouth of the alley had seen the commotion and started running in, bolts of magic blazing.

The alley lit up in vibrant shades of green and blue as streaks of light sailed past me. Most of the magic bolts went wide of the hunter standing in front of me, striking the wall at the end of the alley instead in showers of sparks. Despite the massive target, they couldn’t seem to hit him. Not because he was ducking and weaving, either, but because they were crap shots. 

I rolled my eyes. “Really? You’re gonna let me do all the work?” 

The hunter turned around to face me, sending his claws thrusting out toward my throat. I twirled to the side, spinning out of his reach and then kicked him in the abdomen with all my might, knocking the wind out of his lungs and making him double over.

Flashes of light continued to sail past him, illuminating his body as they streaked across his back, beneath his wings. When one of the bolts of magic finally did strike the hunter, he went down onto one knee, his hand shooting out to keep him from hitting the asphalt hard.

Across from him, the Horseman was engaged in a fist fight with Sorzath. A fist fight. I almost couldn’t believe it. Yes, the Horseman was a massive specimen of a man, a vision of Adonis garbed in a dark suit. He made everyone around him look, and feel, small. But Sorzath was larger, his muscles thick and powerful, his arms the size of pythons. 

He made the Horseman look small. But the Horseman kept his guard up, kept blocking and dodging, moving like water. I doubted if he felt small. He was incredible. Graceful, despite his size. Powerful. His every step meticulously calculated.

And yet, he wasn’t exactly throwing punches of his own. Watching him, I got the feeling like he was playing with the hunter. As if he was in complete control of the situation. As if he could finish this at any moment he wanted. 

“Stop pretending, Horseman!” Sorzath roared. “Fight me with honor.”

“Your kind have no honor, fiend,” the Horseman said, his voice low and calm. “You are dogs, and you will be put down as dogs for what you have done here tonight.” 

“We’ll see about that.” 

The lack of magic bolts flying past me snapped me back into the moment. I glanced to the right, to the spot where the guards had been running into the alley from, but they weren’t there anymore. A squelching sound somewhere above drew my attention. Blood splattered on the floor around me, and I watched one of the guards smash into the dead-end wall with an awful crack. 

His headless body hit the wall like a meat bag, tearing at the seams and painting it red. The other guard was nowhere to be seen, but the third hunter, the one who’d disappeared, now descended on me, his claws gleaming in the night, his eyes shining. 

I threw myself to the side and rolled on the ground, avoiding the hunter as he smashed into the ground. He spun around with lightning quickness and came after me, but by that point I was already up and running across the alley, toward one of the side walls. 

Focus, Six, I thought, Remember your training.

The hunter was vicious, relentless, and far from stupid, but his size made it difficult for him to react to a smaller, faster target. I leapt onto the wall as I reached it, using it as a springboard to leap up and over the hunter and land behind his back. I smashed the steel-cap of my boot into the back of one of his knees and made him kneel. 

I went to kick him again, but he put his arm up and blocked my strike. He grabbed my foot and tried to drag me to him, only he’d forgotten I had another foot I could use. I pushed myself off the ground and toward him, kicking him with my free foot and forcing him to release me. He staggered back, and by the time he had regained his composure, I was already attacking him, throwing kick after kick into his chest, his abdomen, his face. 

I brought the hunter to his knees, exhausted, panting. A final kick to his chest sent him sprawling to the floor on his back, his arms and wings outstretched. My heart was pounding against my temples, my blood racing through my veins, but despite the roar of exhilaration, I still heard the beating of more wings. 

There were more than three hunters out on the hunt tonight, and the rest had joined the fray, descending from the darkness above and around us. But the way directly ahead of me was clear, and open. All I had to do was start running, and I could make it to the mouth of the alley and disappear into the night before any of the hunter noticed I was gone.

The rush of air whooshed past my ears, pulling my hair behind my head. I spun around just in time to catch a tall, winged beast descend near the Horseman’s position. He’d been so busy dueling with Sorzath, now he had two Crimson Hunters to deal with; and a heartbeat later, there were three more hunters closing in on him like walls of thickly chorded muscle.

They’d come out of nowhere, out of the shadows, out of the walls. Hunters always travelled in packs, but I didn’t remember them moving in packs of six. They wanted to take the Horseman down, and they knew they’d only be able to succeed if they came out in force. 

The Horseman backed up, trying to make some room between him and his attackers. The side effect of that was, they were between him and me, too. If I wanted to run, I could’ve run. He wouldn’t have been able to stop me. But that wasn’t my mission. My mission was to kill him. 

For the briefest of moments, I thought about letting the hunter kill him, but they weren’t capable.

I knew that.

He knew that.

They, however, didn’t.

“Sorzath!” I screamed, my voice bouncing off the walls.

Sorzath, turned his head, his eyes narrow, blood pouring from a gash in his cheek. “What did you say?” he growled.

“What’s the matter, don’t recognize me?” I turned around and flashed the shackles keeping my hands bound behind my back. “How about now?” 

The hunter’s eyes widened, the amber shine bathing his face with light and shining off the blood trickling down his cheek. “Se hoska resk,” he said, the words drawing out of his mouth on an escaping breath. 

I frowned. I hadn’t heard those words said to me in years, but the meaning behind them still stung. “The last time I saw you, you were dead,” I said.

“And you are still in chains, I see. Why am I not surprised? You were always pathetic.” 

“Let him go, Sorzath. You’ve had your hunt.” 

“I don’t need your protection,” the Horseman said.

“You could not protect him if you wanted to,” Sorzath added, “In fact, when I am done killing the Horseman, I am going to kill you. The skull of se hoska resk will make a fine addition to my collection of trophies.” 

“I wasn’t trying to protect him from you. I was trying to protect you from him, but now you can go fuck yourself.” 

“Agreed,” the Horseman said, drawing an open fist in to the air. 

He closed his fist, and one of the other hunters collapsed into himself like a house of cards. Every single bone in his body broke in quick succession, the sound a sickening, prolonged crack followed by a howl of agony that was only too abruptly cut short as the Horseman snapped the hunter’s neck… with little more than a gesture of his hands.

My stomach wrenched at the sight of such immense power. 

I staggered back, dizzy, off balance. The hunters charged at him, roaring, fists flailing, wings beating. More of them joined the fray; huge, winged creatures rushing past me to join their brothers in the fight. I crouched into a ball to keep from being hit, but now that Sorzath had marked me as his target, not all of the hunters were going after the Horseman.

One came up behind me and yanked me up by my hair. I stomped down on his foot and then threw my elbow into his nose. His grip on me loosened, but it wasn’t enough for me to free myself. A clawed hand reached for my neck, their razor-sharp tips lightly kissing the skin just enough to open it and make it bleed, but not enough to kill me.

That honor was reserved for Sorzath, the leader of the pack.

I watched the wall of hunter move in around the Horseman, a chaotic flurry of wings and fists and feet and teeth. What I’d just seen him do was… brutal. That kind of power was unnatural, too much for any one man. But there were too many of them. They crowded him like hyenas, searching for his weak points and exploiting them until he was too tired to fight.

That was how Crimson Hunters took down more powerful prey. But the Horseman was no ordinary prey. I could already feel the push of air rushing into the alley from its mouth, and on its back, that wild, woodland scent of his. It immediately overwhelmed my senses, driving away the stink of blood, of animal, of rotten magic. 

The air crackled around the Horseman, around the hunters. Some of them pulled away from him, holding their arms up in front of him and using their wings to protect themselves against the wind. I had trouble keeping myself upright, especially without the use of my hands, so I darted across the alley to a dumpster and pressed my back against it, hoping its broken wheels would hold it in place and buffer me against the rising wind.

“What is this?” one of the hunters howled, not in English, but in the Serakon native tongue.  

“Sorcery,” Sorzath roared, “Ignore it. Kill him!” 

The wind suddenly, and inexplicably died out. I felt a strange, tingling sensation fall around my head and chest. I felt my heart thumping against my chest—not quickly, but heavily, as if it was trying to break through my ribcage. It was as if this moment of time hung suspended in the air, like the calm before the storm.

An explosion rocked the alley. I wanted to cover my ears, but my hands were tied. The dumpster rocked and the walls cracked as a wave of pressure tore through the alley. One hunter went flying over my head and slammed into the ground like a meteor. Another went through one of the buildings walls, sending bits of brick and dust flying. 

The dumpster I was hiding behind lifted, and also flew across the alley. I thought I was done, I thought I was next, but it was the Horseman who had come for me. He picked me up, tossed me across his shoulder, and rushed me out of the alley on feet so light it felt like we were flying. Behind me I could hear the Crimson Hunters howling their rage, screaming profanities into the air in our native tongue, but they wouldn’t give chase. Not now. 

Not while the Horseman’s magic kept them pinned to the walls and the ground.

They had lost this fight. They had failed this hunt. But if these were the same Crimson Hunters I knew, they would pick themselves back up, regroup, set another trap, and wait for the Horseman to fall into it again—and me along with him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

The Horseman’s magic had left me dazed, near deaf, and bleeding from my ears. I was conscious the whole ride back to Harrowgate, but I didn’t care to speak, especially considering I couldn’t even hear myself talk. Not that I had anything I thought I could say, anyway. 

Nobody questioned the Horseman when he marched into Harrowgate with me tossed over his shoulder like a bag of potatoes. Nobody asked him where his men were, or for a status report. Nobody asked about the dark stains on his suit jacket. Nobody dared. 

I had regained most of my higher brain functions by the time we reached his quarters, so when he put me down, I rounded on him. “Coward,” I hissed.

He ran his hand through his hair, slowly shrugged out of his jacket, and took a deep breath through the nose. “You would call me coward,” he said through his teeth.

“You could’ve killed them, but you ran. Why did you run?” 

“I don’t have to explain myself to you.” He marched over to me, and I felt myself back away—only a little bit—before standing my ground against him. “How did you contact them?” 

I had to mentally double-take. “How did I… what?” 

“They knew where we were. How were you able to get a message to them?” 

“You think I did this? You’re out of your fucking mind.” 

“Then who else?” 

“It was a trap! They killed a mage on your turf, they must’ve known the mighty Horseman would come striding out to meet them, and you did. A better question is, how did you fall for it?” 

“I did not fall for a trap. I counted on your expertise to point one out before it sprung, and you didn’t. The failure is yours, which means you’re not as useful as I thought you would be, and that doesn’t bode well for you.” 

I squared up to him. “And what are you gonna do about it, tough guy? Threaten to kill me again? Dispose of me? You want to stand there and try to pin this failure of initiative on me rather than take it on the chin like a real man, then fine, but don’t just threaten me, or I’m going to start thinking you’re all bark and no bite.”

The Horseman’s eyes darkened.

Careful, I thought, chastising myself. 

Until now, all I’d heard about him were rumors. Rumors about his strength, his resilience, his brutality. I doubted if anyone truly knew what he was capable of, but I did. Tonight, I saw first-hand what he could do. The power he wielded. The rumors weren’t exaggerated. If anything, they made him seem weaker than what he really was. 

I was baiting him, pushing his buttons when I knew full well what kind of power he had, but I couldn’t stop myself. Rage fueled me, stoking the flames of my passionate heart. I didn’t think I could back down if I wanted to. This train was on the tracks, and steaming full-speed ahead. 

“I lost four of my men tonight,” he said, his voice low and dangerous. “Four, each of them butchered by your brethren.” 

“They are not my brethren,” I snarled, “Your men were butchered because they weren’t trained to defend themselves against Crimson Hunters. I’ve seen the way the guards strut around in here. They walk tall, confident because they know they have their magic and we don’t. They think they’re Gods in here, but out there?” I shook my head. “They have no real combat experience, no real training. You sent them to their deaths. That’s on you.” 

“I sent them to accompany me on an investigation. If I had known there would be hunters there, I would have kept them back.”

“I’m glad you didn’t,” I hissed, “Just means there are four less Coalition thugs out there hurting real, innocent people.” 

The Horseman’s arm pistoned out toward me, his fingers splayed. I reacted, but a fraction of a second too late. He grabbed my throat, spun me around, and pushed me against a wall. I was lucky I was wearing an iron manacle around my neck, otherwise he could’ve crushed my windpipe and I wouldn’t have been able to stop him.

His eyes flashed, not with cold cunning, but with heat. “You call my kind thugs, but you are the real monster here,” he snarled. “Ever since you fiends were unleashed upon the Earth, you have hunted us, murdered us, and even feasted on our flesh and bones. It was your vicious kind who spilled the first drop of mage blood. Your kind who drew the battle lines in the sand. Your kind who created me.” 

“I’m not a fiend,” I growled. “And just because they came over here and started killing you doesn’t give you the right to beat, capture, and imprison every single Outsider you come across. That doesn’t make you some kind of righteous crusader of your people, it makes you a scared little bitch, lashing out at those who can’t defend themselves because you’re too afraid to go after the real threat.” 

The Horseman’s lip curled and he drew his arm back. I grimaced, anticipating the pain I was about to receive, but he instead punched the section of wall next to my face, putting a fist-sized dent in the solid concrete. My left ear popped, a small cloud of dust escaped into the air, and as he pulled his hand back, some bits of broken concrete fell to the floor. 

I opened my eyes and focused them on his face. “I know you’re used to getting by on intimidating other people with all your strength,” I said, my voice low and sharp as a razor’s edge, “But I’ve survived bigger assholes than you. I’ve even killed a few.”

“One day, you’ll put your money where your mouth is,” he said.

“How about you take this collar off me and we make that day right now?” 

The Horseman studied my face, his light brown eyes fixed on mine. I saw the green in them, the gold in them, colors that went so beautifully together. I wanted to gouge them out with my fingernails. He didn’t deserve them. Eyes like those belonged on someone with a conscience, on someone with a soul.

I felt a click, and the collar fell limply around my neck. My heart started pounding, adrenaline coursing through me like fire. He tossed the collar aside, and it fell to the floor with a heavy thud. A moment later, the manacles that had been keeping my hands bound behind my back all night also undid themselves and fell to the floor.

I was free, and in the instant that followed I felt my very essence come crashing back into me. My power, my strength; the electric surge that was my Serakon blood emerging from dormancy. I felt stronger than I had in all the time I’d been here, and possibly even stronger than I had ever felt in my life before now. 

And I had the Horseman, my target, all but pressed against me. I felt my nails elongate and sharpen to fine points, the skin around my fingers darkening. One quick thrust into his gut, and I would have him. 

“Now what?” he asked. 

He was baiting me now, but I was running too hot to think straight, and so I took it. I jabbed my claws into his abdomen, fury driving the strength in my arms, my many years of training guiding the tips of my nails through his shirt and directly toward his more vital organs—into the belly, up and under the ribs, toward the lungs. 

That was the plan, anyway, but my claws never pierced his skin. Not because he’d strengthened his stomach with magic, but because instead of pushing my nails into his body, my hands had felt the warmth of his skin and been drawn to it as if it was magnetic. 

I wrapped my hands around his lower abdomen and went searching for his spine, running my fingernails up his back and pulling him closer. The Horseman seized for the briefest of moments. He’d been expecting me to try and kill him, but I hadn’t. 

He stared at me, his eyes focused, the gold in them glinting against the fiery, amber light of my own. Then he plunged his hands into my black hair and kissed me, his lips exploding against mine. My mouth instantly parted, my tongue venturing out to search for his. There was heat in that kiss; heat like I’d never felt before in my entire life.

The kind of heat that only comes from a place of rage. 

I dug my nails into his back and broke the kiss with a violent shake of my head. Panting, I stared at him, my heart thundering now, my skin ablaze. “I hate you,” I hissed against his lips. “I hate everything you are, and everything you do.” 

He wrapped a fist into my hair and pulled a little, forcing my head to tip upwards. “Good,” he sighed, before pressing his lips against my neck. 

Fireworks erupted inside of me, turning my blood to lava. My senses didn’t know where to go, where to focus. The sensations were overwhelming, an overload of anger, and pleasure, and hate, and want. I pulled my hands away from his back and went searching for his belt buckle. When the Horseman’s hands took over, I spun around and worked at my own jeans, my head and chest pressed against the wall, my breathing coming in hard and ragged. 

I let my jeans fall to the floor in a pool around my feet and quickly arched my back. When I felt him slide inside me, I let out an exultant moan against the wall and slammed my fists against it. I knew exactly what I was doing. I was in complete control. But I allowed myself, in that moment, to succumb. To relinquish just enough of myself that I could bathe in this moment of unbridled passion. 

The Horseman wrapped his mighty hands around my waist and pressed his nose and lips against the back of my neck. Gently, at first, I moved with him until he found a fast rhythm that had my breath skipping. Deep in the throes of passion, he smashed his hand against the wall, and I bit hard into the meat of his thumb, giving him reason to growl into my ear. 

His rhythm picked up a little more, causing beads of sweat to pop across my face. My breathing stopped entirely when, with the searching fingers of his other hand, he found my aching center. I didn’t last more than a few seconds, his fingers quickly bringing me to the cliff’s edge of a world-shattering orgasm.

Our climaxes were simultaneous, and as brutal and loud as they had been quick. The trembling didn’t stop, and probably wouldn’t for a while as aftershocks continued coursing through my body. When he was finished, he pulled away from me, and I quickly scooped my jeans up and put them on. By the time I turned around, the Horseman was already standing over the collar of magic suppression he’d taken off me only a few moments ago.

Feels like a lifetime ago, now.

He picked it up and looked at me. Without saying a word, I walked over to where he stood and allowed him to put it around my neck. I never broke his gaze, making sure he saw the fire of defiance blazing within my eyes even as the amber light in them started to wane. 

“You’re going to the hole,” he said, in a low voice. “You can think about what happened tonight, and figure out how you’ll do better next time.”

 “Give me a week, then,” I said, “There’s a lot to process, and the cellblocks are too noisy.” 

There was a knock at the door to his quarters. “Enter,” the Horseman called out, and when the door opened, two prison guards stepped through. I hadn’t even heard him summon them. I turned around silently and walked over to the guards, who were waiting with new handcuffs to slap around my wrists. 

“Se hoska resk,” the Horseman said, just as I was about to leave the room. I stopped, my skin tingling, jaw clenching—aftershocks still wracking me. 

I turned my head to the side. “Why did you say that?” I asked.

“That’s what the fiend called you. What does it mean? Is that your real name?” 

“Why do you care?”

“Consider it a curiosity.” 

I paused, glancing at him from the side of my face. “It means the holy bitch,” I said, and before he could ask another question, I pushed out of the room and left.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

The Horseman

 

Sometimes I forgot what it was like to truly live, but she made me feel alive. She triggered within me all those emotions I wanted to suppress. My rage. My pain. Compassion. I had no use for any of those things. They dulled my senses, stunted my cunning, and crippled my ability to think clearly, and objectively.

But tonight, in a moment of… passion? Weakness? She had tipped my world on its head. I couldn’t tell up from down, left from right, or enemy from ally. She was the enemy, an Outsider, and yet in that moment I had wanted her more than anything I had ever wanted before. 

More than my own power, more than the ability to intimidate lesser men. In that moment, she had been all I had ever wanted. The wholeness of my desires. The pulse of my primal heart had driven me to pull her close and claim her as my own. 

The feel of her body pressed against mine left an impression that was difficult to shake. Her skin was light, and fair, and smooth beneath my hands. Quick hitching of her breath, her ragged whimpers, her moans, this was all music to my ears. But it was the way she had bitten hard into my thumb that had sent me over the edge of the cliff and into that place of unbridled passion. 

It was raw, uncontrollable, and wild—and it had awoken something inside of me. Something buried deep, something hidden, something ancient. I couldn’t tell her. I couldn’t speak those words aloud. I couldn’t even allow myself to entertain them in my mind for too long. 

The overwhelming sensations filling that hole inside of me were wrong. They threatened the delicate balance that was my accursed state of existence, and they could not be allowed to continue swelling within me. But in that moment, I felt powerless to take action against them. 

I was paralyzed. My hands were bound, like hers had been the moment before I allowed my passions to overcome my sense.

What have I done?

What had happened between us was electric. Wrong, and born of hate, and rage, but electric nonetheless. I had felt it in the deepest reaches of myself, and yet… and yet… another thought crossed my mind. One I hadn’t considered until now. 

Had I just abused the power of my own authority?

What if I had designed this fantasy in my mind, this notion that she was something she wasn’t—that she had wanted the same thing I had wanted in that moment. What if it wasn’t true? What if she had only succumbed in order to… survive me. 

Those had been her words. 

She had survived men like me. 

Men worse than me.

This imbalance couldn’t be allowed to continue. I had to find a way to rectify it, to contain it. More importantly, I had to ensure she didn’t see me as the monster she thought I was. The very idea that I would care what another thought of me was laughable only a few weeks ago, but now, I couldn’t stand to think she might be suffering because of what had just passed between us.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Three days came and went in a blur. Three days spent sitting in a dark, dank hole with nothing but my thoughts, my emotions, and the memories that circled around me like carrion birds plucking at my mind. 

The dead mage strung up by his insides. 

The Crimson Hunters who were waiting to ambush us.

The Horseman’s electrifying touch. 

Of all the things that had happened to me over the last week or so, that moment weighed the heaviest on my chest. I could’ve been done with this whole mission. I could’ve killed him in his room. I had the chance. For some reason, he’d dropped his guard. Maybe he knew I wouldn’t dare try to kill him, because if I’d tried and failed, he’d kill me.

Or maybe there was more to it than just that. 

I never let my thoughts venture out beyond that point. That was my red door, my Rubicon. On the other side of that thought, that hard line, there weren’t dragons, but demons. Monsters with a singular desire to rip, and tear, and burn every shred of my defenses and expose my most vulnerable self.

I couldn’t allow that to happen. Not in here. Not in Harrowgate. Not while the Horseman still drew breath. I had spent the past three days in a dark pit of regret, and hate, and rage. Nurturing those feelings so they could harden and become a weapon; the instrument of the Horseman’s destruction.

I could’ve have spent the entire week in the hole, but Calder was the reason for my early release. I couldn’t believe it had been a week since my first meeting with him, since the moment I was activated and regained most of the memories I’d suppressed before coming here. The last time I’d seen him, we had both been happy—or as happy as you could be in here—about my mission.

But now, everything was different. I’d been sitting in his office for five full minutes, waiting in stark silence while he read and re-read a document on his desk. He alternated between bouncing his left knee and his right, and when he wasn’t bouncing his knees, he was taking drags of a cigarette. 

“Could you put that out?” I asked.

Calder turned his dark eyes up at me, what was left of the cigarette hanging lazily in his hand. He put it out without breaking eye contact, then settled back into his chair. “So,” he said, his voice trailing off. 

“So.” 

“What did I tell you when we first talked?” 

“You said a lot of things, but I think what you want me to say is… lay low. Don’t make any waves.” 

“Right, and would you say you’ve successfully done that?” 

“Considering I’ve spent a while in the hole… maybe?” 

“You started a fight in the mess hall, you were sent to see the Horseman—twice—and on the second occasion you went on a little field trip with him. Care to explain exactly why all of this happened?” 

“Well, I mean, compared to my trip into Devil Falls with the Horseman, the fight that I did not start in the mess hall seems pretty unimportant, right?” 

“Don’t deflect. What’s going on, Six?” 

“Doesn’t your report tell you everything you have to know?” 

“My report only tells me as much as the Horseman cares to say, and what he’s said isn’t much. He’s not exactly one for filing paperwork.” 

“Yeah, he doesn’t strike me as the type. He’s more of a break your neck with his mind type of man.” 

Calder pinched the bridge of his nose and shut his eyes. “Gods dammit.” He looked across at me again. “Alright, welcome to your first official report. Fill me in on what’s happened since you entered the prison.” 

“I’m assuming you want me to skip past the boring parts and keep things Horseman related?”

“Please, unless it’s relevant.” 

“Okay. The biggest thing you need to know, and the Order needs to know, is that the Crimson Hunters have moved into Devil Falls.” 

“Shit.”

“Shit is right. The Horseman brought me into his office one day to show me some pictures of graffiti on the walls in his neighborhood. I identified them right away as hunter tags. That was probably a mistake.” 

“Mistake?” 

“If I had pretended I had no idea what I was being shown, there’s a chance he would’ve sent me back to my cell and pushed me out of his mind without a second thought.” 

“Why did you tell him what they were?” 

“Because he made a compelling point.”

“Which was?”

“If the Crimson Hunters are in Devil Falls, it’s only a matter of time before they move in on Harrowgate. They already made an attempt on the Horseman’s life, which shows they’re bold and motivated. I value my skin too much to be a sitting duck in here when they break the walls down.” 

“That’s one way of putting it.” 

“It’s the only way of putting it. As much as I enjoy the idea that hunters are out there killing Coalition assholes, they’re also going to kill Outsiders and innocent Natives before they even get to Harrowgate. And when they make it in here, it’s going to be a bloodbath. Every single Outsider in here will die. The mages running this place are a joke compared to the hunters. What does Seline think about this?” 

Calder took a deep breath. “Seline doesn’t know. She’s been busy concentrating on the escalating situation with the Naga.” 

“Naga?” 

He shook his head. “Nothing you need to worry about. You already have enough on your plate. Tell me about what happened the other night, when he took you out of the prison.” 

I swallowed. Calder was a Psionic, which meant there was a high probability he’d know if I lied to him, or deliberately held something back. I couldn’t exactly tell I’m I’d allowed the Horseman to pin me up against a wall and ravage me. 

Gods indeed.

“Someone had been killed that night,” I said. “A mage. He wanted to go and investigate, and he wanted me to go with him, but it was a trap.” 

“Trap?” 

“The Hunters were waiting for us. I think the Horseman was his real target.” 

Calder’s eyes narrowed. “His?” he asked. “Who’s?” 

“Sorzath… he’s someone I used to know. Back before Seline found me, when I lived as a prisoner of my own people, Sorzath was the son of a Serakon High Priest named Scythe. He was young, and stupid, as oppose to his father who was old and stupid. But unlike his father, Sorzath… took a special interest in me.” 

“I don’t like where this is going.” 

I shook my head. “Nothing ever happened, though not that he didn’t try. He would sneak into the hole I was being kept in and watch me most nights. Others, when he was feeling brave, he would inch closer while I slept—or pretended to, anyway. At first, he only wanted to see me, to look at me.” 

“Why?” He put his hands up. “I’m sorry, I just… don’t know much about this part of your life.” 

I sighed. “Se hoska resk. In my language, it means the holy bitch. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but even without my glamor, I don’t look like the rest of my people.”

“I had noticed that.” 

“Well, they noticed too, and they both revered and hated me for it. They locked me up and bound me in shackles, but they wouldn’t kill me. Most thought I was a gift from God, others thought I was an abomination. The two factions reached a stalemate, so I didn’t die, but I also couldn’t be set free. Sometimes I’d get ridiculed, cursed out, or even beaten. Other times I would be asked to give out my blessings.” 

“I can’t imagine what that’s like.” 

I shrugged. “I learned to live with it. I also learned a lot about my people. My people are incredibly religious and superstitious… and just as curious as we are vicious. That’s where we get back to Sorzath.” 

“He was curious of you.” 

“Very much. At first, I didn’t mind him looking at me. It was a nice change of pace. But as the nights turned to weeks, and months, his confidence grew. He wanted to get closer, to touch… and more. The first time he touched me, I let him. It was innocent and curious, his hand on my foot. Every night he came back after that, he would start there. Touching my foot. Then one day his hand started to slide.” 

Calder shook his head. “No…” he said, trailing off. 

“I’d suspected he would try something like that, so I’d smashed one of the plates I’d been given days before and I’d kept one of the shards close to my feet. As soon as his hand started creeping a little too high, I slashed his face with the piece of broken plate and made a gash six inches across and a full inch deep.”

Calder flinched and sucked a breath in through his teeth.

“I saw him again the following night,” I continued, “He told me what he was going to do to me, and then told me how he was planning on killing me after he was done. I struggled and screamed, and I drove the tips of my claws into his abdomen when I got the chance. I thought I had killed him. I was told he had died that night. There was so much blood.” 

“But he isn’t dead.” 

“No.”

“And you didn’t find it strange when his father didn’t kill you for killing his son?” 

“A little, but I was the holy bitch. Killing me would’ve meant a death sentence for anyone brave or stupid enough to carry out the deed.” I paused, my mind drifting. “He still has the scar I left on his face. He’s dangerous, Calder. Extremely dangerous. He knew who the Horseman was, and he didn’t flinch. Not once. Now that he’s survived an encounter with the Horseman, it’ll only make him stronger. Bolder.”

“I’ll tell Seline.” 

I leaned forward in my chair. “You can’t.” 

“Why?” 

“How do you think it’ll look if the Obsidian Order suddenly shows up in Devil Falls and starts trying to fight the Crimson Hunters out of the turf? Firstly, this isn’t our ground, so we won’t only be contending with the Hunters, but with everyone else who holds a claim to this domain. Secondly, we have to assume Sorzath knows I’m with the Order. If the Horseman finds out I have any ties to Seline…” 

“He’ll kill you on the spot.” 

Calder paused. “So, you rode out with the Horseman, fought the Crimson Hunters, and… then what?” 

“The hunters killed four mages, but there were too many hunters for the Horseman to kill on his own, so he created an exit and brough me back here.” 

“And you have no idea why he didn’t kill them all?” 

I shrugged. “Beats me.” 

“Did he go over what happened with you? Did you discuss any future plans of attack?” 

No, instead he fucked up me against a wall, and I liked it so much I can’t stop thinking about it.

Damn. 

I started counting down in my head from a hundred, my cheeks reddening. Calder’s eyes narrowed. “Are you hiding something from me?” he asked.

I took a deep breath. “First of all, don’t read my thoughts. You’re better than that. And secondly… do you trust me to carry out this mission?” 

“I do.” 

“Then you’re going to have to let me keep some things to myself. I’m trying to gain the Horseman’s trust. If I can do that, then I’ll have another opportunity to carry out my mission.” 

“Another?” 

I paused, heat flushing through me. “I misspoke.” 

Calder’s lips pressed into a thin line. “A lot is riding on this…” he said. “I’m going to trust you. I’m choosing to trust you. But I need you to remember why you’re doing this.” 

“Because the Horseman is bad news for our people. I know. I’ll get it done. I know the Horseman will come for me again. He wants me to help him find their lair.” 

“And you’re going to?” 

“I want them dead as much as he does, and I’ve seen what he can do. He thinks he can take them all on himself, and maybe he can. Why risk our own people and resources waging another war on the Crimson Hunters when the Horseman is so willing to throw himself at them?” 

“I suppose you’re right. But please, Six… be careful. Seline would never forgive herself if anything happened to you during this mission. Neither would I.” 

I nodded. “Just trust me. I know what I’m doing.”

Calder seemed unsure, but he agreed. A short while later, a guard showed up to escort me back to my cell. I hated keeping secrets from Calder, because that meant keeping secrets from Seline, but I couldn’t risk them taking me off this mission and pulling me out early. Not when I was getting close to finishing what I’d started.

Next time, I wouldn’t fail.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

I found Odessa in our cell, lounging on the top bunk, her hair flicked over the edge and dripping on the floor. She was staring up at the ceiling, with one foot draped across the other knee, picking dirt out from under her fingernails. 

“That’s a lot of water,” I said.

Odessa jumped and stared at me. “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” she said, eyes narrowed, a playful little grin on her face. “This time I thought, for sure, you were done for.” 

“Sorry to disappoint.” 

“Don’t be sorry. I’m sure you’ve got an interesting story to tell.” She sat upright, but kept her hair hanging off the side of the bed to keep the lower bunk from turning into a pool. “You look like hell.”

“Thanks,” I said, walking into the cell. 

“No, I mean, I guess it looks like you’ve spent a few days in the hole. That’s where you’ve been, right?” 

“Yeah. I checked in not long after you did.” I slid into my bunk, avoiding the puddle on the floor. “How was your stay in the hole?” 

“Dark. Quiet. But pleasantly wet, I guess. I don’t have to care so much about where I leak down there.” 

“Does everyone find something good about being in the hole around here?” 

Odessa poked her head out of the side of the bed to look at me, her hair drooping now. “When you spend most of your life wondering whose baleful gaze you’re going to catch at any given moment, time in the hole is, like, a reprieve. It gives your skin a chance to rest from being on edge all the time. Saying that, though… it’s dark, and lonely, and it stinks down there. I don’t know anyone in their right mind who’d enjoy it.”

“Heh.” I smiled to myself. “I know someone who does.” 

“You mean the Spiderling? Yeah, I’d forgotten about that freak.” 

My smile turned into a frown. “Freak?” 

“She’s a weirdo, even for this place. Nobody trusts her.” 

“Why not?”

“Because the Arachnon are notoriously untrustworthy… and because she’s a freak. She crawls along walls, she has big, wide, bug eyes, and she eats her own mucus. And if that’s not weird enough, she talks to herself, and sometimes about her herself, in the third person.” She shook her head. “It’s creepy. We’re all better off with her locked away in there.”

I shut the topic down with a shrug, deciding I didn’t want to go into a conversation about Azlu. It was clear I wasn’t going to change Odessa’s mind, and it didn’t seem fair to listen to Odessa talk about Azlu without her being here to defend herself.

Funny how that doesn’t apply to the Horseman.

I shook the thought away. The Horseman was a murderer. A butcher. There was nothing else to it, no more layers to peel away. He was one of the highest-ranking members of an organization who beat, captured, and murdered Outsiders for the crime of being Outsiders. I knew all I needed to know about him.

“Tell me about what’s been happening up here,” I said. “I’ve been away for a few days.”

“What’s there to say? This is Harrowgate. Not a lot happens here, except for when something does.” She stopped to think. “I guess the shifters have been a little angsty… must be a full moon coming.” 

“How can you tell?” 

“I can’t, but they can. Even without being able to see it, they know. It drives them stir crazy.” 

“Has Knives been giving you any more grief?” 

“Not since the other day. I think she learned her lesson after the beat down you gave her and the time she spent in the hole.” 

I scoffed. “I hardly call what I gave her a beat down.” 

“Really? Because it looked like one to me. More importantly, it did to everyone else, too. You’ve already got a reputation around here.” 

“As what?”

“I guess, kind of a badass. Nobody knows who you are, where you came from, why you’re here. They only know you’re a fiend, and that on your first outing into the mess hall you got into a fight with one of the nastiest shifters in this place. Some people think you did it on purpose, prison rules style.” 

I looked up at her, frowning, my jaw clenching. “Prison rules?” 

“Oh, you know,” she said, waving her arms as she spoke. “Find the biggest, baddest asshole in the joint and take them down to show everyone else who really wears the pants in the place.” 

“That’s not what I did. You asked me to cover your ass, and I covered it.” 

“Sure, but that’s not what it looked like to everyone else.” She paused. “What’s the matter? Don’t like having a reputation?” 

“I don’t care for it.” 

“Why wouldn’t you want to be known as someone not to be messed with?” 

“Because then the day comes when someone decides to test that reputation. Probably while you’re asleep.” 

“Oh, please. I think you just don’t like attention.” 

“And what if I don’t?”

“Look, I’m not saying being known for being a badass around here is all good. You’re right. It’s not. But it’s better than being seen as weak—that’s worse. People are way more likely to come and pick on you when you’re low on that totem pole. I, for one, don’t plan on staying on my rung for long.” 

“Good for you.” 

Odessa paused and stared at me, the drip of her hair, and the occasional voice floating in from outside, the only sounds passing between us for a long moment. I watched her from where I lay, but I wasn’t thinking about her. I was only half interested in the conversation. First and foremost on my mind was the Horseman.

You would think three days in the hole would’ve been enough to cure me of whatever poison his intoxicating presence had fixed me with, but it wasn’t. I could still smell that strange, woodland scent of him. I could feel his breath against the back of my neck, the press of his body against mine, his strong hands on my bare, naked…

I shut my eyes hard, trying to flush the memories out of me, but they clung more tightly than before. I couldn’t make sense of my own emotions. It was as if rage and lust had held hands inside of me and—no, they hadn’t just held hands, they’d bound themselves together and now there was no separating them.

I opened my eyes again to find Odessa frowning at me from her bunk. “Finished daydreaming?” she asked.

I cocked an eyebrow. “I wasn’t daydreaming,” I said.

“Whatever it was, I’ve done a lot of talking so far… now it’s your turn.” 

“I told you, I don’t like to talk.” 

“Maybe not, but you still haven’t told me why you were picked up the other night and taken away.” 

I swallowed hard, anxiety bursting inside of me like a firework. She was always going to ask. I’d known that from the beginning. The only problem was, I didn’t know what to tell her. I couldn’t tell her the truth. I also couldn’t think up a convincing lie. But I had to do something.

“It was nothing,” I said.

Is that seriously the best you can do?

“Nothing?” Odessa asked, staring at me quizzically. 

“That’s right.”

“So, you mean to tell me that Brickmore, Sanchez, and two other guards pulled you out of our cell the other night for nothing? I don’t buy it.”

“And I don’t know what to tell you.” 

Odessa paused. “I went to the hole trying to protect you.” 

“So did I. That makes us even so far, right?” 

“Maybe, but… c’mon. Who am I gonna tell?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“So? Tell me. They took you out of here. Dragged you, at gun point. Then you didn’t come back for a few days looking like a hungry cat that had been left out in the rain.” 

“Thanks?”

“I’m not trying to be mean, I’m just trying to figure out what happened to you. These people take Outsiders away for no reason, and sometimes they never come back. I was worried about you.” 

I sighed, deeply, already exhausted of the exchange. “Look, I appreciate the worry, but I can’t tell you what happened. All I can tell you is, I’m fine. You don’t have anything to worry about.”

She waited, watching me. “Was it something with the Horseman?” 

My eyes flashed wide, if only for an instant. Maybe enough for her to notice, but probably not. Hopefully not. “No,” I said, my voice stern and emphasizing the point. 

“No? Are you sure?”

I guess I’m lying to her, I thought. “I’m sure,” I said. “And I’m fine.”

I watched her face, studying it, catching the specks of silvery light in her deep, ocean blue eyes. Her pupils were dilated, her lips pinching shut just a little bit, and blood had flushed to her cheeks. She didn’t believe me, didn’t buy what I was saying, but what else could I have done? 

“Right. So, here’s the thing. If you had been taken away the other night to talk to the Horseman, why keep it a secret?”

“That’s not what happened.”

“No, but if it was. I would want people to know that I had his ear. He’s like, a God around here.” 

“More like the Devil.” 

She shook her head. “No. Harrowgate already has a devil, and it’s not him. Anyway, what I’m saying is, if I had the Horseman’s ear, I’d want everyone to know. It would be the ultimate don’t fuck with me to the rest of the inmates.” 

“I don’t have his ear, I don’t have his protection, and even if I had them, I wouldn’t want them.” 

“Then you’re the only person who thinks that way. C’mon, please, just tell me the truth. It’s gone past a simple curiosity now; I have to know.” 

“Shut up about the Horseman already,” I snapped. “I don’t want to talk about it, okay?” 

“Okay,” she said, a little coldly, a little distantly. 

She pulled herself up and disappeared into her bunk, leaving me alone with my thoughts. We didn’t talk again that night. When the call for dinner came, Odessa slipped out of her bunk and went ahead of me. 

I ate alone, watching the other inmates around me and realizing with a growing sense of dread that they were all watching me, too. Knives, Garou, the mages, even the Outsiders. Nobody wanted to get anywhere near me. 

On any normal day, that wouldn’t have bothered me. I liked being alone. I didn’t like talking or interacting with other people, especially since most of them didn’t have anything interesting or useful to say. But right now? I found myself wishing I had somebody else in my lonely corner of the mess hall.

After dinner I marched silently back to my cell and slipped into my lower bunk. Odessa followed, jumping into her upper bunk and settling in for sleep. I waited, wondering if she would initiate another conversation, but she didn’t. 

 Instead, the mattress above me slowly darkened. The doors buzzed shut. The lights in the cellblock turned off. I waited until the first droplet of seawater fell on my forehead before crawling to the other side of the bed and resigning to an uncomfortable, agitated sleep. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

The door buzzer blared, ripping through the stillness of the dark cell like a chainsaw through wood. The last time this had happened, I’d been sleeping. This time, though, the buzzing found me awake and waiting for it. So, when the guards piled in, I was already standing.

“Hands behind your head,” one of the guards yelled. He was holding a rifle aimed at my face. “Turn around and press your forehead against the wall, inmate.” 

“What the hell do you want this time?” I asked, turning around and complying with the guard’s orders as the lights in the cell flicked to life.

“Just do what you’re told.” 

One of the guards moved in on me, presumably while the other kept his rifle up. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed no movement from Odessa’s bunk. She either couldn’t hear what was going on, or wasn’t getting involved this time. Considering she’d been thrown in the hole for interfering the last time this happened, I couldn’t blame her.

The guard bound my hands and tugged on my shoulders to spin me around. Officers Brickmore and Howes were waiting for me by the door to the cell, but no Sanchez.

“I’m starting to get pretty tired of these midnight visits,” I said.

“I don’t like having to look at your face either,” Brickmore said. “Now, move.” 

“I’m not going back to the hole,” I said, walking toward the door.

“You’ll go where you’re sent, fiend.” 

I stopped in front of him and stared, my eyes sharp, my blood pumping hard. “Careful, or you’ll wear the word out. Then what will you hurt me with?” 

“You’re as stupid as you look if you think I don’t have options,” he snarled, the threat hanging in the air like a dark cloud. “Get it out of here.” 

Howes nodded, took hold of one of my shoulders, and pushed me away from the door. I caught a glimpse of Odessa sitting up just as I lost sight of the bunks, her eyes bleary with sleep. It looked like she was about to say something, but she held her tongue while I was dragged away.

As usual, I had no idea where I was being taken, but I knew that it had something to do with the Horseman. I didn’t think, if my cover was ever blown, I’d be calmly marched out of my cell. I would probably be shot dead on the spot, or at the very least stunned and dragged by my hair directly into the hole.

Harrowgate was already harsh enough for its inmates; how bad would it be for spies and assassins?

Brickmore didn’t follow Howes as he moved me through the prison. We walked silently, but quickly, through checkpoints—three of them—until we reached a room in a long corridor of doors. I recognized it immediately. I had been interrogated behind one of those doors. These were interview rooms.

Howes opened one of those doors and presented me to the Horseman, who had been waiting for me in a dark room with a giant, two-way mirror. I realized immediately that I was on the other side of the mirror. I wasn’t the one being interrogated; I was being invited to an interrogation in progress.    

“I have the prisoner you requested, sir,” Howes said.

The Horseman waved a lazy hand of dismissal at Howes. “Leave us,” he said, not looking across at him.

Howes left the room and shut the door, taking the other guards with him. The Horseman beckoned, but I didn’t immediately walk over to him. This was the first time I’d laid eyes on him since the other night, and I wasn’t sure if I was ready to stand close to him.

I wanted to pretend like nothing had changed, but everything was different. When I looked at him now, I didn’t only see him as the Horseman; I saw him as the most impressive man I had ever seen. I couldn’t help but drink in the sight of him, the smell of him. He wore a black shirt, unbuttoned at the collar, black jeans that hugged his assets perfectly, and he was hot. 

Not just hot, but… scalding hot. 

And I’ve had him. 

I didn’t need to concentrate on that night to feel the pull of desire in the pit of my stomach, to remember the wait it had felt when he took me against a wall. The thoughts were so real, with only the slightest bit of effort I could still feel him behind me, breathing against my neck, pushing against my body.

Blood flushed to my cheeks. Shaking my head, I finally took the first few steps toward him, dismissing the fantasies assailing my thoughts. I didn’t want to feel this way. Not about him. I didn’t want him to have this kind of effect on me. Not him. Anyone but him.

“What do you see?” the Horseman asked, his voice distant and… disconnected.

I turned to face the mirror and found what looked like a man sitting in the next room. He was bald, shirtless, and covered in blood and sharp-edged, circular scars. He was chained to the grey desk in front of him, but he didn’t look sedated, or even stunned. He was perfectly alert, and ready to jump at a moment’s notice.

Then I saw the collar around his neck. It was the same one I wore; a piece of magical equipment designed to suppress magic powers and enforce the natural glamor that made most supernaturals look human. That was what my people looked like in human form. 

That was a Crimson Hunter.

“What am I doing here?” I asked. “Again?” 

“Do you know that man?” the Horseman asked.

“I don’t. Should I?” 

“He is one of your kind, is he not?”

I shrugged. “Do you know every mage in the world?” 

“Only those who matter.” 

“Assume the same is true with me. I don’t know him.” 

“We captured this hunter tonight,” he said, “I would like to say he gave my men a fight, but considering I’ve experienced their skill and hunting tactics first hand, I have to say I’m disappointed with this one.” 

“Why?”

“I believe this one is… the runt of the litter. New to the game. Perhaps even the same hunter who performed his initiation the other night.” 

“It’s possible. But what does it have to do with me?” 

“We tried interrogating him, but he proved remarkably resilient to my efforts. I was about to employ more… advanced techniques on him, but then he asked for you by name.” 

“Me?” 

“Indeed.” The Horseman’s eyes flashed. “So, I’ll ask again. Do you know this hunter?” 

I looked at him again. Really looked at him, this time. Could it have been Sorzath? I would have no idea what he would like under the effects of the glamor, what human form he would be forced to take. I did know that it wouldn’t be too different to what he would normally look like, so that hunter couldn’t have been Sorzath. 

Sorzath was big and powerful, but this man looked like he was all muscle and no finesse. A sledgehammer. 

I shook my head. “I don’t know him,” I said, “He’s not the one from the other night. Maybe he was there, but everything happened so fast, I doubt if I would be able to recognize any of them under a glamor.” 

“You’re saying there’s no reason why this hunter would want to speak to you?” 

“None.” 

“Then you had better go and find out what he wants.” 

I stared up at the Horseman. “What?” 

“I will not repeat myself.” 

“You’re telling me to go into that room and find out what that hunter wants with me?” 

“Unless you think we should just kill him and be done?” 

I looked over at the hunter again. He looked like he’d been hurt. He was bleeding from a gash on his head, one in his chest, and several along his arms, but he didn’t seem to mind that much. He still looked ready and willing to break someone’s neck if they got too close, and that alone was enough to make my heart race.

“Fine,” I said, “I’ll go talk to him.” 

The Horseman turned his attention to me fully, now, his eyes sparkling with cunning intelligence despite the dimness of the room. “Are you sure?” he asked.

He was baiting me. I could tell just by the way he was looking at me. He wanted me to back down, to refuse, or to ask for protection, at least. I wasn’t going to do any of those things. Not for him. Not for anyone. 

“I’m sure,” I said, turning around and heading for the door.

The Horseman wrapped a hand around my shoulder, sending a shiver surging through my spine and into my thighs. He drew himself close to me, close enough that I could feel his chest against my back. “Be careful,” he whispered, and then the shackles keeping my hands bound together dropped to the floor.

I shrugged out of his grip and opened the door. Two guards with guns drawn were waiting for me outside. They kept the barrels of their guns trained on me as I moved from one door to the next, but otherwise gave me no trouble. The hunter looked up at me as I entered the room, his eyes igniting. 

“Se… hoska resk…” he said, his voice trailing off as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. 

I shut the door behind me and glanced at the mirror. I couldn’t see the Horseman on the other side of it. There was only me and the much larger hunter in the room, now. Taking a shallow breath, I approached the chair on the side of the table across from the hunter and sat down.

“Who are you,” I asked.

The hunter’s bloody grin widened. When he spoke, his throat made low, guttural sounds that to the untrained ear sounded like wolves growling at each other over feeding rights to a carcass. To me, it was a language I could understand.

“We shall speak in our father tongue,” the hunter said, “So the gutter-rats do not understand.”

I hadn’t spoken using my own people’s language in years, but I had never forgotten it. “We’re agreed,” I said, “Now, answer my question, and tell me who you are.” 

“My name is Varriyuk, Sworn Blood Brother of the Crimson Hunters, but I am known as Flesh-Tearer, and that is what you will call me.” 

“I’m not doing that.”

Varriyuk’s eyes narrowed, the veins on his bald head popping. “You would dare disrespect me, bitch?” 

“I would dare do a lot of things. They told me you wanted to speak with me. Why?” 

“I am tasked with the sacred honor of delivering a message to the holy bitch, but I bring you ill tidings.” 

“Message? What are you talking about?” 

“Our Blood Brother, Sorzath, has marked you as the target of his Sacred Hunt. His will be the honor of hunting you down, ripping your spine from your body, and mounting your skull upon his wall—after, of course, he has tired of mounting you and has left us to feast upon your holy flesh.”

A rush of cold pushed through me. 

“You’re lying,” I hissed.

“A hunter has no need to lie. We need only to eat, and mate, and bring glory to our households.” 

“Sorzath wouldn’t dare declare a Sacred Hunt against me. The other Serakon won’t stand for it.” 

His bloody grin widened to reveal a mouth full of crooked teeth stained red with blood. “It has been agreed. The hunt has already begun.” 

My heart had started to race, and I was sure Varriyuk could sense it. The Sacred Hunt was the Crimson Hunters’ holiest of traditions. It was said that those who initiated one had done so following instructions given to them by God, and so, when such a hunt was declared, it could not be stopped. Other Serakon had to agree, but assuming they did, the hunt would be seen through to the end.

My status as se hoska resk had provided me with immunity from being a target of the hunt for all my years. But not anymore. 

I had just been handed a death sentence.

“Perhaps the myths are true,” Varriyuk said, “Perhaps we will truly commune with God as we tear your flesh from your bones and consume it. It is a noble way to die, especially for an abomination.” 

“I am not an abomination.” 

“Then why is your skin not the color of stone? Where are your markings? Why is it you look more like the rats of this world than your own glorious people? It is a miracle you survived our world. It is a miracle you survived this world. But your time is at an end.” Varriyuk snapped a glance at the mirror. “All your times have come to their ends.” 

A thought struck me, then; sharp and cold, like a knife to the gut. “You didn’t get caught,” I said, “You allowed yourself to be captured.” 

He turned his wild stare on me again, slowly. “These people are weak and stupid. They could never hope to capture one of our kind. You of all people should know that.” 

I shot to my feet and stepped back from the table, shooting a panicked glance at the mirror. Varriyuk hadn’t been captured; he had allowed himself to be brought here to deliver the message he’d just given me. But Sorzath must’ve known what being captured and brought to Harrowgate would mean for a Crimson Hunter. That only left one logical explanation for the hunter’s bravado. 

He wasn’t planning on getting back out.

The hunter broke the shackles binding his arms together with a single, brutal pull of his arms. The table was bolted to the floor, but the metal chair I was sitting on wasn’t. Before Varriyuk could move toward me, I gathered my chair and smashed it across the side of his face. 

The fiend staggered to the side, the metal bending around the contours of his bones, but he didn’t fall. He grabbed the chair and yanked it out of my hands. Roaring, he tore the metal chair in half, tossed the remains aside, and then he pounced. 

I tried to fight him off, but he was much larger and stronger than I was, and he grabbed me by the neck. The last time I had been in a room like this one, I’d had the advantage of the element of surprise. This time, I wasn’t so lucky. 

“Before I go,” Varriyuk snarled into the side of my face, “I wish to also have the honor of tasting your flesh.” 

His mouth clamped down hard around my shoulder, his teeth instantly penetrating my skin and forcing me to cry out in pain. The hunter’s powerful jaw broke not only skin, but also tore through muscle, and even bones. I thought for an instant I was going to pass out as my vision started to darken around my eyes, the pain instantly sending me shooting into the realm of unconsciousness.

But I held on. 

I held onto my consciousness, and to the sides of the hunter’s head. 

It took every ounce of strength I had in me, but with a guttural roar, I drove my knee into his abdomen. His vice-like grip around my shoulder loosened, and the hunter groaned, his mouth coming away from my arm body dripping with blood. I dreaded to look at what he’d done to me, but the pain had subsided, at least for now. 

Something else had taken over me. 

Maybe it was pure adrenaline, or maybe it was something more. It felt like power; like raw, unadulterated strength surging through my veins, driving away the pain. Like magic, only it wasn’t magic. It couldn’t have been. The collar around my neck made sure of that. 

I scrambled around the rabid fiend, grabbed one half of the broken chair, and as he turned around to face me, I plunged it into his neck. Varriyuk’s eyes bulged, he gargled blood, and then the entirety of his weight started to topple toward me. 

I let go of the half of the chair I had been holding, and my own hands came away wet with his blood. The hunter collapsed to the ground with a thud that shook the very walls. I stood there, panting, staring at the dead hunter as the injury in my shoulder made itself known. Like a flower of pure pain, it opened, and kept opening, and I screamed.

The door opened, and the Horseman rushed inside. I staggered toward him and buried my head into his chest, falling into his arms. He held the back of my head with one hand, and lifted me up with the other.

“It’s going to be okay,” he said, and then he carried me out of the room as my consciousness started to drift. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Hot blood ebbed from the gaping wound in my shoulder, but I never lost my grip on consciousness. I held on, my jaw clenched shut, one hand wrapped tightly around the back of the Horseman’s shirt. I couldn’t let go. Not of him, or of the world. If I did, I feared I’d slip away to nothing.

He carried me swiftly to his quarters. With a quick swipe of his hand, he viciously cleared his desk and prepared it for me to lay down on. The varnished wood was cool against my back, but as soon as my shoulder touched the desk, the injury screamed. 

Groaning, I turned to my side to shield myself from the pain. My vision was already swimming, my body growing weaker by the second. I watched the Horseman rip his shirt clean off his body and fashion it into a kind of tourniquet. 

Maybe it was the blood loss, maybe I was a little too woozy, but it looked like his muscles were glistening. The light bounced off the ridges of his abdomen, his pectorals, and his shoulders as if they were wet. The sight of him made my heart beat faster and harder, which was only accelerating the rate at which I was losing blood.

“Lay still,” the Horseman said, and he arched over me, the vast landscape of his muscular body towering above my head. “Your wound is too grave for me to heal directly. I need to try and stem the flow of blood. This will hurt.” 

“Fantastic,” I managed, though speaking was a struggle.

Without asking, he worked at my jumpsuit’s zipper and pulled it down to my stomach. He then eased my shoulder out of the jumpsuit a little, just enough for him to loop his shirt around and under my back, and then over the wound. When he tied the knot, I sucked in a sharp breath of air through my teeth.

“Holy shit,” I said.

“That wasn’t the painful part.” 

The Horseman sandwiched my shoulder between his strong hands and pressed them together, around the wound. I could’ve screamed, but I didn’t. I wouldn’t. Not in his presence. Tears welled up in my eyes, but they didn’t fall. I shut them and turned my head to the side, concentrating on keeping my breathing as steady as possible.

Then came his scent, piggybacking on a strong gust of wind that crashed around me like a wave. It was warm and cool at the same time. It was the natural wild, the primal wild; a scent that made me think of vast mountains, huge, towering trees as old as the world itself, and flowers of every shape, size, and color. 

My entire body flooded with warmth radiating from my shoulder, instantly numbing the pain and sending something like life rushing through me again. My vitality, my strength, my vigor. I felt it all start to return as if I was being pumped full of a cocktail made of morphine and pure adrenaline. I clenched one fist, then the other. My grip was weak at first, but as the seconds passed, it strengthened, the overwhelming rush of power. 

As the rush of magic started to fade, my vision cleared, and I saw the Horseman’s abdomen and chest hovering above me. I could feel the heat pulsing out from his skin. I could see the veins pumping beneath it. I could hear the beating of his strong heart within his chest. 

The Horseman released my shoulder from his grip and pulled away enough that he was now arching over me and looking down at me from above, his long hair falling around his face and lightly brushing against mine, his eyes full of fire and life and almost, I thought, glowing from within.

“Better?” he asked.

My heart was still pounding, only now it had more blood to work with, so staring directly at him was difficult. “Alive,” I croaked.

“That will do. Try to move.” 

“That’s going to be a little difficult with you hovering over me like that.” 

The Horseman’s eyes lowered. I could feel their gaze tracing the lines on my neck, my collarbone, dipping toward my chest. He took a deep breath in through the nose, then pulled himself up and straightened out. He extended a hand toward me, offering his help getting up. 

I didn’t take it.

I didn’t want to touch him any more than I needed to, worried that prolonged contact would make me… do things I didn’t want to do. Things I would regret. Like what I’ve already done. I needed to distance myself from him, physically, long enough that I’d be able to outrun the confusion, anger, and lust brewing inside of me like a storm.

I rolled off the desk on the opposite side to him. There was no pain in my arm, no screaming joints or muscles. The area was tender, sure. The skin felt a little tight, the joints a little stiff, but you wouldn’t know a fiend had just bitten me and broken muscle and bone as if they were made of tissue paper.

I shrugged, feeling the roll of my shoulders. “Thank you,” I said. “You saved my life.” 

He cocked his head to the side, his long, black locks cascading around his bare shoulders. I saw him fully, now took in the whole sight of him. He was perfectly toned, his skin taut and pulled tightly across his substantial muscles. But there was grace to him. Power, also; yes. Raw, brutal strength—but grace, too.

“You’re surprised,” he said.

“Maybe a little.” 

“You shouldn’t be.”

“And why’s that?”

The Horseman paused, maybe examining me, maybe carefully choosing the words he was going to use next. “Because as long as the Crimson Hunters are a threat to this facility, you are an asset I cannot afford to lose.”

“An asset,” I said, nodding. “That’s good to know.” 

Did I seriously think he was going to say anything else? 

No, of course not. This was the Horseman. The butcher. The murderer. I had to keep repeating those words in my mind like a mantra. It was the only way to escape his… gravity. The pull I felt when I saw him. When I inhaled him. I had never felt anything like this in my life, had never experienced anything like it.

All my life I had trained for battle. For war. For survival. Every last moment taught me how to get through the next; every enemy I faced prepared me for the one that came after. I had spent so much time hardening my skin, I had assumed my heart had followed suit. My heart. 

Dammit.

No. That wasn’t it. My heart was in the mission, in the cause. This was something else. 

Something hot. 

Something ancient.

Something dangerous.

The Horseman moved around his desk and walked over to one of the doors in the room. I had never seen him open it, but he did now, and it led to a bathroom that looked like it had been cut of solid onyx. The walls, the floors, even the fixtures took in the sight of him and reflected his image back out at me, as if demanding that I look at him, that I not lose sight of him.

He approached a sink and opened the faucet, running his bloody hands under the water as it rushed out. “Why did the hunter want to speak with you?” he called out.

My back stiffened. Oh. 

That. 

In a moment of madness, my eyes shifted quickly to the weapons rack not far from where I stood. They were sitting there, on a rack, weapons of all shapes and sizes. A sword too large to easily handle, and an axe that looked like it could cleave a person in two, to name a couple. But there was also a knife, a dagger that gleamed, deadly and sharp, as if to entice me.

I hadn’t noticed it the last time I had been in the room. Sure, I’d had… other things on my mind. But I was certain, the first time I had laid eyes on the rack, there had been no dagger; nothing smaller than a longsword. And why would there be? The man was a tank. What use did a tank have with a knife?

It’s a trap. That was the only logical explanation. He had put it there, and he had put it there for me to notice it. I wasn’t tied up, my hands were free, and his back was turned. This was a test. It had to be. I raced for it anyway, my heart hammering inside of my chest as I plucked it from the rack and hid it behind my back. 

Was I really going to do this? Right now? The Horseman had just saved my life. Was I about to repay him by plunging a dagger into the base of his spine, and paralyzing him from the waist down before killing him? 

The Horseman turned his eyes up at the mirror in front of him and caught sight of me standing across his shoulder. “Well?” he asked.

I started inching toward him, my steps slow, my breathing slower. “It’s a long, complicated story.”

“So, start at the beginning. How did he know you were here?”

I shrugged. “I have some celebrity among my kind. Remember what I told you what they used to call me?” 

“I remember. An unfortunate nickname.”

“It was more than that. I was seen as something of a saint to some of them… a freak to others.” 

The Horseman dipped his face into his hands and ran his wet fingers through his dark hair. His eyes settled on my reflection. “Why?”

“Because I don’t look like them. I have no markings, and no grey skin. I don’t know why that is. Maybe I’m a half-breed, maybe I’m something else entirely. But even without this collar around my neck… this is what I look like.”

“Are you sure?”

I stopped inching closer to him. “What?”

“It is possible your glamor is more powerful than others.” 

“I hadn’t thought about that.” I shook my head. “No, I would’ve seen what I really looked like by now. We can control our glamors. They go up and down at will.” 

“Not always.” The Horseman grabbed a towel and started drying his face. I moved closer to him again, the dagger feeling heavier in my hands with each step. If he found me with it in my possession, I was dead. If he noticed it was gone, I was dead. It was time to act. This was it. “Mages have studied Outsider glamor for some time. Some are more perfect than others. Some are more permanent than others. I could help you find out.”

I couldn’t have been more than four feet from him, but I stopped dead in my tracks again. “You’d what?” 

The Horseman set the towel down and stared at my reflection in the mirror again. Gods, his back. It was a perfect V shape that glistened with a thin film of sweat. “I could help you with your glamor. Perhaps your true appearance is still hiding from you.”

“Why would you do that?”

He paused, then slowly turned around, killing any chance I had at running the dagger in my hands through his back. 

Shit.   

He moved off to the side, disappearing behind the door. “Consider it a form of payment. You are assisting me with the Crimson Hunters. I can assist you in your quest to uncover the final truth about your glamor.” 

“I… I don’t know what to say to that.”

“To that, say nothing. Tell me what else you and the hunter discussed. You spoke for some time.” 

I shook my head and tried to swallow the ball of anxiety building in my throat. I hadn’t told him the truth about what Varriyuk and I had discussed, but I knew, as soon as I told him I would have his full attention again. Nervously, I shoved the knife into my jumpsuit, pinning it against my leg with the belt of my underwear.

I wouldn’t be killing him tonight. In fact, I was going to be completely honest with him.

“He… handed me a death sentence,” I said.

The Horseman reappeared, his eyes dark, and grave. “Death sentence?” 

“They call it the Sacred Hunt. I’ve been marked as a target.”

“By whom?” 

“The hunter you fought the other night. Sorzath. I had anonymity before, I guess they probably thought I was dead and they aren’t too happy to know I’m still alive. That’s what Varriyuk came here to tell me.”

“Varriyuk?” 

“The hunter. Your men didn’t really catch him. He let himself get caught so he could deliver the message, knowing it would end in his death.” 

“A stupid way to die.”

“Stupid to you, yes, but to his people, he’s a hero now. You have to understand, the hunters are fanatics, highly spiritual, and superstitious. Sorzath would have made the declaration and asked for volunteers to deliver the message. Varriyuk would have stood, pledged his fealty to Sozath, to the clan, to the hunters… there would have been a ceremony—like a wake—celebrating his life, honoring his house. Sex, food, drink, music. So… I guess it’s not all bad.” 

“You joke, but this is serious.” 

“It is.”

“Why did you wait to tell me?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know.” 

“You don’t trust me.” 

“Should I?” 

He paused. “I saved your life and healed your wounds.” 

“And that’s why I told you.” 

The Horseman took in a deep breath through the nose, then a knock at his door broke his concentration; as if it had caught him slightly off guard. 

“Come,” he called out.

The door to his quarters opened, and Brickmore was standing there. He eyed the shirtless horseman up, then glanced at me. “You summoned me, sir?” Brickmore asked.

The Horseman pinched the bridge of his nose. “Yes, of course. We are done here.”

“Done?” I asked.

“For now. I have matters to attend to. Take this one to the D-block showers. Let her get cleaned up. Then escort her back to her cell.” 

“Sure thing, boss,” Brickmore called out from the door. 

I gave the Horseman another look, surprised at the abrupt end to our conversation, then I walked toward the edge of his room. There was no call this time, no final bit of conversation. The Horseman let me leave the room in Brickmore’s care… and with a knife strapped to my underwear. I had no idea what I was going to do with it, or where I was going to stash it.

My only thought was, maybe Odessa knew of a way to hide a knife somewhere in the cell. Somewhere the guards wouldn’t find it if they decided to do a quick search of the place. What the hell was I thinking, taking it from the Horseman’s rack? He would surely find out it was missing. A man like that didn’t just forget where he put his weapons.

Brickmore opened a door and shoved me through it so hard I lost my footing entirely and fell flat on my face, sprawled across the floor. I spun around, my heart pounding, and went to stand, but Brickmore slammed the door and locked it. I could see his face through the small, square window… and he was grinning.

“What the fuck?!” I yelled, as I scrambled to get on my feet. “Let me out of here, you asshole!” 

“I don’t think he’s gonna do that,” came Knives’ voice from somewhere behind me. 

I spun around on my heel to find her standing in the room with me, along with her entourage of bitches… and Odessa. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

“This looks like a fun reunion,” I said, my eyes darting between targets. 

Targets. 

Already I knew what this was. Why I was here. What had been planned for me. My training had immediately kicked in, my senses rushing into overdrive, my heart pounding like an engine inside of my chest. 

I was in a small room. Tight quarters. There were boxes at the back, crates covered in grey tarps with the word HARROWGATE written in faded white lettering across them. There were no other doors, no other windows, no other way out except the way I had come, and Brickmore held the key to that one.

“Don’t be so surprised,” Knives said, flipping her hair from one shoulder to the other. “The way you’ve been acting, some might say you had it coming.” 

She wasn’t wearing a collar. None of them were. Crap. The deck had been well and truly stacked against me, here. My best bet was to keep them talking while I assessed the biggest threat—the first one of them to take down.

“What are you talking about?” I asked. “Odessa. What is this?” 

Odessa turned her eyes to the floor, not wanting to look at me directly.

“You don’t talk to my bitch,” Knives said, stepping into my field of vision. “You talk to me, okay? 

“Your bitch, huh?” 

“That’s right. Now this is what’s gonna happen. You’re gonna tell me why you’ve been seeing the Horseman so much lately.” 

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

Knives’ entire face darkened. “Is lying to me really a good idea? Unless you haven’t noticed, there are four of us, and one of you.” 

I shrugged. “Seems like an unfair advantage… for me.” 

“Oh, she has a sense of humor. That’s funny. I thought you fiends didn’t know what jokes were.” 

“I’m looking at one right now.” 

One of the girls tried to cover a snort and failed. Knives shot her a harsh look, putting her in her place, then turned her attention back to me. “That’s enough of that shit,” she snapped.

“Stop setting them up, and I’ll stop putting them down.” 

She advanced a step, trying to get me to back away from her, but I didn’t. I stood my ground. “What does the Horseman want with you?” 

“What makes you think I’ve been seeing the Horseman?” 

“Your cellmate over there got pretty curious after you wouldn’t tell her, so she gave Officer Brickie a little quickie, and he was kind enough to fill in some of the blanks. Of course, even he doesn’t know exactly what the Horseman wants with you, but he’s also curious. It only took a little convincing to get him to arrange this little meeting, though not before having the sense to come and get us first. Isn’t that how it went, Odie?” 

Odessa lifted her eyes. “You should’ve told me,” she said.

“I didn’t have to tell you anything.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong. I told you from the start, it was every person for themselves in here. I knew you had secrets coming in from the outside, and I was willing to let you keep those. But when you started keeping this whole thing a secret, I knew I couldn’t trust you.” 

“Trust me? You asked me for protection, and I stood up for you.”

“I spent time in the hole for you. Remember? That night when the guards came and took you, I stuck my neck out for you, and you couldn’t even tell me why.” 

“So, you ratted me out?

“The only reason you’re not telling us why you’re seeing the Horseman is because you’re getting special treatment. What makes you so special?” 

“You think that’s what it is?”

“Then what is it? What does the Horseman want with you?” 

“I can’t tell you. You know I can’t.” 

“I don’t know that. I don’t know you at all. But if you don’t want to tell me, fine. Maybe you’ll tell Knives.”

“I’m not telling any of you anything.” 

Knives took another series of small steps toward me. Still, I didn’t move. Instead, I watched, and I learned. Knives favored her left leg over her right. Just by knowing that, and by studying her posture for as long as I had been able to, I knew what side of her body she would use to attack with, and which she would be slower to defend. 

The knife in my underwear was starting to feel red hot against my skin as my own body temperature skyrocketed with the adrenaline. But I couldn’t use it. Not yet. I couldn’t let any of them know I had it. The knife was the only ace up my sleeve. If I used it too early, I would give up my advantage, and in a situation like this one, that was probably going to end badly for me.

“Let me ask you one last time,” Knives said. “Are you going to tell us what the Horseman wants with you? Is your secret really worth your life?”

“I’m not going to tell you anything,” I said, “But I will warn you, all of you, to ask yourselves whether this is worth it. I have no problem turning you into a bleeding puddle of yourself, and believe me, I can. Brickmore won’t be able to open the door fast enough to stop me from doing what I have to do.” 

“Maybe. But do you really think you can kill all four of us before we kill you?” 

“I don’t have to kill all four of you. Just you.” 

“We’ll see about that,” Knives said, flashing a wicked grin. 

The two girls in her entourage raised their hands toward me, and bolts of light shot out of the tips of their fingers. I flipped in the air avoiding both magic blasts, my body twisting like I was weightless. When I landed, I thrust out with my foot at Knives’ midsection, sending her staggering back a few paces. 

I’d knocked the wind out of her, but she was quick to straighten up. “Alright,” she said, “Have it your way.” She started rolling her shoulders. I could already hear the muscles and bones in her body ripping, cracking, and rearranging themselves. “You know, I was hoping you would refuse, because now I can do this, and it’s been so long.” 

I stepped back, readying myself. Before my eyes, Knives’ entire face elongated to form a snout. Her shoulders rose and fell, her body heaving, her muscles rapidly expanding. She grew so much, so fast, she tore the seams of her jumpsuit and made it fall apart like rags. Thick, bristly grey fur sprouted from every inch of her skin, covering her body in a flash. 

In what felt like an instant, Knives had gained about two feet in height and a hundred pounds of muscle. It was as if a monster had burst out of her skin; a monster with the head of a wolf, standing on two powerful feet, with vicious looking teeth and talons. She roared, and I felt the vibrations inside of my chest. 

Suddenly, that knife I had stashed in my underwear didn’t seem like it was going to be all that useful.

The beast rushed me with more speed and agility than I cared for. I managed to duck and weave out of her first series of flurries, but when her claws finally tasted my skin, the pain was sharp and bright. I pulled back, putting some distance between us and checking the wound on my arm. It was the same arm the Horseman had just healed, and it was already bleeding again.

Great.

“You’re really going to make me kill all of you, aren’t you?” I asked.

“It didn’t have to be like this!” Odessa yelled, “You did this.” 

“You can tell yourself that all you want. It doesn’t absolve you of what you’ve done.” 

“No talk!” Knives roared, her voice halfway between an animal’s snarl and a throaty gargle. I didn’t think she could say much more than that, not in the state she was in, but she didn’t need to speak. That form wasn’t designed for talking. It was designed for killing. 

I focused my senses to a fine point and concentrated on slowing the world down around me. I watched the mages’ movements start looking sluggish and lethargic. Odessa continued yelling, but I couldn’t hear her voice anymore. It was a distraction I didn’t need, so I blocked it out like so many other things.

Reaching this headspace of heightened reactions and reflexes was as easy as breathing. Another gift given to me by Aaryn, and the product of years spent mastering the art of meditation. Usually it was enough to give me an edge over my opponent, but the werewolf moved quickly even now. Slower, yes, but still dangerously quick.

I backed up, finding solid footing. When the werewolf lashed out, I ducked beneath her claws and twirled around her. A bolt of magic slowly shot in my direction, and I weaved out of its path, allowing it to sail into the door Brickmore was watching from, creating a shower of sparks that moved in slow motion. 

I rolled along the floor and put Knives between me and the other mage, who fired off a bolt of magic that struck the werewolf in the back and made her lurch forward on uneven feet. I leapt into the air and kicked her in the jaw as she fell, sending her crashing into a metal crate. 

The mages’ eyes widened. They backed up as I dashed for them, and put their hands up to defend themselves once I brandished the knife I had been concealing. Throwing myself into a slide as I reached them, I lashed out at the calf muscles of the one on the left. When I stopped moving, I spun around and di the same to the mage on the right, forcing them both to their knees. 

By the time I looked up, the werewolf was already barreling toward me, drool and blood spilling from her open jaws, her eyes wide, her claws splayed. I went to get to my feet, but the ground beneath me suddenly turned wet and slippery. I couldn’t find purchase, but the werewolf found me. 

She grabbed me and picked me up like an excited child picking up a doll, then she hurled me into a wall. I smashed into it with my shoulder, breaking off some ceramic tiles and cracking others. I fell to the floor in a cloud of debris, winded, hurt, but the werewolf was relentless. 

Before I could pick myself up, she was on me again, this time with a devastating kick to my ribs. I was sure I’d heard some of them crack, but that was nothing compared to the shock and the pain of the impact. The kick had turned me onto my back, but Knives wasn’t done with me. 

She went to smash my face under her wolf-like foot. I rolled to one side, then she came down with the other one, and I rolled away again. This was luck. It was instinct. It was survival. But eventually, my injuries and tiredness gave in. I could feel the world speeding up around me again. I managed to find a moment to crawl away from her, but before I could get up again, she was on me—shoulder-charging me into a wall.

I spat blood. I felt like a skin bag filled with broken bits of gravel all rattling around inside of me. Knives pinned me against the wall by my throat and punched me in the face once, twice. Before she could hit me again, I spat blood in her face. She only licked her lips with her enormous tongue and hit me a third time, cracking my eyebrow and making my entire left eye go completely black.

“Die,” she gargled, and she tilted her head back, her jaw opening wide. Odessa turned away, shielding her eyes. 

I didn’t shut mine. I watched her, despite my vision—what was left of it—filling with blood. If I had, I wouldn’t have seen the flash of light. I would’ve missed Knives’ body stiffen, as if she’d been tasered. She turned her head and snarled, but was hit with another flash of light, and then another one. 

After the third magic bolt struck her, she released me, and I fell into a puddle of myself.

Ironic.

“That’s enough!” Brickmore yelled. Brickmore? “You’ve made your point, but if she dies, the Horseman will kill you all, and I won’t stop him.”

 More prison guards filled the room. Someone dragged me away, but I couldn’t tell who. I couldn’t move my head, my arms, my legs. I also couldn’t see out of one eye, but I did catch Brickmore picking the knife I had been using up from the ground and inspecting it. 

I never saw where they took me. My wounds were too severe. I tried holding onto consciousness, but it kept slipping, slipping. Eventually, I allowed it to slide away from me, like a kite in a breeze. I watched it float away—or, I watched myself sink into unconsciousness. The world around me darkening to a tiny dot of light that eventually winked out, like a star in the night.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

I couldn’t breathe. I opened my mouth and gasped, but only succeeded in swallowing a mouthful of something slimy and gross. I turned to my side and spat it out immediately, then breathed as if I’d never breathed before, but the damage was done. My mouth tasted like moss covered in sweat and a little blood.

“Careful,” a soft voice bounced off the walls, “You won’t choke on that, but it’s not very tasty.” 

“Azlu?” I croaked.

“Yes, I’m here.” 

I had more of that goop around my eyes. I wiped it off my face with the back of my hand and slowly looked around the room. I was in the hole again, only this time I had been thrown into Azlu’s cell. She was kneeling nearby, not on the ceiling, but on the ground. She had been watching me, her head cocked to one side, her reflective eyes gleaming.

“What did you do to me?” I asked.

“I can’t say I saved your life. You’re very tough. But I fixed some of your wounds.” 

“Fixed? How?” 

She showed me her hands. They were dripping with the same goop I’d just brushed off my face. Flashes of the brutal hits I had received at Knives’ hands—paws?—tore through my head, making me wince as if I was about to get punched again. I touched my face, expecting to feel broken bones, missing teeth. 

I was intact, as far as I could tell.

“Don’t worry, you’re in one piece,” Azlu said, “You were very badly hurt, and now you’re not. Mostly.” 

I shook my head. “You’re saying you healed me? With that?” 

“Of course.” She licked some clean off the palm of her hand. “I can use it to cling to walls, to make webs to sleep in, to heal wounds. I can even eat it. It’s how I’m able to go so long without needing to leave this place. I still don’t know what it’s called, but it’s probably the most useful thing about me.” 

“I don’t know whether to be grossed out or thankful.” 

“Thankful, I should hope.” She stuck out her hand. “Want some? I know it doesn’t taste very good, but you need your strength.” 

“No thanks, I’m good.” 

I sat upright, but my body ached. Azlu’s goo was clearly powerful enough to mend broken bones and torn tissue, but she was right. The only thing that was going to cure my soreness was a good meal, a hot shower, and a decent sleep. Fat chance of getting any of those in this place.

Azlu angled her head to the other side. “What happened to you?” 

I sighed. “It’s a long story.” 

“Looks like we both have time.” 

I stared at the floor. “You were right about this place. It tries to grind your soul to dust.” 

“Is that what’s happening to you? I don’t have enough goo to fix that.” 

“I don’t know. I came in here hoping…” I paused and shook my head again. “I don’t know what I came in here hoping to do.”

“Not die?” 

“I guess.” I turned my eyes up at her. She reminded me of a child. Her large, wide-set eyes brimmed with wonder, but they were also filled with cunning, and intelligence; traits she kept hidden from the world at large so they’d underestimate her. Overlook her.

That was something I could relate to. My whole life I’d gone suppressing the true extent of my abilities. My strength, my reflexes, the number of times I can take a hit to the face and still get back up. It was easier to beat your opponents if they thought you were weak; if they thought they could easily take you.

“How about I make things a little less complicated for you?” she asked.

“What do you mean?” 

Azlu’s reflective eyes caught on the amber light of my own and flashed. “Mother has told me why you’re here… you are here to kill the Horseman.” 

I frowned at her, every last one of my aching muscles tightening. “What did you say?”

“Please, there’s no need for alarm. I’m a friend.” 

“The last person who told me I was their friend just stabbed me in the back and almost got me killed.” 

Azlu paused. “She wasn’t a very good friend, then, was she?” 

“No…” my eyes narrowed further. “Why do you think I’m here to kill the Horseman?” 

“I don’t have to think. Mother told me after you left my cell, and I trust mother.”

That means she knew before I did.

I went to push myself up to standing, but my hand was stuck to the ground. The goop around my fingers and wrist had solidified and wouldn’t budge. I was more likely to break my wrist trying to yank my hand free than actually get anywhere.

“Let me go,” I said, my voice a warning tone.

“Not until you understand that I am a friend. I have no intention of hurting you or telling anyone what your secret is. I also don’t want anything from you.” 

“Then why don’t you let me go?” 

“Because if I do, I’m afraid you’ll try to hurt me. There’s no need for that. I’m here to help.” 

“And how can you help?” I snapped. 

“I can do for you what no one else can… I can listen.” 

“I don’t like to talk.”

“I’m sure you don’t, but mother can sense your tortured soul. She wants me to soothe you, as best I can. If you allow me to, I’ll do that.”

The goop around my hand started to loosen and shift. I wriggled my fingers free first, then pulled my hand out of it entirely. I could’ve stood up. I could’ve lurched toward her and grabbed her scrawny neck. But I didn’t. Instead I stared at her, silently, in the dark, trying to figure out how she could’ve possibly known what my mission parameters were. 

I took a deep breath, and instantly regretted it. My mouth and throat were still coated with some of that disgusting slime, and I could taste it. “How do you know what I’m here to do?” I asked.

“Like I said, mother told me.”

“And who is mother?”

“Mother is mother.” 

I shook my head. “Look, if you’re asking me to open up to you, I’m going to need you to answer some questions first.” 

Azlu smiled a soft, comforting smile. “I don’t have all the answers, but I’ll try.” 

“Okay… let’s start with mother, then. What is mother, and how does she know so much about me?” 

“Mother made me. Mother made all Arachnon, and we are all bound to her. We hear her thoughts, she hears ours, and through her, we can hear each other’s.”

“So, you’re… some kind of hive mind?” 

“If it will help you understand my people more, we can use your terms. But our bond is much deeper than that. Mother is a Goddess. The Great Widow.” She turned her head down, her eyes dimming. “But she is far away.” 

“Far away?”

“I am a little spider far away from home. I can’t hear my brothers and sisters; only mother, but her voice is weak and distant. A whisper. Even still, she wants to help me. To make sure her child survives in this strange place.” 

“And mother knows who I am.” 

“Not in the way you think. She sees this world through my eyes, and she gives me her insight. Mother saw your heart, saw what was written on it, even if you couldn’t.” 

“Is that why you told me to remember? Did she know I had lost my memories?” 

“Not lost… hidden.” 

I sat back, leaning against the wall, now fully convinced. If I didn’t believe her before, she had sold me with what she had said. When I first saw her, I thought she was just a little eccentric. A little quirky. Maybe a little insane. But it’s often true that those people are blessed with a keen insight into others and the world around them. I had thought there was no more to it than that. 

Turns out she has a direct link to a Goddess on the other side of the rift.

She couldn’t have opened with that?

“Alright,” I said, “You answered my questions, so I’ll tell you.” I paused and took another deep breath. This one tasted less rancid than the last. “I am here to kill the Horseman.” 

“You infiltrated this place?” 

“I did.” 

Azlu giggled. “That’s funny.” 

“Funny?” I frowned, “Why?” 

“Because a few years ago I crossed paths with another who infiltrated this place. She was also pretending to be someone else. Only she was trying to break an inmate out of here, not assassinate the head guard.”

“Wait… I know this story.” 

“You do?” 

“I mean, I only know of it.” I remembered Calder telling me something about a prison break a few years back. It was a time before the Horseman. “Do you know who it was that broke into the prison?” 

“Even if I did, it’s not my place to say. In any case, we’re supposed to be talking about you. I can tell you like to deflect, but it won’t work with me. Mother won’t allow it.” 

“Right…” I said, trailing off and staring at her. 

I got to my feet. I couldn’t deal with the idea of sitting down any longer, and I wanted to stretch my legs. My muscles still throbbed but having the world underneath my feet felt good and right. It allowed me to get my bearings, to feel a little more like me.

“You don’t want to kill him,” Azlu said.

I stopped at the far wall and turned around to look at her. “It’s not that.” 

“It isn’t?” 

“I mean… it can’t be. He’s the Horseman. Everything I’ve been told about him, what he’s done, the people he’s murdered. When I came in here, the world felt like it was the right way up, but now…” 

“It’s upside down. Why?”

“I don’t know.” 

“That’s not true.” 

I stared at her. “I need to kill him. He’s my target. There are so many people out there who are depending on me to make sure that man no longer draws breath. He’s a monster.” 

“In more ways than you think,” she paused. “But you know why you don’t want to kill him. You don’t need me to tell you.” 

“No, I want you to tell me. If you know, if you have an answer I can hold onto and use, then I’ll believe it if you tell me. It’s like everything I thought I knew about the world shatters when I’m around him. I hate him. I know I do. I can feel the rage in my heart. It prickles my skin, it makes my heart pound—it both sickens and excites me.” 

“Do you think he is manipulating you? He is a powerful mage, after all.” 

“That would mean he knows what I’m here to do. Right?” 

“Not necessarily. Perhaps he… likes you.” 

I scoffed. “Likes me? No. The Horseman hates me just as much as I hate him. I’m an Outsider. A fiend. A thing. I have no value to him except for the value I have, and when I’m done being of value, he’ll discard me.” 

“So? Why don’t you want to kill him?” 

“I do want to,” I hissed, my voice skipping off the walls like a stone thrown across a lake. I lowered my tone. “I do. He needs to be put down.” 

“How strong was your intelligence on him?” 

I hadn’t realized until then, but I had been pacing around the room. I stopped, now, and rounded on her. “What?” 

“What did you know about him?” 

“We knew… he had killed people. There had been reports of the way he would beat, capture, and sometimes kill Outsiders without compassion. We also know he’s the head guard in this place, and that the people he works for consider him their most powerful asset in the Coalition’s fight against us.” 

Azlu shrugged. “I may not look very clever, but the Arachnon are a very direct, and efficient species. We like to get to the root of a problem using facts and logic.” 

“The Horseman is a killer of Outsiders. That’s a fact.” 

“Facts can be wrong. You came into this place with a firm vision of the Horseman in your mind, one based on loose information. What you found, however, is different to what you thought you were going to find. Isn’t it?” 

My mind sent me plummeting back to him; not to the other night, but to tonight. I thought about the way he had carried me. The way he had cleared his desk and set me down. The way he had carefully tended to my wound and healed it. I thought about the knife I had taken from his rack, and how I could’ve plunged it into his back, but I hadn’t.

I hadn’t done it because I couldn’t. I couldn’t bring myself, in that moment, to killing the Horseman, not after what he had done for me. Not after the care he had shown. That’s what had thrown me. That’s what had turned my mission on its head. 

“It is different…” I admitted. “But the Horseman is my target. I’m here to kill him. I have to.” 

“What if he’s not your target?” 

I scoffed again and rolled my eyes for good measure. “That’s insane.” 

“There are far greater devils in Harrowgate than the man you know as the Horseman. Look deep enough and you may just find them. Root them out, and then perhaps our kinds will find peace.” 

I stared at her for a long moment, transfixed. Her back was straight, her hands both rested on her laps, and her legs were crossed together. She looked like a different person, and to make things even weirder, the way she had just spoken had sounded strange, as if it was coming directly from another mouth.

“Mother?” I asked. 

Her reflective eyes widened, and she leaned a little closer. “He is coming,” she whispered.

I heard them a moment later, voices tearing through the silence outside. Faint, but growing nearer. I reached for Azlu’s hand and helped her up. “It’s him,” I said, “The Horseman.” 

“I know,” she said, “I think I’ll be going with you this time.” 

“With me? Don’t you want to stay in here?” 

“I used what was left of my reserves healing you. I will need to eat real food soon to recover. What passes for food in this place, anyway.” 

I turned to look at her, my eyes grave. “I’m not going to let anyone hurt you. Understand?” 

“I know,” she said, “But I can also take care of myself.” 

“Huh. I’ve spoken to you more than I have to anyone else since I got here.” 

“Even the Horseman?” 

“You can’t call what we do talking. There’s a lot more pointing, hissing, and yelling.” 

The Horseman wasn’t walking anymore, but running. He barked at the person next to him to unlock the door at once, and when it opened, I saw him standing in the light, his eyes filled with a mixture of anger, and maybe even relief. 

He walked slowly into the hole. Azlu gripped my hand more tightly, the sight of him clearly having more of an effect on her than on me. He looked at us both, then extended his hand out toward me. 

“You were not supposed to be brought here,” he said.

 “And yet, here I am,” I said.

“This was a mistake. Please… come with me.” 

Please? “What about her?” 

“She will be taken to her cell.” He paused, then looked at the guard at the door. It was Sanchez. “She will not be harmed,” he barked.

Sanchez nodded. “Come with me, spider girl,” she said. “I can’t believe we forgot you were in here.” 

Azlu shrugged. “No harm done,” she said, and she left the cell with Sanchez. 

The Horseman hadn’t withdrawn his hand. I stared at it, then I looked up at him… and I took it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

“I think I’ve seen more of your quarters than my own cell,” I said as I followed the Horseman through the door. The thought had struck me just as we had arrived, and I had to immediately give it life, otherwise I may have exploded.

The Horseman didn’t answer my question. Instead, he let me step through the doors into his quarters and shut the door behind me. “Sit,” he said.

I was surprised to find his desk, and the space around it, was still a mess. In all the time I’d known him, there hadn’t been so much as a single strand of hair he allowed to stay out of place. He was possibly the most well put together person in existence. But now there was this. Chaos. Disorder. Even blood. 

My blood.

It was still there, brown and dry, staining his varnished desk. The chair, at least, was exactly where it should’ve been, so I sat down and waited. The Horseman came around the desk calmly, like an interviewer about to sit across from a potential employee. When he took his seat, he clasped his hands, rested them on the table, and looked at me. 

“Why were you in the hole and not in your cell?” he asked.

“You don’t already know?” 

“I know the Officer I had charged with moving you did not follow my orders. He has been sufficiently reprimanded.” 

“By sufficiently, do you mean you strung him up by his testicles and let all the women in the prison point at him and laugh?” 

“No.” 

“Shame. It’s what he deserves.” 

The Horseman paused, as if examining me. I wanted to get a look at myself in the black mirror behind him, but his substantial body was in the way. “Why did he take you to the hole?” he asked.

“You mean Brickmore didn’t give you a good enough reason?” 

“He told me you had been insubordinate.” 

I shrugged. “That’s what happened.” 

He cocked an eyebrow. “Is it?” 

“That’s how he says it happened, so that’s the truth. I offended his insecurities, and he tossed me into the hole.” 

“What about the blood on your suit?” 

“What about it?”

“There is more of it than when you were here.” 

“Is there?” I checked myself out, unzipping it slightly and staring down my chest. “No, it looks about the same to me. Pity I didn’t get my clean clothes or my shower.” 

He wasn’t buying it. I could tell by the way he was glaring at me. He wanted me to unload on him, to tell him that Brickmore had sent me to a room to get pummeled to death by a bunch of angry bitches. But I had already made up my mind. I wasn’t going to give him that version of events because I wasn’t a rat.

I narrowed my eyes. “How did you find out I was in the hole so quick?” I asked. “I couldn’t have been in there for more than an hour. Maybe even less.” 

“I know everything there is to know about this prison.” 

“But you’re asking me to tell you what happened when I left this room. So, either you don’t know everything, or you’re pretending to be ignorant.” 

He turned his nose up slightly. “I don’t expect you to understand what is happening here.” 

I wanted to punch him. I knew exactly what he wanted. He wanted a confession. He wanted me to sing, to tell him what he already knew, or at the very least suspected, so he could ride out of this room and take out some of his frustrations on a bunch of inmates and possibly even a guard. 

As much as I would’ve loved to watch Brickmore get what was coming to him, I wasn’t about to deny myself the satisfaction of revenge by sending the Horseman out to fight my enemies. Knives, her entourage, Brickmore, and even Odessa… they were mine. Not his.

“Maybe I don’t,” I said, “So, we’ll leave it at that. But I do have something I want from you.” 

The Horseman frowned. “You do not get to make requests.”

“It’s not a request. It’s a demand. You asked your man to escort me out of your room and see to it that I found my way to a set of clean clothes and a hot shower. He disobeyed your order, and you’ve reprimanded him.” 

“And?” 

“From what I’ve seen, you’ve cultivated an aura of fear in this place. You want the inmates and the guards to know, the Horseman isn’t one to be crossed. Do what the Horseman says, or else.”

“Get to the point.” 

I stared at him, meeting his gold-flecked gaze. “There are only three people in this entire prison who know, for a fact, that the great Horseman’s word isn’t final around here. Brickmore was able to disobey you, but that knowledge won’t reach the other inmates. At least, it shouldn’t, as long as I keep my mouth shut.” 

His expression darkened, his muscles flexed, and the veins on his neck pulsed. “Blackmail?” 

“No, nothing so drastic. But you need to trust that I won’t tell anyone they can cross you and you won’t immediately kill them. The best way to guarantee that, is to answer my demand.” 

“I can also do that with fear.” 

I shook my head. “You can’t, because I’m probably one of the only people around here who isn’t afraid of you.” 

“You should be,” he growled.

“Maybe, but I’m not, and here we are. So, what are you going to do, Horseman?” 

He squared his shoulders, my heart started hammering, and for a panic-filled moment, I thought he was going to rip the table in half and bum-rush me into the wall on the other side of the room. But he didn’t. Instead, he took a deep breath and exhaled. 

“What is your demand,” he said.

“I want to be moved to a new cell,” I said, “I won’t go back to my old one.” 

“Why not?”

“I can’t tell you.” 

He leaned closer. “Tell me.” 

“That’s not going to work. Give move me to a new cell, and I give you my word, I won’t speak of what happened tonight to anyone else.” 

“What good is your word?” 

“Better than most.” I extended my hand. “Do we have a deal?” 

The Horseman’s eyes flicked left, then back to me. I thought I saw his lips pull into something of a sly grin, but it was gone in an instant, like a ghost. “I have a condition,” he said, running his thumb along his lower lip.

I frowned. “What’s that?” 

The Horseman flicked his wrist off to the left, and the door to his bathroom opened. “You shower here.” 

I looked over at the open door to his black, shiny bathroom, then I turned my eyes back at him. “You want me to what?” 

“Shower here. I will have clothes and food brought up for you. You can bathe, change, and eat while your new cell is prepared, and when you are finished, you will be taken directly to it by one of my more loyal people.” 

More loyal. 

That led to an interesting thought. What if all the guards at Harrowgate weren’t as blindly loyal to the Horseman as we had thought? Was it possible some of them were less willing to do directly as he asked and go off on their own? I’d witnessed it tonight when Brickmore decided to take me on a little pit stop, but I had no reason to believe that had been any more than a glitch.

Until now.

“Just so we’re clear,” I said, “You’re not jumping into the shower with me.” 

The Horseman didn’t immediately answer, sending a trickle of heat pulsing through my chest and neck, and into my cheeks. They reddened, rosy and warm, and getting warmer as the seconds passed. I could only imagine what was going through his mind right now. 

Probably the same thing going through mine. 

“No,” he said. “I will not be joining you.” 

“You say that like I just made a request. I didn’t. I was drawing a line.” 

“Very well. Consider the line firmly drawn.” He stood and gestured toward the bathroom door. “Go. Bathe. I will make the rest of the preparations.” 

I got up from my seat and approached the bathroom door. I stopped when I reached it, draped one hand along the frame, and glanced at him from across my shoulder. “Make it a pizza,” I said, “And throw in something sweet to go with it. Like cheesecake.”

“Be careful,” he said, “You are stretching the limits of my hospitality.” 

“Hospitality?” I grinned. "I thought this was blackmail.” 

He didn’t answer, only glowered at me with eyes that said I’m going to rip you to pieces. Good. That was a sentiment I could get behind. Something that felt normal. Of course, even the Horseman shouldn’t make promises he couldn’t keep.

I stepped into the bathroom and shut the door behind me. It was glorious. Black, spacious, and shiny, the floors and fixtures made of what looked like pristine obsidian. Ironic. I wasn’t sure what I had expected to find in here—probably a lot of his items, like razor blades, shaving cream, anti-dandruff shampoo. 

 Instead I found a whole host of what looked like scented bath bombs of all shapes, colors, and sizes. In little mason jars there were gels, and creams, and lathers for all purposes and occasions—each properly labelled as something to use on your hair or your body. I picked a deep purple bath bomb from the shelf, filled the tub, and slipped out of my blood-caked jumpsuit. 

A floor to ceiling mirror stood on the other side of the expansive tub, and as I let the jumpsuit fall, I saw myself for the first time since I had gotten to the prison. I still looked like me, sure enough, but my body was covered in dark bruises. They were on my arms, my ribs, my back, and thighs. 

Despite the amount of healing magic I had received, this place was still taking a toll on me whether I felt it or not. I stared at myself the entire time it took for the bath to fill, carefully studying the constellation of purple and yellow bruises all over my body. 

You need to take it easy, Six, I thought. This place will grind your soul to dust… your body too, it looks like. 

I took a deep breath, shook my head, and once I was fully naked, I dropped the bath bomb into the tub and slowly lowered myself into it.

The warm water stung at first, but after a short while, being submerged was the most blessed experience I had gone through at Harrowgate. The bath bomb fizzed and bobbed, releasing a soothing lavender scent into the air, and painting the water in the purple as it disintegrated. 

I let my head relax against the edge of the tub and, in that moment, got just a little glimpse of what it was like to be the Horseman. What it was like to have luxuries. Not just commodities, but luxuries. I wasn’t used to this. 

In my life there was no room for pampering. My meals were large, but that was only because I trained twelve hours a day, and I needed to keep my strength up. When I wasn’t training, or eating, I was showering, meditating, or sleeping. Always moving from one activity to the next. I guessed that was easy to do when you didn’t keep many friends and didn’t care for hobbies or pampering.

This? This was dangerous. It felt too good.

There was a knock at the bathroom door. I sat upright, just enough that the waterline covered my chest. “Yes?” I called out.

“May I open the door?” the Horseman asked.

He has manners. I have to give him that. “Sure.” 

The Horseman opened the door, and I couldn’t explain why, but my heart started to pound so hard I could see the water trembling with each beat. In his hands he held a bunch of clothes—another prison jumpsuit, socks, underwear, and shoes. He set them down on the edge of the sink, stopped, and turned to look at me. 

My hair was wet, my skin glistening, lazy fingers of steam rising from the waterline that I was completely naked beneath. “Something else?” I asked, maintaining eye contact. 

The Horseman swallowed. I could see his Adam’s Apple work, I could hear the rapid thumping of his heart, even from this distance. Maybe he could hear mine, too. “Dinner will be up in ten minutes. You will be in your new cell in thirty-five.” 

“I do like a strict schedule.” 

“Good. See to it that it is followed.” 

“You mean you won’t be joining me?” 

“I have matters to attend.” He went to leave the room, paused, and looked at me. “Don’t break anything… and don’t steal any more weapons.” 

My heart leapt into my throat. I swallowed this time. “That sounds fair.” 

The Horseman gave me a curt nod, then left the room. I took a deep breath, held it in my lungs, and sank into the tub.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

The Horseman

 

The thought I had left a woman of that caliber alone in my room tore through me like a spinning saw-blade. She had looked resplendent in the water with her hair wet and loose around her shoulders, her skin glistening. It had taken every ounce of willpower I possessed to resist the urge to disrobe and claim her once more.

Only this time, I would mark her as mine, and mine alone.

Our last, first, interlude had been quick and passionate. It had been an explosion of feeling, of rage, of hate—emotions that often danced with desire and with lust as if they too were bedfellows. This time, however, it would’ve been different. 

I would have walked into that tub, submerged my head beneath the waterline, and worshipped at her altar until her body collapsed in my arms. And then she would mount me, our eyes locked, our bodies moving as one, and we would ride until sunrise where in the sobering light we would see each other for what we were.

Enemies, yes, but also something more.

But I had resisted… and now it was time. I could already feel the pressure building under my skin, the pull of my accursed soul as it bucked and thrashed against its restraints. I had precious few minutes to make it underground. 

If I failed, if I had overestimated the strength of my own resolve, the consequences could be disastrous. It would not be the Crimson Hunters who tore Harrowgate down brick by brick and murdered everyone inside… but something else.

At the end of an unmarked corridor that didn’t appear on any of the prison’s maps was a door to an elevator. Crossing the boundary triggered a warding spell of my own design, erecting a wall of near impenetrable energy at the entry to the elevator and sending a message directly to the Warden’s mind, alerting him to what I was about to do. 

He was the only one who needed to know what was about to happen. Nobody else did. Not the guards, and certainly not the inmates. This secret was ours, and ours alone. A covenant signed in blood. 

I waited, my heart beginning to hammer inside of my chest. When the elevator door finally opened again, I dashed toward the heavy, vault door across from me and opened it, revealed another such door, and another, and another. 

There were four in total, each a failsafe for the last, each heavier than the last. Upon reaching the last door, however, I faltered. I had wrapped my hands around the turning wheel and pulled, but it proved almost too much for me to open. My muscles strained, beads of sweat popping across my brow.

Bit by bit, my strength was fading, falling away from me as I diverted every ounce of my energy to retain control just a little while longer. Opening the final door would have proved impossible for a lesser man, but I was not less. I was not weak. I was the Horseman. 

The door to the cell unlocked and I rushed inside, shutting it and locking it with a wave of my hand. Then I turned to face the furthest, darkest wall. There, pinned to hooks embedded in solid rock, were a series of heavy chains and shackles. I picked one of them up, hauled it around my foot, and locked it into place, following the process for each of my other limbs.

Finally, I breathed a sigh of relief, lowering my head. 

I had reached the safety of the cell. 

Now, the beast could come. And when it was done, clarity would return to my mind. 

Perhaps then I would be hollow inside again. Pure, and clear of mind; the darkness inside of me total once more, and untouched by the light of those fiery, amber eyes.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

It was Sanchez who came to pick me up from the Horseman’s quarters. Seeing her at the door had given me a reason for pause, as if I’d just been caught doing something I wasn’t supposed to have been doing. She could tell the Horseman’s quarters were empty, she could see that I was freshly bathed and smelling sweet, and she had pointed out the little dab of tomato sauce on my lips. 

I brushed it away with my thumb, my cheeks reddening, but I didn’t say anything. To her credit, neither did she. Officer Sanchez was, if nothing else, a consummate professional. Dignified. Just. A little biased toward her kind, but that was understandable. Now, add to that list, loyal to the Horseman. 

She escorted me quietly back to D-block, which was rowdy with life by the time I arrived. Dinner had come and gone, and the inmates were being allowed to socialize outside of their cells before lights out. For some, socializing meant sitting around a table playing cards. For others, it meant quietly preparing the schemes they were going to run the following day.

I spotted Knives and Odessa talking smugly on the upper level. Knives must have said something funny, because Odessa threw her head back and laughed so hard, she snorted and had to throw her hand over her mouth to cover the sound. 

Then she saw me, and all the blood drained from her face.

Her hand dropped from her mouth to reveal a slowly slackening jaw. Knives, who quickly noticed, turned her head and glanced over in my direction. Her reaction wasn’t as visceral as Odessa’s had been, but she did frown. She must’ve thought she was done with me, had seen the last of me. The fact that I was here, still standing and looking healthy, was more of an annoyance to her than a reason to be afraid.

Odessa probably thought we were still cellmates, but Sanchez didn’t take me up to their level. My new cell was on the ground. The door, one of the only closed doors in all of D-block, buzzed open as we arrived. It was just as plain and boring as my old one, but both of the bunks in the room were empty. 

“Home sweet home,” Sanchez said.

“Thanks for the escort,” I said, heading inside. 

She took hold of my shoulder and moved close to my ear, as if to whisper. “Be careful,” she said. 

I gave her a sidelong glance, my eyes narrowed. “Don’t worry, I intend to be.” 

“No. I mean with him.” 

“What?” 

Sanchez didn’t say anything else. She released my hand and moved away, leaving me with that cryptic warning. I had no doubt in my mind she was talking about the Horseman, but she hadn’t clarified what she had meant, or what it was I needed to be careful of. The Horseman had more sharp edges on him than a chainsaw, I knew that—everybody knew that—so, why add an extra warning?

Puzzled, I stepped into my new cell and jumped into the top bunk. It was comfortable up here, and somehow roomier, despite being a little too close to the ceiling for comfort. Still, if I was going to have to sleep here for a few more nights, at least, better to do it on the top bunk. No more bottom bunk for me.

Once I felt like I had well and truly claimed the top bunk, I rolled onto my side to slide out of the bed and found Azlu staring at me from the ground. 

“Fuck!” I yelped, “You scared the hell out of me.” 

“I’m sorry,” she said, staring at me with those wide set eyes of hers. “I didn’t mean to.” 

I watched her from where I sat, wondering if she really was Azlu or someone else. Every time before this, I’d seen Azlu through my night vision, and night vision is mostly monochrome. Everything is either dark or bright, but rarely colored. 

Azlu’s skin was as pale as milk, her eyes were bright violet, and her hair was deep purple, with lashes of a much brighter purple running through it—like the red in my own hair. She was beautiful, and vibrant, with the kind of sharp angled, elfin face that could make the cover of any magazine, storefront, or billboard. Just like the spider queens in all the books I’d ever read.

“Something wrong?” she asked.

“No,” I said, “I guess I’ve just never really seen you before.” 

Azlu smiled and cocked her head to the side. “I’m still the same me.” 

“I know… I’m glad you’re in my block.” 

“Me too. My cellmate isn’t too happy to see me, but I can handle him.” 

“Him?”

“Please, don’t worry about me, Six. You forget, I’ve been here for a few years already.” 

I nodded. “Sorry. It’s an instinct.” 

“And it’s a good one. I only came because mother reminded me it was polite to welcome a person to their new home.” 

“Thank you. Both of you, I guess. I’m not sure what would’ve happened to me if I had been thrown into a different hole.” 

“You would’ve survived… because that is what you are. A survivor. Don’t forget who you are.”

I nodded. “I won’t.” I glanced at the door to the cellblock. “I think I need to go and do something, but I’m sure I’ll see you around.” 

“Of course. We’re friends.” 

“Friends…” I remembered making that same statement to Odessa the day I moved into her cell. The only difference was, Azlu hadn’t demanded anything from me. She had, in fact, not exactly saved my life, but sped up what would’ve been a long and painful healing process, and she hadn’t asked for anything in return.

This time, it felt like the sentiment was going to stick.

Azlu left the cell, and I slid out of my bunk and followed her out. Odessa and Knives were no longer leaning against the barrier on the upper level, but I knew where her cell was, so I headed for it. The door was open, the floor was wet, and Odessa was inside, staring at the far wall. 

“Hello,” I said from the doorway.

Odessa spun around. She had one of her hands to her mouth, but she pulled it away as she turned. I also noticed her spit a broken fingernail out. “You’re back,” she said. That was also something she’d said to me before, only she didn’t sound happy to say it this time.

“What were you expecting?” I asked.

She took a step forward. “Look, about what happened—”

I stuck a hand toward her. “—I don’t want to hear it. I know what that was.” 

“You do?” 

“Yes. You made a choice.” 

“You gave me no choice.” 

“That’s not true. You decided you didn’t want to respect my secret, so you went around my back and tried to get someone to extract it from me.” 

“Six, I didn’t mean—”

“—for me to get hurt?” I asked through my teeth, “What did you think was going to happen? Did you think Knives was going to throw me a fucking party?”

“It got out of hand.” 

I advanced a step, knowing full well the door could close behind me at any second. “I know. I was there.” 

“I told her not to hurt you. I told her I only wanted to know what the Horseman wanted with you. We all wanted to know the same thing. He likes to keep pets, and I thought—”

“—shut up. I don’t want to hear your excuses or your half-assed apologies. You knew exactly what was going to happen to me in that room and you not only stood by and let it happen, you participated.” 

“I didn’t!” 

“Don’t lie to me, Odessa,” I growled, advancing another step. “I saw the water pool underneath me. I know it was you. Maybe I’d have still gotten my ass handed to me in that fight even if you hadn’t intervened, but I lost the fight when you did that. It was you.” 

Odessa’s face was whiter now than it had been when I saw her out on the banister. “I’m sorry…” she said, pleading. “I didn’t mean for any of that to happen.” 

“I’m sure you didn’t. You’re not strong enough to handle a werewolf like Knives. She’s always going to do whatever she wants and leave you to watch, because you’re just an Outsider to her. I hope you enjoy being fed scraps while it lasts.” 

“While it lasts? What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“It means you could be dead tonight. You, Knives, her girls—even Brickmore. I was supposed to be taken to my cell, but instead I got jumped by a bunch of cowards and almost beaten to death. If I really am the Horseman’s new pet, then he should’ve already come riding out to cut you down, don’t you think?”

Odessa’s eyes narrowed. “What are you saying?” 

I took another step toward her. “I’m saying I didn’t rat you out. I didn’t say a word about what happened to me tonight.” 

“Why?”

“Because my word means something to me. Because my code means something to me. You may have been willing to sell out your own integrity to figure out what I was hiding, but I’m not willing to sell mine out for petty revenge.” 

She swallowed, her neck muscles working. “So… you don’t want revenge?” 

I grinned. “Oh, I’m getting revenge. You, Knives, and anyone else who crossed me tonight—I’m coming for all of you.” 

“I thought you said—”

I jabbed a finger at her, and she flinched as if I could hurt her by pointing. “—didn’t I make myself clear?” I asked, interrupting. “I didn’t tell the Horseman what had happened to me because I don’t get other people to fight my battles for me. And I’m definitely not about to let someone else dish out my vengeance.” 

“Why are you telling me this?” Her lips curled into a sneer. “You know that by telling me this, you’re forcing me to act first.” 

“I’m not forcing you to do anything. You have choices, and you’re free to make them. But I want you to know to watch your back. That’s the difference between fighting honorably and fighting like a coward.” 

“I’m not gonna sit here and let you threaten me. I’m definitely not going to let you murder me in my cell.” 

I waggled my eyes at the collar around her neck. “And what are you going to do about any of that? Where is your precious bodyguard to protect you? Not that she could, anyway. Not with her collar on.” 

“She’s…” Odessa peered around my shoulder, as if hoping Knives and her friends were there to jump me at a moment’s notice. But she wasn’t there. 

“Surprised?” I asked. “She knew I was coming here, she saw me enter your cell, and she left you to deal with me on your own. What does that tell you about your new friend?” 

Odessa paused, her hands trembling. “Get out,” she hissed, her voice shaky. “Get out of my cell right now.” 

I lowered my eyes and grinned. “Gladly.” I said, stepping backwards, away from her. “Watch your back, Odessa.” 

I left her cell, catching a glimpse of Knives sitting in hers as I walked past. I didn’t make a pit stop. I’d made my point. They didn’t need to know that I was getting out of here as soon as my mission was complete, but the psychological damage I’d just inflicted on them all was enough to calm the fires of my own rage. 

At least for now.

We’d see what tomorrow was going to bring.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

The next couple of days went by slowly, but without drama. That was a good thing. It felt like, barring a few brief periods of rest, life in Harrowgate had been chaotic, at best, and dizzying at worst. The chance to recover, to regain some of my energy, to let my body heal some of those deep, penetrating wounds even magic couldn’t reach, was nothing short of a godsend. 

As the days went past, I got a chance to observe the prison I was being kept in. To truly get a feel for the lay of the land with my own eyes, rather than being told what the world looked like through the eyes of another. What I found was… interesting, at least.

For the most part, the inmates at Harrowgate weren’t interested in breaking out, or causing trouble, or even starting fights. Many of them had resigned to the idea that they were stuck here, possibly forever, and were doing their best to make something of the life they had been forced into. 

To those people, Harrowgate was a force of nature, or fate. Out in the world, some people would get hit by cars. Some were unfortunate enough to get mugged on the street and horribly maimed. For others, it was a freak illness, or a disease that changed their lives forever. None of these people blamed the disease or the injury. 

They accepted it as something that just happened to some, and not to others.

The luck of the draw.

The twisting of fate.

I didn’t understand how anyone could live like that. How a person could simply shrug their shoulders and resign themselves to live half a life. I had spent my entire existence fighting for my right to not just survive, but to be free, even if the concept of freedom terrified me sometimes. 

Sometimes, at night, when my mind couldn’t find rest, I’d remember the day when Seline first found me. I didn’t trust her. I had just broken out of my cage and had been in the process of trying to escape the labyrinthine neighborhood my people had claimed as their own when I saw her. My first instinct had been to go back to the cage. 

To go back to what was safe.

Even when she liberated me and brought me to her Black Fortress, I would think about going back to my people. The pull of the familiar was so strong, I didn’t think I’d beat it. But I resisted the temptation. I fought against it with every fiber of myself. Sometimes the fight was hard. More than once I had wanted to quit. But I persisted, I was free, and now I had the power to liberate others.

Well, not entirely free. 

A guard tapped his baton against the wall of my cell. “Time to go,” he said from the open doorway.

I leaned on my elbows and lowered my eyes at him. “Has it really been a week?” 

He rolled his eyes. “Just get out of the bed and move.” 

I slid out of bed and followed the guard out of the cellblock. This time, at least, I wasn’t being dragged out of bed in the middle of the night. I had to admit, I did think about the Horseman a lot more than I wanted to. I wondered what was happening outside of D-block, how the investigation into the Crimson Hunters was going, if there had been more attacks.

The last few days had been too quiet on that front. I hadn’t seen him since the night I bathed in his room. The night he pampered me with bath bombs, pizza, and cheesecake. It was laughable that a man with a reputation like his would’ve even entertained that idea. Maybe Odessa was right. Maybe I really was nothing more than a pet to him.

That was why, today, I was going to ask Calder to erase some of the memories I had of him. 

Yes, that meant opening my mind to Calder, laying myself bare for him to see my shame. But what choice did I have? I was here to perform a task—to kill the Horseman. When I’d first arrived, that task was as clear in my mind as the pain from all the scars I carried with me. But now? 

Everything was murky. Upside down. The Horseman and I shared some kind of connection. I knew that. I was willing to bet he did too. But I hadn’t been aware of that connection when I first came in here, and that meant Calder would have the power to if not tear it from me, then suppress it long enough for me to complete my mission.

I was risking everything on this. If Calder decided I had been compromised, he was apt to take me off the mission. But I was close. I could feel it. The Horseman was the kind of man who never let his guard down, but I could see the cracks in the armor. If the hate I felt for him was the only emotion that bubbled up inside of me when we were close to each other, I would have the strength to pounce on that weakness and end his life once and for all.

Calder was going to see what I did. He’s going to get a front row seat to my moment of weakness. But every mistake carries consequences, doesn’t it? And what had happened between the Horseman and I had been a mistake. One that couldn’t be repeated. Ever. 

Ever.

The guard bound my hands behind my back as we left the cellblock, then escorted me through checkpoint after checkpoint until we reached the door to Calder’s office. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of Brickmore, wearing his uniform, talking to another guard in the hallway. He shut up when he saw me and stared from where he stood.

I cocked a playful eyebrow. 

He tossed me a threatening grin.

There was another man I wanted to kill. Was going to kill. I wasn’t just going to kill him, either. I was going to release my innermost savagery on him and show him the true face of the thing he called fiend. He’s going to wish he’d never been born.

But first, Calder.

I took a deep breath as the guard opened the door for me to step through, not releasing Brickmore’s stare until the wall kept me from holding it. I turned my eyes on Calder, opened my mouth to speak, but the breath fell out of my lungs. 

The man standing in the room wasn’t Calder.

He was wearing a long, black peacoat, a black suit, and black driving gloves. Before I walked in, he had been looking over Calder’s desk, his hand brushing the empty surface. But now that I was here, I had his attention. He turned his clear, blue eyes at me and ran a gloved finger through his carefully styled, short, blond hair.

“Hello, Six,” he said.

I frowned at him. “Who are you?” 

“I’m surprised you don’t know who I am.” He walked around the desk, coming a little closer. “My name is Alistair Wright, but you may call me Warden Wright. Pleasure to meet you.” 

Warden. 

Shit. 

He was handsome. Classically good looking, with a chiseled jawline, strong blue eyes, and firm, broad shoulders. I had no doubt he was hiding an impressive body underneath that coat, even if he was half the man the Horseman was. Despite the twitch in his left eye, he was handsome. Too handsome. 

Why were the assholes always good looking?

Warden Wright extended his gloved hand. I didn’t take it. “Where’s Calder?” I asked.

“You won’t be meeting Mister Graves today. Or again.” 

“What? Why not? I still need to get more of my memories drawn out of me.”

He glanced at the desk, then back at me. “Yes, I’m afraid that part of your journey is now complete. You will no longer be requiring Mister Graves’ services.” 

“But I’m not done. I still don’t know why I killed your man.”

He waved a hand and smiled brightly, his blue eyes flashing with mirth—and cunning. “Don’t worry about that,” he said, “We have all the information we need about you.” 

“That’s bullshit. What if he attacked first? You can’t keep me here if I was acting in self defense. I need to speak to Calder.”

Careful, Six. Don’t overplay your eagerness. 

The Warden walked over to me, the power of his expensive, musky cologne increasing as he approached, tickling my nostrils. “I would like to think by now you understand how things work in here?” 

“I have an idea.”

“Then you know what you did was reprehensible, even if you were acting in self defense. You understand that, right? Your kind must have some idea of what constitutes right and wrong?” 

My kind. 

“More than you do,” I said through my teeth. 

The Warden’s smile brightened. “Come, now. There’s no need for insults. Who is to say your time at Harrowgate must be difficult? I have heard you have been assisting our organization in hunting down more of your rabid people. Surely, such behavior should be commended.” 

“I’m not doing it to help you.” 

“No, you’re doing it because you are being told to. Because you have no choice. I suggest you get used to the idea. It will help you to adjust to your newly found… permanent position within our magnificent facility.” 

Newly found.

Permanent.

Shit, shit, shit.

You can’t keep me here,” I said.

“Oh?” Warden Wright asked, his eye twitching, his eyebrow cocked. “I think you’ll find we can do whatever we want with you… now.” He closed the distance between us, the smell of his cologne enveloping me now, his closeness making my heart race. “Let me make one thing perfectly clear… you’re mine. Understood?” 

“Get away from my face.”

“Or what? You’ll hit me? I think you’ll find I’m not nearly as easy to subdue as some of my guards. And I promise you, if you so much as lay a finger on me, no one will come to save you from the hell I will put you in. Not even the Horseman.” 

The Horseman. 

His face burned itself into my mind. The shape of his jaw, the fullness of his lips, the shine of the gold in his eyes. I hadn’t seen him in days. Has something happened to him? “Take me back to my cell,” I snarled.

It was all I could do. I had to try and regroup. To figure out my next move. I wasn’t going to do that with the Warden in my face.

“We intend to,” the Warden said, “Only… don’t make yourself comfortable. I understand you have enjoyed the pleasure of your own company for a few days. Space at Harrowgate, however, is at a premium… and we are expecting more guests today.” 

“Don’t you mean prisoners?” 

“That is a matter of perspective, no?” 

He lingered nearby, watching me, smiling at me like he knew something I didn’t. And maybe he did. Calder’s stuff was gone, his office stripped out of everything I had come to know as his. What did that mean? Did that mean he was gone, too? Had he been fired? The wolfish grin on the Warden’s face suggested something more sinister than just that. 

“I look forward to getting to know you better,” the Warden said. He gave the guard a curt nod and a twitch of the eye, then left the room. 

My heart was pounding, my mind racing. Where was Calder? Calder was my lifeline, my only connection to the outside world, to Seline, to my life—to freedom. Without him there I was no longer an agent of the Obsidian Order on a covert mission… I was just another inmate at Harrowgate prison with no hope of escape.

In other words, I was fucked.
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