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As night gathers, chaos rains down on the city of Ashwood like acid. The New Order of Void Weavers led by Isaac Moreau are gaining strength, but the shield separating the world of humans from the things hungrily waiting for their turn at the batting plate is fractured and weak, and repairing it is no small task. Meanwhile Alice Werner, the supernatural Bounty Hunter, has her hands full with an increasing number of contracts, and as Ashwood starts simmering toward a boiling point, it's only a matter of time until something gives and all hell breaks loose.
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Prologue

Call the Ocean

 

Night came early to Ashwood. The sun, most days only a faint impression behind the ever gray clouds, departed as if it were trying to avoid a dangerous neighborhood, leaving the city to depend on twinkling lights to protect it against the darkness. But the lights are only an illusion of safety, a rickety shack in the face of a black hurricane. When the wolf huffs and puffs, that house of straw comes crashing down leaving the person inside afraid and vulnerable. 

Nyx was that wolf, the wind was hers, and beneath her lay the city—unaware of what she was about to unleash on it, of what she dared to do. 

She took a long drag of her cigarette and flicked the butt over the edge of the Century Tower. The cigarette dropped beyond her sight, but the updraft rapidly climbing this 80-story monstrosity grabbed and sent it hurtling into the night sky. Nyx rested her arms on the ledge and stared down at the glittering street below. She pulled her wet, purple hair over her head and then brought her eyesight level with the horizon. 

Ashwood stretched beyond her like a beast of shimmering jewels, Nyx’s ice blue eyes chief among them. Sonia had been a pretty woman before Nyx had started wearing her skin, but carrying the dark lady’s essence had caused the vessel to transform into something truly striking. The purple hair was gone, replaced by a tumble of hair the color of polished obsidian. Her cheeks seemed to have been sculpted out of smooth marble, and her lips were perpetually pink and full.  

Thunder grumbled in the dark sky above and she watched the feeble lightshow as it cascaded through the clouds with a grin on her face.

“Pathetic,” she said, “I can do better than that.” 

She turned around and headed for the center of the rooftop. A giant antenna stood above her, its tip blinking red in stark contrast to the night sky. Nyx spun around on the spot and regarded each of the antenna’s four points individually. She nodded, and then looked up at the night sky again. A droplet of fresh rain hit her face. 

More cold rain droplets struck her cheek. Nyx smiled brightly and opened her mouth wide, letting the rain touch her tongue. “That’s it,” she said, “It’s time.” 

Nyx beckoned with two fingers, and the thing that had been lurking nearby fell in beside her like a dark mist. She turned to look at it, this shapeless cloud, and saw a face form in the mist; featureless, bland, and cold, but discernible. The face opened its mouth wide and distant, echoed words came from within, as if someone were trapped in there.

“The conditions are right,” said the soft, female voice from inside the thing’s large, open maw.

“Yes they are,” Nyx said, “And now we’re going to do magic. Just make sure you hold up your end of the bargain, otherwise I’ll send you back into the dark.” 

“No… please no… we like it here, with you. The dark was not a good place. We will be good to you.” 

“Good.”

She turned her attention up toward the sky. The rain had started to hit hard; heavy droplets were striking the antennae’s metal supports, but the heavens hadn’t truly opened up yet. Perfect, Nyx thought, and she threw her head back and closed her eyes.

Nyx reached with her mind, to the thing—the Guardian—standing at her side, and bid it to access the Tempest. She could hear the roar of the ocean, could taste the salt on her lips, and could almost feel the currents causing her body to sway left and right, left and right. The Tempest was there, pressing against the walls of her consciousness; all she had to do was reach out… 

Her hand came up and she closed her open palm into a fist as if trying to catch something in midair. Her entire arm began to vibrate, a sensation that climbed along the biceps and into the chest of this stolen body—the body that had lasted so long despite her possession of it. Had any of her predecessors been successful in doing what she was doing now? Yes. Of course they had. At least, one of them had; the first one. The most perfect being ever created. 

Nyx opened her eyes, and little lightning storms crackled behind them. “Soon,” she said to the sky, “You will come back to finish what you started, and I’ll be the one you thank. I’ll be your favorite again.” 

She pressed her hands together and a thunderclap echoed from the impact. Her palms were glowing with stolen magic, sending arcs of violet light streaking and jumping in all directions. Nyx clapped her hands together again and sparks flew, this time brighter and wilder, and when the violet sparks struck the underside of the antennae they scrambled up along the metal supports, illuminating the dark tower in a beautiful display. 

Nyx clapped her hands again. When the thunderclap broke them apart, she spread her fingers wide and let the magic of the Tempest pour through her and into the world. Sparks shot from her fingertips striking the antennae from all directions. The misty creature looked up, and the lightning enveloping the tower bathed its cold, almost marble face with light. 

“Now,” Nyx said as she curled her arms by her side. “Fly,” she commanded while at the same time pushing her arms upwards. The lightning crawled up along the length of the antennae and shot into the night sky, striking the clouds and filling them with roiling, cascading violet light. 

Nyx watched as the light stretched along the clouds, turning around to follow their movement toward the ocean. Good. That was where she had wanted them to go. The misty entity next to her watched with her and listened to the sequence of explosions coming from the sky, each sounding more distant than the last. 

A cool breeze caressed her face, and Nyx shook her hands to rid herself of any excess magic still on her. 

“Did it work?” she asked the Guardian.

“It did, mistress,” it said. 

“Good. Now we move on to the next part of the plan.” 

“So soon? Is this wise?”

“There are many pieces to this play, and we’re going to have to move all of them at exactly the right moment. Some of those pieces need to be moved simultaneously, , it’s time for me to move.”

“Of course, mistress,” said the floating mist, and its face disappeared, absorbed into the dark cloud. 

Nyx stepped casually along the platform where she had been standing. The tower was still sparking in places, spitting little motes of violet light like an exposed wire. She approached the edge of the building and, using an elevated stone block for support and balance, jumped onto the ledge. The updraft pushed her hair up and tried to push her back onto the building where it was safe. She slammed her closed fist on the stone block and cold energy spread through her body, infusing her bones, her skin, even her clothes. 

Then Nyx jumped.

The ground rushed up to meet her at an alarming speed, but she put her hands out to either side of herself and used her fingers to guide her fall. She could hear the wind whooshing past her. Droplets of water were racing down to the ground with a speed to match her own, though to her they appeared suspended in midair like tiny, glittering jewels. Down below she could see the flashing red and blue lights of police cars, as well as a traffic jam underway. 

There, she thought and, using only her fingers and her mind, guided her falling body until it struck the ground as soundlessly and as lightly as a raindrop. Nyx took a second to regain herself from the rush of falling, and then walked toward the parked cop cars. There were two of them, one on either side of a cab which was wrapped around a light pole. The driver was inside. His airbag hadn’t deployed, and his body had gone halfway through the windshield.

A police officer saw Nyx approaching and quickly intercepted with an outstretched hand.

“Hey, you,” he said, “You can’t be here. Can’t you see there’s been an accident?” 

“Has there?” Nyx asked, looking surprised. “Sorry, I didn’t see where I was going. I’m a little high.” 

“High?” The police officer’s eyebrow cocked upward. “What kind of drug are you on that you’d tell a cop you’re using?” 

Nyx approached. The cop backed up a step and reached for his gun, but stopped when he saw she wasn’t walking up to him. Walking past him, she touched his shoulder, and the police officer’s eyes became glassy, shiny, and lazy. “I’ll tell you,” she said, “But you have to do something for me first.” 

The officer nodded. Without saying another word Nyx let her fingertips slip off his arm and continued on her path across the street. She looked over her shoulder as she went and saw the police officer looking bewildered, like a dog that was sure he had a tail but was unable to see it.

She grinned and slipped into the mass of walking pedestrians as easily as a fish joining a school. The second part of her plan was in motion; now it was time to move on to ‘Phase Three’. This one required even more of a hands-on approach than the other two had, but ever since taking this body, Nyx had enjoyed those kinds of tasks the most. 

Alice Werner had no idea what was coming, and Nyx was going to enjoy watching her squirm. 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1

 

 

Jinx

The night was still and cool, and strangely empty. Even the crows were nowhere to be seen, and there were always crows in Ashwood; just as there were always rats near corpses. Alice unlocked the door to Werner Investigations and pushed it open with her shoulder, but it only gave about half a foot before refusing to open any further. She peered around the gap and cursed. Cameron, who was standing behind her, tried to peek over her shoulder to see what the holdup was. 

“Dammit,” she said.

“What’s up?” Cameron asked.

“The boxes have fallen again.” 

Alice pushed her aching shoulder hard against the door and squeezed through the gap. The last time she had left this place there had been a neat stack of sealed boxes behind the door. The boxes fitted neatly enough to allow the door to open without restriction provided they remained where they were. But ever since she moved her Chest of Haunts to her office, things had a habit of moving around all by themselves. 

She dragged a box marked bedroom away from the door. This one had fallen flatly. Another box marked kitchen had fallen at an angle. Alice stacked them on top of the Chest of Haunts which was tucked in a corner. 

Cameron pushed the door open and let himself inside. “I don’t think that thing likes you stacking boxes on top of it,” he said.

“I don’t think so either,” Alice said. 

“Is there any reason why you haven’t moved it into Isaac’s place yet?” 

“Same reason I haven’t moved a bunch of other stuff into his place, I guess.”

Cameron gave her a sidelong glance. “And why’s that?” 

“I have my reasons,” she said, kneeling in front of the ornate brown chest. She pulled a key out of her back pocket, slipped it into the lock, and unlocked the chest. When she opened it, a breath of cool air seemed to exhale from within, causing the hairs on the nape of her neck to stand up. 

From out of her backpack Alice produced four Polaroids containing blurred half-shots of the same entity. She scanned them over one by one, flicking them between her fingers. The images were blurry and dark, and difficult to make sense of; splotches of black and light blue against an in-motion backdrop of artificial street light. She decided that, photographically speaking, these weren’t her best shots, but she had been in combat with the thing when she had taken them and was still getting used to Trapper 2’s rhythms, but she had nailed the thing with the last shot.

A blurred, bloody face came charging out of the picture and quickly retreated again. 

“This is the fourth one this month,” Alice said, sighing.

“What do you think it means?” Cameron asked.

“It means she’s up to something,” Alice said, and she tossed the Polaroids of the Pain Child she had destroyed into the Chest of Haunts. These pictures didn’t contain the creature’s essence as her older pictures of ghosts and souls did. Trapper had been on its MAT setting and she had destroyed the creature by continually attacking it. But the Polaroids made for decent mementos.

One more down, she thought as she closed and locked her Chest of Haunts before drawing herself upright. 

“Still no word from Isaac,” Cameron said. He had his phone in his hand. 

“He should have checked in by now,” Alice said as she moved across the room and around her desk. “Didn’t he say he would check in every hour?” 

“Maybe something came up.” 

“That’s the last thing we need tonight. Another thing. We’re already stretched thin enough as it is.” 

“You aren’t wrong,” Cameron said, sitting down in the chair on the other side of Alice’s desk. “Four Pain Children in a month, Isaac and his training, Jim busy trying to keep the magistrate calm, and Logan—”

“Let’s not talk about him, shall we?” Alice asked. “In fact, let’s not talk about Nyx, or the Pain Children, or any of that right now. I’m exhausted and hungry.”  

And not just for food, she thought.

Cameron’s hands came up in a gesture of surrender. “Alright,” he said, “We won’t talk about that. What do you want to talk about instead?” 

Alice opened her laptop and quickly skimmed over her emails—bills, junk, and replies from estate agents. As she was reading, an urgent item in her social media newsfeed popped up regarding an incident that had happened only an hour ago; a kid had gotten shot… by a cop. Damn, she thought, and then shook her head. Couldn’t worry about that now. She peered up at Cameron from behind her laptop screen and let a wicked smirk cross her face.

“I don’t like that smile,” Cameron said.

“I know what we can talk about,” Alice said.

“Out of the question, absolutely not.” 

“Please? You’ve been dating Becky for, what, five weeks now? I haven’t even met her yet.” 

“And it’s going to stay that way.” 

“You cannot be serious. Didn’t you say you wanted us to go out on a double date? How are we supposed to do that if you won’t even let us see her?”

“I don’t remember saying that.” 

“I do. I remember it perfectly, as a matter of fact. We had just come out of our weekly meeting last Friday. Isaac, Jim, and I wanted to go get a bite to eat. We asked you to come. You said you had plans with Becky. I said bring her. You said no, some other time. I said double date? And you said sure.” 

“Isn’t Isaac the one with a photographic memory?” 

“He’s rubbed off on me.” 

“I bet he has,” Cameron said, with a smirk on his lips to match Alice’s. 

“Number one, screw you,” she said, pointing her index finger at him. “Number two, if I don’t meet this beautiful, mysterious bassist soon I’m going to assume you’re making her up.”  

“Maybe.” 

“Fine. Then maybe I’ll bring Silver on my next hunt. I’m sure he’s dying for a chance to be set loose on some Pain Children. He doesn’t need that amulet you’re wearing to protect him from their magic, either, so he’s less of a liability.” 

Cameron looked down at the amulet lying on top of his black shirt; a brass pentacle with a ring around it. He wasn’t used to wearing it, but after the battle at the cemetery Isaac had decided it best to create these amulets, which were decorated with Void Weaver sigils and infused with a protective spell designed to keep Nyx and her Children’s magic from corrupting him like it did everything else it touched. Jim wore one, too. Silver, the newest addition to the team, didn’t need one—but he was a special case; he had been touched by the Void before and, like Isaac, didn’t need an amulet. 

“That’s low,” Cameron said.

“I play dirty,” Alice said.

Cameron was about to speak again when a sudden, loud knocking on the door stole their attention. Alice could have jumped out of her skin at the sound and almost did, but only stiffened in response. It was late, and while most clients showed up on her doorstep after hours, this one made her jump.

Alice put her hand up to stop Cameron from rising and circled around the desk. Normally she wouldn’t have hesitated, but after their encounter with a Pain Child tonight she wasn’t about to take any chances. When Alice peered through the peephole, she saw a young woman standing on the other side. She had an elfin face with pointed features, a slight build, and a messy tumble of chestnut hair, most of which was hidden inside a hoody.

“Jinx?” Alice said to herself.

She opened the door to the outside and cocked her head at the woman standing there. Jinx never showed up in person, and the fact that she was here meant something was up. 

“Hey… are you okay?” Alice asked.

“Can I come in?” Jinx asked.

“Yeah, sure,” Alice said, stepping aside to let Jinx in. 

Cameron stood and turned to look at Jinx. She pulled her hoody down and ran her fingers through her hair to shake droplets of water out of it. Though her clear, green eyes weren’t exactly glowing per se, they did seem oddly bright against the dimness of Alice’s office. Jinx pulled an earbud out of her ear and stuffed it into her shirt. A moment of silence hung, until finally she said “Hi?” 

“Hi,” Alice said, “Yeah, sorry, I’m just surprised to see you. You don’t normally come here.” 

“I thought I should this time.” Jinx’s bright green eyes flashed at Cameron, and without speaking asked the question who’s this guy?

“Oh, yeah,” Alice said, “This is Cameron. He’s a friend of mine. Cam, this is Jinx.”

Jinx nodded. “Is he cool?” 

“Cool?” Cameron asked.

“If he wasn’t we wouldn’t be talking in front of him.”  

Again she nodded. “Okay, because what I’ve got to tell you is… sensitive. And urgent.” 

“Urgent? It’s not another contract, is it?” 

“No, but it isn’t exactly a social visit either.” 

“Dammit,” Alice said, groaning. “Then what is it?” 

Cameron hastily removed his phone from his pocket. It was vibrating. “It’s Isaac,” he said. 

“Answer it,” Alice said. 

He nodded, pressed the green button, and put the phone to his ear. “Isaac,” he said, “What’s up?” 

Alice listened. 

“Right now?” Cameron asked. There was a pause. “Uh-huh. And there’s nothing you can tell me? Right, not over the phone. Okay. We’ll be there.” Cameron hung up. “He needs us back at HQ.” 

Jinx’s face lit up with alarm. “No,” she said, “I need you. Like, right now. This is important. I wouldn’t have come here if it wasn’t.” 

Alice pressed her lips into a thin line. “Did Isaac say what he wanted?” 

Cameron shook his head. “He couldn’t. Only that he wanted all of us back there—Jim too.” 

“Okay… you go. I’ll catch up.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yeah, I can’t just leave Jinx hanging and we can’t exactly bring her with us.” 

“Why not?” Jinx asked.

“Are you a mage?” Alice asked.

“No.” 

“There’s your answer.” 

“You aren’t one either, last I checked.” 

“Cam,” Alice said, “Just go. Tell Isaac I’ll be there later.” 

Cameron nodded and headed for the door. He opened it, letting in the cool night breeze, and said “If you need anything, just call me.” 

“I’ll be fine,” Alice said. Turning to Jinx, Alice said, “Alright, I’ve taken the bait. What is it?” 

“I’ll tell you what I know,” Jinx said, “But you should know two things first.” 

“I’m listening.” 

“Number one, we don’t have a lot of time. And number two, you won’t be joining your friends anytime soon. Something weird happened tonight.” 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

Ten of Swords

Alice regarded Jinx carefully, aware of the way those green eyes of hers seemed to almost shine from within like lit pools. There was something in those eyes of hers, a kind of ancient wisdom wielded only by old sages in robes. Alice knew little about Jinx’s origins and her powers—probably as little as Jinx knew about Alice—but she was one hell of a tracker, and if it hadn’t been for her, those four Pain Children Alice had found and hunted down would still be at large. 

Before getting into any conversation, Alice sat at her desk, opened one of her desk drawers and pulled several hundred dollar bills from out of a money clip. She handed them over to Jinx. 

“Your commission,” Alice said.

Jinx nodded, took the money, and slipped it into her wallet. “Thanks,” she said, and she sat down by Alice’s desk.

“So,” Alice said, “What’s going on?” 

“I wanted to ask you the same question,” Jinx said.

“Me? What do you mean?” 

“Well, in the last month I’ve found four contracts dealing with stuff that’s way more dangerous than your usual work.” 

“Steady work is always good, right?” 

“Can you just tell me what’s going on? Please? I’m starting to get a little freaked out and what’s happened tonight hasn’t helped things.” 

“The whole story is too long and complicated for me to get into, Jinx.” 

“Just give me a run down, then. What am I tracking for you and why are there so many of them?” 

Alice sighed. “I call them Pain Children—spirits that have been tainted, corrupted, and transformed into nasty pieces of work by their master who, incidentally, is quite the piece of work herself.” 

“And why are they here?”

“Because their master got out of the dimension she had been confined to and now she’s causing all kinds of merry hell. She’d been quiet for a few months, but…” 

“There’s been an increase in activity?” 

“More like… they’re the tremor before a volcano explodes.” 

“Then you’re probably not going to like what I have to tell you.” 

Alice let herself sink into her chair and said “Alright. Hit me with it.” 

“I wouldn’t get so comfortable.” 

“By the serious look on that little face of yours I’m not going to get another chance at being comfortable, so you’ll excuse me if I do whatever the hell I want right now.”  

Jinx rolled her eyes, a motion that caused the whites to shine even brighter somehow, and then settled her gaze back on Alice. Outside, the rain had started to fall even harder, filling the air with a droning, static hiss pockmarked by the occasional thudding of heavy droplets on the dumpster in the alley behind Alice’s window. 

“Someone else needed help tonight,” Jinx said. She reached into the left breast pocket of her leather jacket and produced a purple velvet pouch. From it she pulled a deck of clean, glossy cards with pictures on one side and a purple, gold, and blue pattern on the other, and began to shuffle them. When Death slipped out of the deck and landed on the table Alice immediately knew what these cards were.

“Tarot?” Alice asked. “I didn’t know you played tarot.” 

But Jinx didn’t answer. Instead she delicately pushed the Death card to one side with her index finger and pulled another four cards from the top of the deck, laying them one on front of the other on the desk. Alice recognized some, but not all of them. Death, and The Devil, stood out, and Alice couldn’t say she was surprised to see them. But there were other cards in the line-up whose meanings Alice didn’t know. Three of wands, queen of swords, ten of swords. 

When Jinx had finished interpreting the cards, she looked up at Alice and said “You don’t play tarot. It isn’t a game.” 

“I’m sure it isn’t.”

“You ever had a reading done?” 

“No. I didn’t always believe in that stuff anyway.” 

“Oh, so ghosts are real but the tarot is a bunch of bullshit?” 

“You ever been bitten by a tarot card?” 

“Just listen,” Jinx said, “This is how I find the people who need me. Every couple of hours I’ll run a simple spread of five cards, one in front of the other. The first four cards tell me who needs someone found and where I need to be in order to find them. The last card tells me why.” 

Alice leaned forward, interested. “That’s kind of amazing,” Alice said. “You sure you’re not a mage?” 

“What I am isn’t important right now. Anyway, concentrate. Whenever I see these cards together,” she said, pointing at the queen of swords and the Death card with her index finger and her pinkie stretched out, “I know that the person in need of help will need your specific services.”  

“Am I the queen of swords?” 

“Kinda.” 

“I can live with that.” 

“Yeah, anyway, the reason why I brought these out was to test a theory.” 

“And what theory is that?” 

“Do you have any idea how rare it is to get the exact same spread of cards twice in a row?” 

“I’m not a mathematician, but in 5-card poker the odds of hitting a Royal Flush are something like 1 in 650,000, I’m gonna go with… double that?” 

“It’s probably less than that, but it still doesn’t happen. I’ve drawn this exact same hand three times tonight.”

“The same hand? In the same positions?” 

Jinx nodded. 

“That sounds pretty serious. You didn’t come all the way down here just because you drew the same cards a bunch of times, though, did you?” 

She shook her head. “What’s happening here isn’t normal,” she said, “It’s like I can’t get past this hand. I could grab the cards, throw them across the room, and this hand would come up again.”

Alice’s arms began to prickle and she remembered the way the Death card seemed to have almost been yanked out of the deck a moment ago. “That’s creepy,” Alice said.

“It’s fucking terrifying! The drawing didn’t feel natural. All of my instincts were wrong, I was thrown off, so I drew it a second time but again the same thing happened.” 

Alice hadn’t noticed but she had started to chew the back of a ball-point pen she kept on her desk. She pulled the pen out of her mouth and pointed at the cards. “Let’s try something,” Alice said. “Drawing the same hand three times in a row is unlikely, but it isn’t impossible.”  

“Alice—”

“Just listen to me. Grab the cards and shuffle them into the deck.”

Jinx frowned, and her peach colored lips turned upside down, but one by one she began picking up the cards and shuffling them like she was an expert poker player at the World Series. The cards whizzed out of her fingers, fanning rapidly from one hand to the other. No cards jumped out this time, so that was a start. When she was done shuffling, Jinx placed the deck on the table and lightly pressed her fingers on the top card.

“Alright,” Alice said. “Let’s go.” 

One by one Jinx drew the cards out of the deck and placed them on the desk, and with every card she revealed Alice’s body temperature seemed to drop by a full degree until she was cold and prickling all over. Death and the Devil looked up at Alice from within a spread of cards that was identical in placement and positioning to the hand that had come before it.

She didn’t know a great deal about the tarot, but not only were the cards themselves important, but so was their position on the spread, and whether they were right-side up, or upside down in relation to the person receiving the reading. Alice didn’t need to remind herself of the odds she had quoted a moment ago.

“Okay,” Alice said. She could hear her heart thumping in her head. “That was weird.” 

“That isn’t the weirdest thing that’s happened with this deck,” Jinx said. 

“Really? Because it looks pretty fucked up to me. What happens now?” 

“Now I tell you what I did after I drew these cards the second time.” 

“What did you do?” 

“I checked the place out like I’ve done every time before coming to you with one of these weird jobs this past month. It’s the hospital on Clarkson drive.” 

“The old City General,” Alice said.  

“That’s right, but that place hasn’t been used in years. City council had plans to turn the building into something else after the hospital was relocated, but things just stalled.” 

“So after you checked the place out, I mean, what did you see around the area?”  

“Checked the place out? Hell no,” Jinx said, shaking her head. “Not this time. Creepy building in a bad neighborhood? No thanks. I don’t want to get stabbed by some lunatic with a rusty knife. That’s your job. It’s the reason why you’re the bounty hunter, and I’m just the fixer.” 

“I haven’t even taken the job.” 

“You have to. You’ve been summoned.” 

“Summoned? What am I, the devil?” 

Jinx didn’t point out the irony looking up from the desk with horns and a pointy red tail, but she didn’t have to. Alice noticed. She thought, for a moment, about picking up her phone and calling Isaac. He had, after all, spoken to Cameron only ten minutes ago so he had to have it on hand. But in calling him she ran the risk of Isaac wanting to get involved, and whatever he needed Cameron for sounded urgent; like it would take precedence over this. 

“You have to go,” Jinx said. 

“I know I have to go,” Alice said. “I know I do. It’s just, your magic requires there be someone in need of my expertise, which means there was someone in that hospital when you first drew those cards. What are the odds they’ll still be alive?” 

“I’m not about to spill my secrets to you, just know that time isn’t linear; when I draw the cards doesn’t matter. You’ll get to the place when you’re supposed to.” 

“I guess I’ll take you at your word.” 

Jinx paused for a moment, and the silence hung. “You haven’t asked me about the fifth card,” she said. 

Alice was starting to rise but she paused. “What do you mean?” 

“Remember how I told you it’s the first four cards that tell me the who and the where, but it’s the fifth card that tells me the why?” 

Alice nodded. “Yeah.” 

Jinx tapped the fifth card on the spread. The ten of swords. “Everyone thinks Death and the Devil are the two worst cards in the deck, the ones you never want to see appear in your own reading. But they’re wrong. This is the card you don’t ever want to pull.” 

“Ten of swords?” Alice’s eyebrows furrowed. “What does it mean?” 

“Upright as it is now, this card stands for absolute destruction. It stands for someone being pinned down and beaten until they’re defeated and bleeding. It’s the end of things.”

Alice circled the desk and picked the card up. On it was a picture of a man lying on the floor with ten black swords sticking out of his back and neck. Blood was trickling from the wounds and pooling on the floor beneath him. The sky above the victim was filled with dark clouds, but a single ray of light was shining through. 

“This card isn’t all that bad,” Alice said, and she handed it to Jinx. “The ray of light; that’s hope, isn’t it?” 

“There’s always hope.” 

Alice nodded and grabbed her jacket and her backpack. She headed for the door, opened it, and stepped out into the street. Alice’s black Mustang was parked only a few paces away from the front door of the building. Jinx exited the office and pulled her hoody up. She shoved her hands into her pockets and started to walk down the street. 

“You sure I can’t convince you to come?” Alice asked.

Jinx turned, walked backwards, and smiled at Alice. “Maybe one day I’ll hear the call to heroism, but today isn’t that day. Be careful out there.” 

Alice smiled, shut the door, and locked it. When she turned to face the street again, Jinx was gone. 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

Master, Apprentice

The old Ashwood Harbor became a ghost town many years ago. Two arms stretched out onto the ocean. One was a long, artificial, L-shaped arm on which cruise ships could dock and unload their living cargo of travelers hungry to experience a new city. The other was a crooked, stony, slightly curved arm on the tip of which stood a derelict hotel on the verge of collapse. The two arms were separated by a large lot on which, once, there had been an immigration building, a small gift shop, and a bus depot. Now those buildings were gone, replaced with crumbling, salt-beaten warehouses. 

The city itself was a glimmer of glittering lights with an orange night sky visible in the near distance. The only sounds were the lapping of gentle waves and the faint rustle of the wind. The smell of seawater floated in on the evening breeze—seawater that had been polluted by many years of detritus, gasoline, and muck that had been accumulating on the shore. 

Isaac Moreau stood with his back to the warehouses, staring out at the ocean. He could see the ghosts of ships, barely more than illuminated impressions against the night fog. To the left, a lighthouse blinked as it spun, casting its powerful beam of light over the sea. To the right, the skeleton of the Resplendent Hotel, a once posh, magnificent building, now stood like the ghost of a woman mourning a lover lost at sea. Above it all and far, far away, the distant crackle of inaudible lightning lit the clouds in wild, sporadic bursts.

“How much longer?” asked a voice from behind.

“Not long now,” Isaac said.

The man in Isaac’s company stepped up next to him and also cast his eyes across the ocean. Silver was younger than Isaac, in his twenties, but he had an old soul—and an even older Guardian; Sonia’s Guardian, in fact. After Bazor, the monster with the Glasgow smile, had appeared to Isaac at his apartment, he feared the creature would soon die, but the Good Doctor was able to save it, and together with Isaac’s help they were able to help it choose a new mage. 

That mage was Silver.

Blessed with a pair of jade eyes that sparkled against the moonlight, and hair the color of the darkest night, Isaac supposed he was the kind of guy any man wouldn’t want around his girlfriend, and any father wouldn’t want around his daughter. Isaac gave Silver a sidelong glance, which was soon returned. The younger man’s face was stern, and ready for anything; one of the qualities Isaac both enjoyed and disliked about his new student.

“Something about this doesn’t feel right,” Silver said.

“You can feel it too, then?” 

Silver nodded. “Ever since we got here.” 

“It isn’t all around us, which tells me they didn’t spend any time looking for a way in. They knew where to go and what to do.”

“An inside job?” 

“It’s possible. We shouldn’t rule it out.” 

“What do you think the magistrate will do?” 

“I don’t know. The first thing is for Jim to step inside and see…” Isaac trailed off.

“See what?” Silver asked.

Isaac shook his head. “Jim will know if anything has been destroyed and what exactly is missing.” 

“If someone took the time to break past the wards, they took something; probably cleaned the place out.” 

“You’re probably right. Still, we can’t make assumptions about what did and didn’t happen.” 

“That means we also can’t assume there isn’t someone still inside.” 

“That isn’t an assumption; it’s a calculated guess. Whoever broke in must have known the moment the wards were breached that someone would find out about what had happened here and respond.” 

Silver’s lip curled into a grin. The beam of light from the lighthouse caught his eyes and they sparkled, almost maliciously. He reached over his right shoulder and grasped the hilt of the sword strapped to his back; the sword Isaac had once displayed at his museum—the sword Nyx had touched. “We can’t assume,” he said.

“With any luck we won’t need that.” 

“I wouldn’t call that luck, exactly,” Silver said, releasing the sword. 

“I know you’re eager to try your magic in a live environment, but we have to exercise patience. Right now it’s the only card we can play.” 

A distant grumble stole Isaac’s attention. Thunder? No, too close to the ground. He looked toward the only serviceable road leading in to this particular section of the harbor and waited. A moment later he saw a glow, that turned into a headlight, that then turned into a motorcycle. Silver spun around when he heard the noise. Isaac, knowing who was on the bike, stepped into view and watched the bike pull up from behind a smaller warehouse. 

Cameron drew his Harley to a slow stop at Isaac’s feet and flicked the engine off. The headlight died instantly. 

“What did I miss?” he asked, smiling brightly.

“Nothing,” Isaac said. “We’re waiting for the others to arrive. Jim is collecting one of the praetors, but they will be getting here by car. No magic.”

“Makes sense. Gotta keep this place safe and all.”

“As safe as possible, in any case. Where’s Alice?” 

“I left her with a friend. She said she wouldn’t be long—had something to take care of.” Cameron kicked the bike’s kickstand and dismounted. He cracked his neck and stretched. “So, what’s this about? Isn’t every day I get called out to this site.” 

“We’ve had a break-in,” Silver said. 

“Shit,” Cameron said, his face suddenly tightening with concern. “Here? At the vault? I thought this place was top security.” 

“It is,” Isaac said, “Whoever got in bypassed all of our security systems. We only found out because of the spell I put on this place to let me know if anyone tried something like this.”

“You’re not thinking—”

“It’s too early to say,” Isaac said, “We need more information. But this so far being the only data point we have, one can only assume Nyx is involved.” 

Cameron stared up at the large warehouse building immediately to his left. A gentle breeze washing in from the ocean carried on it the tinkling sound of a buoy bobbing off the shore. 

“Have you gone inside?” Cameron asked.

“No,” Isaac said, “I could have bypassed the wards and gone to look, but I wanted backup, and we need Jim. If anything’s been done to the vault, he’s the one to tell us.” 

“I think I should go inside,” Silver said, “If there’s someone still in there, I want to find them.” 

“That’s not a good idea,” Isaac said, “If there is someone inside and you’re caught on your own—”

“Then all that training you’ve given me will come in handy, right?” 

“Kid’s got a point,” Cameron said.

“You’re both needed out here,” Isaac said, “We don’t know exactly what we’re dealing with yet.” 

“You said it yourself,” Silver said, “We’re dealing with Nyx.” 

“I said it was a distinct possibility, yes.” 

“Then you need to utilize my skills. You need to let me do the job you’ve asked me to do.” 

Isaac looked at Cameron, and then at Silver. He could send his student into the vault, but doing that was dangerous on its own. For one, the wards around the vault were still intact and would not be easily overcome without the praetor’s key. Silver could cloak himself with the power of the Void and circumvent the majority of the wards, but there was still the risk that he wouldn’t use the power correctly or that the wards would catch him, and hurt him, anyway. And even if he did get inside, he would be cut off from help if there was anyone in there waiting for a stray mage to venture into Ashwood’s magic vault. 

Keeping him on the sidelines, however, was surely a recipe for disaster. Silver was ready and eager, and he had proved his prowess as a detective and as a swordsman. Isaac couldn’t in good conscience say that Silver wasn’t ready to face Nyx and her ilk, but… but.

“I need you to create a safe perimeter,” Isaac said, “When the praetor arrives, they will want to know the area is secure.” 

“You want me to go on patrol?” Silver asked, cocking his head to the side and regarding Isaac like he had just been told to scrub toilets with a toothbrush. 

“Yes. Take a walk around the warehouses, check for any signs of Void activity, and report back to us if you run into any trouble.” 

“Who am I going to run into trouble with out here? This place is deserted.” 

“Just do it,” Isaac said, adding power to his voice.

Silver took a deep breath and seemed like he was going to throw up another counter argument, but he nodded, turned, and started to walk along the shorter end of the adjacent warehouse. A moment later, he was gone. 

“That was tough,” Cameron said. “He reminds me of me when I was still new at this.” 

“He isn’t exactly new,” Isaac said. “But I still don’t think he’s ready.”

“I’ve seen the trials you’ve put in front of that kid and he’s blown through them like a wrecking ball. So, what gives? I’m not one to question your methods or anything, but it sounds like you need to let the bird fly the nest.” 

Isaac sighed. “This is something for me to deal with, Cam. I don’t mean to shut you out, but there’s a lot going on right now and I don’t think I can deal with talking about Silver’s apprenticeship.” 

“Suit yourself,” Cameron said, “But you’re going to have to give the kid a little rope sooner or later. I know what it’s like to want to impress your dad.” 

“I’m not his father.” 

“No, but you’re his mentor and he’s an orphan. Can’t blame him for feeling the way he does. You Brits always sound like disappointed parents.” 

Isaac struggled to contain the smile. “That’s absurd,” he said, “I don’t sound like a parent.” 

“Take it from someone who listens to you on a daily basis. You’ve got this kind of voice that makes people pay attention. Makes people want to sound smarter than they are, more capable.”

“Even you?”

“Even me.”

Across the way, Isaac spotted Silver stepping out from behind one of the warehouses. They locked eyes for a moment, and then Silver looked away and disappeared behind another warehouse. Isaac couldn’t think about how he had shut his student down right now. Nyx had made her first appearance since the night at the graveyard. Down in the vault, Isaac suspected, they would know what piece of the chessboard she had moved. 

Isaac only hoped he was a better chess player than she was.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

 

 

Hell's Toliet

The Ashwood city streets were cold and wet tonight. Single cars hissed by, their rear tires kicking a thin mist up from the asphalt. Crows sat quietly on overhead cables, shrugging flecks of rain from their backs. Humans, blissfully ignorant to the perils all around them, shuffled along with their hoodies or their umbrellas up and their eyes down. Ashwood was alive at night, always full of activity and life, but this was life that wanted nothing to do with anyone else.

Alice pulled the Mustang out of the brightly lit Warwick district and into the Gladstone projects. Crossing into the projects was like stepping over the threshold from one dimension into another. Mountains of garbage spilled out of too-full dumpsters creating an ecosystem of flies and rats, every second or third street light was busted, and the strays had a feral, rabid look about them—the look of animals desperate for any kind of food.

The same look many of the humans here had, only it wasn’t food they wanted; it was vice.

Alice’s shiny, well-kept Mustang drew a lot of unwanted attention. Whole gangs of eyes followed her as she purred along the neighborhood, like jackals sizing up the lonely lion who dared enter their domain. The building she needed was here somewhere, in this district. An instinct she had long ago learned to trust told her to shut the radio off, and she did. The car fell silent save for the low grumble of the engine and the rolling of its wheels on the wet road. 

She made a turn onto a long stretch of street and stopped at a red light. On the right were three blocks of low-rise residential buildings. Some of the shops on ground level were still open, and people in puffy jackets were gathered. On the left, stretching an equivalent distance, was a dark behemoth of a building. All of the lights were off in this building as were the street lights on its side of the street. Many of the ground floor windows were boarded up. White sheets hung from some of the open windows on the upper sheets, flapping with the evening breeze. 

A chill raced up Alice’s back and she shuddered. 

“Damn,” she said, understanding why Jinx wouldn’t have wanted to set foot in there. Sometimes it was easy to forget Jinx was only eighteen years old.

Alice pulled the car into a spot on the side of the road closest to the decrepit old building. The car’s black and chrome body blended perfectly with its surroundings, and it was far enough away from the people on this street that they wouldn’t have noticed her shiny Mustang. She pressed her hand against the dashboard, closed her eyes, and called on the shadows themselves to congregate around her car and keep it hidden from the attention of humans; a trick she had learned from Cameron.

She stepped outside with her backpack slung over her shoulder, shut the car door, and locked it. Then, like David squaring up to Goliath, she walked on, her eyes never leaving the empty building rising out of the ground like an ancient beast, looming over the shorter, surrounding neighborhood. The distant sky shimmered with shades of purple and blue. Alice reached the plaque at the front of the building before the sound of thunder reached her ears.

City General Hospital, est. 1902. Underneath the plaque someone had sprayed over the words City General Hospital and had replaced them with the words Hell’s Toilet. 

The building was surrounded by a chain link fence, the gate of which was run through with a padlock the size of a brick and a chain to boot. But someone had gotten past the chain link to spray the plaque on the other side, so there had to be a way through. 

Alice walked along the section of chain link closest to the plaque, keeping her eyes where the fence met the earth until she found a slight dip in the dirt. The fence looked warped here, too. Bingo, she thought. Alice pulled the fence back, slipped beneath it, and released it to spring back into place once she was through. She scanned the immediate area, but no one was there. She then looked across toward the lit-up section of the street. No one had seen her step in.

“Alright,” she said, patting herself down, “That wasn’t so bad,” and she continued to walk along the cracked concrete path leading from the street to the mouth of the hospital building. When she got there and looked up, it was as if in the minute or so it had taken for her to close the gap between the street and the building, it had gained six extra floors worth of height. 

Alice’s skin began to crawl at the sight of the sunken windows, flapping curtains, and decapitated, stone statues of saints. This building made her feel small and insignificant, like a bug easily squashed beneath a boot. Maybe the building itself had been designed this way, like many other, old buildings were—especially those built to house the sick of body and mind. But the way Alice’s skin had started to crawl, she was beginning to think something else was at work here. 

Something dark, and sinister: a force that didn’t want her coming anywhere near this place.

Alice climbed the few steps up toward the door of the building and tried it. Locked. Figures, she thought. She backed up and scanned the rest of the lower level. Many of the windows here were boarded up with a single, square sheet of wood nailed into the window frame. One of them wasn’t. For some reason, this window had been boarded up with four rectangular pieces of wood as opposed to one large one, and two or three of the boards were missing. 

She approached and peeked inside. The building was dark, but ambient light from the outside was throwing two rectangles of light onto the floor just beyond the opening. Alice saw empty bottles and bits of masonry scattered around the floor. There was mud on the ground too, and footprints. Old this building may have been—abandoned it was not. 

Alice let her bag slip off her shoulder, grasped the strap, and gently lowered it through the open window. She then hoisted herself onto the window frame and, feet first, climbed through. Her feet touched down on uneven, crunchy ground, and she grabbed her backpack to prevent it from getting covered in whatever had been tracked in here. The wet, brown stuff on the floor looked like mud, but this place smelled like shit. 

And booze, and sweat, and piss. 

She quickly pulled her shirt collar out of her jacket and slipped it over her nose. It didn’t do much for the smell and wearing it like this was awkward, but the last thing she wanted to do was inhale asbestos or whatever else was floating around in here. 

“Hello?” she said from inside her shirt. Her muffled voice carried in the empty room and seemed to go racing down the corridors in all directions, as if her voice were looking for someone to reach. 

No reply. 

Alice swung her backpack around, reached into the front pocket, and produced a flashlight. She clicked it on and shone it around the room. The light from the beam sent shadows scurrying away wherever it landed, allowing Alice to get a general sense of the room. This was a foyer. A reception area. In the center of the room was a large, circular desk. There were many benches here, some were bolted down while others had been flipped on their sides. The ceiling panels had long since fallen, exposing long rows of rotting pipes, many of which had also broken loose of their joints and fallen to the floor below. 

She walked carefully, her boots crunching with every step, and made her way around the circular reception desk. Her heart was starting to race. This place wasn’t just dark, and creepy, and smelly; it was also claustrophobic. The darkness itself seemed to press around her like a boa constrictor enveloping its victim. Though the room was large, the debris made it difficult for her to step anywhere with ease. And the cold… this place was like a meat locker with nothing in it. Alice could see puffs of her own breath condensing in front of her lips. 

“Hello?” she asked again, “Is anyone in here?” 

No reply. 

Satisfied that there was no one, at least, within earshot, Alice took another cursory glance of the reception area. She heard a sound and her flashlight fell on the source of the sound lightning-quick. A pair of rats scurried out of a pile of debris and crawled into a hole in the reception desk. She stepped away from it and took a deep breath to calm herself, but then she heard another sound. This time louder, more forceful. 

It sounded like, somewhere above her, someone wearing a pair of heavy boots was walking briskly and with intent. She scanned upwards, as if she would be able to see through the floors, but saw only the snake-like tubes running along the ceiling. A cloud of dust trickled down and danced in the flashlight’s beam. The footsteps faded, but when she traced the direction the footsteps were going with her flashlight she came upon a set of stairs leading upwards. 

Her heart wasn’t just racing now, it was hammering; and the skin all along her arms and hands had started to prickle all over—a sensation which, upon coming into contact with her scarred back, went from tingly, to painful. She glanced at the open window leading outside and considered, for an instant, a question she should have considered before having even set foot in this building. 

Do I call and wait for backup? 

But she hadn’t called for backup the first time she set foot into the Cinema Royale either, and back then she hadn’t known the truths about herself she knew now. The footsteps she had heard upstairs may have been caused by a human, or they may have been caused by something else. If that something else turned out to be one of Nyx’s Pain Children, then it was possible the thing didn’t know Alice was even here. None of the others had, either. Alice had caught all of them by surprise. If she hung around down here and waited for backup, and the thing wizened up to her presence and fled, Alice wouldn’t be able to forgive herself. 

She was here now, and if a creature of the Void was calling this place home, it was up to her to find it and destroy it.

Alice turned to look at the set of stairs heading to the next floor up and began her approach. She pulled her backpack around and opened the main zipper. Reaching inside, her hand closed on Trapper’s cold, plastic case, and she pulled the Polaroid Instant Camera from her backpack. She fastened the camera’s strap around her neck and let it hang loosely over her chest, then zipped the backpack up and slipped both of her hands into the straps.

She put a boot on the first step and shone her flashlight up along the length of the staircase with the crumbling walls. 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5

 

 

Fifteen Spirits

It’s often said of old buildings, from landmarks to lowly bookstores on obscure streets, that they have character. That, oh, if only these walls could talk. As Alice wandered the long, debris ridden halls of the old City General Hospital, now affectionately dubbed Hell’s Toilet, she figured the people who said such things had never been to this one. 

This building moaned under the weight of its years, the floors croaked as if they were too weak to support even a slight woman’s weight, and the ceilings dripped with dirty water filtering down through cracks all the way from the roof. If this building could speak, it would howl, and anyone stupid enough to be trying to listen would be driven mad by the sound. As Alice picked her way over small heaps of fallen masonry, pipes, and the kind of waste only human beings were capable of producing, she was keenly aware that the hospital itself had taken issue with her presence. 

Open doorways yawned, their frames jagged and rotten to the point where they resembled crooked teeth. The rooms beyond these doors were all empty, jaundiced husks reminiscent of the patients who once spent time here. Beneath peeling layers of once cream paint, the walls were red, making Alice think of open wounds on wrinkled skin. When she cast her eyes down the hall, it seemed at once to stretch for miles and contract around her, with almost nauseating results. 

Alice closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and steadied herself. She had come up here because she had thought she heard footsteps, but the stairs were far behind her now, and she hadn’t encountered a soul. At least, not one she could see with her own eyes. Twice she had thought of using Trapper’s REF setting to stare into the Reflection, but both times had decided against it. 

Not yet, her gut said, and she trusted her gut.

She was walking along a corridor when she heard a metallic squeak followed by a loud bang and a rattle. Alice froze and swallowed the sudden burst of fresh unease. She was walking down a long corridor which ended in a set of double doors quite a ways down, but about ten or twenty feet from where she was, the corridor broke off to the left. The sound had come from there, she knew, and unlike most normal humans, she didn’t immediately believe the wind had caused it.

Alice walked further along the corridor, keeping a wide berth from the opening to her left as she came up to it. A window to her right was pockmarked with holes, likely from thrown rocks, allowing a cool breeze to thrust its way into the corridor Alice was about to turn into. She wasn’t sure what she would see down there—a vagrant sleeping on an old gurney, some kid pushing around a wheelchair, or maybe a ghost or a Pain Child thrashing around to pass the time—so she swapped hands, holding her flashlight with her left, and resting her right hand on Trapper.

She reached the corridor and, with her back close to the outer wall, turned to look across it. There, strewn around the place like discarded toys, were an inordinate number of gurneys and wheelchairs, any of which could have caused the sound Alice had just heard if it had rolled into a wall. Old cables hung from the ceiling like dead snakes and there was a faint smell of urine that penetrated Alice’s makeshift nose cover. But the corridor was devoid of people, and it was as dark as any of the others. If she hadn’t had a flashlight she wouldn’t have been able to see all the way to the end of it.

Alice placed her flashlight hand beneath Trapper’s body, raised the camera to her eye, and made sure the setting toggle was set to REF. The world swam and shimmered as she looked through the viewfinder, and even when the camera’s obscure power finished the process of piercing the veil separating this world from the Reflection, she saw the people responsible for the crash and rattle she had just heard. 

There was more than one dead person in this hall. To Alice it wasn’t as if she were looking through a small square at all, but rather as if her senses had extended to see out of the camera’s lens itself, uninhibited and unrestricted, so when the spirits present in the hall became visible to Trapper, they became visible to her too.

She counted ten. No, twelve—fifteen. Fifteen spirits, she thought. They were mostly idle; some of them were sitting on wheelchairs, others sitting on gurneys. Two spirits wandered aimlessly up along the length of the corridor, in a zig zag pattern to avoid touching other spirits or the objects they were sitting on. They coughed and sneezed and whined as they may have done in life. None of them spoke, but many of them looked at her.

Alice took a deep breath and, recalling Isaac’s teachings –think like a mage, he would always tell her—imagined a shield of shadows and darkness surrounding her, obscuring her from the spirits’ dead eyes and ghostly senses. Her palms pulsed with a soft, cold blue glow, her body prickled all over, and when she opened her eyes the spirits had turned away from her. 

A sigh of relief escaped her tightly pressed lips. Alice knew she was a battery for spirits, knew that proximity to her empowered them and awakened them. Once she had even taken advantage of this fact. But tonight she didn’t want them to know she was here, and so far, it was working. 

Slowly Alice started to move through the corridor, stepping between the gurneys and wheelchairs to get to the other side like a zookeeper in a den of sleeping bears. To the other side of this hall, she thought, is where she had to go. This wasn’t a thought birthed in logic, but one born of instinct—an instinct she was used to trusting. But as she walked along the corridor of the dead, a thought struck her, and she paused in front of a man whose skin was pulled so tightly around his slight skeleton he looked more like a cadaver than most ghosts.

She circled around him, took another couple of steps down the corridor, and then turned around to look in the direction she had come. The spirits were still there, still moaning, still waiting. The thought of getting them all out of here, of clearing the hall they all seemed to be centered in, crossed her mind, but she couldn’t do that. Right now she had the element of surprise, and setting Trapper off would take that away from her. She couldn’t afford to lose it this time. Not when she was alone. 

Again Alice turned on her heel, only this time she proceeded to walk along the corridor at a more rapid pace. Her heart was hammering in her chest, her body was cold, and her alert level was high, but she wasn’t even looking through Trapper’s lens anymore. She wanted to get through the corridor and away from these spirits to escape the guilt of leaving them there. 

Then she reached the end of the hall, and she heard another squeak and another rattle; a series of them, in fact. The sounds occurred simultaneously, creating a moment where the once quiet corridor was filled with discordant scraping sounds. Alice’s arms prickled again, the sensation shooting into her back to cause a moderate amount of discomfort. Slowly Alice craned her neck around to see what on earth could have caused that huge racket.

Alice’s eyes widened and she turned around fully. The corridor before her—the one she had just walked along—was clear of all of the gurneys and wheelchairs. But the derelicts weren’t gone. In defiance of gravity itself, the rusting metal husks had climbed the walls and ceiling and now stood pressed together and suspended on every surface but the floor. Wheels squeaked softly, the metal beds clinked as they touched, and at the end of the hall, someone was standing. 

Male or female, Alice couldn’t tell. Their profile was obscured by the light filtering in from the window at their back. But there was one thing about them Alice could see clearly—the eyes. They shone in the dark like tiny lights, shifting and glimmering, giving the dark silhouette a sinister look Alice didn’t even want to look at. And they—whoever it was—had done this. Was it a mage? A spirit? A Pain Child? No… not a Pain Child.

“Who are you?” she said, but the figure at the end of the hall didn’t reply—instead it started to run at her from the other side of the hall. 

In a split-second decision between fight or flight Alice chose flight, turning to her right and making tracks along this new, unexplored corridor. There was less debris here than there was in the other one, but Alice wasn’t concerned about that. She was running entirely on instinct now, jumping over toppled beds and chairs with the grace of a stray cat fleeing at the sight of a human. What she needed to do was find the stairs and get to the lobby. That room was large and wide, and if she could get there first this person wouldn’t be able to sneak up on her.

But despite making all the turns she thought she needed to make to wind up right where she had started, she found herself continuously met with unknown corridors leading to unexplored sections of the hospital. Being so aware of the person chasing her prohibited her from thinking logically, the impulse being to keep moving, keep running, but she needed to think. She needed a moment. 

When the hall she was running down made an unexpected left turn, Alice took it. Her boots skidded on wet tiles, but she held onto the corner wall and made the turn into this new corridor culminating in a set of double doors. If she was right, this was the way out. The stairs would be on the other side of it and with her pursuer’s footsteps still at her back she knew she would make it first. 

Alice shoulder-charged the double doors and they gave way under the force of the impact, but instead of a slightly wider than normal corridor with a staircase set into it, Alice came to a staggering halt in the middle of a dark, windowless room with the skeleton of a large bed frame bolted into the floor and a huge, crooked light fixture hanging from the ceiling. This was an Operating Room, and there was no way out but the way she had come.

The footsteps grew louder. Alice turned, brought Trapper to chest level, held her finger against the big red button on the front of the camera, and as soon as the doors opened she pressed her finger to the button and released Trapper’s necromantic energy. A bright blue flash exploded out of Trapper’s shutter, exposing the moss-covered walls and bringing the crumbling surroundings into sharp focus. Her heart was thundering now with fear and adrenaline. The hit had been good, she knew it had been good, but the person… was still standing there.

Of course it was—Trapper was set to REF, and its power was useless to any materialized or living entities. Alice backed in to the bolted down bed and stared at the person standing by the door with their hands up and crossed in front of their face. She quickly set the toggle to MAT and readied the camera again, but hesitated before pressing the button.

“Who are you?” Alice asked again. 

The woman lowered her hands slowly and gazed at Alice from behind a curtain of darkness. Her eyes weren’t glowing anymore. Maybe they never had been. “The flash on that thing is stronger than I remember,” the woman said. “You’ve made adjustments?” 

“I’ve made… what?” Alice asked.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6

 

 

The Magic Vault

Jim arrived in his banged up old Chevy only fifteen minutes behind Cameron. Jim, with his thick rimmed spectacles, his scruffy hair, and the week old stubble on his cheeks, looked right at home behind the wheel of this rust bucket with windows. The praetor next to him wearing the dark cowl and the black cape, though, looked like a blotch of black ink on an old photograph. 

Though the praetors had made an appearance in force at the graveyard a few months back, none of their faces had been visible due to the magic cowls they wore. The same was true tonight. It was one thing to see a praetor in full garb in their natural habitat, lording over lesser mages in the Throne room, wreathed in cloaks of writhing, cosmic darkness and passing judgments on behalf of the invisible emperor. It was quite another to see one stuffed into an old car like someone being delivered to the set of a movie already in full costume. 

The car pulled up beside Cameron’s Harley and came to a squeaking halt. Jim put the car in park and stepped out, pushing his spectacles up on the bridge of his nose. A black pentacle, like the one Cameron was wearing to protect him from the corruptive power of the Void, hung from a silver chain around his neck. The praetor, who wasn’t wearing such a necklace, stepped out and walked around the front of the car. It was a woman, judging by her bust and waist; she was wearing a black cowl and cape over a black bodice and dress. Cameron stared, his arms folded across his chest. Silver, who had returned from his perimeter sweep, also stared. 

“Good evening,” said the praetor, her voice sultry and low. “Our Librarian tells me there has been an incident.” 

Isaac nodded. “There has. The vault has been breached.” 

Jim didn’t have to stick around for this debrief. He walked over to the small door embedded in the side of the warehouse and began examining it closely while Isaac explained what he knew to the magistrate’s representative. The praetor listened and nodded at times, listened intently, and in fact seemed to be ahead of the curve.  

“You suspect Nyx is involved,” said the praetor.

“It is too early to tell for certain,” he said, keeping his suspicions to himself, “I would still like to perform a thorough sweep of the interior of the vault. Jim wanted a praetor present to oversee our investigation.” 

“I am thankful for the consideration.” 

“I understand the magistrate isn’t entirely aware of our operations so we wanted to be transparent.” 

She nodded. “Very well,” she said, “I shall unlock the vault.” 

Isaac stepped out of her path and gestured toward the warehouse. As she walked, Isaac, Cameron and Silver followed. Jim also stepped aside as she approached the simple, rusty, green metal door on the side of the warehouse. The whole building was falling to pieces; the high windows were mostly smashed in, the metal exterior was covered with brown rust—a process exaggerated by the ravages of the salty ocean spray—and the roof was caved in like it had been smashed by a giant’s hammer. But the exterior of the building didn’t matter. In fact, it was better that the building looked, on the outside, like it could implode at any moment. 

This would keep strays away.

The praetor reached with a gloved hand for the green door and pressed her palm against it. The silver ring she wore on top of her glove glowed with warm, amber light, and as she began to recite an incantation in Latin, magic symbols etched into the metal doorframe began to slowly rise into existence, glowing with their own amber light. Isaac felt the rush of magic, heard the distant growl of thunder, and thought of the Tempest—that raw, furious, primal place where mages draw their powerful magic from. 

Finally there was a click, and the green metal door unlocked. The praetor removed her hand from the door, the sigils around it disappeared into nothingness, and she carefully reached for the knob. After waiting for a moment which seemed to hang in the air, suspended like a baited breath, she turned the knob and pushed the door open. 

The space beyond the threshold was darker than night. Not even ambient light could penetrate the open arch. A moment passed, and the praetor stepped into the building only to be consumed by the darkness like a morsel. Jim nodded at Isaac and followed, then Cameron went in, and then Silver. Isaac took a moment to scan the door frame before deciding to step inside as well. 

Instead of a level floor and a large, mostly empty building, there was a narrow stone corridor with a low ceiling ending in a descending stone staircase. When the door behind him shut of its own volition, the dark path illuminated enough for each stone step to be identified. Still, walking down them in near darkness with walls pressing around him was unnerving to say the least.

And then there was the constant, electrifying sensation rolling along his arms and the nape of his neck… 

Finally, the stairs gave way to a large chamber lit by blue-fire torches that never went out. The walls on either side of the chamber expanded and encircled a huge basilica similar in design to the Throne room with a high, golden ceiling into which images of mages and the Tempest had been painted, and black marble columns placed in a circular pattern around the room. Another slight set of stairs led out of the ante-chamber, beyond the columns, and into the vault proper where a number of tables, glass display cases, and roped off enclosures housed the Ashwood mages’ most prized—and dangerous—possessions. 

From cursed dolls and mirrors to blessed clocks and garments, medallions of power, wands assembled by ancient mages, bookshelves with no beginning or end, and more weapons and suits of armor that one could count, the vault was an impressive place indeed. Isaac had only visited a few times, always under the watchful eye of a Legionnaire or two, and had only ever retrieved books from the shelves running along the walls. Now he walked along the center ring, a part of the vault restricted only to praetors—and Jim. 

It was Silver’s echoed wolf-whistle that broke the silence. “This place is huge,” he said. His voice returned to him three times over. “How old is it?” 

“It was built by the first generation of mages to settle the area some two hundred years ago, but I’m afraid the tour will have to wait,” Isaac said, “Silver, Cameron; fan out, scan for signs of intruders, and for God’s sake don’t touch anything.” He turned to Jim. “What do you think?” 

Jim, who hadn’t said a word since his arrival, was looking around the veritable museum of magical objects with the keen eyes of a hawk searching for a rodent in the wilderness from high above. He flitted from one display case to the next, zigging and zagging between suits of armor and tables covered in trinkets and items of unknown origin and use. There had to have been hundreds of items in the center ring alone, and thousands of books—maybe tens of thousands. But it seemed Jim was scanning the place visually, without the help of any physical map or roster. 

He turned to look at Isaac, his eyes wide. “Something’s definitely gone,” he said. 

Again he turned and stared at the space between two display cases. Inside one of the cases stood a golden breastplate and a centurion’s helmet; resplendent, shining, and proud. From the other, a puppet of a man wearing a suit and a top-hat stared with eyes that seemed to follow one’s movements. 

“Something?” the praetor asked. “Do you know, specifically, what?” 

“A mirror,” Jim said, and he looked across at Isaac, whose face hardened. “Not just any mirror, either. This one holds the essence of something dark and dangerous; it was used hundreds of years ago to summon a demon, and the people who vanquished it didn’t quite have the power to send it back to where it belonged.” 

“You’re sure that is what was taken?” Isaac asked.

“I’m sure,” Jim said. “It was right here.” 

“Is that all that’s been taken?” 

Jim spun around on the spot, for a moment unsure, but then he stopped spinning and nodded. “Yes, that’s all. But, I mean, that’s bad enough.”

An empty silence descended upon them as neither Jim nor Isaac knew exactly what to say. Both mages knew the significance of what had just happened—Nyx had, after all, used a mirror to escape the Reflection the first time she was discovered. But she was already here, she had already crossed over. Why would she need another mirror unless she was going to do something with the demon Jim said resided within it? 

“They were here,” Silver’s voice came floating over the chasm. “I can feel the Void.” 

The praetor turned to look at Isaac and asked the question. “What does this mean?”

“It means we know who the culprit is and what’s been stolen,” Isaac said, “What we don’t know is why.” 

“Or how,” said the praetor. “How did Nyx breach our wards? Your wards?”

“I don’t know,” Isaac said. 

“There’s something else,” Cameron said, adding his voice to the reverberating cacophony of echoes.  

“What is it?” Isaac asked.

“You’d better come over here.” 

Isaac nodded and stepped away; Jim and the praetor followed, their collective footsteps bouncing off the walls and high ceiling in a sound to match the scrambled thoughts floating around in Isaac’s head. Motives, methods of entry, and potential end-game scenarios were forming and washing away like waves on a turbulent shore. Why take a mirror? Of all of the things in the vault, why only take the mirror?

He slowed his approach as he arrived where Cameron and Silver were standing—a space between two columns overlooking the main storage area. The hairs on Isaac’s arms stood on end, and the magic bangle on his wrist turned cold; deathly cold. His body, too, began to suddenly vibrate softly. It was as if he had stepped through a curtain of cobwebs and onto an electric plate. Isaac turned on the spot, perplexed but also in full understanding.

“Do you feel it?” Silver asked.

“This is the point of entry,” Isaac said. “Where they came in.” 

“They?” the praetor asked. “There were more than one?” 

“I’m only sensing one portal, but it would have been big enough for many to come through one at a time.” 

“I do not understand how this is possible. You assured me your wards were strong enough to prevent intrusion. How has this happened?” 

Isaac thought for a moment, putting together fractures of information in the hopes they would form a cohesive whole. Finally, he got it, even if the explanation itself was absurd. He licked his dry lips, took one last cursory glance over at the section of glimmering items and display cases, and then turned his attention to the rest of the group.

“Tempest born magic,” Jim said, beating Isaac to the punch. 

“Both, in fact,” Isaac said. “A fusion of Tempest Born and Void magic.” 

“Like ours,” Silver put in.

Isaac nodded. Though their introductions to the power of the Void had been different—Isaac was a mage who had touched the Void, and Silver was a human who had been claimed by a Void-touched Guardian—the end result was the same; Isaac and Silver were Void Weavers.

“But that’s impossible,” Jim said, “There are only three Void Weavers in all of Ashwood, one who is currently under heavy surveillance. Right?” 

“Who, Logan?” Cameron asked. “That’s right. He’s always got a pair of Legionnaires with him, and he spends most of his time in lockup.” 

“And he can hardly be called a Void Weaver,” Isaac said. “I only taught him enough to save his life.”

“For all the good that’ll do us,” Cameron muttered.

“Regardless,” the praetor said, slicing the conversation in half with all the grace of a butcher with a meat cleaver. “Are you trying to say that only someone with your unique talents, Tribune Moreau, could have broken into our vault?” 

“Not just someone with my talents—someone much more powerful than I.” 

“Could it be Nyx?” the praetor asked.

“Bullshit,” Silver said, his pale cheeks flushing with blood. “I have Sonia’s Guardian, not Nyx. She can’t use Tempest magic without a Guardian. Without Bazor, Sonia’s body is just a human body.”

“I agree,” Isaac said, “But the evidence is clear. Someone with access to the magic of the Void and the Tempest, someone powerful enough to literally punch a hole through my wards, broke into the vault tonight.”

“If you eliminate the impossible,” Jim said, quoting Sherlock Holmes, “Then whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.” 

“What’s left, then?” Isaac asked.

Jim pushed his spectacles onto his nose. “Nyx must have… found a Guardian.” 

“Preposterous,” said the praetor. “Such a thing is unheard of. Guardians of the Tempest would never serve such a vile creature.” 

“Let’s keep our arguments objective,” Isaac said. “For now we can only act on the evidence we have. Do you think you can track the mirror’s whereabouts, Jim?” 

“She’s likely cloaking the thing with magic,” Jim said, “We won’t find it easily, not without extensive ritual magic—and she’ll know we’re looking for it, too.” 

Isaac nodded. “Get started. Cam, help him out. Silver, stay with the praetor—by being here she may have been exposed to Void magic.”

“Where are you going?” Silver asked, and by the look on his face Isaac suspected his student was feeling the same thing he was, the same coldness.

“I need to go outside and make a phone call.” 

“Isaac,” Jim said “We need your help here.” 

“I know. I’ll be back.”  

Isaac rushed back the way they had come, through the ante-chamber, up the stairs, and through the green door which he kept open with his foot. The smell of salt greeted his nose when he emerged. The night air was crisp and cool and silent. The gentle lapping of water soothed the anxiety he had felt as he rushed up those stairs, but only slightly. The mounting feeling of dread had started to build while they were speaking of Nyx and whether or not she had access to the magic of the Tempest, but the feeling, Isaac knew, was entirely unrelated to this.

The part of him that was connected to the Void was feeling something, some distant, urgent tug, and every time he had tried to push it to the back of his mind it came screaming to the forefront saying one thing over and over and over. Alice. Alice. Alice. Was she in danger? Was she hurt? Cam had said she wasn’t far behind, but he hadn’t heard from her yet. What was she doing?

Isaac fished his phone out of his pocket, dialed her number, and put it to his ear.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7

 

 

Corazon

“I had a feeling we would cross paths one day, Alice—just not in here.” 

Though the room was cast in darkness, the light coming off Alice’s flashlight was enough to see by. Alice got the impression this woman was beautiful, but also quite severe. Her eyes were almond shaped, her lips were full, and the glow highlighted high cheek bones and the beginnings of crow’s feet along the corner of each of her eyes. Alice’s mind focused on this woman’s appearance because it couldn’t process what was being implied, but when she couldn’t stare in silence any further, she spoke.

“You?” Alice said.

It was half a question, but with a slight nod the woman showed she had understood nonetheless. “Me,” she said, “I’m sorry we had to meet like this.” Her thick, quasi-Spanish accent suggested she wasn’t from Ashwood, but from somewhere far—maybe Mexico. 

“You’re her… you left Trapper at my doorstep.” 

“I did; the chest, too.”  

“Why didn’t you… why did you… I mean—”

“You have questions, I get it,” she said, “But right now isn’t the time. The only important question is why I’m here, and that one has a simple answer. I’m here for the same reason you are.” 

“You’re… hunting?” 

She nodded. “I’ve sensed them, these creatures. I’ve been tracking them for over a month. Longer than that. I told myself I wouldn’t hunt again, but once I realized what was going on I couldn’t just sit around and watch it all happen. I thought you were one of them, so I ran at you.” 

“Wait a second,” Alice said, her mind now finding its edge again. “You’ve known that our city is under attack for over a month? Why haven’t you come to find me sooner?” 

“The time wasn’t right. Tonight wasn’t right either, but here we are.” 

A dark cloud covered Alice’s face. An angry heat was starting to rise into her chest causing her cheeks to start burning. This woman was the second person to ever know about Alice’s condition—Isaac was the first. She had found Alice, and instead of stepping inside for a cup of coffee and a run-down of what her responsibilities would be, she had dropped a bunch of equipment off at Alice’s doorstep and left her to figure it all out on her own. 

“Where were you two years ago?” Alice asked, advancing. “I could have used your help when all of this started, when I had no idea what was going on or what I had become. Do you have any idea how much simpler my life would be right now if you would have just told me what you knew?”

“You don’t know if your life would have been simpler,” she said, “Only different.” 

Alice bit the inside of her lip to choke the spite out of her words before they could leave her mouth. “Did you do that in the corridor? Did you move all the furniture?” 

The woman nodded. 

“Good,” Alice said, moving to get past the woman standing at the door, “Then you can find your way out and leave me to my hunt.” 

The woman put her hand out and stopped Alice from leaving. “You’re confused,” she said, “And I’m sorry about that. I want to explain everything to you, but we’re only going to get through this if we work together.” 

“I’ve taken Pain Children down on my own many times before.” 

“Pain Children… is that what you’ve been calling them?”

“I haven’t been calling them that, it’s what they are.”

“That makes a lot of sense,” she mused.

The stranger took a step back and out of the room. There, in the corridor, a faint sliver of moonlight was filtering in through a broken window, and Alice realized she could now see the face in front of her. This woman was beautiful, but there was a set of long scratches along her right cheek, and her lip was busted and had been bleeding. The fire in her eyes was present though, singing the battle cry of the warrior living inside of her. 

“It got you,” Alice said, her defenses melting as sympathy bubbled up. She knew all too well what it was like to be hurt by one of these things. 

She nodded. “It’s nothing. I’ve been scratched before, but this one hurts more than it should.” 

“They do that.” Alice paused, swallowed. “What’s your name?” 

“Corazon,” she said, “But my friends call me Cora.” 

“Cora. You really wanna stay?” 

She nodded again. “I owe you, for what I did that day.” 

Hearing those words caused Alice’s cheeks to run hot, but she couldn’t let anger get in the way of what she had come here to do. “Then we’d better start looking for it,” Alice said, “If our prey didn’t already know something was up, it knows now.” 

Cora stepped aside and let Alice walk into the hall. “How many of them have you dealt with?” she asked as the two women padded along the dark corridor.

“More than my fair share,” Alice said, remembering the gasmask man, the poltergeist, and the three screamers—the dark shapes with the copper teeth. “They used to just be spirits, but now they’re something else. I still don’t entirely understand them or how they can do the things they do; all I know is that I have to find them and destroy them.” 

“You’re gonna want to destroy this one,” Cora said. “This one’s a real piece of shit; gotta watch out for those razor fingers, learned that the hard way.” 

Razor fingers? 

The sudden forceful, thrumming sound of heavy boots thumping on the ground stole Alice’s attention. Fear like hot iron leapt into her throat and she sucked in a startled breath of air. The footsteps were close, maybe directly above her—maybe even on this floor. Alice and Cora exchanged glances, and then advanced through the corridor to the T junction up ahead. The flashlight tried to pierce the darkness, but the darkness wouldn’t budge and Alice couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of her. 

A slow, drawn out scratching sound that dug into the brain like a spear of ice rent the corridor in two, chilling Alice to the bone. Her heartrate reached fever-pitch, not because of what she had heard, but because of all the pieces that were now starting to fall into place. 

A hospital.

A pain child.

Razor fingers. 

Before the thought could fully manifest, the darkness split apart and something came screaming out of it. Alice threw herself against a wall but lost her footing and hit the ground just as a set of sharp, deadly, gleaming talons went sailing past an inch away from her eyes. It had been so close she could almost hear the thing’s fingertips slice the air itself to ribbons, and in that moment of closeness, she saw it—the surgeon—and her old nightmare came flooding forth like lava from an active volcano. 

The surgeon screamed, and its metallic, gargling cry filled the halls and made them shudder. Alice turned her head and saw the entity about to strike her again, but she was still frozen. She put her hand up to protect her face and sharp talons bit into her flesh through her leather jacket. Alice screamed now, too, adding her own voice to the discordant cacophony, but the sound was distant, as if she were hearing herself from the end of a long tunnel.

Her arm throbbed and pulsed with white hot pain and her mind went reeling. It took her back to a time when this same entity had cut her back into tiny strips and peeled the flesh apart one incision at a time, for no reason other than to hear her agonized cries. She was on lock-down, shut away from the world around her and unable to move or act. Trapper was at her neck and she knew she had power, now—the power to hurt it back. But she couldn’t think, couldn’t act, and could barely even hear the commotion happening all around her. 

The hall fell slowly silent, and a pair of hands grabbed Alice’s shoulders. 

“Alice?” Cora asked. She had asked twice, but Alice hadn’t registered the first attempt. 

Alice lowered her bleeding, throbbing arm and stared at Cora, wide eyed with panic.

“You have to get up,” she said, “You have to fight!” 

“I… I…” The words wouldn’t form. With the corridor now dark and empty, Alice had a chance to reconsider what she had tried to do earlier. Run. Only this time she wouldn’t head to the reception area and mount a last stand—she would crawl through that window, head into the rain, call the mages, and have them tear this fucking place down with that thing still in it. She knew that as long as it remained physical, it could be hurt. What better way to hurt it than to bring a building down around it? But it wasn’t here anymore; it had left this corridor. 

Cora slapped Alice across the cheek. 

Alice blinked and, for the second time tonight, her mind realigned itself. “It’s gone,” she finally managed, “Why has it gone?” 

“I don’t know,” she said, “But if we want to catch it and destroy it, we need to go after it right now.” 

“We can’t destroy it… you don’t know this one like I do.” Alice winced and cradled her arm. Blood was slipping out of four deep slices in her leather jacket. “Fuck,” she said.

“Damn… it really got you,” Cora said. “Can you move it?” 

With great effort Alice forced her fingers to flex, turning her hand into a fist. Supernaturally inflicted pain coursed through her system, pain so insidious not even adrenaline could silence it. Alice had to grit her teeth and groan to make the fist with her hand, but she managed. This was good. The surgeon’s scalpel fingers hadn’t cut too deeply into her arm. 

“Hold still, okay?” Cora said, “I’m going to do something.” 

“What are you going to do?” Alice asked.

Cora didn’t reply. Instead she grabbed Alice’s arm by the wrist and the elbow and closed her eyes. A moment later, Cora’s palms were glowing with soft, blue light and the pain in Alice’s system was starting to fade. It didn’t leave entirely—the discomfort and the difficulty moving her fingers remained—but she was no longer paralyzed by the pain. 

Alice stared in wonderment at her own arm, and then looked up at Cora. “How did you do that?” she asked.

“I’ll teach you,” Cora said, and when she opened her eyes they were glowing softly again. 

Cora stood up, extended her hand, and Alice took it with her good arm, rising to her feet in the same motion. “Thanks.” 

“Don’t thank me; just tell me you’ll get rid of this thing.”

“Why didn’t it keep attacking?” Cora asked.

“It must have known there were two of us and fled. Which means it won’t stay in the hospital for long, if it’s still here at all.” 

“Then we’d better get moving and find it.” 

“I think I have an idea. Stay with me, I’ve only done this once.” 

Alice reached out with her mind, removing the cloak of shadows she had put up around herself to prevent her light from shining and searched with her invisible senses for the energies of the spirits still haunting the hospital. Her mind took her to the corridor with the gurneys, which now lay toppled and discarded on the floor, and she sensed the spirits wandering aimlessly along that hall. All at once she wrapped her psychic tendrils around each and every one of them, and when she had their essences under her control she uttered the same word she had used back at the graveyard those many months ago.

“Awaken.” 

And Hell’s Toilet woke up.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 8

 

 

The Surgeon

Like Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein monster, the crumbling old City General Hospital was alive again. With her eyes closed, Alice’s other senses started to work overdrive. In the distance she could hear the sounds of coughing patients, the wails of the dying, and the angry rants of those still in denial of their situation. The heady smell of disinfectant filled the air and assaulted Alice’s nostrils, though it was considerably better than what she had smelled since she came into this place. Then suddenly, the air became charged with static, causing Alice’s hackles to rise.

“What are you doing?” Cora asked. “What did you do to the spirits?” 

“They’re going to help us,” Alice said, and she sent—through her psychic connection—a single command to all of the spirits under her influence. Find the surgeon, don’t let him leave. 

A cold breeze whooshed through Alice’s already excited body causing her to shudder all over. Cora felt it too because she let out a small sigh. The halls were still dark and, for the most part, as quiet as they had ever been, but something had changed. The shadows were different. Once they danced away from the flashlight’s beam, but now they seemed to cross in front of it, casting macabre, humanoid marionettes on the walls. Whispers floated at the edge of sound. 

Alice opened her eyes and exhaled slowly. She turned to look at Cora and gestured down the hall with a nod of her head. Cora walked, and Alice walked beside her. The spirits were like curious fish; they would approach from one direction, circle the pair of Half-Liches, and depart quickly in another direction. Alice swore she could almost hear them as they approached, but mostly registered their presence as a prickling of the skin.

Cora suddenly stuck her hand out in front of Alice. Far away, but directly ahead, some loud, angry thing cried out in frustration. Its horrible voice cascaded down the hall to reach Alice’s ears and she almost froze again, but she didn’t. Instead she put her hand around Trapper, ensured the camera was set to MAT, and readied her finger against the button. 

“It’s down there,” Cora said.

“There’s no point being subtle about this,” Alice said.

Cora nodded, and then sprang into a run. Alice followed with one hand on her camera and another gripping the flashlight. The corridor jumped and wobbled around her, but her stride was true and she was able to keep a good pace despite the debris. More cries of frustration filled the hall, this time louder, closer, and Alice’s heart jumped into her throat again. The surgeon was near. It was trying to find a way out, but it couldn’t. The spirits weren’t letting him. But they wouldn’t be able to hold him if he decided to start hacking his way out. 

“There,” Alice said, trailing her flashlight on a closed double door at the end of the hall. “The sound is coming from back there.” 

Cora stopped when she reached the door and pushed it hard, but the door wouldn’t open. Alice joined in too, adding her strength to the effort. Nothing. It was either locked or rusted shut. 

“Dammit,” Alice said. “Look around for something to pry it open.” 

“No time,” Cora said. She took a few steps back and readied herself. Alice, noticing what Cora was about to do, readied her shoulder. 

“On three,” Alice said.

“One, two…” 

Alice and Cora took a stride each and impacted the door with their shoulders. Its rusted, metal joints screamed, and the door gave an inch. Another hard shove caused the door to budge even further and scream even louder, a sound that rose above the surgeon’s frustrated cries and caused Alice’s insides to go cold.

This time Alice took a deep breath, backed up four paces, and readied herself. Cora grabbed the left door handle and said, pointing at a spot on the door, “Here. Hit it here.” 

“This would be a lot easier with magic,” Alice said.

“Neither of us has magic that can help with this. Now hit it!” 

Alice didn’t argue. She put her head down, took three hard strides, and hit the door with her shoulder. She had no choice—it was smash the door down or find another way around, and with the hospital’s labyrinthine halls, that would not be an easy feat.

Something snapped when she hit the door, and a metallic whine ripped through the corridor causing Alice’s teeth to rattle, but the door gave way with the force of her momentum to reveal an even darker, wetter hall than the one she had been in. Before Alice saw the gaping hole in the ground and the ruins of rotten metal beams and crushed tiles beneath, it was too late. 

Cora reached out to grab Alice’s jacket, but her fingers slipped off the leather and Alice fell through the collapsed floor and into the level below. For a moment she hung, weightless in the air. Her stomach lifted as her body fell, creating a cold, nauseating sensation that rushed through her in that moment of suspension. With only a moment to act, Alice turned to her side, hugged Trapper to her chest, and allowed the inevitable to happen.

She struck the ground hard, and the shockwave rang out along each and every one of her bones. Her shoulder, the point of impact, shrieked with pain like white fire and then immediately numbed. Something had cracked. She had heard it. Maybe her shoulder had dislocated, or maybe she had fractured it. At least she hadn’t hit any of the stray pipes and sharp lumps she had seen jutting out of the collapsed floor going down. 

Although, if she had, she wouldn’t know it given the current state she was in. Alice had fallen hard on her side and could do nothing but lie there, thinking about what kind of damage she had or hadn’t suffered, and listening to the steady drip drop of water into a nearby puddle. At least Trapper was safe. 

“Alice!” Cora said, but her voice was muffled, as if they had both been submerged in a tank of water.

Alice groaned and shifted her weight from her hurt shoulder to her other side. This arm was also injured—the surgeon had seen to that—but the pain she was feeling was muted on this side, and moving in this way helped. It allowed Alice a moment to think, to collect her mind, to understand that she had fallen—ten feet maybe—although it had felt like miles. 

“Are you okay?” Cora asked.

“I think so,” Alice said, “I’ve hurt my arm, but I think I’m okay.” 

“Wait there, okay? I’m going to come down.” 

“I wasn’t planning on moving.” 

Cora disappeared from view and Alice heard her pattering away, presumably to find a staircase. Alice had fallen pretty hard. If Cora had tried to jump down the hole and managed to hurt herself too, they would have a hard time getting back out of this place—let alone trying to take on the surgeon. 

“Shit,” Alice said, and she willed her body to rise. Her muscles ached, but she made them work enough to allow her to sit up. The flashlight had gone spilling out of her hand and shut itself off; now she couldn’t see her own fingers in front of her face. “Cora?” she said into the darkness, but there was no reply. Looking up at the hole in the ceiling she tried again. “Cora? Are you there?” Nothing.

 Only, the corridor wasn’t entirely silent. The whispers remained, as did the constant charge hanging in the air. But there was something else, too; a distant, drawn out shriek of metal scraping on metal, and it was getting closer. Alice’s heart continued to hammer inside her chest and her breathing began to quicken. This was the sound she had heard only moments ago, a sound that signaled not only the surgeon’s advance, but also his intent.

“Get up,” she said to herself, shifting her weight around. “Get the fuck up.” 

She rotated the shoulder she had landed on. It throbbed and groaned through the general numbness she was feeling, but she hadn’t dislocated it. The joint wasn’t the problem. She felt around with her good hand, hoping she hadn’t landed on something that had embedded itself into her. No, that wasn’t it either, but the arm still refused to cooperate.  

Alice planted her less injured hand on the floor and put her weight onto it. Her forearm pulsed with shots of pain from where she had been cut earlier, but she was able to get to her feet, which was something. She wasn’t aware of it until now, but her chest was starting to feel tight and her stomach was beginning to float. Am I about to faint? 

Distantly she became aware of a vibration on her leg. Her phone was ringing. It seemed absurd to her that in this moment which was much like something out of a horror movie, something as simple—as mundane—as a phone ringing could be happening. But she was thankful for it because it took her out of the moment, and pushed her fear deeper into the back of her own mind. 

Alice reached into her pocket and pulled the vibrating phone out, managing to catch it on every single fold of her jeans. Isaac’s handsome, smiling face looked up at her from the phone’s locked screen. 

She heard the scraping again, and when she looked up she could have sworn she saw sparks flickering down the dark hall like the tiny flashes of distant gunfire. The surgeon was coming. It was closer now, and it was taunting her. It may have been trying to escape before, but it had seen an opportunity. Alice was alone, and any ideas it had about leaving had disappeared.  Any moment now it would be on her, and with only one working hand, Alice had a choice to make.

A metallic scream erupted through the hall as if the thing advancing along the dark corridor had sensed Alice’s internal hesitation. She swiped to the right with her thumb, answering the call, but then stuffed the phone in her pocket and scrambled to grab Trapper. But she had hurt her right arm during the fall and Trapper’s button was on the right hand side of the camera. 

Think like a mage, Isaac’s voice said in the back of her mind, but the surgeon was coming, Alice’s heart was beating like a wild animal thrashing against a flimsy wooden door, desperate to get out—or in—and she couldn’t concentrate. Her hands, both of them, began to glow with soft blue light, enough for her to see a little better than she had been able to see until now; enough to catch the glimmer of razor tipped fingers as they came darting toward her from the dark.

Alice threw herself on her back and the razor fingers sliced strands of her hair as she fell. When she hit the ground, her backpack softening the fall, she clenched her jaw, grabbed Trapper with both hands despite the pain, and pressed the button. Alice’s energy filtered through the camera in an instant and the hall suddenly lit up with a bright blue flash that seemed to explode out of the little camera’s body. There was another metallic screech that vibrated in Alice’s chest, only this time it sounded pained instead of frustrated. 

The surgeon retreated, staggering and slamming into a nearby wall. Alice drew Trapper up again, working through the pain in her right arm, and fired off another bright flash of light that shot out of the camera with a whumph. But in the instant of brightness she saw only the surgeon’s arm as it retreated into the darkness. She had missed this time. Her hands were trembling, her heart was wedged into her throat and beating so hard she thought it would constrict her ability to breathe, and she could feel the pinch of panic in her throat. 

She never saw its face, only its arm and the vague impression of a tall, lanky body. 

“Fuck… fuck—fuck,” she said.  

Her body was telling her to rest, begging her to lay her head back and take a moment to breathe, but she remained as taut as a bowstring, her core cocked and ready to move at a moment’s notice, but her blood was running hot, her nerves were shot, and the moment came before she was ready for it. The surgeon barreled out of the darkness, its scalpel fingers catching the blue light from Alice’s hands and gleaming wickedly. The thing screeched, and its jaw unhinged to reveal a dark O—darker than night—from which no light could escape. 

Alice’s mind flashed to the operating room where she was tortured. She remembered the excruciating pain she was in, the whistling, and how powerless she was. The surgeon had her in its scalpels and it would only let her go when it wanted to. A part of Alice had, back then, wished for death, had hoped for the sweet, swift release that would see her free of those vile creatures. But death hadn’t come. The surgeon wouldn’t allow it. Nyx wouldn’t allow it.

More than two years had passed since that day, but for the first time in as long, the part of Alice that wished for death spoke up again, and she found herself unable to press the button that would send the surgeon screaming into the darkness again. Alice cried out as the scalpels came, but they didn’t touch her fragile human skin. She felt a familiar vibration electrify her body, heard the surgeon groan—a sound not dissimilar to the sound its scalpel fingers made as they dragged along metal—and when she looked up she saw it making a hasty retreat down the dark hallway.

There was light in the corridor, too. When Alice looked up and turned around, she saw Cora rushing down the hall. Her eyes were ablaze with blue fire, her hands glowed like Alice’s, and streaks of energy were flying out of them toward the surgeon. It batted the energy away as it fled, and with every pulse of light the surgeon got smaller and smaller until it turned a corner and disappeared entirely. When it was gone and the shrieking died down, Alice allowed herself to breathe. 

Cora approached, stuck a hand out, and helped Alice to her feet. “Can you move your arm?” 

“I can, but I think it’s broken.”

“We should get you to a—”

“No… no more hospitals. I’ll be fine, I’ve just gotta get home. I’ve got a friend who can help out.” 

“Think the surgeon will get out?”

“It’s gone. I can’t feel it anymore” 

“We should get out of here then. Exit’s this way.” 

Alice nodded and followed Cora down the hall. Her hands were still glowing, but by the time they arrived at the reception area, where not even ambient light could penetrate, they didn’t need to see by the glow anymore. They headed straight for the broken window, and without looking back, climbed through it.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 9

 

 

Mirror, Mirror

Isaac’s eyes were wide with alarm. A kind of paralyzing terror had filled him when he first heard the awful, muffled sounds on the other end of the line, and he couldn’t move. Alice was shouting or groaning as the sounds of a battle raged on, and then a painful screeching sound rang out. Isaac yelled down the phone for Alice to answer him, to tell him what was happening, but it was all in vain. She couldn’t hear him.

When the sounds died down, and Isaac’s wits returned, there was only one thing he could think to do. Alice needed his help more than the mages did right now.

He released his hold on the green, warehouse door and it slid shut with a clang. He then closed his eyes, reached out with his mind to that furious, brutal place where magic comes from, and summoned the Good Doctor. The smell of honey and rotting flesh mixed with that of the salt spray, and when Isaac opened his eyes the Good Doctor was standing next to him, tall and indomitable, its eyes hidden behind the full plague doctor’s mask covering its face. 

“I need to go to Alice,” Isaac said. “I think she’s in trouble.”

“Magic is yours,” said the Good Doctor.

Isaac nodded and stepped away from the warehouse door. He walked along the ledge where the lot dropped off sharply into the ocean, and stared into the distance. A storm is coming, he thought as he watched distant sparks of light dance behind the clouds. The ghost of a bell was tinkling somewhere, a buoy perhaps, swaying with the rapidly changing current and steadily increasing winds. 

The Good Doctor came up beside Isaac as Silver had done not long ago, only this time there was no talking. Isaac gripped his right cuff and pulled the sleeve of his jacket up to reveal the brass bangle attached to his wrist. He reached with his mind into the Tempest and drew the magic out of that realm of ocean and wind and rage. A phantom wind blew, causing the surface of the water to ripple and the buoy to sway even more wildly. 

Isaac’s magic bangle began to glow with soft blue light that seemed to wisp off like smoke, and when the magic of the Tempest was his he drew the Void out from inside himself and allowed the two to merge. Before him, a ripple in the fabric of reality was beginning to form. At first it looked like a concentrated spot of heat haze, but then the air began to crackle with purple light creating a tear through which he could almost see… a hospital? 

His heart was starting to race. He waited a moment, then another, and another, as the tear continued to open slowly. All he needed was to be able to feel the place he wanted to go to—or in this case, the person. And through his connection to Alice, which was facilitated by the Void, he could.

The Good Doctor made a sweeping gesture with his hand, and without waiting another instant Isaac reached for the tear and slipped his hand through the portal, but it crackled and flashed wildly, causing Isaac to recoil. The portal pulsed with white light. Isaac covered his eyes, shielding himself from the intensity, and then the portal suddenly collapsed, leaving only a whirling breeze of air.

“Doctor?” Isaac asked. “Why did that happen?” 

“The Void is unpredictable,” the Good Doctor said, “And its currents are difficult to navigate. I sense the currents are turbulent this night.”

“I’ll try again, then. I have to.” 

The Good Doctor nodded, and Isaac tried again, reaching out to Alice through the Void. Before him, the ripple in reality reappeared, crackling and pulsing with purple energy. This time, with a clear image of her and a passable image of the hospital he thought she was in held firmly in his mind, he pushed his hand through the ice-cold portal.

When the portal didn’t collapse, Isaac ducked his head, closed his eyes, and went through the crackling eye of purple light, arriving on the other side a moment later. Standing tall, his body was chilled and his stomach had flipped upside down, but he was where he needed to be at the foot of an old hospital building. 

He saw Alice running up at him, and then saw her immediately stop and jump back, her hands ready to attack, her eyes wide with shock, her face bathed in the violet light from the portal he had just stepped through. Alice stopped dead in her tracks and stared at Isaac, her face grimy and dirty but completely pale, the visage of someone who had just seen a ghost. The portal collapsed in a sudden push of wind which caused a nearby chain-link fence to rattle and clink, and for wet leaves to kick up and fly in all directions.

“Isaac?” she asked, her eyes wide and alive. “What are you doing here?” 

“Alice,” he said, when the disorientation passed. “Are you alright?” 

“You know this man?” Cora asked.

“I do, and I’m fine. How did you know to come and get me?” 

Isaac raised his phone. The screen was black now, and the call had ended the moment he stepped through the portal, but seeing it seemed to be enough to jolt Alice’s memory. She fished her own phone out of her pocket and stared at the screen. Her own phone was inert too, but she remembered the call.

“You called me and I answered,” she said. “You heard all that?” 

Isaac nodded, and though he spoke to Alice, his eyes were probing the other woman standing next to her. “I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner. My magic had trouble locking onto you. Who is this?” 

“Who am I?” the woman asked, “Who the hell are you?” 

“She’s like me, Isaac,” Alice said, “The one who left Trapper on my doorstep.” 

Isaac’s eyes fell on Alice again and a coldness far worse than what he had felt when using Void magic filled him. She was hurt. He could see it in the way she was wincing. Her hand, too, was covered in blood, and she had been cradling her right arm. She hadn’t just been in any battle—it had been a close battle. 

“I’m Cora,” the woman said. There was a swagger about her stance, a kind of cool confidence Isaac could appreciate. This woman was wise and experienced, and that made her someone worthy of respect and caution. But what if she had lied to Alice?

Isaac nodded. “I’m Isaac Moreau,” he said, “You’re the other Half-Lich, then?” 

“Is that what I am?” 

“It’s the conclusion we’ve drawn about Alice,” he said. “Do you have a different word you would prefer we use?”

“No. Anyway, I haven’t called myself anything in a long time.”

“What happened here?” 

“It was the surgeon,” Alice said, “In the hospital. We… couldn’t finish it. The thing ran off.” 

“It hurt you, didn’t it?” Isaac asked.

“It did, but I’m fine.” 

“We need to get you out of the streets and somewhere you can rest.” 

“He’s right,” Cora said, “I didn’t heal those injuries with my magic—only numbed the pain. When the power wears off, and it sounds like it already is, you’ll wish you were somewhere comfortable.” 

“I don’t know if I can rest with that thing on the loose,” Alice said. “Who knows where it’s gone?” 

“You can’t think about that now,” Isaac said, “You’ve been hurt. You need rest. I also have something to tell you, something important.”

Despite the injuries she had sustained, the argument for her need to rest, and the fact that the Pain Child she was hunting had evidently left, Isaac could still sense the want to fight burning inside of Alice’s chest. It was one of the things he liked about her most, but also one of the things she needed to learn how to control.

“Isaac, you know we have to do this,” Alice said, “We have to find it. Maybe I can ask Jinx—”

“Alice, please,” Isaac said, “Come back with me. Get some rest. Let me see to your wounds.” 

Alice looked to Cora, and then back to Isaac. Her shoulders relaxed, she exhaled, and then nodded. “Alright,” she said, “You’re right. Let’s go.” 

Isaac took her uninjured hand—felt the sticky, cold blood on it but decided not to say anything—and then turned to look at Cora. “Thank you,” he said, “For helping her.”

“I didn’t do it for nothing,” Cora said.

“What?” Alice asked, her voice suddenly taking on a high pitched tone. “What are you talking about?” 

 “I want in,” Cora said, “Whatever this is, whatever’s going on, I want in. I can’t just sit around on my ass while something big is going on. Not if I can help.” 

“I don’t believe anyone is truly altruistic,” Isaac said, “There has to be something you want.”

“I just want my life to go back to normal. That’s it. I want this all to be over so that I can have my life back.” 

Isaac looked at Alice and, with only his eyes, asked her to make the decision. 

Alice nodded. “Tomorrow,” she said, “Give me your number and I’ll call you tomorrow. You probably need to get some rest too, and Isaac is right. There’s nothing more to do tonight.” 

Cora nodded and gave Alice her number. She made a quick goodbye and slipped under a loose section of the nearby chain-link fence. When she was on the other side of it, she put her hood up against the steadily rising wind, stuffed her hands into her pockets, and started to walk. Isaac wondered about her. If she truly was the other Half-Lich, then her knowledge of the Void may be even greater than Isaac’s. But he couldn’t think about that now. He had Alice, and she needed him.

“How did you get here?” he asked.

“My car. It’s over there at the end of the street.” 

“I’ll drive you back home. Let me have your keys.” 

Alice did as he asked, and he helped her through the chain-link. As they walked toward the car, Isaac supporting Alice’s weight, he noticed her getting progressively heavier. Her face was twisting with pain and she was wincing with every step. Cora wasn’t kidding about the numbing power she had used on Alice wearing off. It was, and right before his eyes, too. Isaac wished there was something he could do, but there wasn’t. He didn’t have the kind of magic necessary to heal her wounds or ease her pain. He awkwardly dialed Cameron’s number, but a voice came back and said the number wasn’t reachable at this time.

He was probably still underground. 

Isaac helped Alice into the backseat of her Mustang where she was able to find some comfort, and then he drove—carefully—along the cold, wet Ashwood streets. It had started to rain not long after Isaac had gotten into the car, and the rain had forced all but the staunchest and most desperate pedestrians off the streets and back into their hovels. He kept checking the rearview, not for other cars, but for Alice whose face always seemed to be contorted. She was holding in the pain even though it was starting to overwhelm her.

He parked the car in the dedicated parking lot adjacent to his apartment building and then helped her out of the car. With his arm around her waist he escorted her across the lot, through reception, and toward the elevator. Very few residents walked around at this time of night, but he did get an odd look from Reggie—the on duty security guard downstairs. 

“Night on the town?” Reggie asked.

“One too many glasses of bubbly, Reggie,” Isaac said, smiling, and he headed into the elevator as soon as it arrived.

“How are you holding up?” Isaac asked.

“Just awesome,” she said, though her breathing was ragged and quick. 

“I’ll get you comfortable,” he said, and when the elevator door opened he made his way across the hall with Alice’s weight still on his shoulder. He opened the door, stepped inside, kicked the door shut with the back of his foot, and headed straight for the bedroom, pushing the door open with his hip. 

“Here we are,” he said. 

“Isaac!” Alice said, and his heart jumped into his throat leaving a taste like hot copper.

There was another man in the room. Isaac backed up with Alice still resting on him, his eyes wide with a mixture of shock and fear. “What the hell?” he said, and then he realized. There wasn’t another man in the bedroom at all; he was staring at himself.

More specifically, he was staring at a reflection of himself inside an ornate looking mirror; a mirror that belonged in the magic vault beneath the city and not propped up in his bedroom. 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 10

 

 

Ockham’s Razor

Alice looked at her arm again. Cameron had cleaned the wound and wrapped a tight, white bandage around it, but three fine strips of red were starting to appear, running diagonally across it like a claw mark. “The bastard got me,” Alice said.

She was sitting on Isaac’s sofa. Around her were Cameron, Jim, Isaac, and Silver. Silver was off standing by the window, staring out into the night. Cameron was sitting on the sofa next to Alice. Isaac and Jim were standing, and sometimes pacing, which made Alice a bit nervous, but she had her cat Elvira happily purring and rubbing herself all over Alice’s lap. This made her feel better.

The mirror, also, was gone, and that helped. Jim had seen to its removal while Cameron was tending to Alice’s injuries. 

“The wound wasn’t like anything I’ve ever dealt with before,” Cameron said, “It was… insidious.” 

“Insidious?” Alice asked.

“I couldn’t heal the wound with magic. I was able to repair some of the damage to your arm, but the rest will have to heal on its own.” 

“That doesn’t surprise me. The wounds on my back didn’t heal for several weeks or more. Insidious is a good word for what that thing does to people.”

“I’m just glad you’re alright,” Isaac said, “You were fine when I found you and then… things just deteriorated.” 

“I’m happy you came to find me,” Alice said, “I don’t know if Cora would have been able to help like you did. Do you have any idea how that mirror wound up in Isaac’s apartment?” 

“We do,” Jim said, pushing his spectacles back onto the bridge of his nose. “It definitely wasn’t an accident.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, now that you’re healed up we can discuss it, right?” Jim asked, looking to Cameron.

Cameron nodded, offering his approval as the resident magical physician.

“While you were hunting for the surgeon,” Isaac said, “Nyx broke into a high security vault of ours and stole that mirror.”

“You’re sure it was her?” Alice asked.

“It couldn’t have been anyone else. We thought she had a plan with it, thought she may have wanted to use it for something.” 

“But?” 

“She… was playing with us.” 

“What do you mean playing with us?”

“It’s the only conclusion we’ve been able to come to. She wanted to show us her power, show us what she could do and how easily she could do it.” 

“That doesn’t sound like the Nyx I know.” 

“The Nyx you know is different now. We’ve learned something about her that we didn’t know before tonight.” 

“And that is?” 

“When she took Sonia’s body at the graveyard, we watched her wield the power of the Tempest.” 

“I remember.” 

“We also saw Sonia’s Guardian flee Sonia’s body with her soul intact.” 

Alice’s mind was pulled back to the moment when she saw the dark shape leaving Sonia’s body and float off into the night. She hadn’t known what it was then, but when the Guardian, Bazor, showed itself to her again later on, in its full—gruesome—glory, she learned the truth of what had happened and why. Since then she had been able to see the Good Doctor, the being wearing the plague mask, whenever Isaac summoned it from the Tempest. And whenever Silver did magic, she saw Bazor; the monster with the fixed stare and Glasgow smile.

Her eyes floated over to Silver, and she wondered for a moment what it must be like to have such a creature wrapped around your soul. It was a thing of nightmares, the sight of which would have driven any human in a Lovecraft story to madness, and yet it was the source of his power. She tried to figure out what was worse— having to live with a monster, or having to eat souls to survive. This was a question to which there was no easy answer. 

“Bazor,” Silver put in from the corner of the room.

Everyone looked at him, and he turned his head slightly to look back at them.

“Its name is Bazor,” Silver said.

“Right,” Jim said, “So, when Bazor left Sonia’s body, Nyx disappeared with it. We think she triggered a teleportation spell before losing the ability to do magic—maybe she knew the Guardian was leaving and decided to make a quick getaway.” 

“She was also outnumbered,” Alice said. “She wouldn’t have won.” 

“Maybe not,” Isaac said, “In any case, after speaking with Logan, we determined that the spell she used to make her escape was one the legionnaires had prepared before we had even arrived. A contingency for—” 

“When they had me,” Alice said.

“Yes, exactly,” Isaac said. An awkward pause hung in the air. “We know for a fact that, at that point, Nyx had lost the ability to draw magic out of the Tempest.”

“Sonia’s body would have been about as magical as a cheeseburger,” Cameron added. 

“But when we scanned the vault tonight,” Isaac continued, “We discovered that magic from the Void as well as magic from the Tempest had been used to breach our wards. The only conclusion we’ve been able to come to is that she is somehow able to use magic from the Tempest again, and the only way she could do that is if she found another Guardian.” 

Alice felt her body temperature drop a couple of degrees. “How can you be sure of that? Maybe she was acting with other mages.” 

“It’s possible,” Jim said, “But we’re going with Ockham’s Razor here.” 

“Ockham’s Razor?” 

“It’s the scientific principle that states when you’re presented with many possible explanations for something, that the simplest is most likely the right one. It wasn’t just the kind of magic she had used, but also the amount of power she had produced. I know of only a handful of mages in Ashwood who have the kind of power necessary to breach a magic vault, and they’re all accounted for.” 

“So we agree that Nyx now has the power of a mage,” Alice said, “Great.”

“It sounds bad,” Cameron said, “But I think this gives us something we can use against her.” 

“What do you mean?” Alice asked.

“She has the body of a mage now, and the powers of a mage. If there’s even a chance this sudden shift in her power has made her arrogant or cocky, then she’s become more predictable. From what I understand, Nyx is a being from the Void. The Void is shapeless, but it wants to have shape and substance, so it has the ability to change itself. I think every human Nyx inhabits changes her psyche a little bit; they make her more human.” 

“Sounds like that story you told me about Lich, doesn’t it?” Alice asked.

Isaac nodded. “Lich brought the Void into the world, and it changed and killed him… for the second time. When he died, that part of the Void he stole returned to the Void, but it changed too. It could think and feel.” 

“That’s a mage folktale,” Jim said, “I hadn’t thought about it until Isaac mentioned it to me, but it sounds like it fits.” 

“If she had the power to break into your top security vault, though, then why didn’t she trash the place?” Alice asked. “Or take something more valuable? More powerful?” 

“We don’t know,” Isaac said, “We’re still trying to figure out if anything else was stolen, but Jim has searched that vault from stem to stern and hasn’t found anything out of place, not even a missing book.” 

“That isn’t good. She was able to break into your vault and then break… in here… to, what, scare us? Toy with us?” 

“Scare tactics,” Silver said, his eyes fixed on a point somewhere outside, “It’s what I would do if I wanted to get into someone’s head and throw them off their game before making my attack.”

Isaac looked toward the window in the corner of the room. The first pattering of new rain was starting to pop against the glass. A siren faded off into the night. “It may have been my fault,” Isaac said. 

“Your fault?” Alice asked, straightening up. “What do you mean?” 

He turned to look at her again. “It’s been three months,” he said, “Three months of nothing. I may have gotten… complacent. Maybe I could have done a better job with our wards; the wards around my apartment, the wards around the vault. No one has my power. Crafting an adequate defense against Nyx’s attack was solely my responsibility, and I failed. Twice. The magistrate isn’t pleased.” 

“The magistrate is never pleased,” Jim said. 

“They’re a bunch of aristocratic assholes,” Cameron said, “I doubt if the praetors have ever really gotten their hands dirty before.” 

An angry heat radiated into Alice’s chest. “Fuck the magistrate,” she said, “Like they’re doing anything to help the cause.”

“They can’t, Alice,” Isaac said, “And you know that.” 

“Then make more amulets for them—like the ones you made for Cam and Jim. Then the praetors will be able to face Nyx head on.” 

“Making the amulets is difficult and time consuming. It takes hours to just imbue the spells, not to mention that I have to find the materials to make the pendants and etch symbols into them. I would need to make one for each of the praetors, and no one would be able to help me—not even Silver. I don’t think that’s the best use of my time or my abilities.” 

“Neither is blaming yourself for something that’s entirely out of your control, Isaac. Nyx isn’t just a mage or any other supernatural entity. She’s a force. No one blames the victim when a tornado destroys their house.”

Isaac nodded. “You’re right, of course,” he said. “In any case, I have re-doubled my wards around the apartment. One good thing did come from her breaking into the vault; we now know what kind of magic she’s using, and now that I can factor that in it should allow for a more solid defense against her power.” 

“Okay,” Alice said, “So, how are we going to get her back?” 

“We aren’t,” Cameron said, “Not right now.” 

“We have to do something, don’t we?”

“She could be expecting retaliation, and if she is, then making a move on her wouldn’t be the best of ideas. Plus, you need to rest. You’ve just been hurt pretty bad. I’m going to see if I can come up with something that can help you with the pain better than these mundane painkillers can. Until then, bedrest and plenty of fluids.” 

“You’re a doctor now?” 

“No,” Cameron said, standing, “I’m a vet.”  

“And I have a doctorate,” Isaac said, “So, between the two of us, we make one real doctor.” 

Alice didn’t like the idea of sitting on her hands, but they had a point. Her arm was throbbing and still very much raw from the attack, and if Nyx had done all this just to play with her and Isaac, then it meant she was at least one step ahead of them. Now wasn’t the time for impulsivity or rash action, as much as she wanted it to be. 

“Fine,” Alice said, “We’ll wait.” 

“Very good,” Jim said, “I’m going to hit the books and see if I can find anything useful.” 

Isaac nodded. “We’re going to hole up here for now. Cameron, let me know if you develop something that may help with Alice’s injuries.” 

“No problem,” Cameron said as he headed for the front door. Jim followed, nodding at Isaac and Alice as he walked by. Silver was last, though he seemed to have deliberately planned on making a slow entrance so that he could speak to Isaac privately. Alice, sensing this, got up and headed into the kitchen to rummage around in Isaac’s drawers for take-out menus. It was late, but there would be plenty of places that would deliver even at this time of night, and her stomach was growling.

Elvira circled around her legs with her back arched. She looked up at Alice and mewed loudly. Hungry, Alice thought, and she watched the conversation between Isaac and Silver unfolding from where she was while filling Elvira’s bowl with dry cat food. 

Both men were talking in front of the open door. Silver had his hand on it, and Isaac had his arms folded in front of his chest. She couldn’t precisely read their lips or figure out what they were saying, but Isaac’s body language read as defensive, and Silver’s as accusatory. The conversation ended quickly, Silver briskly walking away and Isaac shaking his head.

He closed the door and returned to Alice, who was now inspecting take-out menus over the kitchen counter. Feeding her cat had reminded her of how hungry she was.

“This one looks good,” Alice said, pointing at a menu for an all-night burger place. 

“We can get whatever you like,” he said, kissing her shoulder.

“Are you alright? That didn’t look like it went well.” 

“I’m alright. So is he.” 

“What’s the problem?” 

“It’s nothing.” 

Only it wasn’t nothing as Isaac said. There was something going on between those two, and there had been ever since they became tutor and apprentice. Silver was younger than Isaac and wilder, like a stray cat. Isaac was the kind of man who was used to being able to impress his will upon people and have them do what he liked. He liked to be in control, and Silver was the kind of guy who hated the leash.

She could understand and respect that. At the same time, she didn’t want to prod, so she dropped the subject for now.

“Why didn’t you tell them about Cora?” Alice asked.

Isaac kissed her shoulder again and stepped away. “For the same reason you didn’t,” he said. 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 11

 

 

Blue Ribbon

The hour was late, and eating such a hearty meal had made the call for sleep hit Alice like a sack of bricks, but there was still one more thing left to do. Alice stood from the sofa, stretched, cracked her neck, and flexed her fingers. There was still pain in her joints, especially around her arm and back, but that was to be expected. The surgeon’s presence would linger like a ghost refusing to leave its haunt. She’d have to adapt.

While Isaac prepared things in the bedroom, Alice headed down the hall and into a storage closet that smelled like leather. She flicked the lightbulb on, dropped to her knees, pushed a number of shoes—mostly Italian loafers—aside, and then felt around the back of the closet until she could feel the dial between her fingers. Alice pulled herself closer to it, stuck her head between a couple of hanging coats, and stared at the door to a safe in the wall.

It was an old gray safe with a dial instead of a digital keypad, and Alice turned the dial this way and that, twisting it carefully, but with conviction. She knew the code and wouldn’t screw it up if she went slowly, so she was patient, and finally the locking mechanism clicked. She pulled the safe open and looked inside. 

There was a brown envelope with some money inside the safe, probably a couple of thousand dollars. A British passport sat on top of the envelope next to a long necked Smith and Wesson revolver and a box full of metal jacket bullets. In here was also another brass bangle like the one Isaac wore on his wrist, only this one had gone dull from having not been used. What Alice wanted, though, was in the back. 

She reached for it, and her hand closed on a small shoe box. She pulled the box out of the safe, stood up, and placed the box on a shelf, relieved. Nyx, thankfully, hadn’t found it. Alice hadn’t thought Nyx would ever get close enough to this box what with all the sigils of cloaking and obfuscation Isaac had put up around his safe, but there was always doubt. If Nyx had been in this apartment, then she had been only 10 or so feet away from Sonia’s soul, and she hadn’t even known it.

Alice opened the box and a soft blue glow emanated from inside, bathing Alice’s face in soothing, flickering light. The source of light was the underside of a transparent Tupperware container held within the shoebox. It had a green lid on it, into which a number of sigils had been carved with a Stanley knife. Alice pulled the cold Tupperware container out of the box and turned it up so that she could see inside. Tiny blue ribbons surrounded by floating motes of light danced softly, like fish in an aquarium. The light pulsed and blinked, and Alice smiled. 

“Still safe,” Isaac said. 

Alice turned her head to look at him and nodded. “Yes, she’s still safe.” 

“That’s good news. It means we still have a chance of saving Sonia’s life.” 

“We need all the good news we can get, right?” Alice put the Tupperware back in the shoe box, closed the box, and then shoved it back into the safe from where she had retrieved it. She only wanted to look at the soul, but looking at it for too long was apt to trigger her monstrous hunger. “Have you told the others what our plan is? With Sonia, I mean?” 

“Cam knows, and Jim too. I haven’t told the magistrate… or Logan.” 

“I don’t think Logan will be impressed.” 

“Or the magistrate.” 

“But it’s the right thing to do. If we can do it, if we get a chance, we should.” Alice flicked the light off and closed the closet door. She noticed he was looking at her oddly. His head was cocked to the side, his lips were pressed together, and his eyes weren’t entirely on hers.

“Is everything okay?” she asked.

“This isn’t the right time,” Isaac said. “But if I don’t mention it now, it will eat at my subconscious.” 

“What will?” 

“Cameron told me about the boxes in your office.” 

Alice’s stomach sank. “What about them?” 

“He didn’t mean to pry, but he’d noticed you still hadn’t moved in and was wondering…”  

“Isaac,” she said, “We’ve talked about this, haven’t we?”

“But we haven’t. You made it clear this was a temporary solution to your lack of a living arrangement, but it’s been three months.” 

Had it only been three months? Somehow, to Alice, it seemed like the time she had spent at Isaac’s had been much shorter. She had moved in here in a hurry after what happened at her loft with Raegan and Doug, the garbage man. There was no way she was going to ever sleep in that bed again after having found a corpse laying on it. She had moved in here with Isaac, who was only happy to host her, but in her mind living here had always been a temporary solution.

“I know,” she said, “Trust me, I know.”  

“Do you think you’ll ever move in?” Isaac asked.

“That I don’t know.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because… okay? I don’t know. I know it doesn’t make any sense for me to keep putting it off, and I’m not doing it on purpose. I promise.” 

Isaac approached, but his eyes were soft and warm. He didn’t mean her any harm and clearly didn’t want to start a fight, but Alice’s defenses were up. “I can’t keep asking you to move in. You have to make the decision of your own accord.” 

“And I’ll make it, I just haven’t yet.” 

“What’s stopping you, Alice? We’re over many of the hurdles our relationship has thrown at us. Why is the decision to move in with me such a difficult one for you to make? Your cat has clearly made my apartment its home, why do you have an aversion to this?” 

Alice wanted this to stop. She didn’t want to get questioned like this, didn’t want to be interrogated. Not after everything that had happened tonight. All she wanted to do was get into bed with him, not fight about the reason why she hadn’t yet committed to moving into his apartment. But she already had, hadn’t she? Most of her stuff was here, wasn’t it? 

Wasn’t that enough?

“Look,” Alice said, “Can we please stop talking about this right now? The last thing we want to do is fight right now. That won’t help either of us.” 

“Is that what you think? That fighting has never helped any couple get over their issues?” 

“We don’t have issues.” 

“But we do. I can’t see them, and I don’t think you can either, but we have them If we don’t deal with them, then we’ll never move forward.” 

“Why now, Isaac? Why tonight?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because things are happening again and we haven’t yet talked about this.”

“So, what, you want to double down on our relationship in case you don’t get another chance?” 

“Would it be so bad for you to move the rest of your boxes in here? They’re a nuisance in your office, which is already too small as it is.” 

He had caught her there. The boxes were a giant pain in the ass, and having the Chest of Haunts in her office was starting to attract that same creepiness that had plagued her home ever since the chest entered the apartment. Locked drawers would later be found open, the faucets in the kitchen would turn on and off, and she had gone through more exploded lightbulbs in the last two weeks than she had in the last two years. 

The closet door in her old apartment had offered a surface onto which the Void Weaver’s wards could be carved to further insulate the Chest, but her office had no such barriers. There were no closed doors, save for the bathroom, and there was no way she was putting the Chest in there. Bringing it to Isaac’s apartment was the smart thing to do, but if she brought the Chest up she would have had to bring everything else up too, and she wasn’t ready for that. 

Hadn’t she wanted to look for a new apartment? 

“Please, Isaac,” she said, approaching. She took his hands in hers. “We’ll talk about it again in the morning, okay? I’m tired, we’re both tired. Let’s just put a pin in this for now.” 

Isaac stared at her for a good long moment before finally saying “We’re going to run out of pins.” 

Alice nodded. It was a fair reply. She kissed him on the cheek, and then on the lips. A soft kiss, but one filled with care and tenderness. When the kiss was over, Alice took his hand and led him into the bedroom. She reached under the hem of her shirt, looked over her shoulder as she pulled it up, and said “Turn off the light.” 

Isaac did as she asked, casting the bedroom into darkness. A square of orange light fell through the window creating enough ambient light for features, but not details, to be visible. Alice removed her shirt and tossed it to the floor, letting her bare chest breathe the cool night air flowing in through the slightly opened window. She felt her nipples stiffen, her heart started to flutter, and she turned around to look at Isaac fully. 

She was only able to see his silhouette, but saw that he too was unbuttoning his shirt and about to remove it. Alice approached and helped him, slipping her hands into his shirt and gently urging it off his shoulders. His skin was warm beneath her fingers, and when his shirt was gone she pressed her breasts against his chest. He gasped at the sudden coldness, but then wrapped his arms around her naked waist and kissed her, drinking deeply from her lips.

“I’m sorry,” she said, when the kiss broke, “I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s quite alright,” Isaac said, interrupting. “When you’re ready.” 

Alice nodded. Isaac’s warm hands travelled up her ribs, causing lustful ripples to spread upwards and into her chest. She shuddered and allowed herself to enjoy the sensation, melting into Isaac’s body as he continued to run his fingertips up to the sides of her breasts and back down to her waist. She kissed him and, with her body, gently urged him to the bed before pushing him down onto it..

He looked up at her while propped on his elbows, watching as she wriggled out of her underwear in front of him. Though her arm was in pain, her heart was fluttering and her body was wanting. He worked furiously at his belt as she approached, sliding his trousers off just as she began straddling him. She couldn’t sense any apprehension from him. He cared that she was hurt, but he wasn’t about to stop her from taking what she wanted, nor was he about to deny himself what he wanted.

Silently, she lowered herself onto him and let whatever exultant moans cared to leave her body do exactly that. Together they rocked, and with every motion, with every kiss, every nibble and thrust, Alice felt the night’s tension rise to a powerful climax, and then release, sending her into the kind of deep, satisfied sleep that pulls you in and envelops you, promising to keep you safe. 

After all that had happened tonight, this was exactly what she needed.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 12

 

 

Storm's Coming

Alice awoke with a start, fear wedged in her throat like a ball of hot iron. Her injured forearm pulsed with pain like white fire, and she gritted her teeth to stifle the moan. She had been dreaming of the surgeon. The remnants of the dream and the pain in her arm were the only clear things in her mind right now. The surgeon had been chasing her again, only this time it had caught her and… 

Her arm pulsed again, but this time the pain raced to her back and the nauseating hit of agony she felt there caused her to cry out. Isaac awoke at the sound like a cat in the dark—alert and ready to bolt. His fingers found the light switch on the bedside lamp and he flicked it on. He was talking to her, but she couldn’t hear him. There was only the pain and the sound of the surgeon’s gargled, metallic scream. 

Isaac was walking her out of the bedroom now, but she was aware of this only in the way one is aware that they’re having a bad dream. Her head was drooping, her legs felt like they weighed a ton, and her back refused to straighten. Cold water hit her face and her mind cleared, at least enough for her to realize where she was. To realize that she was awake.

“Alice,” Isaac said, and he splashed another handful of water on her face, “Alice, wake up.” 

“I’m here,” she said, or at least she thought she did.

“Are you alright? What happened?” 

“It hurts.” 

Another dose of pain struck her, this time emanating from her back and radiating around her chest and arms. It was as if she had been struck with a heavy object—or cut by a clawed hand. It had cut her back again in the dream, and the pain felt real. Too real. Her heart was beating a mile a minute and speeding up, dark spots were blooming around her eyes like black roses, and her legs were getting weak again. 

Alice grabbed hold of the bathroom sink and used it for support.

“Your back,” Isaac said, “It’s… covered…” 

“Covered in what?” Alice asked, but she knew. Her shirt was wet, her back was pained, and blood had seeped through the bandage on her arm. She became fixed with just how red the bandage around her arm had gotten. The last time she had looked at the bandage it had been mostly white, save for three thin red lines. The bandage was now splotched with red spots, some big and some small, some parts darker than others. She also noticed how little dribbles of blood were leaking out of the palm of her hand and slipping into the white sink. Alice watched one droplet zig-zag across the porcelain, leaving a fine, pink trail before disappearing down the drain.  

“Isaac?” Alice said between breaths, “Isaac, what is it?” 

“Stay here,” Isaac said, “Don’t move.” 

Alice looked over her shoulder, but Isaac was gone. “Isaac?” she called. Her heart was thumping now, harder and faster than it ever had before. “Isaac,” she said, this time an octave higher. 

Isaac returned with a large white towel. She tried to look as he placed it gently on her back, but she screamed as the towel touched her scarred back and turned her head away. Fire. It was as if the towel had been dipped in gasoline and set ablaze before being pressed to her skin. Her leg muscles gave and she slipped down to one knee, cursing and trying to hold in each scream as it manifested on her lips. 

Unconsciousness knocked at the door, but Alice refused to answer. She held on, groaning and gripping the edge of the sink as if her life depended on it. The pulses of pain stopped coming, and slowly—at the pace that glaciers moved—her strength returned to her. Alice pushed herself back to her feet, breathed deeply, and splashed fresh water on her face. This helped. 

“I’m sorry,” Isaac said, “I know it hurts.” 

“What is it?” Alice asked, “What’s happened to me?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Isaac?” 

“I said I don’t know. Let me call Cameron and see if he can do anything about this.” 

“I want to know what’s happened to me.” 

“I know you do, but I don’t think that’s a good idea. Just don’t move.” 

Isaac disappeared again. A moment later Alice heard him on the phone with Cameron. The call was quick. Isaac didn’t have to explain. Not long after disappearing, Isaac returned with a glass of water and some pills. He handed them to her and she took them in her uninjured hand, tossed them into her mouth, and drank deep. The water helped, the pills helped.

“Just hold on,” Isaac said, “He’s on his way. He won’t be long.” 

“Am I supposed to just wait here?” 

“I may have a PhD, but I’m not a doctor.” 

Alice tried to turn her head but her skin could only stretch so far before it started to feel like it could at any moment start tearing apart like an old shirt. Alice cursed and went back to looking at herself in the mirror. When she did, she caught a glimpse of the towel Isaac had been gently dabbing against her scarred back. 

The white was mottled with dark red.

Why had this happened? Had she been injured at the hospital last night and not noticed? It was possible, but she’d had a shower last night and hadn’t noticed any rivulets of blood curling along the floor of the bathtub and racing toward the drain. She also hadn’t felt any pain there, at least no more than normal. So why did there appear to be fresh cuts there now? 

She had dreamt about the surgeon, but it had only been a dream. Hadn’t it? Jesus, Alice thought. Maybe it wasn’t really a dream. Or maybe it had somehow managed to pluck her dream out of the sea of millions of dreaming minds, infect it, and hurt her. Was that even possible? If so, why hadn’t it done this before? Why wait? Maybe because she had pissed it off by showing up at its haunt unannounced. 

Or maybe her own powerful fear of having faced it again had given it the ability to bypass Isaac’s wards, serving as some kind of invitation into her psyche. If the surgeon had found a way to hurt her without needing to be in her presence, and despite Isaac’s reinforced magical wards, then was there any way to keep from getting hurt? Alice winced again and let her head hang over the sink. She turned the faucet on and let it run. The sound was soothing somehow. 

“Do you have any idea how those got there?” Isaac asked.

“I dreamt about it… I was running from the surgeon, and it got a clean swipe into my back with its fingers.” 

“My wards didn’t work, then.” 

“I don’t think your wards had anything to do with this. I think it followed some kind of psychic link to find me specifically. I think it used that link to get into my dreams and hurt me.” 

“Do you think it can do that to anyone?” 

“I don’t know. I just don’t know. Should we do something?” 

“We should wait for Cameron before doing anything at all.”  

He was right, of course. Taking any action besides breathing caused an immense amount of pain to radiate through her. Each time she tried to turn left or right, the skin around her back would stretch, and it would be like getting clawed all over again. Alice bit her lip to stifle the pained scream and waited for the moment to pass.

“Okay,” she said, breathing through the pain, “It’s not like I can go anywhere.” 

The painkillers set in after a couple of minutes, and the pain died down. Isaac continued gently pressing the towel against her back to soak up whatever excess blood there was. Every time he did, the towel came back more and more covered with her blood. Cameron, luckily, didn’t take long to arrive. He had chosen to stay in a hotel in town last night instead of going back to the sanctuary, so he had been able to zip over to Isaac’s place on his bike in only ten minutes.

There was little talking when he arrived. He asked what had happened, Isaac explained, and with Alice still hovering over the bathroom sink, Cameron got to work on her back. He hadn’t had a great deal of time with which to create a mixture that would help with the pain and the injury on her arm, but something strange happened to her back when he placed his hands upon it and pushed the magic of the Tempest into the wounded areas.

They began to heal.

Cameron removed his hands from her back, and Isaac came in with a clean, moistened cloth to wipe the rest of the blood off her back. The scars she had sustained the first time she had been attacked by the surgeon remained, but these psychically inflicted wounds had gone. Alice dared to stretch, and her back didn’t scream, didn’t protest—in fact, she felt empowered, invigorated. Whatever Cameron had done to her had filled her with vitality felt in the powerful beats of her own heart, her long, strong breaths, and a kind of inner warmth she only came close to feeling after consuming a soul.

Alice put a new shirt on and stepped out of the bathroom to find Isaac and Cameron waiting in the kitchen. “What did you do?” she asked.

Cameron turned his head to look at her. “Same thing I did yesterday,” he said. “It was worth a shot.” 

“It paid off,” Alice said.

“I’m having trouble understanding why this worked today and not last night,” Isaac said. “The only explanation I have is that it wasn’t able to inflict the same kind of insidious damage to you through your dreams as it had in the hospital.”

“That’s what I think too.” 

“Nice to know they have limitations,” Cameron said.

“Yeah,” Alice said. “Maybe we can use this limitation to our advantage. I’ll need every trick I can grab before I go hunting for it again.” 

“Hunting?” Isaac asked, “You don’t think you’re going to try and track it down in your current state, do you?” 

“I have to, Isaac. I haven’t seen that thing in years and it’s active again. If it’s hurting anyone else, that pain is on me. Besides, Cameron fixed me.” 

“Dispatching it doesn’t fall on your shoulders alone.” 

“It does. This is personal.” 

“So is everything else. You’re the catalyst for all of this.” 

“Thanks.” 

“No,” Cameron said, “I can see where he’s going with this. We’re all in this now. Just because this is personal to you doesn’t mean it doesn’t involve all of us. It does. Nyx, the surgeon, the Pain Children; they’re all our responsibility and we are a team.” 

“When you first showed up at my museum,” Isaac said, “You had such disdain for the idea of having to work with someone else, but I know you’ve changed. So please, let’s do nothing on our own.” 

“Why do you always have to be so logical?” Alice asked.

“I like to think it’s one of my more likeable qualities.” 

“It isn’t. In fact, it’s fucking frustrating sometimes.” 

Cameron laughed. Isaac shot him a look, and he shrugged. “Well, she’s right.” 

“Suit yourselves,” Isaac said. “I’m going to make myself some breakfast. Are you staying, Cameron?” 

“I won’t say no,” Cameron said, and he moved across the room to sit on the sofa. Alice joined him. 

“Thanks,” she said, “For coming over so quickly and patching me up.” 

“Don’t mention it,” Cameron said, “I had a feeling you’d need me close by.” 

“A feeling?”

“Spend a lot of time with big cats and you start developing a weird kind of intuition.” 

“I’ll make a note of that,” she said, smiling, but guilt suddenly gripped her chest. He had sped over to help her, no questions asked, and she hadn’t yet told him about Cora. “Listen…” 

“Hm?” Cameron said, looking up from his phone.

“I’ve got to tell you something.” 

“What is it?” 

Alice took a breath. “Yesterday, after you left me in my office, Jinx didn’t just lead me to the surgeon—she led me to someone I didn’t think I would ever meet.” 

“Oh?” 

“The other Half-Lich. The girl who left Trapper and the Chest of Haunts on my doorstep, her name is Cora.” 

“No way. How? I mean, why?” 

“She was there, at the hospital, hunting the surgeon too.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this yesterday?” 

“I don’t know. I guess I was making up my mind about what to do.” 

“Making up your mind?” 

Isaac cracked an egg over a bowl and the sound caught Alice’s attention for a moment. He cracked another, then another. “When other mages first got involved in this, Isaac was afraid the magistrate would want to… study me. Figure out what makes me work, how I get my powers… how I feed.”

“We’re not all like that.” 

“I know. Trust me, I know. But I guess I just wanted to try and protect her from that.” 

“You don’t have to. Not around us. We’re the good guys.” 

Alice smiled again. A genuine smile that caused her already warm, glowing face to light up. “Thanks, Cam,” she said. 

Isaac came over, his hands wet from having just washed them. “Now that Cameron knows,” Isaac said, “We should talk about Cora.” 

“What about her?” 

“Is she a priority?” 

“She is. She asked to be included in this, and I think we should. If nothing else, she may be able to tell us about the film reels we found in the Cinema Royale. She may even have made them herself.”

“Let’s not get too excited.” 

“I’m trying not to, but you have to admit, it’s an interesting prospect.” 

“It is. We should see about getting Jim’s input with the surgeon and see if he figured out why Nyx stole the mirror in the first place. I have the feeling she did something to it, but he disagrees.” 

Alice nodded, and she let herself settle into the sofa. She made casual conversation with Cameron about Becky, his elusive girlfriend, and that double date they were going to go on, but this didn’t do anything to subdue the anxiety slowly growing in her chest like a colony of rats— multiplying, gnawing, biting. As she turned her eyes to the window, she noticed the street lights were slowly swaying, as if being pushed and pulled by a pair of invisible giants. The rain had picked up, too.

Storm’s coming, she thought. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 13

 

 

The Other Half-Lich

Alice hung up the phone after making plans with Cora to meet at a bar close by. The bar she picked, O’Rilley’s, was on Isaac’s street. Normally this street was a busy one, lined with outlets, restaurants, and shops down both sides, but the weather warning had been increased to severe. When Alice looked out the window, there were only cars on the road and very few people walking around. The bar, she thought, would be empty. The exception, of course, would be the regulars who needed their drink come hell or high water. This meant they could talk in relative privacy.

Of course, the fact that you could see it from the window of Isaac’s apartment was a plus. He and the rest of the group were on high alert after everything that had happened, and even a casual trip to a bar called for contingencies and compromises. There were also her injuries to consider. Cameron had done his best, but the wounds on her arm were insidious, and magic refused to work on them. 

Alice grunted as she slipped her arms into the thick hoody she would have to wear today. 

“Are you alright?” Isaac asked.

“I’m fine,” Alice said, “Really, I am. Just sore.” 

“You sure you don’t want me to come with you?” 

“I don’t need a babysitter, Isaac. I’ll be fine. Besides, this is girl talk anyway. You don’t want to be around for that.” 

“You’re not serious, are you? Girl talk between two Half-Liches? I would love to be a part of that.” 

“Next time. You stay here and I’ll be back in an hour.” 

Isaac nodded and opened the front door for her. She reached up with her lips and gently pecked him on the cheek. “One hour,” she said, “And if I’m not back by then, it’s because I’m drunk.” 

“Don’t get drunk,” Isaac said, calling out to her down the corridor. 

“Can’t make any promises.” 

Alice winked at him from the other side of the hall and disappeared into the staircase. She hopped down the stairs two at a time, trying to regain some of the mobility in her sore limbs, and managing only after a great deal of effort. The pain was there, but it grew more distant as Alice’s body warmed and her blood began to circulate. 

The apartment building’s front door resisted at first as Alice pushed it open, but it gave, and a moment later she was outside, on the windy streets of Ashwood, watching fallen leaves drift along faster than the cars on the road. It looked like gridlock out there. Alice turned her head against the wind, put her hoody up, and walked with her hands in her pockets toward the bar at the end of the street.

Ashwood was all smoking tailpipes and red lights. Street-signs and overhead cables were swinging and clinking, trees were hissing and bustling, and those people unfortunate enough to not own a car or not be able to afford public transportation were hustling on foot to get from point A to point B.

When she reached O’Rilley’s, the bar greeted her with warm, open arms and the smell of beer and leather. The bar wasn’t empty, not by a long shot, but it also wasn’t packed. Two out of the three TV’s in the bar were showing a rerun of yesterday’s football game, but the reception kept cutting out in staggered moments of intense pixilation. The other TV was fixed on the local news, where the newscaster was covering a protest taking place a couple of districts away, concerning the police shooting of a young boy. 

Poor kid, Alice thought, not for the first time. She had heard about the shooting just yesterday but hadn’t followed it on the news. Poor people, too, for having to hold a protest with a severe weather warning in effect. It spoke to their resolution to see justice done, though, that they would take to the streets on a day like this and demand restitution for the needless taking of such a young life. Alice realized she had let her gaze linger on the TV and went about trying to find Cora, figuring she would probably be at the bar.

She wasn’t. 

Alice found the other Half-Lich sitting at a booth in front of a bay window overlooking the street. She approached, deciding she would grab a drink later, and slipped into Cora’s field of view. “Hey,” she said. 

Cora, who looked to have been lost in thought, jumped at the sound of Alice’s voice, but then calmed quickly. “Hi,” she said, letting a smile form on her face. In the daylight, Cora’s Hispanic features—the tanned color of her skin, her full lips, her dark hair—were more prominent than they had been in the darkness of the hospital. She looked to be in her thirties, though Alice wasn’t sure how late into them she was. 

“Mind if I sit?” Alice asked.

“Please,” Cora said, “I ordered a drink for myself; I wasn’t sure when you’d get here.” 

“It’s alright. This place is busy anyway.” 

“Yeah, more people in here than I thought there’d be. How’s your arm?” 

“I can move it, so that’s something. At least my back isn’t in pain anymore.” 

“Your back?” 

“Yeah, that’s… something happened last night.” 

Cora’s dark eyes narrowed. “To you too?” 

“Too? What do you mean? Did something happen to you?” 

“You first.” 

“No, you go.” 

Her lips pressed into a thin line. She looked around, leaned closer to Alice, and in a conspiratorially low voice said, “I think I was visited by that Pain Child we were hunting.” 

Alice’s stomach went suddenly cold. “Get the fuck out,” she said. 

“No, I’m serious. I dreamt about that guy, about the surgeon, and I woke up this morning with scratches on my legs and arms. They weren’t deep but they hurt like hell.” 

“I woke up with scratches on my back, too.”

“That’s messed up.” 

“I thought it had only happened to me.” 

“Guess it got us both.” 

“How is that even possible?” 

“I gave up trying to figure them out a long time ago, around the time I stopped hunting.” 

“So it’s true you’ve encountered them before? Pain Children?” 

“It’s like I said last night; the surgeon wasn’t my first, only I didn’t know what they were when I first saw one of them.” 

“But you’ve never come across Nyx, the thing that made them.”

“I don’t think I have.” 

“Then if you want to take part in this hunt I have to fill you in on what I know. But first, I want you to teach me what you know.” 

“What do you want to know?” 

“So many things.” 

Alice wanted to know, above all else, how it was that Cora had become a Half-Lich. She knew her own story, but if Cora had never come across Nyx, then what happened to her? How were their stories different? More importantly, are there more Half-Liches out there? How many more, and where are they all? 

A short while after Alice had managed to attract a waitress’ attention, the waitress returned with a bottle of water as well as a bowl of warm nachos. Alice took a sip of her drink and enjoyed the warmth of the chips covered in melted cheese. She hadn’t realized how hungry she had been until she saw them, so she made sure to help herself. 

“Alright,” Alice said, “First thing I wanna know is what you eat.”   

“Eat?” Cora asked. “Oh,” she said when the realization hit her. 

“Well, you handed Trapper to me and considering it’s a Void Weaver artifact I’m thinking you don’t have another one hanging around, so how do you do it now?” 

“I don’t.” 

“You don’t eat?” 

Again Cora checked that no one was listening before going on to say, “I eat, I just do it differently now. No more souls.”

No more souls, Alice thought. That would be something. Eating souls was abhorrent, despite the rush it gave her. Even the soul of a madman was a pure thing, and the fact that she had to eat them in order to continue living as normal a life as she knew was something that always chipped away at her sense of morality. But if Cora knew a different way…

“You have to show me,” Alice said. “How do you do it?” 

“I learned a long time ago that what we need to consume is a soul’s energy, and not the soul itself. I’d only ever eaten full souls until that point because they’re drawn to me, like moths to a flame. But I also learned I could stop them from slipping into my mouth and just… take a sip.” 

“A sip?” 

“Taste them, eat their residue—their footprints. Once I figured that out, I thought—if all I need is residue then I should be able to take it right out of the air, assuming I’m at a place where a lot of soul energy congregates. Places like—”

“Graveyards,” Alice said, with one eyebrow cocked. “You go to graveyards… and sip the energy there.” 

“It’s as simple and as complicated as that.” 

“You couldn’t have told me?” 

“I didn’t find out about this until after I decided to stop hunting. I kinda had to learn how to stop eating full souls seeing as the only way for me to do it was to kill people, and I didn’t want to do that either. I just wanted a normal life.”

“I don’t want you thinking what you did was a good thing. Dropping Trapper and the Chest at my door, without filling me in on what I needed to know, was irresponsible and unfair.”

“I know. That’s why I want to help you. I want to help fix this mess you’re in—the mess we’re all in. When we’re done, when this is over, I’ll show you how to feed like I do. It only works when a body’s been freshly put in the ground, but in big cities that happens every day.” 

“Fine,” Alice said, “Better late than never, right?” 

Cora nodded and drank deep from her glass. 

“Why did you stop hunting?” Alice asked.

“I couldn’t hunt anymore,” she said, not looking at Alice.

“Did… something happen to you?” 

“Yeah, something did.”

Alice could sense the apprehension coming off Cora in great waves of repressed sadness. She couldn’t prod any further, but she didn’t have to. Cora had lost someone. This much was clear by the glint in her eyes, the sparkle that suggested the rise of hidden tears. A boyfriend? A husband? Maybe a son or daughter? The only point of reference Alice had was Alice, and considering she had turned her skills into a business as a bounty hunter the reference was probably entirely invalid.

Cora didn’t have the appearance of a mercenary, though it was clear by the definition in her legs and the confidence in her walk that she could fight, and had fought, many times before. Alice could also understand the desire to hang the camera up and take up a normal life. She had herself, after all, been ripped away from hers—stolen from a life that could have been and thrust into this world of nightmare creatures and overwhelming responsibility. 

Alice took a sip of her drink. Cora did the same.

“Listen,” Alice said, “I didn’t just call you down here to talk.”

Cora’s eyes came back to rest on Alice. “You said you would call.” 

“I know, but I didn’t know I was going to get attacked in my sleep. You too, by the sound of it.” 

“I didn’t either.” 

Alice paused. “We have to hunt it down and kill it.”

Cora nodded. “Yeah, we do.” 

“If it has the power to get into our dreams, who knows what else it could do to us?”

“Or what it could do to other people.” 

Alice’s arms began to prickle all over. She stared at the backs of her hands and flexed her fingers. “We stand more of a chance of killing it if we work together.” 

“We still have to find it.”

“Didn’t you find it last night? How did you do that?” 

“I didn’t know I was looking for it exactly. I just knew—”

Cora fell silent. “Knew what?” Alice asked. 

Again Alice’s skin prickled. It was like pulses of goosebumps, one before, and one again now. She perked up and scanned the room. It was loud in here, and drinks and food were flowing freely from the kitchen and the bar. But Cora’s eyes weren’t inside the bar; she was looking outside. Alice turned her attention to the street again where a number of cars were stopped at a red light just across the road. Rain was hitting them hard and they all had their wipers on.

“Do you feel it?” Cora asked.

“I do,” Alice said, “What is it?” 

Cora pressed her face against the glass and looked up at the dark clouds racing across the sky above. Alice looked up too, squinting to try and get a good look at the clouds when a black sedan came speeding from the other side of the street. Alice caught the car out of the corner of her eye, but by then it was too late. 

The car was coming right at them.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 14

 

 

The Backseat

Time itself seemed to slow to a crawl as the wild sedan roared like a raging bull toward the side of the bar. Alice’s eyes widened when she caught the glint of chrome and finally saw the grill, the headlights, and the windshield. 

Alice didn’t have time to slide out of the booth lengthwise and make a run for it. The car was coming, and it was going to strike. Instead she screamed for Cora to move, hoisted herself out of the seat, and in one quick movement threw herself over the backrest and into the booth immediately on the other side of hers. She hit the table hard and rolled across it, coming to a halt with her back against the seat opposite where she had been. 

The car tore into the side of the bar and the wall imploded, sending a hail of splinters and glass flying in all directions. Before Alice heard the screams, she felt the push of the impact on the booths and the press of swelling wood and metal. She curled herself into a ball, making her body as small as possible, and felt the heat of the car’s metal frame as it passed only inches away from her. 

Screams filled the air. The engine stalled once the car had come to a complete halt, and the only sound Alice seemed to be able to focus on was the ticking of the car’s motor cooling down. The screams became background noise, a disjointed symphony of panic and terror. Finally, she opened her eyes and saw her own reflection in the car’s scratched side door. The car had pulled the bolted-down table in the middle of the booth right off the ground. 

Alice swallowed, looked up and around, and once she decided it was safe to do so, wiggled out of the booth. The bar had cleared by the time she made it out and got to her feet. The air was thick with the wooden smell of destruction, but there wasn’t any smoke to speak of, no growing fire, either. But there was blood. She couldn’t see the blood, or the source, but she could smell it.

“Cora?” she said.

“Here,” came a reply. Cora rose from behind a pile of rubble. She was covered in dust and her hair was disheveled, but otherwise looked fine. 

“Someone got hit.” 

“I know. Can you see them?” 

“No. Look around, I’m going to check the car.” 

Cora nodded and padded around the rubble. Alice did the same, though she checked herself for unknown punctures or injuries. None. She had made it out of harm’s way by the skin of her teeth, and for that she was thankful. Her arm and back were throbbing dully, but the adrenaline was dancing an allegro with the painkillers, causing her to barely feel the pain.

Alice approached the car. The hood was covered in piles of broken wood, glass, and metal, and while the driver’s side door was blocked in against the booth she had been sitting at a moment ago, the passenger side door seemed clear. She made her way to it, carefully placing her hands where they wouldn’t get cut up or pierced by splinters, and peered inside. 

The man sitting at the wheel was unconscious, his head pressed against the steering wheel and the deflated airbag, his hands loosely dangling by his side. Blood was trickling out of his nose. The windshield was cracked. Dust covered the interior of the car. She reached in through the open passenger-side window to try and touch the man in the driver’s seat, but then immediately recoiled. 

The shadows in the backseat swirled, and suddenly the car lightened. Alice’s eyes went wide with alarm and her heart began to beat hard inside her chest. The interior of the car had been dark when she had first looked inside, but she hadn’t thought much of it. The car was, after all, indoors. But now that the darkness in the backseat had cleared, ambient, gray light from the outside was spilling in, and the difference was notable.

“What the fuck was that?” she said aloud.

“I found someone,” Cora said, “He’s hurt.” 

Alice swallowed, reached into the car a second time, and grabbed the man’s wrist. She checked for a pulse and felt it beat weakly against her fingers. He was alive and didn’t have any immediate, visible injuries besides some cuts, scrapes, and a bloody nose. He may have been in  immediate danger, though Alice wasn’t a doctor and had no way of knowing. She pulled her hand out of the car and looked around for Cora, who was crouched over a pile of shattered stools, blown-apart tables, and a dangling ceiling fan. 

There was someone down there. Alice saw the top of a dark haired head covered in dust and blood poking out of the rubble. Her heart wrenched. 

“Is he alive?” Alice asked.

“I think so,” Cora said, “But I don’t know how badly he’s hurt.” 

“I’ll call for help. Wait here.” 

Cora nodded. Alice turned around, fished her phone out of her pocket, and made her way through the rest of the bar, checking for injured patrons as she went. There were none. She could see them all standing under the shelter of an enclosed bus stop just outside. Some of them were on their phones, while others were crying and holding whoever they had come with, thankful to not have been hit by the lunatic in the car. 

Though after what Alice had seen, she was starting to wonder if something had been distracting—or directly manipulating—the driver.

Alice reached the door in time to meet a frantic Isaac. His cheeks were flushed, he was wet and his hair was windswept; it looked like he had run all the way here from his apartment. She reached for his hands and held them, saying “I’m fine, I’m not hurt, but someone else is.” 

“What happened here?” Isaac asked “Are you sure you’re alright?”  

“I am. Someone crashed into the bar with his car,” she said, dialing 911 and putting the phone to her ear. “A guy got hurt. I don’t know his name.” 

“And Cora?” 

“She’s with him. I need to call an ambulance.” 

The phone rang, and was promptly answered by the operator. “911, what’s your emergency?” asked the voice on the other end. Alice filled the operator in as quickly as she could. The dispatcher said an ambulance would be there as soon as possible and to hold tight. Alice thanked her and hung up, and then turned to look at the crowd.

“Why the hell didn’t anybody call an ambulance?” she asked.

The people standing beneath the shelter looked at each other, asking the same question with their eyes. Some shrugged, others didn’t respond. It was like they were trapped in some kind of daze. 

“No one?” Alice asked, frustration creeping into her voice.

“Alice!” Isaac tried again, this time louder.

She snapped around to face him now. “What?” she asked.

Isaac pulled her into the arched doorway to O’Rilley’s and spoke in a hushed tone. “I was already on my way here before the crash.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Cameron called. He was going to come to my place but he’s diverted to the protest on Frederich Street. He told me the protest is turning into a riot.”

“That’s bad.” 

“It’s worse. He says something doesn’t look right; it’s like he can see shadows swirling around and through the crowd.”

Alice’s stomach went cold. “I saw a shadow,” she said, “In the back of the man’s car. I’m sure I did.”  

“Then we have to go. The three of us, we’re needed.” 

“Isaac, we can’t just leave. Someone’s hurt in there, and we don’t know when the ambulance or the cops will get here.”

“There’s a bigger problem to deal with, Alice. We need to get to where Cameron is. If you’ve just verified what Cameron said, something even more disastrous could be about to take place.”

  Alice glanced across from where she was and into the bar. She could see Cora hunched over the body buried beneath a small pile of rubble. With a quick hand gesture she told Isaac to wait where he was, and then she hurried into the bar, carefully—but briskly—moving around toppled tools, tables, and broken bottles. When she thought she was within earshot, she called out to Cora.

“How is he?” Alice asked.

“I don’t think he can move,” she said, “Is the ambulance coming?” 

“It’s on its way. He just needs to hold on a little longer.” 

“He doesn’t have long. I can see blood underneath him.” 

Alice approached and knelt beside Cora, checking the man beneath the rubble. He was unconscious, and there was a line of deep red blood trailing a path across a face covered in dust. “We have to go with Isaac,” she said.  

“No,” Cora said, “I’ll wait with him and keep him comfortable.” 

“Something else is going down. Isaac doesn’t think this was an accident.” 

“So it was deliberate?” 

“I don’t know, but I need to find out. Stay with him; I’ll go with Isaac. You can catch up when the ambulance gets here” 

“And if he dies?” 

Alice pressed her lips together. “Do your best to keep him comfortable.” 

Cora nodded. “Where will you be?” 

“Frederich Street,” Alice said, already moving toward the door. “Where the protest was.” 

When she got to Isaac he was standing in the open arch with his phone to his ear. He had been talking to Jim, but their conversation was already at an end by the time Alice got back to where he was standing. Isaac hung up and pocketed his phone.

“Jim is on his way,” he said, “But there’s gridlock out there. He’ll be a while.” 

Alice nodded and turned to face the people on the sidewalk. “Anyone who is injured should wait for the ambulance to arrive,” she said. “Anyone who isn’t injured and who has all of their stuff should go home. And if anyone has any medical experience, there are two injured men in there who could use some help.” 

A short woman with curly brown hair glanced up at the man who was with her, possibly her husband, and stepped forward. “I’m a nurse,” she said, “I carry some first aid stuff in my bag, too.” 

Alice nodded and smiled. “Thank you,” she said. “The rest of you, go home before the cops get here.”

Some of the people standing around slowly shuffled away, but others stayed behind. The nurse walked past Alice, with her husband by her side, and stepped into the bar. Alice and Isaac then ran down the street and found her Mustang in the private parking lot adjacent to Isaac’s apartment building. By the time they got inside, they were soaked through. Whatever, she thought. If all she had to worry about after this was a little water on her upholstery, she would count the day as a win.

“You’re going to have to help with the traffic,” Alice said.

Isaac nodded, pulled his right sleeve up exposing his magic bangle, and closed his eyes. The bangle began to glow. Alice peeled out of the parking lot and drove, the traffic parting ahead of them as they went.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 15

 

 

The Riot

By the time Alice pulled up at the end of Frederich Street in her Mustang, the crowd of protesters had multiplied tenfold. She had seen pictures of the protest from earlier, and there couldn’t have been more than a hundred people present in front of Precinct 8. Now it looked like the kind of crowd the old rock bands pull in when playing in big cities. 

Three cop cars sat on this side of the street. There were six uniforms standing around—two of them directing traffic around the press of people spilling out of the closed-off street and into the active street. The other four officers, who were sporting riot shields and helmets, were standing around watching protesters as they joined the back of the crowd, and dealing with the slew of insults and taunts being hurled at them.

Alice parked her Mustang about half a block down from there and killed the ignition.

“You feel that?” she asked.

Isaac nodded. “It’s like a vibration,” he said, “A cold one.” 

“I felt the same thing moments before the car hit the bar; it was the same feeling.” 

Alice tried, from where she was, to spot any of the shadows Cameron had mentioned, but their position so far away from the street all the protestors were on didn’t make for a good vantage point. She stepped out, collected her keys, and put her hand up in front of her face to shield her eyes from the wind. The rain had slowed, but the wind was still beating the city with furious zeal. Isaac had to circle around the car and stand next to her just to be heard.

“Silver is on his way,” he said, “Cameron is waiting for us at the precinct.” 

“He’s at the precinct?” Alice asked.

“Well, he’s on top of it.” 

Alice decided not to question this and instead simply nodded. In a moment, Alice and Isaac were moving across the street and down the sidewalk to join the back of the crowd that seemed to be growing by the second. Looking at the mass of bodies as they approached, there was no way they were going to get through unless they pushed their way into it, and Alice wasn’t about to do that. Shoving through an already angry mob would draw too much attention. The wrong kind of attention, too.

“Here,” she said, and she pulled Isaac into an alley running parallel to the crowd. There, they broke out into a jog.

“What are you thinking about all this?” Isaac asked.

“I don’t know what I think,” she said, “I just know Nyx is involved. She has to be. None of this is a coincidence.” 

“And Cora? What do you make of her?” 

“I don’t like that she just shirked her responsibilities onto me when she felt like she was done with hunting, but I’m also kinda happy that she did. What happened to me, where Nyx is concerned, would have happened anyway, but without Trapper and the Chest, I don’t know who I would have become after I escaped. I’m trying not to be too harsh on her.” 

“That’s probably the best way to look at it.” 

“What else am I going to do?” 

“Only your best.” 

Alice smiled at this and turned a corner. The alley was tight, but it led directly to the street. The crowd was thin here, not as tightly packed together as it had been at the intersection where she had parked her car. No one looked into the alley, and no one noticed Alice and Isaac as they approached the mouth—not even the floating, near shapeless dark mass that zipped across the opening. She stopped in her tracks; Isaac did too. 

“Did you see it?” Alice asked.

“I did. Is it?”

Alice and Isaac ducked behind a dumpster. “The same thing I saw in that car?” Alice asked, “Yeah. I don’t think it saw us.” Her arms had started to tingle all over again, causing the throbbing to return.

“What do you think it was doing?” Isaac asked.

“I don’t know. We’ll need to get closer. And higher.” 

“Higher?” 

“We need to see the entire street and avoid being seen by the crowd and the police. We need to go higher.” 

Isaac nodded and pointed to the redbrick low-rise on the other side of the alley. It was four floors tall, and there were fire escape stairs crawling up the side of the building. Though they would need to jump up to grab the ladder and pull it down, they would be able to climb the fire-escape to the roof of the building.

“Give me a boost?” Alice asked.

Isaac moved first. He ran across the alley, pressed his back against the building, braced his knees, and made a cup with his hands into which she could put her foot. Alice took a breath and dashed toward Isaac, she then pushed her foot into his hands, reached up for the ladder on the underside of the gantry, and grabbed it. The ladder screamed on its hinges, but it came down with her weight. A moment later she was climbing, with Isaac following closely behind her. 

“Any news on Silver?” Alice asked as she climbed to the third floor.

“None. He should have gotten here by now.” 

“Maybe he’s stuck behind the crowd?” 

“No—he wouldn’t be getting here on foot.” 

Alice reached the top and climbed the small ladder to the roof. Her arm was pulsing with dull pain, but she pushed through it and quickly made her way toward the edge of the building. Frederich Street rolled out beneath her. To the right she saw the crowd of protestors, thicker toward the back and thinner, but more agitated, toward the front. On the left there were police officers in riot gear holding shields and batons. A truck had just arrived, and riot police were pouring out of it. 

Men and women were screaming at the police officers. Some were finding random objects—bottles, rocks, anything—and throwing them at the line of uniforms. Another group of large men wearing bandanas over their mouths looked like they were getting ready to bull-rush the police line, and one of them, Alice was sure, was about to throw a can of tear-gas into the crowd.

None of this looked positive, and then she saw the shadows.

Like eels swimming in a river of people, they were everywhere—slippery dark masses zig-zagging through the crowd, wantonly going from person, to person, to person. These shapeless, formless beings seemed to be moving around randomly, aimlessly, without purpose or direction. Pain Children? No. Pain Children were distinctive and recognizable; they had substance and attitudes, they had identities. That’s what these creatures seemed to be lacking. So what were they?

“Silver,” Isaac said, and Alice thought she had missed something.

“Huh?” she asked, looking over her shoulder at Isaac.

He pointed across the way, to another rooftop. There she saw a young man wearing a hoody, standing with one foot on the ledge of another low-rise. When he locked eyes with Alice he pointed at the top of a parking garage about half a block down. There were more shadow entities standing on that roof, looking like dark, shimmering mirages against the gunmetal sky. These creatures had vague, humanoid forms about them—one had a billowing cape, another was eight feet tall, had horns, and was incredibly muscular, yet another had a toad-like shape, and the fourth was incredibly thin. As Alice continued to stare, she thought she could hear them.

Like the four horsemen, she thought.

“Alice?” Isaac asked.

She put her hand out and closed her eyes. The wind pushed at Alice’s back, but she held firm and listened with her mind. They were whispering to the shadow creatures on the streets. Directing them? Possibly. These four beings looked like overlords of some kind. Taskmasters. Generals. Alice couldn’t understand the words these entities were using, if they were words at all, but she understood the intent: bring the chaos, bring the chaos, bring the chaos. 

Alice’s eyes shot open and she saw, on the streets, the group of burly men wearing bandanas start to charge the police line. 

“We have to stop this,” Alice said, “People are going to die here.” 

“We can’t use magic here—what about all those people?” 

“Forget the Magus Codice! Those creatures want this to get bloody. They want chaos. We have to do something.”

Isaac turned his eyes up at Silver. Silver’s eyes narrowed. Isaac nodded. Silver grabbed the sword strapped to his back—which Alice hadn’t seen until now—and readied it at his side. The sword began to glow, and a shadow creature from the street perked up like a coiled cobra, stared at Silver, and then leapt into the air, lunging directly at him. 

Alice’s heart jumped into her chest. For a moment her body twitched as if she wanted to take a step to try and help, or scream for Silver to look out, but he had seen it. The creature cleared the four floors in a single bound, its maw open wide enough to engulf an entire car. Silver took a step back at the last moment, then with a slight running start, leapt off the ledge of the building and landed on the shadow creature’s back. With his sword arched down, Silver cut a line into the dark entity as he ran along the length of it, jumping off the entity’s long tail and ducking into a roll on street level. 

The shadow shimmered, and then exploded into a cloud of dark ink that seemed to rise into the sky. 

“Shit!” Alice said, stunned by what she had seen. 

Silver looked up at her and at Isaac, nodded, and then pushed his way into the stunned crowd with his sword at the ready. Alice turned to look at Isaac. He was concentrating on the crowd, his arms outstretched, his magic bangle throwing up wispy lines of blue smoke from beneath the cuff of his jacket. 

“What are you going to do?” Alice asked.

“I’m going to stop the crowd from killing itself. Cameron is going to help.” 

She nodded. “Then I’m going after the things on the roof.” 

“No, Alice, not on your own.” 

“I won’t be on my own.” 

Alice’s eyes narrowed into fine slits as she surveyed the ground below. Silver had made his presence known among the crowd of humans, and while many of them moved away from the crazy guy with the sword, others who were either braver or dumber than the rest seemed to almost try and test him, seeing the weapon in his hands as an object to challenge rather than one to stay away from.

She curled her right hand into a fist and pushed her power through it, causing it to buzz coldly. She didn’t have Trapper with her, so she would have to think like a mage and improvise. This part wasn’t easy, but she had an idea of what she wanted to happen; she wanted to draw the shadow creatures to herself and keep them away from the crowd. If they were causing the humans to go into a frenzy, then taking them out of the picture would only help matters.

When the buzzing in her hand had reached a critical point, she thrust her hand outward, unfurled her fist, and sent a shockwave of Void energy through the crowd, causing many humans—including Silver—to fall to the ground where they stood. A moment later, from within the mass of fallen people, a shadow rose like a menacing, noxious mist. 

It had noticed Alice, and it was hurtling right at her.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 16

 

 

It Came From Up There

The dark mass raced toward Alice at breakneck speed, faster than she had anticipated it could move. Alice turned to the right, ran at the ledge of the building, and leapt, crossing over the narrow alley they had just been in and rolling on her shoulder. Her arm throbbed from the sudden impact, but she shrugged it off and got up, taking cover behind an air conditioning unit. 

The shapeless thing of shadow ignored Isaac and rushed toward her, closing the distance in only a matter of seconds. When it was close enough, Alice came out of hiding with her hands glowing and sent tendrils of shadowy Void energy directly into the center of the mass. The shadow jerked when the tendrils ran through it, as if its body were made of soft flesh and the tendrils were made of metal. 

Drop by drop, Alice watched the shadow creature begin to disperse into a cloud of ink that seemed to float upward into the sky. 

Alice breathed deep and exhaled, but she couldn’t rest. One down, she thought, and she dashed toward the edge of this building, the one overlooking the street. The crowd was in a panic now. The shockwave Alice had sent into the crowd had knocked protestors to the ground, and many weren’t sure how the wind had gotten so powerful so quickly.

Some protestors remained, though, and it didn’t seem like they were going anywhere. Worse, Alice couldn’t spot Silver in the rush of people, nor could she see other shadow creatures swimming around on the ground. She turned her attention up to the parking garage and saw that the four entities that had been there a moment ago were still there. The one with the cape raised its shadowy hand and pointed at Alice. 

Two of the figures standing on the rooftop leapt up high, and Alice lost them against the dark sky.

“Alice!” Silver said from ground level. He had separated from the crowd and was looking up at her, his sword in his hand. 

“Silver,” she said, “You have to get up here. Get them away from the crowd.” 

Silver nodded. He closed his eyes, turned his head up to where Alice was, and disappeared into a flash of purple light. Alice felt the vibrations of his passing through the Void, and suddenly he exploded onto the rooftop next to her, though off balance. He hopped on one foot and stretched his arms out until finally he righted himself.

“Be careful,” Alice said, “I saw two of the leaders break off but I didn’t see where they went.” 

Out of the corner of her eye Alice caught something large and dark heading her way. She had only an instant to put her right arm up and conjure a shield of pure Void energy before something struck her hard enough to lift her off her feet and send her sprawling several feet across the rooftop. Though she had put up a shield, the hit resonated throughout her body so intensely it made her teeth rattle. 

Alice looked up and saw the muscular shadow figure steadily advancing toward her. Seeing it up close, she noticed that it had definition and features. She could identify its big pectoral muscles, its biceps, and the powerful, ropy muscles on its neck stretched taut. It was, she thought, like a minotaur with two large, glowing violet eyes in its head and a mouth filled with sharp, copper teeth.

She shook the blow off and got to her feet, though her balance was unsteady. She wondered where Silver was, but decided she couldn’t worry about that now. “Alright,” she said, “Let’s go.”

The shadowy minotaur snarled and charged—its head cocked, and its arm arched back ready to swing. Alice ducked to the right as it swung and put an air vent between her and the creature, but its giant fist had enough power behind it to crush the metal into an unrecognizable shape. Alice backed up, looked to the left, and caught a glimpse of Silver, who was engaged in a swordfight with the thinnest of the shadowy figures. Its hands ended in blades, and when they collided with Silver’s sword they rang out like an authentic sword clash. 

Alice turned her attention back to the approaching minotaur again just as it swung its huge fist in her direction. She threw herself to the ground, and the fist went smashing into the stairwell enclosure, sending an explosion of brick and debris in all directions. Alice covered her head, then rolled to the right, and jumped quickly to her feet. From out of her right hand she conjured another set of Void tendrils and threw them at the minotaur, but they bounced off its thick hide and fell inertly to the floor, disappearing in an instant.

“Oh fuck,” she said. Alice turned around and ran. 

The minotaur gave chase. She couldn’t jump onto the building she had come from because the other building was taller than the one she was on. She considered jumping to the street or maybe to the fire escape, but if she failed, she would plummet and seriously injure herself. Then again, if the minotaur got her with a solid hit, she would be seriously injured anyway. Alice turned and saw the creature barreling toward her with its head low, and its mouth turned up into a grin.

She was about to jump across toward the gantry on the other building when she heard a growl. Immediately she ducked, tucking her head into her arms just as something seemed to leap over her and strike the rooftop she was on. When she looked up, she saw Cameron rushing toward the minotaur. It changed targets, went to strike Cameron, but he blocked its fist with his own, then jumped an impossible height, grabbed the minotaur around the neck, and swung onto its back.

“Hit it!” Cameron said as he struggled with the muscular shadow.

Alice looked around. “Hit it with what?” she asked, but then she saw. She hadn’t seen it before because the minotaur kept its head low and its shoulders hunched, but within its dark body there was a pulsing blue light. Her eyes widened like a treasure-hunter opening a chest full of gold as she realized, to her dread and relief, what the light was. 

A soul.

Without hesitating, Alice charged. She pushed her power into her hand and it glowed bright blue. The creature kept reaching over its back to grab Cameron, but he seemed to be possessed of some kind of supernatural strength and was strong enough to deflect the minotaur’s attempts at grabbing him. When the creature arched its back and roared into the sky, Alice took the shot. She placed her foot on the minotaur’s lap, propelled herself toward it, and shoved her uninjured hand into its midsection. 

Her hand seemed to punch through its body as if it were made of air, and though she had to stretch far, her fingers clamped around the cold, blue core; the minotaur’s beating heart. It let out a scream that seemed to shake the building’s very foundation. Lightning crackled above and thunder rolled. The minotaur seemed to tremble like it was being filled with bullets spat out of a machine gun, and then it dissolved into a cloud of inky blackness that, like the others before it, began to drip upward and into the sky. 

Alice landed on her feet, as did Cameron, and when they looked for Silver they found him plunging his sword into the thin shadow’s chest. A moment later, the thing was gone, and Silver’s sword was glowing with soft, blue light—just like Alice’s hand. She watched the soul dance there, around her fingers and her arm, fascinated. She hadn’t expected the minotaur to have a soul at its core. This soul wasn’t just human, it was pure, and somehow untainted. 

“Is that what I think it is?” Cameron asked, his hair matted and wet.

Alice nodded, and without thinking about it she brought her fingers up to her lips and the soul rushed into her mouth. The feeling as her supernatural metabolism digested the soul was a cold tingle at first, but then it became warm and satisfying—like wrapping yourself in a blanket on a rainy day. Alice thought she could hear a distant voice manifesting in the back of her mind, but there was too much going on for her to know what it was saying. 

Silver inspected his sword as he approached. The glow was fading, but still present. “Didn’t know my sword could do that,” he said. 

“I didn’t know those things had souls,” Cameron said, “But I saw the light coming from the big one as I was jumping across.” 

“Where are the other two?” Silver asked. “I can’t see them.” 

Alice finally returned to the moment and turned to look at the garage. The other two shadow-beings were gone, but someone else had taken their place. It was easy to tell that, standing on the rooftop in the place of the two shadow beings, was Cora, her long brown hair being tugged by the wind. Alice wondered why she was up there, what she was doing—maybe she had seen the shadow entities standing there and had chased them off—but she wasn’t going to get any answers right now so she turned away.

“Who’s that?” Cameron asked. 

“That’s Cora,” Alice said.

“Cora?” Silver asked.

“I’ll tell you later,” Alice said. “We’ve gotta go and regroup with Isaac.” 

“Good plan,” Cameron said, “Then we have to get the hell off the streets. The wind isn’t going to get any weaker.” 

Alice nodded. “I won’t argue with that,” she said, and she started to move toward the edge of the building, scanning for a fire escape they could use to climb down. The minotaur had smashed through the stairwell enclosure, cutting off that way exit route. But she didn’t get very far before Silver put his hand on Alice’s shoulder to get her attention.  

“I’ve gotta tell you something,” he said.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I think I know where those things came from.” 

“What? How?” 

“Because I saw one of them—the one with the cape. It was the last one to come down.” 

“Come down from where?” 

Silver looked up at the swirling, dark clouds in the sky that were creating something like a whirlpool in the heavens. She hadn’t seen it before, but she saw it now—that menacing eye of churning gray.  She turned her head down to look at Silver and, with only her eyes, asked him a question she had learned the answer to simply by studying the roiling darkness above for more than a fleeting second. 

“Yeah,” he said, “It came from up there.” 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 17

 

 

Bring the Chaos

“The magistrate is going to go ballistic when they see this,” Jim said.

Alice scrolled down beyond the video of Silver leaping off a building with his sword in his hand. They were in Isaac’s house, huddled around a laptop on Isaac’s dining room table. Silver had been the one to suggest searching the internet for videos, and they had found one. It already had six thousand hits, a vast majority of thumbs up, and only a few thumbs down.

The camcorder that had been used to take the video hadn’t captured the long tail of the shadow creature Silver had used to quickly get from the roof of the building he was on to the ground. The video itself was blurry, too, and shaky, and the wind hitting the microphone made it difficult to hear anything besides a constant crackle. But to those who were there, to those who watched it happen, it was real alright. 

“I don’t know about that,” Cameron said, “Look at all the comments. Cool effects, bro… fake… not as good as other fan films… the girl with the sword is pretty hot.” 

“What the fuck?” Silver asked, pushing in to read the comments. 

“Okay, that last one was a lie. Point is, no one believes what took place actually happened. I think we’re protected.” 

“Really?” Jim asked, “Because this video already has a few thousand views. If it goes viral…” 

“Then we’ll deal with it,” Isaac said. “We saved those people from being seriously injured or killed. We did a good thing.” 

Alice shut the laptop down and decided to go talk to Cora, who was standing by the fridge. The mages were busy having a conversation about the after effects of what had happened and the potential impact on humans, but Cora wasn’t a mage, so she had little input. Alice walked over to the fridge, grabbed a couple of sodas, and handed one to her. 

“Thanks,” Alice said, “For staying with the guy at the bar.” 

Cora nodded. “I saw him get packed into the ambulance and got the hell out of there,” she said. “I figured you could use a hand.” 

“I appreciate it. You didn’t see where the two things on the roof went, did you?” 

“No. I saw them up there, but by the time I reached the place, they were gone. Do you have any idea what they were?” 

“Not really. When I was hunting, my targets were usually noisy ghosts—nothing like this. I can’t believe the thing had a soul; wasn’t expecting that.” 

“How do you feel?” Cora asked. “After having eaten the soul, I mean.” 

“I feel good. Strong. It was a pure soul.” 

“Has it talked to you yet?” 

“I think it did at the beginning, but it was loud on that rooftop. I couldn’t hear myself think, let alone someone else’s soul. I’ll probably hear it tonight while I’m sleeping.” 

“I’d be curious to know what it says.” 

“Me too. Maybe it can tell me how the fuck it wound up serving as fuel for that minotaur thing.” 

“I think I can help with that,” Jim put in. “I could be wrong about this, but I believe those beings you encountered were constructs.” 

“Constructs?” Alice asked.

“They were built,” Isaac said. “At least, from what you’ve told us and from Silver’s experience, that’s the best we can gather.” 

“But Silver said he saw them coming down from the sky—or at least, he saw one of them.” 

“I did,” Silver said, “I know I did.” 

“And I don’t doubt you did,” Isaac said, “But we know no human soul can survive in the Void without protection of some kind. I don’t know if those creatures were built ten thousand years ago or ten hours ago, but the fact remains that they were built by someone to serve a purpose.” 

“To serve Nyx,” Alice said.

“It’s highly likely,” Jim said. 

“But… they weren’t Pain Children.”

“Not in the way you’ve come to know them,” Isaac said. “But there’s another factor that leads me to believe these were Nyx’s creations. The storm itself—it’s magic.” 

“Magic?” Alice asked, her eyebrows knitting together.

“Void magic, to be precise. This is why the other mages can’t detect its supernatural qualities; Void magic is invisible to mages of the Tempest. At the same time, Void magic alone wouldn’t have been enough to conjure a storm like that one—she had to have used magic from the Tempest to summon it and cloak its true origins. I first felt the storm last night, but I didn’t think anything of it because I couldn’t sense anything from it. If it hadn’t been for Silver spotting the shadow creature descending from it, and then you finding the soul inside the minotaur, I wouldn’t have known to truly study the storm.” 

“What do we know about it now?” Jim asked.

“I think it’s damaging the shield between our realm and the Void.”

“That’s how they’re getting in,” Silver said. “Through the cracks in the shield.” 

Isaac nodded. “I’m almost certain that’s the case here.”

This was a lot to take in even for Alice. Cora, who had just joined the crew and had only recently come into the world of mages, the Tempest, and magic like nothing she had known, must have been entirely overwhelmed. But if she was, she wasn’t making it known. Cora nodded along, soaking everything up and understanding what she could. 

“So, the storm is a… Void storm?” Alice asked. “And Nyx is feeding it souls and producing these shadow beings?” 

“I don’t entirely know,” Isaac said, “You and I are going to go up to the roof and examine the storm’s properties. We need to know more about it, and what Nyx is doing with it.”

“Isn’t it obvious? She’s trying to tear down the Void Weavers’ shield one bit at a time.” 

“That’s what I suspect, but I need to be precisely sure. Cameron is going to head back to his sanctuary and check on the animals. Jim is going to head to the vault and do a little reading—see if there’s anything he can dig up in the old texts. Silver is going to keep an eye out for more of those creatures.” 

“And Cora?” 

Isaac glanced at Cora as if he had forgotten his wallet. “I’m… not sure,” he said, “I didn’t want to assume.” 

“You don’t have to assume,” Cora said, “I’m in, remember? I’m as much a part of this as you are now.” 

“I understand that, and I meant no disrespect. I simply do not know your skills.” 

“Her skills are like mine,” Alice said. “She’s gonna be a great help.” 

Isaac nodded. Cameron, Jim, and Silver started heading for the door. Cora followed. Alice took her by the arm and stopped her. “You’re going?” she asked.

“I don’t think there’s anything I can help you with here,” she said, “Besides, I need to go home and get changed.” 

“Okay, but be safe. It’s getting dangerous out there.” 

“I’ll be safe,” she said, and she left the apartment ahead of the others. 

One by one, Cameron, Jim, and Silver followed. They all had jobs to do, as did Isaac and Alice, and the longer they waited to get it done, the stronger that storm would get. The news had been on the entire time with a newscaster mouthing words on the muted TV set. The riots had been covered, as had the incident at the bar. Emergency services were already stretched thin due to multiple accidents taking place throughout the city, and Alice thought it would only get worse before it got any better. 

When the rest of the group had left, Isaac came over to where Alice was with his shoulders low. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I didn’t mean to tell you what to do.” 

“I know,” Alice said, “I also know you’re only looking out for me. You’re the logical one, I’m the impulsive one, remember?” She used the word impulsive because she didn’t want to use the word stupid.

“Sometimes it’s good to trust your instincts.” 

“I still don’t think waiting around is a good idea. The surgeon is dangerous, Isaac. You know that.” 

“I do, but Nyx is even more dangerous—and the source. If we destroy her, it’ll have a cascading effect on everything else she’s brought into this world.” 

“You’re sure about that?” 

“No, but I’m hoping.” 

She kissed him softly on the lips. “I trust you,” she said. “Now, whatever it is we’re going to do, let’s do it.” 

He nodded. “First I need some time to think, to organize these thoughts and suspicions.” 

“Okay, what do you need from me?” 

“A great many things, but none we have the time for, so I’ll settle for a cup of tea.” 

“Really? A cup of tea?” 

“Tea helps me concentrate.” 

Alice sighed. “Sure, I’ll make you a cup of tea.” 

Isaac smiled and kissed her on the cheek. “Thanks, love,” he said, and he headed for the armchair pressed between a bookshelf and a window and sat down. There he placed his clasped hands over his chest, let his head rest, and closed his eyes. Was he napping? She didn’t think so, but it sure looked like he was. 

She made him his cup of tea and finished the rest of her soda. Then she walked over to the coffee table in front of the TV, set the cups down, and read the scrolling headlines as the news anchor silently spoke. Tensions on the streets were already reaching fever pitch. Stories of what had happened during the protest, on both the police’s side and the protestors’ side, varied, but justice for that little boy’s life certainly hadn’t been served. 

It got worse, too. Those accidents the news had earlier been talking about weren’t accidents at all—just like the car slamming into the bar Alice had been sitting at earlier wasn’t an accident. There were more of those shadow things out there, possibly running around all over town unchecked. As Alice watched, she remembered the unspoken words she had heard in her mind while looking at the four entities standing atop the parking garage.

Bring the chaos. Bring the chaos. Bring the chaos. 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 18

 

 

We Can Love

Isaac got out of his seat so fast it made Alice jump. He was already on the move, but she reached for his hand and grabbed it before he could get out of her range. He stared at her for a moment as if her hand were ice against his skin, but then he blinked and seemed to come out of whatever momentary trance he had put himself into.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“I have to stop it.” 

“Stop what? The storm?” 

“Yes.” 

“You’ve already said yourself you don’t know how to stop it. Did you suddenly learn new magic I don’t know about?” 

“No… but I think I have an idea.” 

Isaac pulled his hand free and walked along his apartment and into the closet where he kept his shoes, his safe, and every spare tool from every piece of furniture he had ever had to put together with his own hands. This closet also happened to be where Alice had stored Sonia’s soul, and watching him rifling around in there made her nervous. When he started to unlock his safe, she got an idea what he was up to.

“Care to clue me in?” Alice asked.

“It’s complicated,” he said with his back still to her. 

“Oh, don’t give me that bullshit.” 

“It is. I promise. Mages of House Pluto use very real, very scientific principles in their magic. Explaining some of these variables—”

“You’d better watch it,” Alice said. One of her hands reflexively went to her hip.

Isaac stood up and backed out of the closet with the brown shoebox in his hands. In it was the Tupperware containing Sonia’s soul. “I didn’t mean to imply that you weren’t smart enough to understand my magic,” he said, “I apologize if it came off that way.” 

“Apology accepted, but since it seems like your plan involves what’s in that box, I would like it if you at least indulged me.” 

He carefully passed the shoebox to Alice and pressed his hands together. “Okay,” he said, “So, we know the storm originated in the Void.” 

“Yes.” 

“Which means that it’s slipping into this world by using the cracks in the shield we haven’t yet been able to fix.” 

“I’m with you.” 

Isaac walked up to Alice, then went past her, and headed into his living room. He turned on the spot, pointed at her, and said “Blasting it with magic from the Tempest won’t work because it’s simply too powerful. So what if we could send a portion of our magic, like a precision beam, right up through those cracks and directly into the Void?” 

“You think that’s possible?” 

“In theory, yes. Why not? I could kick myself for not having thought of this sooner.” 

“There has to be a reason why you didn’t think of this sooner. Some complication you’re not seeing right now?” 

Isaac lowered his head in thought for an instant, and then said “I wouldn’t just need very powerful magic; I would also need the right kind of magic.” 

“And what’s the right kind of magic?” 

He thought again, and the moment hung for a frustrating second too long. “Your magic,” he finally said. 

“My magic,” Alice said, her eyebrow cocking.

He approached, his hands cupped in front of his mouth like he was trying to warm them up on a cold day. “Your magic wouldn’t register as foreign to the Void because yours is pure. Mine isn’t. I am able to wield both separately, but there are traces of each in every spell I cast. If this storm is intelligent, and we must assume that it is—like every other emanation of the Void we have encountered—in fact capable of sentient thought, then it will know it is being tampered with if I even attempt this on my own. Since I don’t know what the consequences of such a scenario are, I wouldn’t even want to try it.” 

“So you want me to send my magic through the cracks in the shield?” 

“Not exactly; what I want to do is push my magic through you and then send that purified power directly into the throat of the storm.”

“You thought this was too complicated to explain? Because I’m pretty sure you could have just compared me to a water filter.” 

Isaac grinned and fished his phone from his pocket. A moment later, he was on the phone to Jim. The phone lines had been bad ever since the storm hit, but Isaac had managed to enchant his, Jim’s, Cameron’s and Alice’s phones to rise above the interference the storm was putting out, which had been causing minor power outages and service disruptions for the past day at least. 

While this was going on, Alice set the shoebox down on the dining table, opened it, and pulled the glowing, cold Tupperware from within. A ribbon of sparkling, blue light danced in front of her eyes and Alice watched with a smile on her lips. Souls in their purest forms were among the most beautiful things in the world, no matter who they once belonged to. She set the Tupperware back in the shoebox and looked up at Isaac. 

“Jim’s coming,” he said, “Silver too. We can’t get through to Cameron, but that’s probably because he’s out at his sanctuary.” 

“Okay, so… what do we do in the meantime?” 

“We put this plan into action without them.” 

“Shouldn’t we wait?” 

“No. We don’t have time. Every second we waste is another second the storm spends accumulating power. We need to act now. I also won’t need everyone to do the magic I think I need to do—just Silver, and he’s coming.” 

Alice nodded. “Fine. Then we act.” She smiled, placed a hand on his cheek, and kissed him gently on the lips. “I’m just wondering… why did you bring the soul out of the safe?” 

“I wanted to make sure it was still there.” 

“Where else would it be?” 

“I don’t know. I just had a feeling.” 

“Well, that itch has been scratched, I hope, so how about we put the soul back in the safe?” 

Isaac nodded. 

Alice placed the Tupperware container back in the box and stuffed the box back into the safe. Isaac’s strange behavior set off a few of her own internal alarm bells, but she couldn’t find anything else immediately wrong so she left the thought alone. When she was done with the box, she walked out into the living room and found Isaac waiting with a long, thick coat thrown over his shoulders and a black umbrella in his hand. Alice frowned, walked up to the coat rack where he was standing, and retrieved her leather jacket—the one with the hoody on it. She also grabbed Trapper and slung it around her neck.

“You’re gonna fly away like Mary Poppins if you open that on the roof.” she said. 

Isaac looked at the umbrella and returned it to the rack where he had found it. “Force of habit, I suppose.” 

Alice put her hoody up. “Don’t take one. You look sexy when your hair is all wet and windswept.” 

“I do, don’t I?” 

She rolled her eyes and headed for the door, but Isaac stopped her when she got to it. 

“What is it?” she asked.

He stared into her eyes, drawing long and deep, and Alice felt her cheeks begin to warm with anticipation. Her heart fluttered for an instant, and her eyes widened. Then he plunged his hand into her hair and kissed her deeply. Alice’s body tipped up toward his and she grabbed him by the collar, pushing into the kiss. When the kiss ended she was still holding onto his collar like she was going to fall off the edge of a cliff if she let go.

“What was that for?” she asked, her voice low.

“Nothing,” he said.

“Bullshit. I know you.” 

“We’re going to get through this.” 

“I know we are.” 

He fell silent again but kept his gaze on her, smoothing the back of her neck with his thumb. 

She ran her hand through his long, thick black hair. “Are you worried?”

“Always.” 

“Good; it means you’re still alive, and it’s the advantage we have over the Void and over Nyx.”  

“What, that we can worry?” 

“No, that we can feel. That we can love.”

“Love,” Isaac said, letting the word linger like a puff of sweet perfume. “Are you trying to tell me something?” 

The corner of Alice’s mouth tilted into a sly smile. “When have you ever known me to be direct with my feelings?” 

“A fair point.” 

“Then we’ll just leave that there.” 

Isaac nodded and she let him go. She turned, opened the door leading to the hallway, and moved briskly along the corridor toward the fire escape. From there, it was only a short walk up to the roof where they would be able to stare directly into the eye of this bastard of a storm and send it back to whatever hell it had come from. 

Let’s see Nyx deal with her own setback for a change.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 19

 

 

Silver Light

The wind sank its claws into the roof access door and dragged it across with enough force to rip it clean off its hinges. Alice, luckily, had been holding onto the door and put enough strength behind it to keep it from flying into the night. Thick clouds swirled and churned in the night sky, throwing arcs of lightning around at almost impossible angles. Her heart slowed after the fright, and she swallowed the last remnants of panic clawing at her throat.

“Jesus,” she said, and she glanced over her shoulder at Isaac. “You think it’s safe to go out in that?” 

“It isn’t, but what choice do we have?” 

“Move somewhere less prone to storms?” 

“I’ll use magic to keep us grounded. It should help us get around.” 

Alice nodded, and then turned to look at the open arch in front of her. The wind roared outside like a ferocious beast, rain and spittle were touching Alice’s face, and the air smelled like burned ozone. Using the railing on the inside of the staircase for support, she inched up the last step and set foot outside. 

Isaac followed, and immediately the wind picked up the tails of his coat and the tips of his hair and began tugging at them. He put a hand up in front of his face to shield his eyes from the rain as he looked up. The occasional flash of lightning lit the clouds in the sky, making them seem like sinister, roiling shapes to their eyes—an endless cabaret of nightmares and shades. 

“We need to work fast,” Isaac said over the howl of the wind.

Alice walked toward the center of the roof. Around her were several vents, as well as a swaying satellite hookup and a number of empty clothes lines, but this looked as good a space as any. There was room for her to move around, and she was close enough to the door arch that she could make a quick break for it if she had to. 

“Here,” Alice said.

Isaac looked at her, scanned the area around her, and nodded as he approached. “This is good,” he said, pushing his voice above the sound of the wind. “Now listen to me. When my magic hits you, you’re going to feel disoriented and weak. You need to stay strong. I’m going to do my best to help, but this isn’t anything I’ve ever done before.” 

“I’ll be fine.” 

“There’s something else. You’re going to need to find the cracks in the shield, and then push my magic through it.” 

“How am I supposed to do that?” 

“I’m going to elevate your consciousness so your mind can soar above your body; your instincts will guide you where you need to go.” 

“I noticed you didn’t mention this downstairs.” 

“I didn’t want to worry you unnecessarily.” 

“That’s one hell of a fine print.” 

“You’ll be fine,” he said.

“Why do I believe you?” 

“Because you don’t have a reason not to.” 

“Alright,” she said, “So what do—”

“Wait,” Isaac said, perking up and turning around on the spot. 

She had felt it too—a current, a vibration beneath the skin. Magic. But not just any magic, Void magic. Alice moved to Isaac’s left, her hands balled into fists.

“Someone’s coming,” Isaac said.

“Friend or foe?” 

“I don’t know.” 

The air in front of them, though streaked with falling sleet and punishing winds, seemed to ripple as if seen through a heat haze. Crackles of purple light began to tear their way through a distortion in space that, for some reason, didn’t seem to remain stationary. Whatever vortex was being created was a mobile one which left faint, glowing trails in the air as it opened.

Alice watched the vortex with some fascination and then she realized—if this thing keeps moving, it’s going to open over the edge of the building.

“Isaac?” Alice asked.

Isaac hesitated, until finally he blurted “It’s Silver!” 

“Shit,” Alice said, and she made a mad dash for the eye of the vortex which was rapidly sailing across the roof. 

Isaac followed, but Alice was quicker on her feet than he was. Her boots hit the roof hard, her arms pumped, and her chest heaved. The rippling cloud of crackling air opened wide and spat out a human form, who immediately began to fall over the side of the building. Silver reached out with his hands at the last second to grab the ledge, but missed and went beneath the rim. 

Alice threw herself blindly at the edge of the building and with her right hand swooped down, hoping to God she would catch him. Her arm screamed with pain, but her hand caught around Silver’s wrist and she clasped it tightly as her chest smashed against the ledge, knocking the wind out of her lungs, but she had him. 

“Hold on,” Alice said, looking directly down at Silver and at the seven-floor drop beneath him.

“Don’t have a choice!” Silver said.

Isaac came up fast, also throwing his arm over the side of the building. “Grab my hand,” Isaac said, and Silver reached up with his free hand and grabbed it. Alice pulled so hard she thought her arm would dislocate, but with Isaac’s help they were able to get Silver up and onto the roof. 

Silver stood as soon as he recovered from rolling onto the roof and raised his hands. Alice felt a pulse of power hit her, and then envelop her, and suddenly the howling of the wind, and even the hiss of the rain, stopped entirely. Alice looked around, blinking. The rain wasn’t touching her, nor was the wind; whatever shield Silver had formed was keeping the elements at bay. Cold lines of rainwater were trickling down her forehead and cheeks, but it wasn’t like she was getting any wetter. 

“Thanks for saving my ass,” Silver said, panting.

“You’re welcome,” Alice said, standing straight. Her voice seemed to echo inside this invisible bubble Silver had created. “What happened to your spell there? Looked like you missed the mark a little.” 

“I didn’t miss anything. It’s the storm. It pulled my exit point like it was caught in a rip-tide. The moment I saw you running toward me I started getting ready to cast another spell.” 

“You would have hit the ground in less than ten seconds. I doubt you would have had time to cast again.” 

“Good thing you guys were here, then,” Silver said, smiling. 

Isaac wasn’t happy with Silver’s reckless behavior, or his bravado, but Alice had been won over by it. He reminded her of… well, her. That propensity to leap before looking, to get by on instinct, duct tape and a little luck was all her. 

Windswept, pissed off, and soaked through, Isaac stood with his jaw clenched. “Let’s get started,” he said. “We don’t need the others for this part anyway. We need them for the aftermath.” 

“Aftermath of what?” Silver asked.

“There’s no time to explain,” Isaac said as he walked back to the center of the roof. “Just summon Bazor and be ready to lend me your power if I need it.” 

As Alice followed both men, she became immediately aware of the other two entities that had fallen in beside her. On her left was a tall figure wearing a long, billowing robe, and a leather plague doctor mask. On her right, a creature strapped in a straitjacket covered in chains and padlocks floated along, smiling its gruesome, perpetual Glasgow smile. It looked at her, and Alice’s insides backflipped. She looked away. 

“There,” Isaac said, pointing to a spot on the roof. His voice echoed inside the bubble of magic.

Alice stood where she was told and looked up. Watching droplets of rain silently strike an invisible window reminded her of simpler times, younger times spent curled up on a bed reading a good book while storms battered the city outside. 

“Let’s get this over with,” she said, “I want to kill this storm before things get any worse.” 

Isaac nodded, and he pulled his right sleeve up enough to expose the magic bangle on his wrist. At his will it began to glow with soft blue light. He turned his open palm into a fist, then opened it, and then closed it again. He looked up at Alice, nodded, and when she returned the nod, signaling that she was ready, he pressed his right palm against her chest and flooded her with his magic. 

Her body felt like it had started to float, and maybe it had; she couldn’t say with any certainty. Isaac’s magic was like a warm rush swirling around inside her. First her chest started to vibrate, then her arms, and then her hands. When she looked at them she noticed they too were glowing from the inside, but none of this mattered. The world around her was falling, falling, falling away. She was floating, only she had left her body on the roof, just like Isaac had said.

“Alice,” Isaac said into her ear. 

“Yes?” Alice said.

“Where are you?” 

“Floating.” 

“Good. Look down. Can you see the chord of light?” 

Alice could. She had it wrapped around her right fist—a glowing, almost pulsing, chord of pure light. “Yeah, I have it,” she said.

“Find the crack in the shield, throw the rope in, and then use it to get back.” 

Alice said “Okay,” though in truth she wasn’t sure if she was actually speaking or just thinking. She looked up and saw the shapes in the clouds again, and then she was floating toward them. Flying. Racing. Isaac had been right about her instincts taking over, and she wasn’t a clumsy bird straight out of the egg, either—she was fucking Superwoman. 

She kept her eyes sharp, searching for these cracks she was supposed to be looking for, expecting them to look similar to the vortex Silver had used to get onto the roof, but the deeper she went into the clouds the less she could see. Was she supposed to use her eyes? She doubted it. If they were visible with the naked eye, or even with the astral eye, then mages all over the world would have been able to see them for years. 

Alice concentrated on her sixth sense, her Void sense, and reached out with psychic tendrils like a snake tasting the air with its tongue. The air up here was charged with static and crackling. She couldn’t smell it, or feel it, or hear anything, though. Wherever she had gone, whatever Isaac had done to her, she was now in a quiet place where the only sounds were coming from her own mind. 

There, she thought, and she twisted her body around in midair. A bolt of lightning surged through the clouds, through her, and illuminated her immediate surroundings with the power of a thousand suns. A pair of human eyes would have been blinded by the intensity of the light breaking and cascading around her, but her astral eyes remained undamaged and there, amidst the light show in the clouds, Alice found what she was looking for.

She closed her astral eyes and allowed her mind to float toward the crack in the Void Weavers’ shield. When she arrived, she reached with one hand into the invisible rip between dimensions and pulled herself close. Alice could taste the emptiness of the Void on the other side of the seam in reality. She could hear the coldness, could feel the sudden surge of emotion welling up inside her. This worried her most of all; the feelings.

Curiosity overwhelmed her sense of conviction and an unmistakable feeling of belonging—of home—filled her and moved her to the point of tears. Alice got closer to the tear, gripping the chord of light tightly in one hand but choosing not to push it into the Void just yet. Not before she got a glimpse, just one, of what was on the other side. 

One glimpse. 

Just one. 

Alice pushed her eyes into the Void and opened them, and her mind screamed when she saw what was looking back at her.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 20

 

 

Chaos

Alice shot into her body like a lightning strike hitting the ground. Her eyes opened wide, she took a deep breath, and didn’t exhale. Isaac came up beside her and tapped her gently on the cheek. He was speaking to her, but she couldn’t hear him. He was distant. Muted. A silent picture playing in front of her eyes. She could feel his hand on her cheek and the rain hitting her face, but these sensations didn’t register in her brain. In her mind there was only that thing she had seen—the unknowable, indescribable monster lurking in the Void.

She had looked at it, and it had regarded her in return with eyes like cold black holes. It, whatever it was, had seen her; had seen into her, and that wasn’t something that should have ever happened. This wasn’t conveyed to her as a conscious thought, but as the cold numbness she felt settling around her. 

“Alice!” Isaac said, and he grabbed her face and turned it to him. 

Finally, her mind snapped back into the moment and she could see him, could register his presence. She blinked fast, and finally let the breath escape her lips in the form of a shaky sigh—a sound she never wanted to make again for as long as she lived. Her hands were trembling, the muscles along her arms were twitching, and her mouth was chattering, but she was herself again.

“I saw it,” Alice said. 

“What did you see?” 

“It, Isaac! I saw it!” 

Isaac’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Let’s get you back inside,” he said, and he hooked his arm under hers and helped her to her feet. Silver came up beside them and together they made their way across the rooftop toward the stairwell enclosure. But he suddenly spun around and looked out over the edge of the building, like a man lost and trying to get his bearings. 

Isaac turned to look at him. “Silver?” he asked.

“Can you feel that?” he asked.

Isaac couldn’t, and neither could Alice. “What is it?” Alice asked.

“Wait,” Silver said. “Something’s happening. Something big.” 

Alice’s eyes turned upward to the dark sky and the swirling clouds. What she had seen up there in the clouds, in the Void, had been ancient, and powerful, and hungry, and it had seen her. What if it had followed her? What if it had crawled through one of the holes in the shield? No, the thing she had seen had been far too big. Not in the physical sense, but in the spiritual sense. Come to think of it, she wasn’t sure if she had seen anything at all, but had rather sensed it as she could other creatures of the Void.

“There,” Silver said, and he pointed. 

Alice unhooked herself from Isaac’s supportive hold and raced toward the edge of the building. From here she could see the city laid out before her. Their building wasn’t a tall one, an ant compared to the skyscrapers in the financial district, but it was tall enough that the horizon was full of Ashwood’s twinkling orange lights. Where Silver was pointing, though, was only darkness. For an instant she wondered what he was looking at, but then she saw it. 

An entire section of orange lights died in the blink of an eye. Then another, then another. A wave of night was approaching—a cascade of darkness. One after another, entire city grids went down. The darkness swallowed the projects, the docks, and even the skyscrapers. In seconds, the city of Ashwood, a sprawling metropolis miles across, succumbed to the dark and became nothing. There was only the wind, the rain, and the faint impression of the moon against a sky filled with clouds. 

“Oh, shit,” Alice said. 

“Shit is right,” Isaac said, “We’d better get inside. Now.” 

“Won’t argue with you there,” Silver said. 

Distant alarms rang out into the night, the sounds faint against the hiss of the rain and the howl of the wind. The darkness around them became near total, but they were able to find their way back to the stairwell and into the building without much trouble. Once inside, Isaac drew the power of the Tempest into his bangle and they used the soft blue glow to navigate the stairs and find Isaac’s apartment. 

Once inside, Alice headed straight for the bedroom and got changed. Isaac pressed his hand against the fake fireplace, and a moment later it sprang to life, illuminating the room and radiating waves of warmth. Isaac stood in front of it, Silver too, rubbing their outstretched hands together like vagrants around a dumpster fire. 

“Any idea where Jim is?” Alice asked as she walked back into the living room. 

“Probably still on his way,” Isaac said. He tried his phone. “Damn,” he said, setting his phone on the table again.

“Telepathy,” Alice said. 

“We can,” Isaac said, “But you saw what happened to Silver up there.” 

“I saw something, but I’m not sure what it was.” 

“My spell,” Silver put in, “I cast it, and then while I was transitioning from where I was to where you were, it was like being pulled away by a riptide.”

“It’s the storm,” Isaac said, “It’s interfering with our magic. When you were at the hospital, I tried to find you using Void magic. That was difficult then; things seem to have escalated.” 

“No shit,” Silver said.

Alice set the towel down and was about to join the men by the fireplace when someone knocked on the door. Isaac looked at her and made as if to move for the door, but she put her hand up to stop him and approached the door herself. Through the slight gaps in the doorframe and the dark peephole she could see light coming through. She was about to ask who was there when the voice on the other side spoke.

“Isaac? It’s Jim.” 

Alice relaxed and hurried up to the door. She opened it, and Jim came in looking like a cat that had been tossed in a washing machine. 

“You made it,” Isaac said, approaching. 

“Barely. Lights went off while I was driving. The guy in front of me forced me to slam my brakes so hard I almost gave myself whiplash.”

“How bad is it?” 

“It’s bad. Citywide.” 

“Anything on the radio?” 

“Static. She could have knocked the power grid out. A couple of precise attacks at the key power points in the city would do it. She wouldn’t even need a great deal of power to pull it off.” 

“I didn’t see any explosions,” Silver said. 

“What about lightning?” Alice asked.

Silver considered it for a moment, and then nodded. “Yeah, maybe. Yeah, there may have been a spark before the first grid went down.” 

“So she has the power to direct the storm to do her bidding,” Isaac said, “Fantastic.” 

“We have no idea what the extent of her powers are,” Alice said, “Only that we’re outmatched.” 

“I agree,” Jim said, “She’s strong. I don’t know how strong, but the things she’s been doing speak for themselves. Any word from Cam?” 

“None,” Isaac said, “We tried to reach him before the blackout but couldn’t. It’ll be impossible now.” 

“He’s at the sanctuary, right?” Alice said, “The sanctuary has to have a landline, and those still work in the event of a blackout.” 

Isaac nodded, grabbed his phone, and handed it to Silver. “See if you can reach him, will you? The number is in my contacts.” 

“Great, relegated to the role of secretary,” Silver said, and he started rifling through Isaac’s phone to find the right number to call. 

Isaac, meanwhile, placed his hands on Alice’s shoulders and stared into her eyes. “I need to know what you saw,” he said, “I need to know what made you let go of the tether.” 

“I don’t know what I saw anymore,” Alice said.

“What are you talking about?” Jim asked.

“Everything was set,” Isaac said, “I was going to send my magic through Alice and into the Void to try and shut the storm down for good, but I lost the connection. When Alice woke up she said she had seen something in there. Do you remember what you saw when you looked into the Void?” 

Alice closed her eyes and tried to summon the image. Darkness, no—nothingness. Darkness, at least, was a known thing; the Void wasn’t. Nothing Alice had ever experienced before, not even her time spent in the Reflection, came close to what she had seen on the other side of that tear in reality. But what had she seen? It was as if her mind didn’t want to revisit that experience. A throbbing pain suddenly struck her right temple and she winced. 

“It was…” she started to say, “I can’t remember…” 

“Think, Alice,” Jim said, “Just clear your mind and think. We have time.” 

Again she tried to conjure the image, the sound, and the general sensation, but attempting to do so was like trying to dig through a brick wall with a wooden spoon. The memory was disjointed and nonsensical, almost like… 

“Madness,” she said. “It was cold madness. Insanity. Nothing made sense. My mind told me I was seeing—hearing—things, but I don’t think I was. What I saw on the other side of that tear was the absence of order. It was—”

“Chaos,” Jim said.

Alice looked at him slowly, then nodded. “That’s right. It was chaos.” 

“No,” Jim said, pushing his spectacles up against the bridge of his nose. “It was Chaos—with a capital C.”

“My God,” Isaac said, as something seemed to dawn on his dark face. “You’re not suggesting—” 

“I am,” Jim said.

“And I’m… lost,” Alice said.

Jim turned to look at her and the light from the fire caught the frame of his glasses, making them shimmer for an instant. “Are you familiar with Greek mythology?” 

“A little,” Alice said, “Zeus, Medusa, and Pegasus— that kind of thing?” 

“You’re on the right track,” Jim said. “I’ve been doing a little light reading, using the understanding that Nyx as we know her was once a creature of the Void who either created an identity for herself whole cloth, or latched on to an already existing concept and assumed its identity, thus becoming real.” 

“Okay? We’ve talked about this,” Alice said. “Isaac told me the whole Lich story and explained how he may have been the first mage to ever discover and use the Void. When the Void killed him, the piece he had summoned returned to its realm with a part of his soul and became sentient.” 

“We can agree on that. We have also, until now, been under the assumption that Nyx became sentient by way of a similar process. I think we’re wrong.” 

“How do you mean?” 

“When asked, most people will tell you that Zeus was the highest of Greek Gods—the big dog. But that’s simply not true. Zeus wasn’t even close to being the big dog. There were way bigger dogs than him. Older dogs, with sharper teeth and more cunning. Zeus was son to Cronus and Rhea, who were children of Gaia, who was sister to—” 

“Nyx,” Isaac added. 

“So she assumed the identity of a Greek Goddess. Is that what we’re wrong about?” 

“Nyx had a father,” Jim said, “And his name was Chaos—he was the all father, the one from which each of the other Greek Gods were birthed. Chaos was frequently referred to as a dark and gloomy place, a shapeless, unformed mass, and also personified as someone who could bear children. Chaos, according to the Greeks, was the first thing that ever was, and from him came darkness, daylight—and night.”

Alice took a moment to process all of this, swapping between staring at Jim and at Isaac. Silver, who hadn’t been able to get through to Cameron on the phone, was listening in too, though he was doing so quietly.

“So, you think what I saw up there in the Void—you think that was Chaos?” 

Jim and Isaac nodded in synchronicity.

“And Nyx—Night—is Chaos’… daughter?” Alice asked.

“I think so,” Jim said.

“But then, everything the Greeks said was real, right?” 

“Not necessarily. We don’t know when the first of these creatures entered the world. If it came in during the height of the Greek period, and if Lich existed anywhere in the eastern Mediterranean area, Chaos will have formed itself using pieces of that time.”

“Does this information help us in any way?” 

“Probably not, but maybe…” 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 21

 

 

Practical Knowledge

Alice emerged from the bedroom with her backpack swung over her shoulder, Trapper hanging from her neck, and her leather jacket zipped up. Isaac, Jim, and Silver looked at her from across the room, their faces lit up by the warm glow of the fake fireplace. Outside, the wind howled and whipped at the trees and the street lights, causing them to wobble and sway. Sirens blared off somewhere in the night; the sound they made was cut into shreds by the thrashing wind.

“Going somewhere?” Isaac asked.

“Yeah,” Alice said, “I’m going to find Cora.” 

“It’s dangerous out there, and we have a plan.” 

“We don’t have a plan, Isaac—we have a bunch of disjointed ideas. But we also know what Nyx’s endgame is, and I don’t know about you, but I think she’s close to finishing whatever it is she needs to finish.” 

“She’s right,” Jim said, “Think about what’s happening in the city right now and what’s been taking place over the last couple of days. A cop shoots a boy, a protest turns into a riot, followed by a city-wide blackout. You heard the sirens. That’s probably a combination of cops trying to stop looters, fire trucks trying to reach the trapped, and ambulances trying to reach the injured or dead. The city is in chaos right now.”

“And we’re not going to fix any of this by sitting on our hands,” Alice said.

“We’re hardly sitting on our hands,” Isaac said, folding his arms in front of his chest. “We’re figuring out our next move in a logical way. Going out there is dangerous, and not just because of Nyx. If there are more of those shadow creatures out there, the ones we saw pushing the protest into a full blown riot, we won’t even be able to see them in the dark, let alone deal with them. We have to stick together, but we won’t be sitting around and doing nothing.”

 “Cameron’s out there somewhere, Isaac,” Alice said, “Cut off from the rest of us and driving in the dark. We don’t have the time to figure out a plan. We need to act. I need to find Cora because, out of all of us, she’s the only one with a shot of tracking Nyx down.” 

“What do you mean?” Isaac asked.

“She was there that night at the hospital because she had tracked the surgeon down. She didn’t know what the surgeon was, but she had felt it, and had thought it dangerous enough to decide to go after it. The last time we spoke, she said she was going to get to work on trying to track it down again.” 

“So you’re saying she has an ability we don’t?” Jim asked.

“I have abilities you don’t have, and she has abilities I don’t have,” Alice said, “Abilities I want to learn. With the phones being down I don’t know if I’ll have an easy time getting to her, but I’m going to try. Meanwhile, you guys should try to find Cameron and figure out a way to stop Chaos.” 

“We’ll try the phones, then we’ll try with magic,” Jim said, “Maybe we’ll be able to get a bead on Cameron, especially if he wants to be found.” 

Alice nodded. “Now that’s a plan,” she said. “You guys can find Cameron while I go to find Cora.” 

By the hard lines appearing on Isaac’s face, Alice could tell he didn’t like the idea of splitting up. He didn’t like it one bit. 

“I’m going to help Jim,” Isaac said. “Silver, you should go with Alice. We need to check on the magistrate, too, and make sure the safe zones haven’t been compromised. If we’re going to split up, it’ll be best to have a Void Weaver in each group.” 

Silver nodded and stepped up next to Alice. “Sounds to me like I got the fun job,” he said to her.

“Relax,” Alice said, “We’re going to find Cora and see if she’s been able to track down the surgeon, any of the Pain Children, or better yet Nyx herself. If she has managed to find Nyx, we aren’t about to charge in without backup.” 

“Whatever. Hanging out with you will probably be more fun anyway.” 

Alice grabbed her phone, tried Cora’s number, and heard the same message they had all heard a number of times tonight; the phones were down. 

“Nothing?” Isaac asked. 

“No,” Alice said. “But we should get moving anyway. We’ll try and reach her on the way.” 

“On the way where?” 

“To my office. If there’s looting going on, I want to make sure no one’s trashing my place of business.” 

“I highly doubt anyone’s going to be breaking into your office.” 

“Yeah, maybe you’re right, but I’ll feel better checking.”

“How will you be getting there?” Jim asked.

“You drove here, right?” Alice asked, “How were the roads?” 

“Bad, at least they were when the power first went out. It’ll be dark, but at least the storm will be keeping most people indoors. There will be some people on the streets, though, and they’ll be hard to see. But that’s what high beams are for.” 

“For the record, I don’t like the idea of splitting up,” Isaac said. “I think it’s dangerous, and I think we could be heading into trouble, but I’ll agree that there are a couple of things that need to be done tonight, and we’ll get them done more quickly if we’re split up.” 

Alice approached him and rested a hand on his cheek. “I know you’re nervous about this. I am too. But you asked me to trust you earlier; now I’m asking you to trust me. This is the best way forward. We aren’t going to finish this by playing safe.”

Isaac nodded. “I trust you.” 

“Good,” she said, and she flicked her head around to look at Silver. “You ready to go?” 

Silver nodded and started heading toward the door. Alice gave Isaac a peck on the lips. “I’ll see you soon,” she said, and she followed Silver, who opened the door and began to step through, but Isaac stopped both of them. 

“Wait,” he said.

Alice looked over at him. “What?” she asked.

“I’m going to keep track of you both at all times, but the interference from the Void storm will make things difficult. What happens if I lose track of you?” 

“Don’t lose track.”

Jim looked at Isaac and shrugged. Isaac nodded. “Fair enough,” he said.

Alice stepped through the door and shut it. The hall was as dark as pitch, but she could hear the sounds of life behind the other doors in the corridor. Children were scared of the blackout, teenagers were complaining about the lack of Wi-Fi, and parents were trying to get through to relatives on the other side of town. How long would this blackout last? What exactly had Nyx done, and could it be reversed?

These thoughts occupied the relative silence in which Alice and Silver walked down the stairs to the ground floor, then through reception, and out onto the blustering city streets. They ran across the parking garage toward Alice’s Mustang waited, shielding their eyes from the rain and the wind with their hands as they went. But the wind tried to do more than attack their eyes—it wanted to topple them over, and it had enough force to do just that had Alice not kept her head down and her center of gravity low.

She pulled her keys out of the back pocket of her black jeans and pressed the button on the small remote. The Mustang blinked, the doors unlocked, and a moment later Alice and Silver were inside panting, but out of the wind and rain. A thousand tiny hands drummed on the car from all sides, but the sound died out when the Mustang growled to life. 

“This is a sweet car,” Silver said.

“Thanks, she’s my baby.” 

“Try the radio?” 

Alice flicked it on. A couple of stations were still transmitting—those running on backup generators. Mainly there were news stations, talk stations trying to capitalize on the lack of competition on the air, as well as a single music station. Alice tuned in to the news, keeping an ear out for reports on what was going on around Ashwood. Jim had been right; the looting had already started, emergency services were backed up, phone lines were clogged, and the weather warning had been pushed up to ‘get the hell indoors’—though neighboring cities and towns weren’t feeling more than a light drizzle. 

This gave Alice hope that Cameron was okay. The sanctuary was a good drive away from downtown Ashwood, and if the storm was centered above the city, then it probably hadn’t been hit as hard. When she was done with the news she switched to the only rock music station still broadcasting and let the sound fill the car while she peeled out of the parking space and onto the dark road. Driving using only high beams in the middle of a dark city was unnerving and put Alice’s senses on high alert, but the streets were mostly empty and she knew her way to the office by heart.

“When you looked at it,” Silver said, “What did it feel like?” 

“It?” Alice asked. She knew what Silver was talking about but needed a moment to try and put the sensation into words. 

“Chaos,” Silver said, “What was that like?” 

“It was… cold… like I had been hit in the face with an ax made of ice. I went numb. I couldn’t think or act. It didn’t feel evil… but it felt intelligent, and cold, and that’s worse.” 

“I want to see it.” 

“Why would you want to see it?” 

“Because I want to know what it feels like. Practical knowledge is better than second hand knowledge, and knowledge is power.”

“I didn’t feel powerful.” 

“That’s because you weren’t expecting to be hit with something like that. But now that I know what to expect, I can protect myself against it, and stare into the face of the Void. I want it to know it has no power over me.” 

“I don’t know if it’s that simple. What I saw wasn’t meant to be seen by human eyes. If that thing gets down here, we’re all screwed.”

“Nyx won’t win. There are too many of us, and we’re on to her. Once we find her, we’ll get rid of her, and the storm will leave on its own. Without her, Chaos can’t come through the eye of the storm.” 

“For both our sakes, I hope you’re right.” 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 22

 

 

Logan Hodges

Ashwood was a city plunged into darkness. Isaac and Jim traversed the streets in Jim’s old car, occasionally passing another lone vehicle on the road. They were the only things capable of producing light; the entire city was down. Skyscrapers, Police Precinct, and Fire Stations alike were non-functional. Hospitals, he hoped, would still be functioning, but Isaac was starting to understand now that Nyx had done more than just knock out the city’s primary generators—backups were failing, too. 

This was probably a magic effect she had been able to cloak from his, or any other mage’s, senses.

“How much farther away is it?” Isaac asked.

Jim pulled what looked like an old compass out of his coat pocket and checked. “Not far,” he said, “This would have been much easier if the portals were working.” 

“The magistrate must have sealed them when we warned them of Nyx’s activity.” 

“Smart, but it makes getting to this safe house a real pain in the ass. We put it in this neighborhood for a reason.” 

“I don’t think there will be many dangerous types out on the streets tonight.” 

Jim gave Isaac a sidelong, stern glance. “If you think that, then you don’t know this city at all. What’s happened tonight is unprecedented. We’ve never had a storm like this one, let alone a storm and a blackout. Nyx and her kind won’t be the only things having a ball tonight, I can tell you, and you’re going to be the one left to clean up when this is all over. If you ask me, I think we’re making a mistake in going to bust Logan out of his cell. We should be going to your museum and checking the district out, making sure they aren’t killing each other.” 

“As tribune it’s my job to understand the people in my jurisdiction and protect them. I think you’re overestimating its ability and desire to self-destruct.” 

“And I think you’re underestimating it. But I’ll tell you what, if your jurisdiction is still in one piece tomorrow, I’ll buy you lunch.” 

“You’re assuming, of course, that we’ll be able to beat Chaos back and send Nyx into the Void.” 

Jim breathed deeply through his nose and let it slide back out with a slight wheeze. “If we fail there won’t be an Ashwood tomorrow. I’m allowed to be optimistic.” 

“We can’t fail. And that’s why we need Logan.” 

Jim grunted. “The guy’s an asshole. What good will he be to us?” 

“He’s the only other mage in Ashwood who can withstand the Void. He may not have the knowledge of a Weaver, but his magic will be just as effective against Nyx as yours or mine, and we need all the help we can get.” 

“I still don’t like it, but I’ll go with your judgment on this one.” 

Isaac nodded. Releasing Logan also made him nervous, but he couldn’t appear nervous on the surface. Whether he had known it or not, whether he had expected things to go as horribly wrong as they had gone or not, Logan’s meddling had put Nyx on the path to claiming the body of a mage for her own. If he and his legionnaires hadn’t gotten involved, the situation at the graveyard may have gone differently. 

They may have stopped Nyx then and there. 

But Logan allowed his ego to get in the way of his responsibilities and his better judgment. His methods had more in common with a righteous zealot than a civilized enforcer of magical law. Still, Isaac wasn’t wrong. They needed his help. As nervous as working with Logan made him, Isaac’s intuition told him Logan wouldn’t try anything stupid. He owed Isaac his life, after all.

“Here it is,” Jim said. He stopped the car in the middle of the road and looked for a place to pull in.

Nothing.

Isaac stared out of his window at the apartment building on the right. “I’m going to have to go up while you wait in the car,” he said.

“Is that a good idea?” 

Isaac turned to look at Jim. “Do you have a better one?” he asked.

Jim pushed his glasses onto the bridge of his nose. “I’m fresh out.” 

“Then that’s it. I’ll go up and you’ll keep the engine running.” 

“You’ll need this,” Jim said, and he handed Isaac the compass he had been using. The compass was cold to the touch, and strangely heavy. “If the magical seals are still up, this will allow you through.” 

“I’ll be five minutes,” Isaac said, and he unlocked the car and pushed the door open. The wind put force against Isaac’s hands, but he managed to put his weight behind the door and push it open. He squeezed himself out of the car and shut the door behind himself. Invisible hands tried to topple him over, but with a couple of powerful strides he managed to get on the pavement and through the door into the apartment building without incident. 

The wind howled at his back, causing the closed apartment building door to bump and rattle, as if invisible beasts were trying to break in and eat everyone’s firstborn son. Isaac pushed this thought to the back of his mind and proceeded through the dark corridor with his phone in his hand acting as a flashlight. A tiny finger of ice gently pressed into his stomach, causing an odd cold to spread into his chest. 

It’s the dark, he thought, it’s everything. Lock it away. 

When he got to the stairwell he shined his light up through the gap, but while the torchlight on the back of his phone caught every single dust mote and caused it to glimmer, it barely touched the next floor landing—let alone the floors above it. Isaac sighed and walked, smoothing the surface of the compass with his thumb as he went. The building groaned, wooden floorboards croaked under his feet, and windows rattled. Strange, disjointed voices spoke out from beyond closed doors like the whispers of the dead from ancient tombs. 

But it was only the darkness playing with his senses. It was heavy on his body and made the air difficult to breathe, seeming to almost rob him of breath and push against his knees as they each came up to climb the next step. Isaac held onto the rail for support and used it to keep going until, more out of breath than he would have liked, he reached the top floor of the building he had himself spent time in under magistrate custody. 

This hall, like the others, was as dark as the bottom of a well. Isaac’s loafers echoed with a sound like a metronome running at a fast pace as he walked along the corridor with conviction. When he reached the door at the end of the hall, the first thing that hit him was a strange smell, almost metallic in its properties. There were sounds coming from the other side of the door, too. Tapping? Scratching? 

The unmistakable caw of a crow pierced through the darkness causing Isaac to jump and his hackles to rise. His heart was beating fast, but he couldn’t identify the reason why. Hastily he pressed the compass up against the door. Several sparks of light shot out from under it at the moment of impact. All around the door, magical sigils of warding and protection were starting to glow into existence.

When the sigils reached the peak of their glow, the door made a click and unlocked. Isaac removed the compass and put it in his pocket, and then he reached for the door handle, turned it, and with his heart pounding in his throat, pushed. But when the door opened, the smell that emanated from the room beyond it overpowered him and caused him to turn his face away in disgust and alarm. 

Isaac’s hand flew up to his nose, and he turned his head to look through the open door. Without warning, a flock of black birds raced out of the room toward him. On dark wings, they came; dark beaks, and shiny eyes, and raking claws, the crows cawed and squawked as they came to peck and nip and scratch at Isaac’s face.

He summoned the Good Doctor without thinking and the Good Doctor came, with a shield up to protect against the onslaught of crows. The tall, beaked figure stood in front of Isaac, its hands stretched out to either side of its body, the silhouette of its hat and cloak sticking out in stark contrast even against the darkness of the room. 

Isaac’s magic bangle flashed bright blue, a blinding pulse of light and energy, and the crows retreated, flying gracefully into powerful winds and disappearing into the night. 

When the cacophony ended, the Good Doctor stepped aside and let Isaac through. The soft blue glow from the bangle lit the contours of the room, and Isaac saw what these crows had been here for. It was Logan. He was naked. His arms were stretched wide, like Christ on the cross, and tied at the wrist to fixtures on opposite walls. His head was low, his knees touching the ground. Flies were buzzing around—so many they could still be heard despite the wailing of the wind coming through the smashed in window. There was blood on the jagged edges of that smashed window—blood and black feathers. 

“My God,” Isaac said. 

“Not God,” the Good Doctor said. “Goddess.”

“How?” 

“Nyx retained all of Sonia’s knowledge and memories. She knew this place well.”

Isaac approached Logan’s ragged, pecked at, and scratched open corpse. “He’s been dead for hours,” Isaac said, more to himself than to the Good Doctor. “You deserved a lot of things, but you didn’t deserve to die like this.” 

Logan would have to be dealt with, but right now they had a more pressing issue to deal with. Isaac walked up to the broken window, inspected it, and then gestured with his right hand. One by one, each piece of shattered glass began to hover up and off the floor. The shards floated in formation toward the broken pane and slotted themselves into position—from the largest shard to the tiniest sliver. 

When they were all locked in, the windowpane flashed soft blue, and the wind stopped coming in. So long as the room remained magically warded and sealed, no human would randomly find it, let alone Logan. He stepped away from the window and strode across the room, exiting the way he’d come in. Jim was waiting downstairs, so he began his descent with the Good Doctor drifting silently by his side.

“The other legionnaires, those who called him their friend, could also be in danger,” the Good Doctor said.

“This was a message. She knew Logan would be here and went after him knowing full well we would find this. She knows our infrastructure; who we are, where we go, how we do things. We’re running out of time.” 

Isaac burst out of the apartment building and stepped into the blustery night. Jim was still waiting exactly where Isaac had left him, the car idling on the street. He heaved the passenger door open, pushed himself into the car, and rested his head on the backrest. Jim looked at him and then into the street. 

“Logan?” he asked.

“Dead,” Isaac said.

“Dead? How?” 

“I’ll tell you on the way.” 

Jim got the car moving again. “Where are we going?” he asked.

“I doubt we’ll be able to get to her over the phone, but we need to get back to Alice. She said she’d be at her office, so that’s where we’re going.” 

“And Cameron?” 

“I know how to get to Cameron, even if what I’ve just seen the crows doing makes me never want to deal with them again.” 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 23

 

 

On The Trail

Alice’s Mustang rolled up alongside the door to the office and slowed to a halt. A moment later, the car slipped into an available parking spot like a hand into a satin glove. She killed the lights and the engine, and the steady hiss of rain surged in volume like a crowd rising to applaud. With the wipers off, the windshield became a swaying, blurry mess of dark shapes. In the distance,  a store alarm blared.

She was about to step out of the car with her keys in her hand when she turned her head over her shoulder, looked at Silver, and said “You’ve never been in my office.” 

“I haven’t,” Silver said.

“When we get in there, don’t touch anything.” 

“What am I going to touch?” 

“I just want to make sure you know. No matter how tempted you are, don’t touch anything.” 

“I’m not six.” 

“Good. Then let’s go.” 

Alice opened the door into the aggressive winds and heavy rain, stepped out into it, and closed the door before too much water could get into the car. She hurried along the sidewalk, reached the door of Werner Investigations, and unlocked it, but the door caught again. Déjà vu suddenly struck as Silver walked up to the door behind her and asked about the hold up. Alice cursed, pushed, and slipped into the narrow gap she was able to force open. 

“Hurry up in there, will ya?” Silver called from the outside.

“Relax,” Alice said, “Its only rain.” 

The boxes market bedroom and kitchen had fallen down again, only this time the kitchen box had burst open and spilled its contents all over the floor. Forks, knives, plates—one of which had broken—now lay scattered in front of the open box. The other box, which was marked bedroom, had also fallen, but had thankfully remained shut tight. 

But it was her Chest of Haunts, which lay with its mouth propped up to reveal the graveyard of Polaroids inside, that was causing Alice to stand incredibly still. She stared at the Chest and wondered where the padlock was. It wasn’t attached, and she couldn’t see it on the floor. Strange things were prone to happen around the Chest, but this? Then the thought struck her like a punch to the gut that sucks the air out of the lungs.

Did someone break in? 

Alice spun around in a wide arc, her body prickling all over. 

“Alice?” Silver said, “Getting a little wet out here.” 

But Alice didn’t reply. Instead she marched toward the only closed door in her office—the bathroom—and pushed it open hard. The door flew open and slammed the wall, but the bathroom beyond it was empty save for the toilet, the sink, and the cabinet above the sink. Alice spun around again, her heart thumping in her chest, her senses sharp and alert, and scanned the room, but could see nothing else out of place. 

When she convinced herself that no one had broken in, she walked briskly back to the front door and cleared the box that was blocking the entrance. Silver rushed in and slammed the door the behind him. His jacket was glistening from the rain and his hoody was soaked. When he pulled it down, it slapped against the leather of his jacket and revealed a wet head of dark hair. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, “I thought someone had broken in.” 

“And?” Silver asked, shaking excess water out of his hair with his fingers. 

“Nothing. But this shouldn’t be open.” 

Silver came up to the Chest of Haunts and stared at it. Immediately he recognized the runes carved into the underside of the Chest’s lid. He crouched before it and stared for a good minute, and then he stretched out his hand to reach for one of the Polaroids. Alice pretended to clear her throat, and this seemed to catch Silver’s attention.

“What did I say in the car?” Alice asked.

Silver pulled his hand back. “I can’t look at even one of these?” 

“What do you think you’ll find on them?” 

“I don’t know, but that’s the point. If I could just have one I could—”

“Let that come later,” Alice said, “Right now we have a job to do, and our main priority should be to find Nyx.” 

Silver stood and checked around the floor. He picked something up and handed it over to Alice. It was the Chest’s padlock, but the top part had snapped off. It hadn’t just opened—something seemed to have had the strength to separate the u-shaped bar with the locking mechanism. The padlock was cold to the touch, too—ice cold. 

Alice tossed the lock aside, closed the Chest, and grabbed another padlock from inside her desk drawer. This wasn't the first time a lock had broken, but it was the first one that had practically snapped in half. As she fastened the new lock into place and secured the Chest, she wondered if the Void storm was causing the dormant spirits inside the Chest to stir, but quickly pushed the thought out of her mind. 

One thing at a time, Alice thought. 

Silver went about the task of collecting the contents of the kitchen box and placing them back inside. He was about to tape the box shut again when someone banged on the office door three times. They were loud bangs, but they had to be if they wanted to get past the constant drone of static noise just outside.

Alice and Silver stared at the door for a moment. Silver’s hand went to the hilt of his sword. She looked at him; he nodded at the door, and then at her. She approached, pressed her eye against the peephole, and saw Cora standing on the street holding an umbrella up against the rain. 

“It’s okay,” she said, and she opened the door. 

Cora stepped into the office with her hands in her pockets and sighed, relieved to finally be out of the cold. Silver stood down, letting his grip on the sword relax. 

“Cora,” Alice said, “What are you—how did you know we were here?” 

“I’ve been all over,” she said, “When the lights went out and the phones died I went to your boyfriend’s apartment, but that was empty, so then I made my way over here thinking this would be the next place you would go to.” 

“That was one hell of a wild guess, wasn’t it?” Silver asked.

Cora pulled her hood down and let her chestnut locks tumble over her shoulders—untouched by the rain. “What do you mean?” she asked.

“Alice could have been anywhere.” 

“My guesses are better than some people’s facts.” 

Alice didn’t like that Silver was questioning Cora, but one glaring thought wouldn’t leave her mind. Cora didn’t know where this place was; at least, Alice didn’t think she did. The office was called Werner Investigations, and Alice’s last name was Werner. The idea that Cora had figured this connection out by Googling Alice’s name was quickly dismissed by the idea that Cora knew more about her than she had originally let on. 

What else did she know?

“It doesn’t matter how she got here,” Alice said, “The fact is you’re here, and we need your skills… did you find her?” 

“Nyx?” Cora asked. “No, but I think I was able to zero in on the surgeon. At least, I’ve narrowed down the place it could be hiding.” 

“Narrowed down by how much?” 

“Well… it isn’t so much that I have an address, but more like I have specific visions surrounding where it could be.” 

Silver’s eyebrow went up. “So, you don’t really know?” 

Cora shook her head. “I’m not a bloodhound. I get visions of where these creatures could be. Like, I’m able to see through their eyes for a split second at a time. I can never do this with Nyx—she’s too strong—but the Children. Yeah, them I can find.” 

“Where is it?” Alice asked.

“This would be much easier if we had access to the internet.” 

“Why? What do you need?” 

“A map of Ashwood would be good, and newspapers, too; anything recent regarding construction projects.” 

“Construction?” Silver asked. 

He walked over to Alice’s desk where he had spotted this morning’s paper, picked it up, and using the glow of his phone scanned the inside while Alice plucked a map of Ashwood down from a bulletin board she kept on her wall. Alice unfolded the map on her desk and shone a flashlight on it. 

“They’re at a construction site,” Alice said.

Cora came up next to her. “That’s what I thought too,” she said.

“Yeah, but there has to be dozens in Ashwood,” Silver said, “More than we can visit.” 

“No,” Cora said, “This one was… tall. When I looked around I could see the city beneath me, not level with me.” 

“So, something like a skyscraper?” Alice asked. 

“It could have been.” 

“This one?” Silver asked. He set the newspaper down on the table and pointed at an article regarding a near stalled construction project in the middle of the financial district. 

The headline read ‘Construction force cut in half as company shares plummet.’ The building in question, which was being built by a private firm, had been under construction for several months. It was a project designed with functionality as well as aesthetic appeal in mind, something to beautify the district even further and provide more office space to the area’s ever growing needs. But the CEO was found to have been taking a little off the top and was promptly put in jail. Shortly thereafter, the company took a nose dive.

Alice had seen the building once or twice during her roams around the city but hadn’t truly noticed it—could barely picture it in her mind. It made sense that Nyx, or at least the surgeon, should be using it as a place to hide out in. The surgeon had previously taken residence in an abandoned and rarely frequented hospital, so why not a rarely frequented construction site? 

Cora found it on the map and pointed. “Here,” she said. “I can’t tell you for sure if this is the right one, but it’s as good a guess as I can give.” 

“You said yourself your guesses are better than most people’s facts, right?” Silver said. 

Cora nodded. 

Alice grabbed a red marker from the pen pot on her desk and circled the spot on the map where the construction site stood. She stared down at the page for a moment, trying to figure out where they could go to stake the place out for a while, but without the help of the internet to judge height and offer recent pictures of the area for reference, this was tricky. 

The office lit up in shades of bright violet—color so intense it made Alice jump and her skin crawl. At first Alice thought it was Void magic, and her hackles had risen. Two seconds later, rolling thunder exploded from high above, causing the windows to rattle lightly and the ground to shake. Only lightning, she thought, and she looked around at Cora and Silver. The brightness and the sound of the detonation had been enough to startle them and grab their attention, too. They waited until the rumbling was over before exhaling. 

“That was right on top of us,” Alice said.

“The storm is getting stronger,” Cora said.

“Cora is right,” Silver said, “I can feel it too. We don’t have much time.”

“This wasn’t an accident,” Alice said. “First the storm gathers enough charge to interfere with our magic, then Nyx knocks out the power, killing all the phone lines and throwing the city into darkness and chaos. That’s exactly what Nyx wants; she wants to bring another creature from the Void into the world again—a big one.”

“Chaos itself,” Silver added.

“Something more powerful than herself?” Cora asked. “And we thought she was bad enough.” 

Silver nodded. “We need to decide whether we’re going to stay here and wait for the others to maybe show up, or if we’re gonna get to that building and hope that the surgeon is staying close to its mommy after the beating we gave it.” 

“Isaac knows we’re here,” Alice said, “He’ll come.” 

“Yeah, but what if it’s too late by then?” Silver asked. “I know I’m always looking for the quick and dirty solutions, but this time I mean it. What if he’s too late and we’ve been sitting here? You can’t put Pandora back in the box once she’s been let out.” 

Alice sat in her seat, placed her elbows on the desk, and let her head fall on her hands. “I don’t know what to do,” she said, “I really don’t know.” 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 24

 

 

Paid in Blood

Isaac and Jim drove along the dark streets of Ashwood accompanied by the clunky grumble of the engine, the weather, and the whine of the wipers. Neither had spoken since they left the apartment building Logan had been living in for the last couple of months. The focus was on getting to Alice’s office, regrouping, and dealing with this situation once and for all. 

It was the for all that was ringing out in his mind like the echo of a gong. For all meant for good, forever—finished. But would this truly ever be finished? If they vanquished Nyx and sent her back to the Void, what was to stop her, or any of her friends, from trying again one day? As far as he understood it, this had been the entire idea of the Void Weavers to begin with; they were the ones that stood between the Void and the world of men. 

For all, he was starting to think, would never come no matter what happened tonight; the best they could hope for was for now.

“How’s the hand?” Jim asked.

Isaac glanced at his cut palm. They had stopped earlier, in a quiet alley, and Isaac had summoned the crows by offering up some of his blood. Despite the powerful winds, they had come. Watching them fly to the blood on his palm, gliding beautifully, immune to the storm’s effects, had been an incredible sight, but nothing would ever be able to wash away the image of the crows’ beaks and talons covered in the shiny red gore of the human they had been feasting on.

What little he knew about the crows was that they were sentient and intelligent when in a group. They could also be made to do someone’s bidding as long as they were paid… in blood. Had Nyx sent them to eat once she was done with Logan? Had they found him all on his own after the fact and made him a feast of opportunity? Had they been the ones to kill him after he was tied up? 

“Isaac?” Jim asked again. 

“Yes?” Isaac said, turning his head to look at Jim.

“The hand?” 

“Oh… this?” Isaac closed his left palm tightly over the cut he had made. It was swollen and throbbing dully, but the bleeding had stopped. “Sorry. Yes, it’s fine.” 

Jim nodded. “Do you think they’ll find him and bring him to the office?” 

“I know they will. They always do.” 

“That’s good news then. With Cameron, that makes six of us against Nyx.” 

“I fear we’re still outmatched.” 

“Probably, but there’s no time to be bleak about it,” Jim said. “Maybe we die tonight, and if we die, then that’s it. But if we don’t die I’m going to find the biggest, fattest pancake that I can, I’m gonna ask the cook to make three more of them, then douse them in cream and chocolate, and I’m gonna eat the hell out of them. The old me would have wanted to get blind drunk in some dive bar and puke until my guts hurt, but this sounds like more fun.”

“Maybe I’ll have a fruit salad.” 

“Suit yourself. I know a good place. Great pancakes, great coffee, great waitress.” 

Isaac smiled. “Waitress, Jim?” 

It was difficult to tell whether Jim’s stubble-covered cheeks had gone red, but the silence suggested as much. “It’s nothing. She’s just nice, and she brings me warm, sweet food. What’s not to love about that?” 

“I didn’t object. Have you asked her out?” 

“Ask her out? No. Why spoil a good thing?” 

“Because she only brings you warm food if you pay her.”

“We don’t all have British accents, though, do we? Some of us are a little rough around the edges, and it’s been a long time since I stepped up to the plate anyway. I wouldn’t even know how to hold the bat.”

Isaac reached for Jim’s shoulder with his hand and gave him a squeeze. “Don’t sell yourself short, my friend. We are our own worst critics. Try, and let her be the judge.” 

Jim turned to look at Isaac, smiled, and nodded. “Yeah, maybe I will.” 

Isaac let go of Jim’s shoulder and returned the smile when something at the edge of his vision made a sudden move. His body tensed, his hackles rose, and he turned to face the road screaming for Jim to stop the car. Jim slammed his foot on the brake, the car skidded and the tires cried out as the car came to a slow stop in the middle of the road; a road which was empty save for parked cars lining the edge. 

“What the hell was that?” Jim asked. 

“I saw someone in the road,” Isaac said. “I don’t think we hit them, I didn’t hear or feel anything, but I know I saw something.” 

“Do you know what the hell it was?” 

Isaac shook his head. “It looked like a child had run onto the road.” 

“A child? In this weather?” 

“I said I didn’t know what it was,” Isaac said, frustration mounting in his voice. 

“Can you see them on that side?” 

Isaac checked the passenger side mirror and saw only the red glow of the brake lights reflecting off the many parked cars along the street. There was no one on the sidewalk, no one between the cars, and no one hiding in the alley directly across from him—no one that he could see, at any rate. His heartrate came down, but the blurred, split-second image of what he had seen darting into the road kept pushing its way to the front of his mind. His photographic memory tried to piece it together, but the image in his head was about as clear as a photo of Bigfoot, and there wasn’t a mental filter he could run it through to clear it up. 

“What’s that?” Jim asked. 

Isaac turned his attention to the driver’s side where, about two blocks ahead of them, the buildings were being hit by strobing blue and white lights. An occasional red light danced between the blue and the red. “Emergency services?” Isaac asked.

“Looks like it.” 

Jim put the car back into gear and continued down the road. This particular scene involved an ambulance, two police cruisers, and two cars tangled around each other. There was glass everywhere, and the police officers were doing their best to create a rickety human shield around the paramedics, keeping the wind off them long enough to allow them to work. Jim stopped the car at the intersection and both men watched, independently debating whether or not they should offer their help, but Ashwood’s mundane problems weren’t theirs to fix. 

As Isaac watched, he saw the silhouette of something dark and shapeless hovering along the side of a nearby building, blinking in and out of existence with the strobing lights, but clearly visible to Isaac and Jim’s mage eyes. It was one of those Void creatures, and Isaac suspected it was both the thing responsible for this crash and the one responsible for Isaac and Jim’s near crash. He thought he had seen the impression of a child against the car’s headlights, but maybe that was just because it was what the creature had wanted him to see. 

Who wouldn’t violently brake or swerve out of the road if a child came rushing in front of them?

Without saying a word, Jim pressed gently on the accelerator and the car continued to roll on down the street, picking up speed until they were at a comfortable cruise. Alice’s office wasn’t far from where they were, but along the way they came across two more incidents, though the other two didn’t involve cars. On one street, an electronics shop had been broken into, looted, and then set ablaze. On another, several firemen were trying to pull people out of elevators. 

On one hand, seeing other people was comforting, but seeing them like this—panicked and suffering—was not. 

Isaac didn’t know he had entered the Victoria district until he and Jim pulled up right next to Werner Investigations. Jim pulled into an open parking spot and stopped the car. Isaac immediately stepped out into the rain and wind and, with one hand over his eyes, searched for Alice’s Mustang, which he knew she had taken with her. It wasn’t there. His heart was starting to race, now, and a cold block of ice had settled into his stomach. 

Without waiting for Jim, he rushed across the front of the car, hit the sidewalk fast, and stepped right up to the door to Alice’s office. Expecting to find it locked, Isaac turned the knob and pressed hard against the door with his shoulder, and almost fell into the office as the door unexpectedly opened and gave way. The office was dark and empty, but it had also been unlocked. He checked the door for a key, but it wasn’t hanging in the knob. Instead, something had been tacked onto the door itself with a pin; a map with a red circle on it, a ripped up snippet of a newspaper article, and a single key on a hoop.

Isaac took these items down from the door, scanned the map, and then the article. “They’re gone,” he said to himself. “But this is where they went.” 

For a moment he was filled with the warm, tingly feeling of pride—pride that Alice had had the sense to leave him a trail of breadcrumbs to follow. But the pride and warm feeling thawing out the block of ice in his stomach soon disappeared. If they weren’t in the office, it meant they had gone there—to that place. But if they left without waiting for Isaac and Jim, it meant that whatever they had discovered was urgent enough to warrant them leaving in a hurry. 

The ice block in his stomach resisted the thaw, and instead seemed to get colder. He became suddenly possessed with the idea that leaving without Isaac and Jim had been a bad idea—a terrible, awful idea. Now overcome with an almost crippling sense of urgency, Isaac stuffed the map and the article into his jacket pocket and left the office, locking it hastily with the key he had been left with. 

He hit the street quickly, dashed around the back of Jim’s car, and slipped inside, soaked through and breathing heavily.

“Not there,” he said. 

“God dammit,” Jim said.

Isaac produced the map and article from his jacket and handed them to Jim. “This is where they went. They left it for us.” 

“Then that’s where we have to go,” said a voice from the backseat.

Isaac’s heart leapt into his throat. He turned, startled, and saw Cameron sitting there, also drenched from head to toe. “Cam,” Isaac said, “How the hell—”

“You sent the crows,” he said, “Once they found me it was easy to find you.” 

“I’ve never been happier to see someone.” 

“I’m glad I’ve found you both, too. Jim filled me in. Looks like I’ve been out of the loop.” 

“You have, but that doesn’t matter. You’re here and I know where Alice is, but we need to get to her quickly. We’re running out of time to stop this.” 

Jim nodded, pulled the car out of the parking spot, and headed straight for the financial district. 

“So,” Cameron said, “How about you start from the top? Who’s Chaos and why do we hate him?” 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 25

 

 

Alone

The financial district had more in common with a graveyard than it did with the bustling heart of a metropolis. Many of the buildings here would be able to run on massive, diesel powered generators hidden underground for days, or even weeks, following a general power failure—even if doing so racked up bills in the tens of thousands in the process. But for some reason Alice couldn’t explain, none of these generators had kicked in.

What had happened to the men and women who had been working when the power went out? Had they been told to go home and be with their families, or had they been asked to stay and wait a couple of minutes—which turned to hours—to see if the power came back? After all, money needed to be made, stocks bought and sold, and nothing as trivial as a storm or a power outage was going to stop the world’s wheels from turning. 

Those wheels never started again, so where were all the people?

A fallen tree lay in the middle of the road, and Alice swung the Mustang around it. Up ahead, through an intersection only a block away, an ambulance went racing past with its lights flashing wildly in all directions, its siren singing high into the night. Alice’s path took her into the same intersection the ambulance had driven across, so she followed it and watched as the ambulance’s lights lit up the skeletal outlines of tall, inert cranes high above. The building with no walls loomed high to the left, its perimeter surrounded by a tall, sheet metal fence that rattled and swayed with the wind.

Alice stopped the Mustang in the middle of the road and looked out of her window. The building had to be at least twenty stories tall and was covered in green mesh netting to prevent people from plummeting to their deaths, but the mesh had been ripped off in some places and was nonexistent toward the top. She spotted the chain-link gate up ahead and pulled the Mustang up alongside it.

“This is it,” she said.

Silver, who was looking up at the building from the backseat, said “Looks pretty quiet to me.”

“That’s how they like it,” Alice said. “Does this look anything like the building you saw in your visions, Cora?” 

Cora pressed her lips into a thin line and stared up through the windshield. “If I got up there and had a look around, maybe. Looks like its tall enough, but I can’t feel anything.” 

“Then we’ll have to go in,” Alice said, and she put the Mustang in drive.

“Wait, you’re gonna go through it?” Cora asked.

“Through the fence? Fuck no, I’m not scratching my car. Silver, think you can open that up for us?” 

“It’s on wheels, so maybe it’s powered,” Silver said. “Give me a second.”   

Silver stepped out of the car and into the blustery night. He stalked across the road and toward the fence, becoming little more than a suggestion of a human moving around in the darkness. When he reached the fence, he tugged on the sword in the sheath on his back and pulled it out an inch or two. The blade began to glow the same color as Isaac’s bangle—soft blue—and with his other hand he touched the fence. A moment later, the fence started to roll on its wheels, clearing a path for Alice to slip the Mustang into the construction site. 

Using his sword to provide a little illumination, Silver walked alongside the car and helped Alice navigate the area. The entire site was cluttered with machinery, long tubes stacked on top of each other, and massive pallets stacked with cinder blocks. There were trucks parked in here, as well as forklifts and diggers. The small huts pressed up against the inside of the sheet metal perimeter were all dark. 

Alice stopped the car and rolled down her window. Silver approached. “I think I’m going to take a walk,” he said.

“We shouldn’t split up,” Alice said.

“No, but if she’s right and there are Pain Children in there, we stand more of a chance of catching them by surprise if we split up.” 

Alice’s head dropped and she shook it, defeated. He had a good point, but their group was small as it was. Splitting up wasn’t something she particularly wanted to do. “Alright,” she said, “But try to keep us in sight if you can. If you see Pain Children, draw them to us and we’ll hit them together.” 

Silver nodded, stepped away from the car, and jogged toward the base of the building. A moment later, the glow from his sword disappeared, and Silver was gone. Alice turned to Cora. The rain hadn’t let up, and the wind was still bearing down on the place, causing clanking, rattling, and banging sounds with no identifiable origin to surround them. 

“Do you think she’s here?” Alice asked.

“Nyx?” Cora asked. She shook her head. “I like to think we’d know if she were here.” 

“Maybe she’s just good at hiding. She’s been almost completely hidden from us for the last three months.”

“But she’s not anymore. I think she’s getting cocky. I’ve watched a lot of crime shows and the serial killers sometimes get bored or like to play games. Subconsciously, it’s because they want to get caught. They want the challenge, the pressure.” 

“That means she’s ready for us.” 

“Yeah, maybe, but does it matter?” 

Alice shook her head with a smile. “No,” she said. “I’m tired of this whole thing. One way or another, I’m going to get back to my normal life.” 

“Me too,” Cora said. Her smile lingered, and despite the darkness, Alice saw her own potential future reflected in those dark eyes. Alice’s life was hunting. It was what she was good at, and she didn’t want to give that up. If she gave it up, she was nothing. Cora just wanted to live a normal life— a life away from the responsibility of the powers she had unwittingly inherited, or a life without powers altogether. There was merit to that dream, and for an instant Alice found herself considering it.

Only, what would a normal life even look like for Alice? Her and Isaac married, with kids? Would she join the force again or would she be a mom? That’s what passed for normal these days, wasn’t it? It would take some getting used to, but she didn’t think she would hate a life without the responsibility of having to hunt down troublesome supernatural creatures. What worried her was the idea she wouldn’t be good enough for that life. Being a mom wasn’t easy, and working for the police hadn’t been easy either—but she had loved doing it.

The worry was moot, however, because the real question was if, with all the things she knew about the world, she would be able to give up her powers and go back to being a human. Go back to sleep. Because that was what being human was like. They were all asleep, and she was awake. She knew the secrets, knew the truth humans didn’t. Did she have what it took to put all that aside and go back to a life of ignorance? 

Or worse, have to live pretending the dark wasn’t full of monsters?

Probably best not to worry about that, she thought, and she pushed the ideas to the back of her mind. She had a job to do—a hunt to go on. Alice reached into the back seat, pulled her backpack up, and set it on her lap. She then produced Trapper out from inside, hung the camera over her neck, and handed a heavy-duty flashlight to Cora. “Ready?” Alice asked.

Cora nodded, and Alice stepped out of the Mustang with her backpack over her shoulder and her car keys in her hand. She locked the car, stuffed the keys into her pocket, and ran across the construction site, toward the side of the building opposite to the one Silver had disappeared into. 

The gale pulled at her hair and seemed to push against her torso as she ran, almost as if it didn’t want her getting close to the building. All around her, the muted sounds she had heard in the car a moment ago seemed to have had their volume dials cranked all the way up to ten. The clanging of metal on metal, the whoosh and howl of the wind, the incessant whispering of trees were all so loud she couldn’t hear her own footsteps on the gravel. Up above, loose attachment cables were dangling from still, towering cranes. One of these sets of cables had a large slab of concrete attached to it which was whining and groaning as the gust kicked it around.

 Alice searched for a break in the ground floor wall, and after finding it, she slipped inside. The wind followed her, only in here it seemed to swirl like a whirlpool, snaking around bare columns and pillars to strike every inch of the place from every direction. Cora dashed into the building only a moment after Alice did and, like Alice, she pressed her back against the outer wall. The flashlight revealed little more than the detritus left behind by construction workers scattered around the ground floor, but the light did fall upon a mostly built staircase. 

“That’s our way up,” Cora said.

“Can you feel its presence?” Alice asked. “Is the surgeon here?” 

Cora closed her eyes and cocked her head. She grimaced and then opened her eyes again. “No,” she said, “But picking the surgeon out of all the static isn’t an easy thing. We’ll have to go higher.” 

Alice nodded, pushed herself off the wall, and headed for the staircase. The building was entirely hollow and featureless inside. The floor, as well as the pillars and external walls, was made of concrete that hadn’t been covered up. There were some internal walls, too, though none of the wall sections added up to a complete room so they seemed to have been placed where they were at random.

She looked up when she came to the set of stairs, and déjà vu crept into her body causing the flesh on her arms and the nape of her neck to prickle. The injury on her arm suddenly started to throb dully, not enough to debilitate her, but enough for her to notice the pain was there.

“You okay?” Cora asked as she came up beside Alice.

“Yeah,” Alice said, “It’s nothing.” 

Cora nodded. “Let’s head up a couple of floors and get a better look outside. There’s still a chance this isn’t the place I saw.” 

“How much of a chance?” 

“I don’t know… thirty percent?” 

“That’s pretty high, but if it isn’t this building, then we’re fresh out of leads.” 

Alice started up the stairs with Cora at her side, shining her flashlight around. They climbed another set of stairs, and then another, and another. Every floor they passed seemed to be less complete than the others, and by the time they reached the sixth, they noticed how many of the outer wall sections hadn’t been complete. Another couple of floors up and none of the outer walls had been done. Instead of walls there was green mesh—flimsy green mesh. 

“Here,” Cora said, and instead of climbing to the eleventh floor she headed toward the nearest outer wall and looked across the expanse of open air. 

Alice followed, batting away a number of flapping white sheets that had been put into place for reasons she couldn’t entirely understand. “What do you think?” she asked.

“It’s darker than it was in my visions. It’s difficult for me to say if this is exactly the building I saw…”

“But?” 

“That thirty percent has become fifteen.” 

“That’s good. Means it’s more likely we’re in the right place.” 

Alice glanced upward and scanned the ceiling on this level. A pinch of panic seized her throat, though she had no idea why this had happened. Maybe it was the lack of light, maybe it was the howling wind, or maybe it was the thought that she and Cora were alone, and there could be Pain Children hiding all around them, clinging to the darkness like spiders. 

She clasped Trapper almost instinctively, turned to find the stairs going up. “We’d better keep moving.” 

“You don’t know what we’re looking for,” Cora said.

“We’re looking for the surgeon. For Nyx. They could be anywhere.” 

Cora turned around with her flashlight in her hand. She was about to speak, but the radiant glow of the light touching her face revealed how her expression suddenly shifted from one of calmness to a wide O of terror. She screamed for Alice to get down. Alice threw herself to the floor, hitting it hard without needing to be told twice, just as something large and fast bowled over her. She couldn’t see where it had gone because when she went down her face had twisted the opposite way, but when it passed she turned her head to look at the other side and saw what had only just missed her.

It was a naked old man, with wispy white hair, long, thin limbs, and eyes as black as coals; it was the poltergeist, and now that it had missed Alice, it was going for Cora.

Alice sprang up to her feet, grabbed Trapper, and pulled it up to snap a shot of the Poltergeist before it could hit Cora, but she was too slow. The moment of impact resounded with a loud, bone crunching crack which sent Cora flying right off the edge of the building and into the night. Alice’s chest suddenly tightened, her body went cold and numb, and her eyes remained fixed on the back of the poltergeist’s body—its wispy hair being tugged at by the wind. She wanted to yell out for Cora, but the words wouldn’t form. 

Then she heard the metallic screech of the surgeon’s scalpel fingers scraping on a concrete column. It was here too, and she was alone.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 26

 

 

Hello, Alice

Alice’s heart was pounding in her chest, and if it had a voice it would have been repeating the word Cora, Cora, Cora. Her cheeks had gone ashen white; her hands were shaking. As the poltergeist slowly turned to look at her with its wispy hair caught in the wind, and its lanky body a stark silhouette against the charcoal sky, she found herself less and less able to take in a complete breath. 

She almost couldn’t see the poltergeist, couldn’t hear the surgeon approaching from the darkest corners of this husk of a building. All she could see was the beam of Cora’s flashlight, spinning wildly as it was knocked out of her hand at the moment of impact. Alice had experienced the poltergeist’s power before and knew, the way she had been pushed, that her speeding body would have ripped right through that green netting even if it had been present to stop her fall. Hearing a crash may have given Alice closure, but with this wind, she had heard nothing—not a yelp or a gasp for air, only that sickening crack when the poltergeist had hit her.

Get up, she thought, get up and fight.

The poltergeist had started to walk, its naked feet making slapping sounds as they hit the floor. The surgeon hadn’t yet come out of the dark, but it was there somewhere. Watching. Waiting. The surgeon wouldn’t attack if it didn’t think it had the upper hand; it would come when she was distracted or had her back turned. She would be able to keep her front to it if only she knew where it was, but it was dark as pitch in that building.

Alice planted her hands on the ground and hoisted herself to her feet. The poltergeist stared at her, cocking its head to the side. Maybe it was grinning; maybe it was smiling or scowling. She couldn’t tell. But it was advancing, and it was doing so slowly. It knew what she could do, had seen it first hand when she destroyed the gas mask man with the very thing hanging from her neck. Had the situation been different, this thought would have given her a moment of pause, of hesitation, but it didn’t.

The poltergeist jerked. Instinct took over, and Alice pulled Trapper up and, without aiming, pressed the red button in the poltergeist’s direction. Her body vibrated as the camera used her energy to discharge its power, and then there was a whumph, and bright blue light. She saw the poltergeist in the instant the flash went off, saw it put its lanky arms up to protect itself from the camera’s awesome power, saw the arms blacken and singe as Trapper’s energy burned its gray flesh, and heard its demonic cry of pain ring out in all directions. 

Alice took a step back as the flash recharged and heard the poltergeist flailing madly. The camera made a whirring sound and spat a Polaroid from out of its front slot. Her head spun around this way and that, searching for the surgeon, but she couldn’t see it and it had stopped scraping the columns with its fingers. She was too far out in the open here. Her back was exposed, as were her sides. She needed to get to a floor with walls, or better yet, get out of this building entirely. Silver was around, and he would have sensed Trapper’s initial discharge. 

Or maybe he wouldn’t.

She snapped another shot with Trapper, and this time used the illumination provided by the bright, loud flash to find the stairs. There, she thought, and with the image imprinted in her mind she began to run. Forget the darkness, forget the debris; her only concern was reaching those stairs and getting the hell down them. 

By some stroke of divine grace, Alice found the first step in her stride and began descending without skipping a beat. She was flying on instinct, now. The darkness wasn’t so much pitch black as it was uncommonly dark—but even uncommonly dark was workable. When she hit the next level down, she grabbed the rough concrete wall, spun around in a hard arc, and headed down the next flight of stairs. Her heart was thrumming hard, her breaths were short and quick, and she could hear the patter of naked feet on her tail, but she was flying. In her element. By the time she had gone down two more flights of stairs, she had figured out that there were eight steps per floor and could get down them without having to see. 

She made it all the way to the fifth floor when what should have been an eighth step was a seventh. The final, invisible step threw her system completely off. She missed it, and went head over heels onto the hard concrete, rolling on her shoulder and smashing her back against a concrete column. Bright spots of light were appearing in front of her eyes, her arm was throbbing, her back was on fire, and the poltergeist was still coming. Worse, there was something behind her. 

Alice rolled just as a pair of scalpel-tipped fingers came down on where her face had been a moment ago. Sparks flew at the point of impact, and Alice saw the surgeon’s twisted face, its sharpened features, and its black eyes in the glow. All she could hear was her own frantic heartbeat, now. The surgeon was here, it was looking at her, and she was alone. Silver was nearby, but she had no idea when he would get to her. 

The fear that came with this thought—of being all alone in the face of such evil—caused her entire body to feel like it had been dumped in an ice bath. In those cold, black eyes she didn’t just see a creature that was ready to slice her up as it had done all those years ago—she saw a clear intent to keep her. It had no intention of saving her for Nyx. Its eyes told her it wasn’t done with her, and that Nyx could come and pry Alice from its metallic fingers if she wanted to. But that wasn’t all. What she also saw now, and hadn’t seen before, was a circle closing. The surgeon had been there at the start, and it was here now, at the end. 

She kicked with her feet, backpedaling on her backside and bringing Trapper up for a clean shot. The surgeon advanced, looming over her and making nauseating, clacking sounds with its razor fingers as it approached. Alice took a deep breath, lined the camera up, and took the shot. The room filled with blue light, and the surgeon screamed a gargling shout. Trapper recharged almost immediately, and Alice propped herself up with her bad arm and snapped another shot of the surgeon. 

Her injured arm burned, but Alice pushed through the pain to get to her feet. She couldn’t see the surgeon clearly, not in this darkness, but she could hear it well enough, and that was all she needed. Alice advanced like a rifleman, firing shot after carefully placed shot, waiting between attacks for the camera’s flash to recharge and for the Polaroid to slip out of its mouth and drop lazily to the floor like a bullet casing. 

The surgeon continued to scream and shriek as Alice’s strange powers, magnified by the camera in her hands, struck its body over and over. The creature stumbled over a discarded generator and tumbled hard to the ground. Alice followed its movements and watched it crawl, hand over foot, toward a point where there was no outer wall. If it got there, it would be able to flee. 

Alice ran up to the surgeon, aimed for where she thought its face would be, and swung her boot into it. The creature groaned, but then it grabbed her foot and sank its metal claws into her calf. Alice screamed as the sudden explosion of pain travelled through her nervous system and manifested in her brain as a sharp, almost unbearable screech. She yanked her foot free from the surgeon’s hand, staggered, and as she went down managed to fire off another shot of power from her camera. 

The surgeon exploded into a cloud of dust before she even hit the ground. She felt its putrid essence swirl around her and could almost feel it trying to attack her despite its lack of a physical body. But the Void called to it, and to the Void it returned. The surgeon’s presence vanished, and then both it and the dust were gone. 

Can’t rest, she thought. The other one was still out there somewhere. A fresh pulse of pain jolted up her leg and she winced. Alice sat up, reached for her calf, and her fingers came away warm and wet. Blood. But something was different. The pain had, a moment ago, almost entirely destabilized her ability to think, but she was thinking now. Her arm, also, wasn’t throbbing as much as it had been a moment ago.

“Alice?”

She perked up. It was Silver, but he wasn’t on this level—his voice was distant, and she had to shout to reach him over the wind. “Over here!” she called out. 

“What floor?”

“Fifth, I think. But be careful, there’s still one out there.” 

“Can you move?” 

“I don’t know. I’ve been hurt.” 

“Stay where you are.” 

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said to herself, because even though the surgeon’s power seemed to have disappeared when it left, she had still been stabbed in the calf by at least two or three scalpels. She could feel blood ebbing from the wound in a hot and cold pulsing sensation, and the rush of adrenaline. She was also keenly aware that the poltergeist had been chasing her until she had fallen. Where was it now? 

Her skin started to crawl. She turned her head over her left shoulder and saw columns, walls, and whispering darkness. To the right was more of the same, but the atmosphere itself seemed to be pressing down on her shoulder like dead weight. Her heart was starting to beat even faster than it had been a moment ago—a jackhammer hitting bedrock—as vibrations shot all throughout her body. She grabbed her calf and pressed tightly around the wounds, wincing from the act. 

Finally, footsteps. They were rushing toward her, though whether they were coming from above or below she couldn’t tell. The only thing she could identify was the hard, boot-like quality of the sound, and that meant it wasn’t the poltergeist. The poltergeist’s feet had been naked, and long, and ended in jagged, yellow, ingrown nails. Still, she had to get up, but she needed to stop the bleeding too.

As fast as she could, she pulled her backpack off her shoulders, opened it, and from inside retrieved a black sweater she hadn’t worn. She grabbed the sweater with both hands, clamped her teeth on the fabric, and pulled hard until it started to rip. The footsteps were getting closer now, and Alice didn’t want to call out for Silver just in case it wasn’t him. She concentrated on ripping enough fabric to wrap around her calf, and when she had it, she slipped it into place, fastened it around where she thought the majority of the bleeding was coming from, and tightened it.

With the makeshift bandage in place, Alice shifted her weight around to her good side and turned so she was on all fours with her knees on the ground. She then planted her uninjured foot on the floor and used it to hoist herself up into an almost hopping position, gently testing the waters with her injured leg by letting it touch the floor and slowly settle. 

In front of her, a soft blue glow was steadily starting to fill the stairwell. A moment later Silver came rushing down from the upper levels with his sword in his hand. She hadn’t noticed until now, but reflected on the glowing steel blade were shapes and figures that weren’t present in the real world. She saw herself in the blade for a fleeting instant, but also caught the impression of dark shapes swirling all around her, only they didn’t seem to be floating around her real self, but rather her reflection. 

What the hell?

“Are you alright?” Silver asked.

“I think so. The surgeon got me, but I destroyed it.” 

“You did? That’s awesome. There were three shadows on one of the top floors, but I got rid of them too.” 

He flicked his blade to the side for her to examine it more closely, and there, reflected on the metal, were the three swirling screamers she had first encountered at the Cinema Royale. Was it possible he had trapped them in the sword in the same way that she trapped souls in Trapper’s Polaroids? She supposed it was. She had seen Silver’s sword suck the soul out of the shadow creature on the rooftop after all, hadn’t she? 

“There’s one more,” she said, “The old man. It was chasing me down the stairs. Did you see it?” 

“No, I didn’t see anything. I heard your scream and came to you.” 

Silver spun around in a wide arc, his sword arm outstretched. Shadows shied away from the glow, slinking back into the darkness, but there was no sign of the poltergeist. Maybe it had retreated after seeing one of its brothers being destroyed? Or maybe it was lurking behind a pillar, ready to strike like it had done to…

“Where’s Cora?” Silver asked, sheathing his blade which, though sheathed, still glowed through the material providing some manner of illumination.

Alice’s heart wrenched. He had somehow tuned into her surface thoughts and picked the word right out of her mind before she had said it. She turned her head and looked at the ground. Silver’s eyes were on her, she knew. She could feel them burning into her, waiting for an answer she didn’t want to give. Cora was gone, Nyx wasn’t here, and this had all been a wasted trip.

Only, it hadn’t been a wasted trip. The poltergeist had been here, and the surgeon, and the screamers. Alice’s head slowly came up, her eyes widening as realization came to her in slow motion, yet all at once. It was impossible, but the word that kept ringing in her mind now was trap. Trap. Trap. It had been a trap, a setup. They had known she was coming, and they had been ready—ready to ambush her and anyone stupid enough to come with her. 

But… how? How could they have known? 

“I’m here,” said a voice from the dark. 

Alice wheeled around, her heart in her throat. In the blue glow of Silver’s sword there was no mistaking the woman she was looking at; it was the same woman she had seen propelled into the night by a spirit with the power of a freight train. Cora. She was alive. How? How was it possible she could have survived such a hit and drop from such a high place? 

“Cora?” Alice asked.

“Yeah,” she said, approaching.

“But… what happened? I saw… I saw you fly.” 

“Fly?” Silver asked.

Cora stopped next to Silver and smiled. “That’s another thing about us you don’t know.” 

“What don’t I know?” 

“We can’t die.” 

Her hands were a blur, too fast for Alice or Silver’s eyes. She pounced on him, and in the same quick motion managed to jab a hypodermic needle directly into his neck. Silver yanked himself free, pulled the needle out, and threw it to the ground, but whatever fluid had been inside had disappeared into his bloodstream causing his reactions to slow, and his body to start feeling limp. 

Alice watched him go down in a kind of slow motion daze. It wasn’t until his head hit the ground, his eyes glazed over, that Alice understood what had happened here. The moment of sobering realization came all at once, snapping Alice back into the moment, but by then it was too late. Whatever substance Cora had put into his neck had knocked him out in seconds. 

“What… what have you done?” Alice asked.

“I’m sorry,” Cora said, “I’m really sorry.” 

Alice took a step back on her weak foot, having forgotten it was hurt, and the calf muscle quivered and gave way under the pressure. Alice tipped back, but she didn’t hit the floor. Someone was there, behind her, ready to grab her and stop her from falling. Isaac? Cameron? No, it wasn’t either of those two. The hands wrapped around her midsection were feminine, and warm, and somehow strong. 

“Hello, Alice,” Nyx said.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 27

 

 

Night, Darkness, and Chaos

Alice struggled to free herself from Nyx’s arms, but succeeded only in squirming like a child in the arms of a much stronger parent. Her heart was pounding so hard she could barely string a conscious thought together in her mind, and she needed to think here. She wasn’t the strongest or the fastest kid on the block, but she had intelligence and quick wits on her side. Without either of those things working for her, what was she besides a bag of blood and bones?

The wind howled and rain battered the edges of the building, furthering Alice’s inability to think, so she continued to struggle instead.

“There’s no need to struggle,” Nyx said. “We’re all civilized people here.” 

“You’re not people,” Alice said.

“If you cut me, don’t I bleed? I think that makes me people.” 

“Let me go.” 

“And then what? You’ll limp your way out of here and stay out of my business forever? Come on, Alice. I know you better than that. Besides, how will you carry your friend on that leg of yours?”

Alice’s eyes had never left Cora, and now she spoke to her directly. “How could you?” she asked. “You know what this thing can do. Why help her?” 

Cora went to speak, but then thought better of it and shut up. 

“I think I can answer that,” Nyx said, speaking for Cora. “You see, our friend Corazon here has grown disenchanted with her… condition… and wants to be rid of it. I can make that happen for her, and promised to do so if she delivered you to me.” 

“Why?” 

“I have my reasons.” 

“I thought you were done with me. Didn’t you say so yourself?”

“Ah, but you’re not done with me, so why should I just leave you alone? In any case, I may have been a little overzealous when we last spoke. I had just inherited a pretty powerful body, you know. Spirits were running high. I still don’t need you, but I do want you.” 

“So, what happens now? You kill me?” 

“No, Alice, I’m not going to kill you or your friend.” 

Nyx’s grip on Alice’s midsection loosened, and she seized the opportunity to free herself. Acting purely on instinct and adrenaline—her heart pounding against her temples and ears—Alice spun around on her good foot, pulled Trapper up level with Nyx, and pressed the button. There was a whumph, the building filled with blinding, blue light, and then there was darkness again. Trapper made a whirring sound and spat out a Polaroid. Nyx reached out and took it, looked at the picture, and carelessly tossed it aside.

“That’s a terrible picture of me,” she said. “Anyway, didn’t I smash that thing?” 

“I… I don’t…” Alice couldn’t breathe. Trapper’s magic hadn’t worked. The flash, the power, it hadn’t fazed Nyx in the slightest. With the MAT setting toggled on, the camera should have turned her human body to dust and captured the soul within, but it hadn’t worked.

“Confused?” Nyx asked. “I think you’re forgetting something about me.”

She approached and Alice took a step back, retreating from those cruel, bright eyes behind which lived the soul of a creature that was only pretending to be human. She had changed her appearance, too. The Mohawk was gone, for starters, giving Sonia’s face a softness it hadn’t had before, but what little ambient light there was gave Nyx’s face a sinister veneer, highlighting and shadowing her face in chilling ways. 

It wasn’t this that was causing Alice to back away from her, though, but the dark cloud floating behind her. Had Sonia’s old Guardian not chosen to present itself to Alice, she would never have seen the dark smoke with a face at Nyx’s back. But she saw it now, and realization came instantly. What they had earlier believed was right; Nyx had a Guardian, and the Guardian would protect her from Trapper’s soul stealing powers just like it would any other mage. 

Alice backed up another couple of steps until she bumped into Cora standing behind her. Without thinking, she spun around with her fist cocked and decked Cora across the jaw. Cora cried out and staggered back. Alice’s fist stung from the fullness of the impact, and she shook it to relieve the sting, but she was smiling inside. Bitch, she thought, serves you right.

Nyx laughed out loud, a real belly laugh, and for a moment Alice thought she could hear a double tone in that sound of absolute elation. 

“What are you laughing at?” Alice asked.

“That was just fun to watch. I haven’t laughed like that in a while.” 

Cora straightened herself out and lunged at Alice, but Nyx threw her hand up and Cora stopped. This wasn’t magic; it was simply the bond between master and slave. The kind of instant leverage the person with something has over the person with nothing. Alice turned to face Nyx. Her leg was on fire, but she couldn’t show how much pain she was in. This would only make Nyx even happier.

“Do us both a favor, Nyx,” Alice said. “Get to the point.” 

Nyx’s face hardened, as if she had just been slapped herself. “Alright, fine,” Nyx said. “You destroyed the surgeon, and I don’t need to tell you he was my favorite. If we follow the rules of an eye for an eye, I should kill that whelp lying unconscious on the floor right now, but I’m willing to spare him.” 

“If?” 

“If you would just come with me.” 

“Where?” 

“That’s a surprise, but it’s important that you come with me. If you care enough about his life, that is.” 

“You honestly expect me to believe that if I go with you right now, you’ll let him live?” 

“You can take my word or not, but you’ve only got two choices right now. You either come with me, or you don’t. If you don’t, I promise things will be much more unpleasant for you.” 

“Why don’t you make me?” Alice asked, knowing she was pushing this devil in human flesh, but it was important for her to push. She wanted to know just how human Nyx had become. 

Nyx advanced, her head low, shoulders cocked. Alice stood her ground and tilted her chin up slightly. “I don’t want to make you, Alice,” Nyx said, “I know we’ve been like cat and mouse since the beginning, but I think we can both agree that the old me wouldn’t even have gone this far.” 

“Even if that’s true,” Alice said, “I still don’t trust a single word out of your mouth.” 

“You don’t have to trust me; you only have to do as I ask. That’s the last time I say it. The next time, I throw him off the edge of the building. And trust me, he won’t be fine.”  

Alice’s jaw clenched. She wanted to punch her, too, like she had done to Cora. It didn’t matter whether Nyx wouldn’t feel it—she was way stronger than Alice, so she was probably way tougher, too—doing so would just be the ultimate fuck you. But she had to show restraint here. What would Isaac do? He would accept her terms and try to figure out a way out of the mess in the meantime. She was gambling that Nyx wasn’t going to kill Silver or her, but this gamble was better than the certainty that she would do it right here and now if Alice refused again.

So, she didn’t. 

Alice nodded and said, “Fine, I’ll go with you.” She looked over her shoulder at Cora. “But she stays here.” 

“I’m afraid not,” Nyx said, “Cora is an important part of the final act. But, as a show of good faith, how about I fix that leg of yours?” 

“Don’t touch me,” Alice said, and Nyx—who was about to kneel—stood up again, her face hard and cold, showing signs that she was repressing a great deal of anger; repressing the real Nyx. 

“Suit yourself,” Nyx said, and she slapped her palm squarely against Alice’s forehead and everything went dark. 

When Alice opened her eyes again, the first thing she noticed was how difficult it was for her to catch a full breath. It wasn’t that the wind was racing against her and swirling all around her—it was—but the air was also thinner here. Not by much, but enough for her to notice the sudden change.  

Alice lifted her head and looked around. A bright flash of light lit the night sky and caused the clouds to shimmer. Thunder blasted up above and rolled along the clouds in all directions. Droplets of water touched her face, the coolness soothing the warm sweat that had accumulated on her brow during what she believed had been the last twenty minutes or so of her life. It felt to her like she had been asleep for hours, though she couldn’t remember falling asleep—only getting smacked on the forehead.

Silver was at her side, though he was still passed out. What had he been given? Was it poison? The steady rise and fall of his chest suggested he was still alive. Good. Nyx had so far held up her end of the bargain. But for how long?

“Ah,” Nyx said, “Awake at last.” 

Alice started to stand, and the first thing she noticed was her leg. She had shifted around expecting her arm to sing the hymn of pain, but there was only a slight throb. Alice pushed herself to her feet. Trapper was still around her neck, and her backpack was still slung over her shoulder. It was also still night out, so she couldn’t have been out for that long. When she looked around at where she was, she realized she was standing at the top of a skyscraper—possibly the Century Tower—with a dark city spreading out around her in all directions. The next thing she noticed was the rain—or the lack of rain. When she looked up and around, she noticed the rain and wind seemed to be avoiding the rooftop entirely, as if a magic shield were keeping the elements mostly at bay.

“Why have you brought me here?” Alice asked.

“Because this is where you’ll get the best view,” Nyx said.

Alice turned around and saw Nyx standing beneath a large antenna tower that seemed tall enough to pierce the clouds. “Best view of what?” 

A wild grin spread across Nyx’s face. “Chaos, of course.” 

“So it’s true.” 

“You know it’s true; Cora told me. She also told me how you figured it out, and I must say I’m pretty impressed. I didn’t think you would piece things together quite like that.” 

“You’re telling me you didn’t expect a group of mages to figure this out eventually? Don’t you have any idea what mages can do?” 

“I have an idea. But I’m not entirely sure you know what you can do, and that’s a shame.”

“I know what I can do.” 

“You know your little tricks, yes. And you have developed your skills in the last few months, I’ll give you that. Building a new camera was a neat touch—I wasn’t expecting that. But you have so much more potential, and it’s all wasted. You have in your veins the blood of the first person to ever reach out to the Void. So does Cora. That’s why, when I was done with you, you became what you are; and so did she.” 

Alice looked to Cora who was standing beneath the tower only a few feet away from Nyx. “You told me you had never met her before,” she said. 

“Oh, it wasn’t a total lie,” Nyx said, “I didn’t turn her into what she is.” 

“If you didn’t, then who did?” 

“C’mon Alice… if you learned the truth about me and Chaos, then you know the answer to that question.” 

Alice thought back to what Jim had said about the Greek gods and their relationship to each other. He had said that Nyx was daughter to Chaos, but… “Your… brothers?” 

“Not all of them, just one. They call me Night, they call him Erebus—Darkness—our father is Chaos, and I love them both. Unfortunately, he is no longer with us. He was sent back to the Void some time ago by members of your boyfriend’s order.” 

“The Void Weavers killed him?” 

“They didn’t kill him, or aren’t you listening? I said he was sent back to the Void, but it was he who dealt the order the mortal blow. He is the reason they’re all gone. And when he comes back, he will finish the job—starting with our dear friend Isaac Moreau.” 

“You said you wouldn’t hurt us.” 

“And I won’t. I made no promises about Erebus or Chaos.” 

Alice’s eyes fell upon Silver, and then went back to Nyx. “Do you really think I’m going to let you do this?” Alice asked.

“I don’t think you have much of a choice. Lucky for you, I’m giving you a front row seat.” Lightning split the sky apart, and thunder grumbled in its wake. Nyx stepped off the elevated platform at the base of the tower and stepped toward Alice. “I made a mistake the last time we had a little confrontation. I told you I didn’t need you anymore, and I guess that was only half true. I do need you. At least, I need one of you; recent events have made me question whether to make you or Cora our guest of honor.” 

“What?” Cora said, her voice loud and stunned.

Nyx turned her head. “You have failed me twice, Cora, and I don’t give three strikes—only two.” 

“How have I failed you?” Cora said, “I did everything you asked, and if your fucking shadow beasts hadn’t intervened, I would have been able to bring her to you when I met her at the bar.” 

“But you didn’t. Someone threw a monkey wrench into the machine, and you froze. You successfully gave the shadow beings the orders to flee the scene of the riot, though, and that’s why I didn’t kill you on the spot. I gave you another chance.” 

“That’s why you were on top of that multiplex?” Alice said, “You were talking to those creatures?” 

“Alice, I’m—”

“Silence,” Nyx said, cutting Cora off. “That was strike one. The second strike was tonight when you failed to protect the surgeon from meeting its demise. I was as fond of it as I am of all of my children, and you let him get destroyed.”

“She’s the one who killed him,” Cora said, “Not me. I’ve given up so much for you. You have to give me what you promised.” 

“You’re right; Alice did pull the proverbial trigger. But Alice and I go way back. It would be a shame for her to not be here to witness the glorious return of my dear old father, don’t you think?”

Cora glanced at the edge of the skyscraper and made a mad dash for it. Was she going to throw herself off? We can’t die, she had said, but was it true? Alice considered her wounds, the pain she felt, and knew that enough of it would kill her like it would any human. So why hadn’t Cora died when she fell off the side of the building? Unless she didn’t fall… in which case, what the hell was she thinking? 

Nyx’s right hand came up like a whip-crack. Thunder not from the sky rumbled all around, and a whip of purple energy shot out of Nyx’s hand and wrapped itself around Cora’s neck. Cora stopped running and wrapped her hands around the tendril, but it was choking her. Alice considered attacking Nyx while her back was turned, but attack her with what? Was there anything she could do? Was there anything she wanted to do?

Cora went down hard. Nyx controlled the Void tendril as if it were an extension of her own hand, easily pulling Cora along the floor until she was back where Nyx wanted her to be. Only then did she release the tendril. Cora hacked and coughed, holding onto her neck. Nyx turned around and looked at Alice again. Then she smiled.

“So,” she said, “Shall we get started?” 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 28

 

 

Look Deeper

Isaac closed his palm around a lock of dark brown hair. His magic bangle began to glow. He could feel the rush of the Tempest as the magic flowed through him despite the way the wind was hitting the car, causing it to bump and shake. He concentrated on Alice’s face, visualizing her fully in his mind. He had searched for her with magic before, had used the same spell, but it was as if whatever compass could point him to where she was had started to spin in wild circles. 

He released the magic, sighed, and pocketed the lock of hair. It was useless. 

“Anything?” Cameron asked.

“Nothing,” Isaac said.

“Well, we know where she is, so we don’t exactly need magic to find her.” 

“True, but I wanted to see if I could locate her anyway. It always pays to be prepared.” 

“Didn’t work, though. How do you suppose we’re going to fight Nyx if our magic doesn’t work?” Jim asked.

“I’m starting to think it isn’t all of our magic that doesn’t work,” Isaac said, “Only magic intended to travel, communicate with, or track someone.” 

“So, you’re saying we do have magic to fight Nyx with? We just have to hope the magic we use works?” 

Isaac nodded. “And we have to move fast. I was able to teleport through the Void once, and so was Silver, but I think that avenue is closed to us now. As the storm gathers strength, our options shrink.” 

“Are you sure about that, or is that just one of your educated guesses?” 

“It’s a guess, but one I don’t want to test. If I’m right, I might teleport into the middle of a brick wall. I feel like we’ve had this conversation before.” 

Jim nodded. “In the temple. Remember?” 

“I do. We made it out of there, and we’ll make it out of here. Nyx won’t win.” 

Though the financial district was dark, the construction site indicated on the map was plainly visible on the left. The skeletal building loomed overhead like a giant scarecrow. Cranes with dangling wires surrounded it like a puppeteer’s hands holding its strings. Lightning flashed, illuminating the building’s sinister profile. 

“This must be it,” Jim said. 

“The gate’s open, look,” Cameron said.

Jim pulled his car into the construction site. Immediately the car’s lights shined on Alice’s Mustang. The car was empty, but otherwise undamaged. Isaac’s heart started to race at the sight of it. They were here, in that building somewhere, but this wasn’t a settling thought. There was something else in that building too—magic. Void magic. Silver? It was possible, but the magic Isaac sensed was leagues more powerful than Silver’s. 

“What is it?” Jim asked. He had stopped the car and was looking over at Isaac.

“I think Nyx has been here.” 

“Nyx?” 

“I can’t be sure. There’s magic in there; the unique kind of magic Alice, Silver, myself… and Nyx… produce.” 

“Can you pinpoint exactly where?” Cameron asked. “What floor?” 

Isaac closed his eyes and reached out with his mind. “I don’t know—but I do know this is the right place.” 

Cameron nodded and went to open the door.

“Wait,” Isaac said, “Where are you going?” 

“Up,” Cameron said, “To find them.” 

“And if you find Nyx?” 

“I’ll come right back down. It’ll take you way longer than it’ll take me to get up there. I’ll be up and down in sixty seconds.” 

Isaac’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Okay,” he said, “Sixty seconds and counting.” 

Cameron nodded, stepped out of the car, and shut the door. He ran toward the building, picking up speed as he went, until it looked like he wasn’t so much running as he was bounding, crossing great distances with each stride. He then leapt high into the air, grabbed the side of the building with his bare hands, and started climbing with the speed and agility of a spider monkey. Isaac and Jim watched, their mouths agape, as Cameron’s profile blended into the dark exterior of the building.

“Remind me never to play one on one with that guy,” Jim said.

Isaac cocked his head to the side. “When was the last time you played basketball?”

“I’m surprised you Brits even call it basketball.” 

“What else would we call it?” 

“I don’t know, but football is football. Soccer is soccer.” 

“Funny thing about that, the sport was originally called soccer. The sport was already being played throughout the country and most of the world, only it didn’t have a name. In the 1860’s a group of British teams decided to get together and create standardized rules on which to play all of their games. The word soccer came from there. So, the next time a Brit complains that you’ve changed the word of their favorite sport, remind them of this—but do it at your peril, especially if they’re drunk.”  

Jim slowly turned his head toward Isaac, with a look of incredulity on his face. “Really?” he said, “Cameron is about to potentially run into Nyx and you’re telling me about soccer?” 

Isaac sighed. “It’s a coping mechanism,” he said, and he checked his watch. Thirty seconds left. “He won’t find Nyx,” he said, “She’s too clever for that.” 

“We don’t even know if it was her.” 

“Unless Silver’s connection to the Tempest suddenly strengthened by a factor of at least ten, then it wasn’t Silver’s magic I sensed up there.” 

“Then we shouldn’t have let Cameron go on his own.” 

Isaac shook his head. “After what you’ve just seen, do you want to be the one to have to tell him to stay?”

“I guess not. And if it’s Nyx? If she was there?” 

“Then we have a problem.” 

Isaac opened the car door and stepped outside. The wind pushed against his chest and shoulders, but he held onto the car with one hand and covered his eyes with the other. He couldn’t see Cameron, but he still had another twenty seconds. The Good Doctor glided in beside Isaac, unfazed by the power of the wind. Isaac looked up at his Guardian, regarding it with analytical eyes. How could a creature from the Tempest have sided with Nyx? Why? For what purpose? If their only agendas were to protect the souls born in the Tempest, then what could have caused a Guardian to abandon their duties in favor of serving a creature from a realm of pure madness and disorder?

“Some questions do not have answers,” the Good Doctor said, having sensed Isaac’s thoughts. 

“Has this ever happened before?” 

“I cannot say.” 

“Of course you can’t,” Isaac said, looking up at the building again. “Is there something I’ve missed? Something I’m not considering?” 

“You are considering the only two potential outcomes of the next fifteen seconds—that Cameron will either find Nyx or he won’t, that he’ll either find Alice or he won’t. This thinking is shallow. You must step back and see what is really happening. Look deeper.” 

Isaac considered this long and hard. He checked his watch. Cameron was over by three seconds. He considered rushing in to help Cameron, but it would take him far too long to reach his location. Maybe five minutes, considering he would have to do it in the dark. No, he had to trust that Cameron would come back with a report like he had promised he would. If he had to wait ten minutes, he…

“That’s it,” Isaac said. “This is a distraction.” 

The Good Doctor nodded. “Correct,” it said.

“She’s been doing this since she started, throwing up smokescreens, sending us chasing ghosts, using tricks to keep us guessing.” 

His heart was racing now. He yanked the car door open, startling Jim. 

“Jesus,” Jim said, “What is it?” 

“Alice isn’t in there,” Isaac said.

“Did Cameron get back?”

“No, but I know.” 

“Well… do you know where she is?” 

“I don’t, but she will have left a breadcrumb for me to follow. I know she would have.” 

“Then Cameron will find it.” 

“He doesn’t know what to look for, but I think I do.” 

“What do I do?” 

“Come with me!” Isaac said, and he started to run across open ground, shielding his eyes from the sleet and the wind with the back of his arm and pushing his legs as hard as he could. The Good Doctor glided beside him like a silent phantom, unhindered by the powerful wind sweeping through the area. When Isaac reached the building, he stuck his right hand out, bid his magic bangle to glow, and checked for the stairs.

“Isaac,” he heard a voice call. Behind him, Cameron had seemingly just dropped from some height. 

“She wasn’t there, was she?” Isaac asked.

Cameron stepped into the building where Isaac was and shook his head. “No. There’s no one up there. I smelled blood on the fifth floor, though.” 

Isaac nodded. “Come with me,” he said, turning to head up the stairs.

Cameron and Jim followed, keeping good pace with Isaac who was climbing the steps three at a time, fueled purely by adrenaline. He reached the fifth floor and stepped into it. His breathing was coming out in gasps now, but his mind was firing on all cylinders. The presence of Void magic was stronger here, easier to pick out. The air seemed colder than it should have been, and it was filled with a kind of static charge that made the hairs on his arms stand on end. 

He looked around, mindful not to fall through any exposed areas or trip over any machinery left behind by the last crew of workers to have ever come here. It was dark in the building, and the bangle only illuminated a few feet in front of him. A few feet of light were all he needed. There, wedged beneath what looked like an old generator, was a small, thin, white object. Isaac approached, and felt a sudden surge of Void energy as he went to pick it up.

It was a Polaroid, and on it, there was a picture of a young woman he hadn’t seen in three months. Her hair wasn’t a mohawk anymore, and the purple had been washed out of it, but the woman staring back at him through the frame was unmistakably Sonia—Nyx—and she was smiling. Alice had tried to hit her with Trapper’s magic. It must not have worked. Only, there was something about the picture; it seemed to give off an inaudible hum he could hear not with his ears, but with his soul, if such a thing was even possible. 

“Doctor?” he asked.

The Good Doctor looked over Isaac’s shoulder at the photo of the smiling young woman. Such confidence in her eyes, such fire. He had expected coldness from her—a disconnect—but instead there was passion, and drive. “The magic did not work,” the Good Doctor said, “Nyx lives. But a piece of her exists within this picture frame.” 

“A piece? How big a piece? Big enough to get me to where she is?”

Jim came up to Isaac. “Get you to where who is?” he asked.

Isaac turned to look at him and handed the picture over.

“Nyx,” Jim said. “But she’s gone now, and Alice too. How can this get us to her?” 

“I knew that if Alice had faced off with Nyx in here, she would inevitably have used Trapper to try and harm her. It didn’t work,” Isaac said, “Judging by the smug look on her face, Nyx knew it wouldn’t work.” 

Cameron arrived too and listened in.

“So?” Jim asked, “How can we use this to get to her?” 

Isaac looked at the Good Doctor and, in his mind, asked the same question he had asked before: is this a big enough piece to get me to where she is? The Good Doctor nodded, and a grin spread over Isaac’s face. 

“Nyx built this storm,” Isaac said. “She pulled it out of the Void, which means she controls it and is immune to its effects. If this Polaroid kept a piece of her—” 

“Then we can use that piece to become immune to its effects too,” Jim said, “Christ, you’re a genius!” 

“Slow down—we can’t become immune to the storm’s effects, but I can maybe take us to where she is.” 

“You can do that?” Cameron asked.

“I can,” Isaac said, “But it’ll be a one-way trip, and we’ll be dropped right in the middle of her hot zone—wherever she happens to be.” 

A pause fell upon the three men. “I’m sorry,” Cameron said, “Was that a question, or…?”

Isaac nodded. Jim did too, and then he held the Polaroid out in front of Isaac. Isaac placed a hand on it and gestured with a nod for Cameron to do the same. He did. When all three men had their hands on the Polaroid, Isaac turned to look at the Good Doctor and said, “Take us to her, Doctor.” 

The Good Doctor nodded. The air around the men suddenly began to change, and tiny whips of purple light sprang to life.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 29

 

 

Violet Ribbon

Alice’s mind was racing. She kept looking over at Silver’s unconscious body. The sword hilt was still poking out of its sheath, and Alice couldn’t figure out why he still had it. Surely Nyx would have removed it from his possession during transport? Why let him keep a dangerous weapon? Trapper may not have worked, but a sword? Whatever the case may have been, Nyx hadn’t noticed—and this meant Alice had a chance. At least, she would if she could only get to it without being too conspicuous. 

She watched from where she stood as Nyx, making gestures with her hands, caused Cora’s gasping body to stand up, stretch her arms out to either side, and look up at the sky. It was Cora’s body, but Nyx was in the driver’s seat, and Alice had the impression Nyx could do whatever she wanted with it—even toss it over the side of this building if she wanted to.

“You know,” Nyx said, “I can offer you the same thing I offered her.” 

“What’s that?” Alice asked.

“I can make you human again.” 

“I am human.” 

“Hardly. You’re not human, and you’re not quite… me… either. You’re something of a half-breed. Doesn’t that piss you off?” 

“Why would it piss me off?” Alice asked. She had started to walk in a circle around Nyx, so that if Nyx wanted to look at her she wouldn’t be looking at the spot where Silver lay, whether unconscious or faking. 

“Because,” Nyx said, “I can do things you can’t. I have abilities you could never dream of having. At the same time, we have the same limitations, don’t we? We’re both monsters who need to eat human souls in order to survive. Parasites, really.”  

“Parasite?” 

“Don’t pretend to be offended by that. You know it’s true.” 

“So you’re calling yourself a parasite too?” 

“Sticks and stones may—well, you know how the thing goes. I don’t let myself get tied down by labels.” 

“You were once nothing. You only exist because you gave yourself a label—you called yourself Nyx and stole the identity of an ancient god so that you could impose yourself on the world.” 

“I guess you’re right there, but that’s irrelevant. Besides, we’re getting off topic. I promised I could make you human again. You could go and live a normal little life. Go to a normal place of work. Do what normal people do.” 

“Is that right?” 

Nyx turned her head to look at Alice, who by this point had almost entirely flanked Nyx’s right side. Silver was to her back, still unconscious, but now there was no risk of her eyes falling on him. She still couldn’t quite figure out why she hadn’t taken the sword away from Silver. Maybe she didn’t care that he had it because Trapper hadn’t worked on her. Didn’t Cora say she couldn’t die? Then maybe Nyx couldn’t either. That would be a problem.

“Absolutely I can,” Nyx said, with all the conviction of a preacher directing herself to an eager congregation. 

“So, you make me human, and then I leave you alone?” Alice asked. 

“Do you honestly expect me to believe that you care about this place? Ashwood doesn’t care about Ashwood. Why should you?” 

“This place is my home. There may be a lot of assholes here, but there are a lot of innocent people here too. I can’t let you just do what you want with them.” 

“Would they do the same for you?” 

“Probably not.” 

“Then why risk your chance at happiness for people who couldn’t give a shit about you?” 

“What do you know about happiness?” 

“I know that I’ll be happy when my father joins us. Being in as many human bodies as I’ve been in lately has really given me amazing insight into human emotions. They’re great, aren’t they?” 

“So that’s all you want? To bring your father into the world? Say I take your offer—then what happens? If Chaos comes, the world burns. What normal life could I live? Or do you think I would be stupid enough to believe your lies?” 

“Silly Half-Lich,” Nyx said, “Chaos, like me, simply wants to exist. Once he comes, Ashwood will be his home, and then he can experience the world in the same way you and I get to experience it now. And when he’s here, he’ll be proud of me for having successfully pulled him out of the Void and into this beautiful, green earth.” 

“That’s what all this is about?” Alice asked, cocking her head. “You ruined my life and killed countless of people because you’ve got daddy issues?” 

“When you put it like that it sounds stupid.” 

An angry heat rose into Alice’s chest and burned as if she were on the brink of regurgitating a lump of hot coal. “I don’t believe anything you say,” Alice said. “None of it. And whatever you’re trying to do with Cora, it won’t work.” 

“And why’s that?” 

“Because she told me she can’t die. How can you sacrifice something that can’t die?” 

Nyx smiled, let Cora slip out of her psychic control, and approached Alice where she was standing. Alice chanced a glance across the skyscraper roof and noticed she couldn’t see Silver anymore. He wasn’t lying where he had been a minute ago and he wasn’t anywhere else within her line of sight. This made her heart start beating hard against her chest. Where had he gone, what was he planning, and when would he make his move? Alice would need to be ready, but her own adrenaline was causing her to tremble. 

“I’m afraid Cora fed you a little white lie,” Nyx said. “Did she tell you she was incapable of dying?” 

Alice’s eyes narrowed. “She did,” Alice said.

“I hate to burst whatever notions you may have had about immortality, but the truth is she can most certainly die.” 

“I watched her get thrown out of a building.” 

“That’s what you saw, but that wasn’t what happened. We were waiting, Alice. We staged the whole thing. Come on now, catch up—your mind is quicker than that.” 

Lightning tore the sky in two, and as the flash lit the skyscraper roof, Alice thought she saw the shadow of a man skulking around near Cora. There one instant, gone the next. Nyx went to turn her head, but Alice stole her attention again. 

“So I can die?” Alice asked.

“You can, but I can’t. I’m afraid I lied about the whole ‘do I not bleed?’ thing. It’s easy to lie to you, but I’m not lying about this. I can make you human again, and when Chaos comes, I can give you at least a couple of years where your screwed up little world can and will continue to run as normal. After that…” 

“What?” 

“Well, Chaos will gorge on Ashwood’s souls until there are none left. When this place is good and dry, he will need to move on to a new city.”

“You can see why that’s a bullshit proposition, right?” 

“I don’t think that it is. You see, if you let this happen without a fight, you will be known as the person who made this all possible. My father will make your life incredibly comfortable, if that’s what you want.” 

“Wasted breath.” 

“Is it?”

“I’m never going to agree to anything like this, and if you think that I would, you don’t know me very well.” 

“That’s a shame, but I guess it doesn’t really matter whether you accept or not.” 

“Oh? And why is that?” 

“Because whatever you decide, I’ve still managed to keep you talking long enough for that to happen.” 

Nyx threw her thumb over her shoulder and pointed at Cora, who was standing with her face up to the sky, her mouth open, and her arms outstretched. Tresses of violet smoke were rising out of her eyes and mouth, floating into the path of the powerful jet stream which seemed to carry the glittering smoke into the sky. 

She’s dying, Alice thought, and her body shifted as if to try and help, but Nyx put her hand up in front of Alice and stopped her from going any further.

“Think about what you’re going to do next, Alice,” Nyx said. “She betrayed your trust, tried to sell you out, and you’re going to save her? Why? Why waste your energy?”

She was right. All it had taken was that moment of inaction, as Alice’s attention went from Nyx to Cora, for her to decide on whether or not she would risk her own life, and her one shot at catching Nyx off-guard, to try and save Cora. She had been too good to be true, hadn’t she? All the things she had said had been lies. All those times she had hung around Alice, it had all been reconnaissance. She had been reporting everything back to Nyx, and was operating on inside knowledge—that was why she knew exactly where the surgeon was that night, and why she knew Nyx would be at the construction site. It wasn’t some obscure power Alice had yet to learn.

Why should Alice risk her own life, and the lives of everyone in Ashwood, to save Cora? Because if I don’t try, and Cora dies, then Chaos comes, Alice thought. 

“Fine,” Alice said, “Do what you want with her.” 

Nyx cocked her head and turned her eyes down at Alice. “Really?” she asked. “Well, I didn’t think you’d give up quite that easily, but I’m happy for it.”

Alice slipped Trapper off her neck and looked at the little plastic box with a fond smile on her face. “I guess I won’t be needing this, then, seeing as it’s useless against you. And maybe I’ll take you up on the human thing.”

Nyx’s eyes narrowed into thin slits. “I’m not buying it.” 

“You don’t have to. All you have to do is catch.” 

Alice flipped Trapper toward Nyx’s face, counting on the most basic of human instincts to kick in and afford her a single instant to act. She was right. Nyx’s hands jerked up to snatch the camera before it could hit her face. She may have known she couldn’t die, but her body sure didn’t. Seizing the initiative, Alice bull-rushed Nyx, charging into her midsection and toppling her to the floor.

“Now!” Alice said, and Silver sprang out of the shadows with his sword drawn. 

He directed his left hand at Cora and blasted her with enough Void magic to send her sprawling to the floor, dazed but slowly becoming able to act of her own free will. Nyx stared up at Alice, barred her teeth like a wild dog, and pushed Alice up and off her body with the strength of ten men. Alice didn’t just roll off of Nyx; she flew several feet into the air and came to a rolling stop only after hitting one of the antenna’s legs. 

She turned her head up to look at Nyx and saw that she had gotten to her feet and was closing in on Silver. 

“I’ve been looking forward to this,” Silver said, as he and Nyx circled each other like gladiators in an arena. 

“Ah,” Nyx said, “So this is where Bazor went. I must say, we’ve missed his Glasgow smile.”

“Enough talk,” Silver said, and he lunged, his sword swinging in a powerful downward arc. 

Nyx’s arms began crackling with power, but rather than block the sword’s attack, she dodged out of its path and stepped away from Silver. He went in for another attack, and Nyx jumped back just far enough to avoid the swing of the blade. Lightning lit the sky and thunder rolled angrily above. Silver frowned, and a battle shout erupted from his throat as he charged in with the sword for a flurry of attacks. Nyx moved like she was made of water, always able to stay one step ahead of the blade but never striking back.

Why isn’t she attacking? Alice thought, and then it hit her; Nyx was focusing entirely on not getting struck with the sword. To attack Silver was to invite an opportunity for him to strike her with the sword.  The way Nyx was looking at it with such concentration, ensuring to stay the hell away from its arc, could it be that she was scared of it? And why wasn’t she using magic on him? 

Silver’s flurry of attacks pushed Nyx back onto the podium on which she had been standing, beneath the antennae. Alice got back on her feet and started to run toward them, her hands now glowing with stolen power, her body charged and adrenalized to the point where the world around her seemed to slowed down to a crawl.

Nyx’s movements were slow but deliberate, Silver’s were powerful but reckless—but there was something else now, too. It was Cora; she was running into the combat. 

“No!” she screamed, and she threw herself at Silver, causing him to topple to the floor and the sword to fly out of his hand and go clattering across the podium. “There,” she said to Nyx, panting and out of breath, “Now you can kill him and give me what you promised me.” 

Alice sped up, her heart pounding in her head. She saw Nyx’s eyes lock with hers. A wicked, satisfied grin manifested on her face, but instead of plunging her power into Silver, who now lay defenseless on his back, she turned her attention Cora, grabbed her by the neck, and pressed two fingers into her forehead. 

“You… die first…” Nyx said, and her fingertips lit up in a bright, violet flash. An instant later, Cora’s body exploded into a cloud of shimmering dust. Nyx smiled and followed the ribbons of light, which were Cora’s life force, as they floated into the sky surrounded by tresses of sparkling dust. 

Alice didn’t stop running. She saw the sword, grabbed it in her stride, and raced toward Nyx, who was too busy exulting in what she had just done—what she had just accomplished—to care that Alice was coming. If Alice had been thinking, she would have considered not playing into Nyx’s waiting arms, but she wasn’t thinking. She had the sword in her hand, Nyx’s soft, pink throat was exposed, and with one decisive thrust, Alice introduced them to each other.

The sword went in through the side of Nyx’s neck like a hot knife through butter. Nyx gargled on her own blood, but the smile and those wide eyes of hers remained fixed on her face. Alice pulled the sword out and Nyx toppled to the floor, bleeding and convulsing. The Xiphos sword began to glow with soft, blue light to match the glow emanating from Alice’s hands. The sky grumbled and groaned. Alice looked up into the eye of the storm in time to see arcs of purple lightning shooting across it in quick, violent bursts. 

Silver picked himself up. 

“Holy shit,” he said. “She’s dead. They’re both dead.” 

Alice watched as the last tresses of glimmering soul-smoke rose and were absorbed into the sky. “Dammit,” Alice said, and she looked down at Nyx in time to see a ribbon of glimmering, purple and blue light spilling out of her open throat. She didn’t have to be told what that was. 

“What’s that?” Silver asked.

“That’s Nyx,” Alice said, and she dropped the sword, reached for the ribbon of light and grabbed it. The soul was cold and struggled to release itself, but Alice clamped her hands around it even more tightly and wrestled it until it was under her control. 

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

“I’m giving her what she always wanted.” 

Alice opened her mouth and guided the soul into it. She could feel the resistance even as her body pulled Nyx’s essence inside of itself, but the creature Nyx had created was too powerful for her in her current state. When the ribbon of light disappeared beyond her lips, Alice closed her mouth, doubled over, and dropped to her knees. She shook for a moment as her body absorbed the foreign essence it had consumed, but a moment was all it took. 

In the back of her mind she could hear a distant voice… and it was humming. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 30

 

 

Wave of Shadow

“Alice,” Silver said. He shook her shoulders. “Alice!” 

Alice opened her eyes and looked up at him. The world was spinning, and she thought she could see a light aura manifesting above the crown of his head—a shimmering halo of blue light streaked through with silver ribbons. She smiled dreamily, mesmerized by the swirling colors.

“You’ve gotta snap the hell out of it, Alice. It’s happening, you hear me? Chaos is coming!” 

“What? Where is it?” 

“Dammit. Wake up, Alice!” 

A loud explosion almost indistinguishable from the crash of thunder rang out close to where Alice was kneeling. The force of the blast rocked the rooftop and sent her and Silver sprawling to the floor, but the impact knocked her mind back into the present, allowing her normal cognitive functions to kick in again. Like a hard reboot. She shook her head and stared into the flashing sparks of light strobing out from the center point of the explosion—a tear in the fabric of reality. 

The tear widened, and widened, and then imploded, leaving a cloud of purple smoke and a cold wind blowing out from where the source had been. When the smoke cleared, Alice saw Isaac, Jim, and Cameron standing there on the podium. Her chest warmed at the sight, even if they—much like the cavalry in just about every action movie she had ever seen—were too late to help with Nyx. 

“There,” Cameron said, and he led the other two men to where Alice and Silver lay.  

Isaac reached for Alice’s hand and helped her up. 

“I killed her… I killed Nyx.”

“You… did?” 

Alice nodded. “But she did what she needed to do. Look.”  

Isaac turned his head up toward the sky and his face darkened. 

“We need to do something,” Silver asked.

Isaac turned to look at Jim and Cameron, then directed himself toward Alice again. “Where is Nyx?” he asked. “Her body is there, but where is the essence?” 

Alice pointed at her chest. “In here,” she said, “With me.” 

“You absorbed her?” 

“I had to. She would have just found a way back, or worse—someone else to inhabit.” 

“Do you have any idea what eating her essence might do to you?” 

“None, but I didn’t have a choice, and I don’t want a lecture. We need to figure out how to stop this storm, and we need to do it fast.” 

Isaac turned his head up toward the eye of the storm again. He then looked at Jim, Silver, and back to Alice. “I think I have an idea.” 

“What is it?” Alice asked.

“When you used Trapper on Nyx, you stole a portion of her energy and stored it in this Polaroid. We were then able to use the energy in the Polaroid to ignore the effects of the storm and get here—to you. The energy in this picture gave my power a boost, and broke right through the interference caused by the Void storm. If you consumed all of Nyx’s energy…” 

“You can use me to shut down the storm,” Alice said.

“It’s possible.” 

“Then you have to do it.” 

“Now hold on,” Jim said, “We have no idea what that thing wriggling around inside of you is going to do to your internals. That could be a ticking time bomb you’re carrying—one we could set off if we aren’t careful.” 

“What’s the alternative?” Alice asked. “If we don’t try something, Chaos comes, and all of this was for nothing.” 

“What are we even suggesting here?” Cameron asked, “I feel like I missed something.” 

“I had an idea to kill the storm,” Isaac said, “I would send my magic through her and repair the shield protecting our world from the Void, but it didn’t work.” 

“What’s your new idea?” 

“It isn’t a new idea. I tried this once and it didn’t work. I wasn’t strong enough. But if the four of us channel our magic through Alice and into the Void itself, and push Chaos back with all the might of the Tempest…” 

“You want to use her as a lightning rod?” Jim asked.

“I think it’s the only way.” 

“Yeah, to get her killed.” 

“We don’t know that.”

“We also don’t know it’ll work. Call me crazy, but there has to be another way to do this.” 

“No,” Alice said, “There isn’t. This is the only way to make it work. I know it is.” 

Isaac nodded. “I would never put you in danger if I didn’t think it was the only way forward.” 

“I know,” Alice said, reaching for his hand. “It’s a gamble, and I’m betting on you.” 

Isaac took her hand and squeezed it. “We’ll get ready to astral project your consciousness into the Void.” 

“No… that won’t work. I need to go up there. Physically.” 

“How do you know?”

“I just know. I have Nyx inside me, remember?” 

“And just how are we supposed to send you up into that storm?” Silver asked. 

Isaac cocked an eyebrow. 

“Jesus,” Jim said, shaking his head. “Fine.” 

“Wait, what are you going to do?” Cameron asked.

“I’m going to do what I do best,” Jim said, cracking his knuckles. “I’m going to bend the laws of physics.”

“Bullshit. You’re gonna make her fly?” 

“Now isn’t a good time for that,” Silver said. “Focus.” 

“Right. We have to create a circle,” Isaac said to the other mages. 

“If you pull this off,” Cameron said to Jim, “I owe you a drink.”  

“Make it a coffee, but I’m buying,” Jim said. 

Alice stepped into the middle of the circle and looked around, then settled her eyes on Isaac. She nodded, and Isaac nodded in return. “Jim,” he said, “Go.” 

Jim stretched his hands out toward Alice and a number of rings around his fingers began to glow bright blue, the same color as Isaac’s magic bangle. Alice felt her stomach stretch and pull as the space around her body seemed to detach itself from reality, and suddenly she was hovering off the ground. There was no feeling of motion sickness due to the weightlessness she was experiencing—no sudden pull of gravity, either. 

“When you’re up there,” Isaac said, “We’ll deliver our silver chords to you. Tug on them twice, and we’ll know you’re ready for the magic.” 

Alice nodded, and the bubble of magic surrounding her body started to move up, and up, and up, with Jim carefully guiding her beyond the antennae and into the sky. In this sphere of energy, the wind and the rain had no bearing on Alice’s body. It was like being in a glass box pulled through a transparent lift shaft with the elements hitting it on all sides. Silent, calm, and breathtaking. Ashwood started to fall away beneath her, and she was able to keep track of the mages location purely because the rooftop they were on was the only one with any light coming off it, besides a number of small fires dotted around the city .

Alice turned her head up toward the churning mess of shimmering clouds. Hypnotic shades of pinks and violets burned in the night sky like a firework display. Alice closed her eyes and let the glow bathe her face until suddenly her chest began to vibrate. When she opened her eyes again, she saw a number of dark shapes rising into the clouds all around her. They were each carrying a glittering, silver chord; they were Guardians.

One of them had the body of a woman and the head of a big, black cat. Her eyes burned like molten gold, dark fur covered her skin, and her fingernails and toes were tipped with razor sharp claws. Another was a kind of bird creature sporting a beautiful set of feathered wings. This one, like the others, was human in shape also, but only because it had two arms and two legs; the similarities ended there. Joining them Alice saw the monstrous form of Bazor, Silver’s Guardian—a tall, thin creature strapped tightly in a straitjacket. The flash of lightning revealed its grotesque Glasgow smile. 

Finally, leading the pack, was the Good Doctor, its cloak billowing with the wind, its beak turned up at the sky, its hat firmly planted upon its head. The Guardian looked at Alice, and for a moment she thought she was beginning to understand something she had never before understood. Some primal, secret truth about the world mages lived in, but the understanding she thought she was about to receive slipped from her before she could grasp it fully. 

The Good Doctor looked up at the sky again and accelerated. Alice’s bubble did too, and soon she was zooming up and into the eye of the storm at a speed that should have made her stomach upturn and empty itself, but all she could feel was the weight of her own anxiety pulling at her insides. Her uncertainty. Her nerves. 

Her fear. 

Guided by an unknown and unknowable instinct, she stretched her arms out and opened her palms. One by one, the Guardians fell in beside her and each placed a silver chord in her hands—two in her right, and two in her left—and she felt something now; the magic, the power, she was buzzing with it. It was in her and all around her. She could hear the roar of the wind again, but this wasn’t a sound she could hear with her ears; it was in her mind, in her chest, in her heart. 

Her mind was reeling, but she had never been more awake or more alive. For as long as she held these glimmering silver chords, she was connected to an energy that was whole and pure. There was no earth, no Isaac, no Silver, and no Void—there was only this energy, this Tempest; the place from which all magic spawned. It was the wave breaking at her back, and she was the surfer trying to ride it. 

The sphere of energy she was in started to quake and tremble as she reached the center of the whirlpool in the sky and the blackness beyond it. Whips of violet light licked the bubble she was in, but failed to touch her body and run her through with thousands of volts. The Guardians fell away as she pushed into the darkness of the sky, but she didn’t feel like she was alone as long as she kept hold of those silver chords in her hands. 

She had done this before, and she had failed to do what was needed of her; she wouldn’t fail now.

Total darkness pressed around her on all sides. With every flash of lightning, Alice could see shapes moving around her—sinister creatures made of shadow, not unlike the ones she had faced during the riots. They were here. They were all here, waiting for their master to step through and be reborn into the world. They were watching Alice climb, but they made no attempt to attack her or stop her from doing what she was doing.

Could they sense the essence inside her? Was she fooling them into believing she was one of them? Or was she fooling herself into believing she wasn’t one of them?

A burning pain, like a cigarette pressed into the skin, began to manifest above her right temple. Alice closed her eyes and winced from the pain, but it was blinding, deafening. Her ears started to ring. She was aware her mind was being invaded, and was trying to resist, but it was like an ant trying to fight against the boot. 

A booming, heavy bass sound filled her mind; a sound so loud it caused her chest to vibrate and her teeth to rattle. She bit her lip to contain the scream bubbling in her throat like acid reflux, but knew she wouldn’t last longer than a couple of seconds if the sound didn’t stop. When it did, it was like taking her first ever breaths of oxygen all over again. Alice’s chest heaved as she sucked in a lungful of air, and then from out of the darkness, a voice…

“Daughter,” the voice said.  

She opened her eyes again just as streaks of arching blue light lit the darkness. For a moment, she got the impression she wasn’t floating inside a swirling whirlpool of clouds, but a still, dark place where nothing moved and nothing talked except for the lightning igniting the dark, featureless landscape.

Only the landscape wasn’t featureless; the landscape wasn’t land at all, but the back of a magnificently huge creature rising out of the darkness. Alice couldn’t see its head, its eyes, or its hands, but she was sure it had them—just as she was sure that if it ever touched her, she would be dead in an instant. 

“No,” Alice said aloud. “Not your daughter.” 

“Why do you lie?” it asked, “You are my daughter. I feel your presence.” 

“You don’t feel anything. You don’t even exist.” 

The shadow creature continued to rise from out of the black. Lightning created a silhouette of its monstrous form, and when it opened its eyes, they were the bright blue of dead stars in a cosmic emptiness. This was the thing she had seen the first time she had entered this place, but something was different now; maybe it was the passenger she was carrying inside of her, or maybe she had been prepared for what she would see. Her mind was hers, her body was hers, and at least for now, her will was hers too.

“Daughter,” it said, “Where are you? I wish to see you.” 

For a moment Alice thought she could hear… pain… in the booming, heavy voice speaking from the very clouds themselves, but that couldn’t be right. Then something happened that Alice wasn’t expecting to happen. Her eyes were starting to sting. Her heart squeezed, and she felt her resolve crack like dry paint on a hot summer’s day. 

“Your daughter is gone,” Alice said, her voice wavering enough for her to notice. “I killed her.” 

“Lies,” said the voice. “You lie to me!” 

“No,” Alice said, “I killed her, and then I ate her.” 

“You must bring her back,” it said, “Bring her to me and I will spare you and your world.” 

Alice swallowed hard and realized her throat was dry. She thought of Isaac, Cameron, Jim, and Silver—who were all waiting for her to tug on the chords and release the magic they were preparing to send into the Void. She then thought of Ashwood and its people, some of who were guilty only of wanting to live and let live, and doubt crept into her mind. 

What if the magic didn’t work? What if Chaos came anyway, somehow stronger, despite Isaac and the others’ best efforts? Was it possible Chaos was telling the truth? Would it spare the planet if Alice delivered Nyx to it? Could she release Nyx even if she wanted to? This wasn’t something she had ever tried to do before, but if she could, and if Chaos was willing to trade its daughter for a chance at freedom from the Void, would she give Nyx up?

This concept was all too human, all too real. Until now she had been dealing with entities that had nothing on the human condition; no concept of it, and no empathy for it. Guilt stabbed at her stomach and she winced as if she had, herself, been physically stabbed. But she couldn’t feel guilty. This thing that was talking, this voice, wasn’t human, and its daughter hadn’t been human either. Its daughter was a thief and a murderer, and Alice was glad she was gone. 

“If you want her,” she said, “You’ll have to come and get her, you son-of-a-bitch.” 

Alice pulled her hands together and joined them, though she struggled with the weight of the shimmering silver chords. Another flash of lightning came, this one whipping along the creature’s front, and Alice saw, for the first time, it’s horrible, monstrous mouth filled with row upon row of giant, jagged, copper colored teeth. 

The creature roared, and then lunged toward her; a mountain that had decided to pull itself out of the earth and hurl itself a great distance. Alice’s heart leapt into her throat and began to beat so hard she thought she would pass out, but she held firm and stared at the monster barreling toward her. She shifted the chords to her left hand and stretched out her right palm, opening her fingers to their full extension. Then, using what felt like a gargantuan amount of strength she didn’t think she had, she tugged on the silver chords once…

Twice.

The pulse of energy that rushed up the length of shimmering silver chords was instant; a hot, bright, avalanche of sensation that poured into her, sending her mind and body into overload. The power of the Tempest entered her body, churned with her own essence, and exploded out of her right palm in a burst of silver light that entered Chaos’ open maw and struck it where she thought it would be most vulnerable. 

Magic or no, light or no, Chaos’s massive form bowled over Alice like a tidal wave of shadow, and then everything went black.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 31

 

 

Free Fall

A magnificent detonation occurred in the clouds above creating a light show so bright Isaac and the others had to shield their eyes. Thunder rumbled off in the distance, seeming to carry the light with it in all directions. As Isaac watched, he could have sworn he had seen something—a large shape—almost start to emerge from the dark eye in the clouds, now that the light was gone, he could see there was no more dark eye in the clouds.

“She’s done it,” Isaac said, his eyes wide and cast upward. “She’s done it, look! The eye is gone.”

 “Holy shit,” Silver said, “That was one hell of a flash. The whole city must have seen it.” 

“Jim, tell me you have her,” Isaac said.

Jim’s neck hadn’t once dropped to come eye to eye with Isaac, but where his magic rings had been glowing a moment ago, they weren’t anymore. He lowered his head now, and shook it. “I lost her just before the explosion,” he said.

“No,” Isaac said, “No, you couldn’t have lost her. She has to be up there, still.” 

“Even if she is, I can’t see her anymore. I would need to cast the spell again, but I need to see her.” 

Isaac raced to the edge of the skyscraper where he was better able to get a view of the sky without the antennae in the way. Alice was still up there, but against the darkness floating over Ashwood she would be almost impossible to see with the naked eye. He closed his eyes, pushed an image of Alice into his mind, wrapped himself in that memory, shot a ball of light into the air from his right hand. 

His magic bangle began to glow as the ball soared into the sky. He watched it fly straight for a moment, and then slowly start to change direction as, he hoped, it locked onto her signal and angled itself toward her. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Cameron leap onto the metal antenna and start climbing it, not stopping until he reached the top. Isaac lost track of the ball of light, but Cameron pointed. 

“I see it,” he said from atop the pointed metal structure. “It’s starting to come down. I think it has her.” 

“I can’t see it,” Jim said. “Fuck, Cameron, I can’t see it!” 

“Just be ready with the magic,” Cameron said. “You won’t have a lot of time—she’s coming down fast.” 

Isaac’s heart was hammering. The worst part wasn’t that Alice was in a free fall; it was that he couldn’t do anything about it. For all his magic, for all his capabilities, this was something he had to entrust to others. And while he genuinely believed the others would work to the best of their abilities to get Alice down safely, the powerlessness he felt in that moment was enough to cause him to freeze and simply watch on bated breath. 

The ball of light Isaac had thrown into the air slowly came back into his line of sight. Cameron was right. She wasn’t just falling, she was plummeting. 

“I see her,” Jim said, and he stretched his hands out to where she was. A moment later, his rings started to glow with soft blue light, and the magic of the Tempest began to work through him. But something was wrong… Alice wasn’t slowing down.

“Jim?” Isaac asked.

No reply. 

Isaac walked briskly to where Jim was standing. “Tell me you can get her,” he said.

“I’m trying, but she’s moving too quickly.”

“What do you mean?” 

“It means I’m having trouble picking her up, dammit.” 

“I’m on it,” Silver said, but Isaac stretched out his hand.

“What are you going to do?” Isaac asked.

“I’m going to teleport to where she is, then grab her, and teleport back.”

“No,” Jim said, “I can do it. Just give me another minute.” 

“She doesn’t have a minute, Jim!” Isaac said.

“Just let me do it… got her!” 

Jim’s magic rings flashed bright blue as the magic took hold of Alice’s falling body. Isaac felt like the stone golem that had been sitting on his shoulders since he saw her go up into that sky had finally gotten up and walked off. He could see her now, her body only a suggestion against the dark sky, illuminated only thanks to the glow from the orb of light he had conjured. She was falling, still, but her fall was controlled and gentle. Delicate.

And it needed to be a mild descent, because she wasn’t standing upright; she wasn’t even conscious. 

Isaac watched as Jim slowly guided Alice’s unmoving body onto the roof of the Century Tower. He took a step back and let her body come over the ledge to where the men were standing. Cameron had come down from the antenna by now, and between he, Silver, and Isaac, they were able to snatch Alice out from midair and set her down on the floor. 

She’s cold, Isaac thought, dear God she’s cold.

“Alice,” he said, tapping her face.

No response.

He checked for a pulse.

Nothing.

Her lips were blue, her skin was pale, and her lungs weren’t inhaling or exhaling. Isaac removed his wet jacket and placed it under her head. His hands were shaking, his throat felt like it had shrunk to the size of a pinhole, and his heart was pulsing against his temples, but he had to act. He had to do something. She wasn’t dead—she couldn’t be dead. 

“Let me,” Cameron said, kneeling next to her. He placed his hand on her collarbone and held it there. 

“I don’ see any injuries,” Isaac said. “Do you?” 

“No, I don’t, I think her injuries are internal.”

“Internal? What do you think could have done this?”

“Probably whatever it was that almost crawled out of the eye,” Silver said. “We all saw it.” 

“She’s not responding to magic,” Cameron said, “I’m going to try to revive her. Give me some room.” 

Isaac shot him a look of incredulity, as if he had just been told to cut his own arm off with a butter knife. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said.

“You have to,” Cameron said, “Otherwise I can’t do what I’m supposed to do.” 

Jim grabbed Isaac’s arm. “C’mon,” he said, helping to get Isaac on his feet. “We’ve done all we can—let Cameron do his part now.” 

Isaac’s eyes were welling up with tears now. His heart was beating to the rhythm of a fast-paced rock anthem, his vision was starting to blacken at the edges, and breathing deeply had become impossible. He wanted to get back in there and help, to offer Cameron the helping hand Isaac knew he could give. Only, could he? There wasn’t a man on this roof who didn’t know CPR, but Cameron had magic to go with his actions. He couldn’t say the same for himself, and neither could Silver or Jim. 

It made sense to let Cameron do his thing, but Isaac’s mind was racing at a pace to match his heart. 

Cameron pressed his hands against Alice’s chest and he started to pump, counting as he went. After a number of thrusts, he wrapped his mouth around hers and blew air into her lungs. Isaac saw, at the moment of contact, a transfer of green energy from Cameron’s mouth into Alice’s, but it didn’t seem to have any effect. Cameron went back to pumping her chest, but she was making no sign of returning to the world of the living.

Silver approached, circling around Cameron to give him more room, and stood next to Isaac and Jim. By the look on his face, he, too, hadn’t thought this was going to happen—that Alice was going to die. But she wasn’t dead yet. Isaac chastised himself for thinking it and dug the heels of his palms into his eyes to wipe the tears away. He sniffed hard and held firm. 

A minute passed, then another, and then another. Cameron stopped pumping. Isaac threw himself to the floor and took over, pressing hard against her chest and blowing air into her lungs. Her skin was cold beneath his fingers, her lips were blue, and her pulse was nonexistent. Her heart wasn’t beating. Cameron put a hand on Isaac’s shoulder, squeezed, and Isaac stopped trying to revive Alice.

He was weeping, now, his eyes wet and red. Jim came up behind him and put another hand on his shoulder. The presence of his friend was comforting, but the potential reality of what was taking place had an almost numbing effect, making the affection he was receiving seem distant—like an implied hug from someone over a phone.

“She’s gone,” Jim said.

“No,” Isaac said, his voice harsh and furious. “She is not gone. I won’t allow it.” 

“Isaac… I know what this is like. I know what you’re feeling.” 

“You don’t know what this is.” 

“I do, and if you were thinking straight you would know that I do. But we need to get off this roof, and we need to get rid of those bodies, too. We can’t wait.” 

“I refuse to accept this.” 

“You have to, Isaac… it’s the only way.” 

Isaac looked up at Jim. He wanted to clock Jim and send him toppling to the floor. This wasn’t a good feeling to have, but it was the one coming most clearly to him. “I—”

Hands reached up and grabbed Isaac’s collar. At first he wasn’t sure what was going on, thought maybe he was being attacked, but when he heard Alice call his name, he found himself able to let go of the anger and think. When he looked into her wide, wild eyes, he knew it was her. There was strength in her hands, too. He took them and squeezed.

“Alice, it’s me,” he said, “It’s me.” 

She looked up at him, still wide-eyed and alert, but her grip on his collar relaxed. “Isaac,” she said. 

“It’s all of us. Are you alright?”

Alice let go of his collar. “I… think so”

“You don’t know what happened to you?”

Alice shook her head. Her memory of what had happened to her up there was fuzzy now, but it would return later in a dream that would come back for the next couple months of her life. “I did it, though, right?” she asked. “We closed it?” 

“Yeah,” Jim said, “Yeah we did.” 

Alice got to her feet with Isaac’s help and patted herself down. “I really am alive?” she asked.

“I can assure you, you are,” Isaac said. “But we thought you had died. You were dead for some time. Minutes. Maybe as many as seven or eight. We aren’t sure.” 

“I thought I was dead,” she said, “It was dark where I was. I thought I could hear you, and Cam… but there was someone else with me, too.” Alice looked at Isaac. “I think Nyx was there.” 

“Nyx?” Isaac asked. “Did she say something?” 

“She was saying… before I killed her with Silver’s sword, she told us she couldn’t die. Remember?” 

“Maybe she was lying?” Silver said.

“I don’t’ think she was,” Alice said, “I think your sword is just special. She touched it, and so it could kill her; went right through her. Something happened to me that should have killed me, and I’m still here.” 

“What are you saying?” Isaac asked, “That you think you can’t die?” 

“Is it possible?” Alice asked. 

“None of us know your physiology better than you do,” Cameron said. “You absorbed her. Maybe you absorbed the rest of her power, too.” 

Jim glanced over the edge of the skyscraper. “Want to test the theory?” he asked.

Alice joined him, looked down the length of the building, and immediately pulled away from the ledge, shaking her head. “Nope,” she said, “Maybe some other time.” 

Isaac watched the banter with a smile on his face, but his smile faded when a spot of light sprang up in the sea of darkness that was Ashwood. Isaac approached the ledge of the building, his mouth wide, and he pointed across the way to where, he suspected, the city’s primary generating station stood, now lit up against the darkness. 

“The power station,” Isaac said, “Look.” 

The others all turned their attention toward the single beacon of light in the distance. They waited in silence until the generating station’s smokestacks began spewing smoke into the air. A moment later, entire city grids were starting to come back online, each coming alive after the other in a cascade of orange light. Finally, the financial district came up, and the night became bright again as the low hanging clouds went from deep gray to their usual orange. 

The rain and the wind had started to die down, too, going from gust to breeze in a matter of seconds. A cheer rang out along the Century Tower’s rooftop as Ashwood began to breathe again. Jim clasped Cameron’s hand, and Isaac and Silver shared an embrace. Alice then turned to Isaac, cupped his face in her hands, and kissed him. 

Ashwood, finally, was safe of the Night, and of Chaos.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Epilogue

Three Days Later…

 

Alice stepped out of the tiny kitchenette in her office with a cup of tea in each hand. She handed one to Isaac and stood next to him. In front of them was an open doorway into a small closet that had never existed there before, and according to the laws of reality, had no right existing there at all. Isaac took a sip of his warm cup of tea and cocked his head to the side. 

“Do you think the interior should be red?” he asked.

“What’s wrong with red?” Alice said, “In any case, it’s scarlet, not red.”

“I just think, maybe, violet would have been a more fitting color, don’t you?” 

“If I had, I would have figured that color into the spell I wove. I thought you’d be impressed.” 

“I am impressed. All this magic, and without a Guardian, too. Should I be worried of your new power?” 

Alice pressed her lips against the cup of tea and took a sip. She looked up at him from the rim of her cup as she drank, and smiled. “Only if you piss me off,” she said. 

Isaac returned the smile, set his cup down on her office desk, and headed to the other side of the room. He picked up a tough, wooden box with a rack of cylindrical, metal film reel cases in it and brought it into the closet, setting them down on a high shelf. Alice set her cup down too and went for another, identical box. These were the boxes they had come across at the Cinema Royale, and they were the first real inclination that there were more of Alice’s kind roaming the planet. Naturally, she had kept them; and now she had a place to put them.

Once the film reels were safely tucked into the closet, Isaac and Alice each grabbed a handle on the Chest of Haunts and they hauled it inside too. Alice pushed it right up against the far wall, then took a step back, and looked around inside. The walls were already marked with Void Weaver sigils, as was the back of the door—this was Isaac’s handiwork, not hers. Alice shut the door from the inside and the sigils began to glow, providing just enough orange illumination for her to see what she was doing in there. She had learned the hard way that magic rooms couldn’t be connected to main power supplies. 

Isaac opened the door and let her out. She then closed the door, pressed the palm of her hand against the lock, and turned it with magic. The lock clicked, and the door was secure. 

“That’s good,” Isaac said, clapping softly. “Very good.” 

“Yes, well,” she said, slipping her hands over his shoulders and smiling up at him. “I have a good teacher.” 

“We… won’t tell Silver. He’ll only get—”

“Jealous? I think he’ll be okay. We are living together after all; that has to have some perks.” 

“That’s the first time you’ve said it.” 

“Said what?” 

“That we’re living together.” 

Alice rolled her eyes and smiled. “Congratulations, you pushed me into submission.” 

“Hardly. That wasn’t my decision to make.” 

“No, you’re right; it was Elvira’s. She’d made herself quite comfortable.”

“As cats do.” 

She planted a gentle kiss on his lips and let her hands slide off his shoulders again. He was wearing a soft silk shirt, unbuttoned at the collar. He smelled wealthy, and powerful. It was hard to believe they had almost missed out on this, hard to believe it had taken a she-demon from another realm for them to have a second chance at happiness. Maybe it would work, maybe it wouldn’t. Alice didn’t believe in happily ever afters. But happy for now was good too, right? 

Alice smiled and moved around her desk. She sat down, opened her laptop, and took another sip of her cup of tea. 

Isaac looked around, confused. “What are you doing?” he asked.

“What do you mean?” Alice asked, keeping her eyes on the laptop screen. 

“I thought we were leaving.” 

She looked up at him now, and grinned. “You can leave if you want,” she said, “But I’ve got a client coming in fifteen minutes.” 

 

 

Author’s Note: Lee Dignam & Katerina Martinez

 

This is it! We really hope you’ve enjoyed the third and final book in our Half-Lich series. It’s hard to believe Dark Siren was first thought up in May of 2016 and now, here we are, October 31st of 2016 and the entire series is published and finished - a bestseller, and our one way ticket to full-time writing! If you’re reading this, you’re one of the people we really would like to thank, because without you we would not have made it this far. That’s an incredible feeling. 

You’re probably wondering what happens next, well, Alice will not be having another book - at least, we haven’t planned another book in this Half-Lich series, but Ashwood will continue on with a new set of characters, new conflicts, and new monsters. If you want to find out what we’re going to be doing next, sign up to our newsletter and we’ll keep you up to date with what we’re doing and how we’re doing it! 

Ashwood is a huge, rich universe, and we’re going to leave no stone unturned. Click here to sign up.

As always, before I go, I would love to ask you to please leave a review of this book wherever you found it! Whether you have something good to say or not, I and other readers want to hear it. Without reviews no one would trust a new author to entertain them, so if you have a couple of moments to spare, I would really appreciate it if you could help me out.

Finally, if you’re on Facebook and you want to hang out, you can find us here. And if you want to get in touch with us directly, drop us an email at: author@katerinamartinez.com or author@leedignam.com and we’ll get right back to you!

 

Thanks again!

 

Kat and Lee
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If you’ve made it this far and haven’t yet signed up to our Newsletter, why not doing out? You’ll get news, updates, as well as not available anywhere else Ashwood content when you sign up to the Ashwood Reader’s Group Newsletter! Flip over to the next page for details on the giveaway!

This will be the simplest giveaway you ever take part in. Are you ready? I’ve got 5 paperback copies of Night and Chaos I’m going to send out to readers in the US or the UK. If you want to put your name in for a chance at winning one for yourself, all you have to do is write to author@katerinamartinez.com or author@leedignam.com and quote the first sentence on Chapter 8. I’ll then add you to a special segment of my Reader’s Group and announce winners on the 15th of November! 

Pretty easy, right? Go right ahead and send that email before you start reading the book, that way you’ve secured your entry :)

Good luck, and happy reading!!
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