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***

 

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, events or locales is purely coincidental. 

 

Reproduction in whole or in part of this publication without express written consent is strictly prohibited. I greatly appreciate you taking the time to read my work. Please consider leaving a review wherever you bought the book, or tell your friends about this serial to help spread the word! 

 

Thank you for supporting my work.

My name is Maxine Cartwright, and as of this morning, I'm a fugitive.

 

New Seattle is a Shining City, one of the few remaining oases of civilization left in the world, but it isn't without it's problems. That's where I come in. I'm a hunter; a mage employed by the Faction to hunt down Fallen mages and bring them in dead or alive. It's a good gig, and one I've been doing for years. I have a reputation, or notoriety, depending on how you see things, and more enemies than I can count. Now one of those enemies is trying to frame me for a terrible crime I didn't commit, and the worst part is my own people can't look me in the eye and tell me they know I'm innocent. My only choice is to run away from the only life I've ever known, and figure out who is going out of their way to put me down.

 

Cut off from my friends and the people I once relied on for backup, I reluctantly accept the help of a man wanted for questioning concerning his potential ties to the Fallen. But how am I supposed to trust someone who could be a terrorist? Then again, how can he trust me? Proving my innocence will be the hardest thing I've ever done, but before I can do that I'm going to have to learn the truth about the world I live in, and uncover the lies I've been told my whole life.

 

Enjoy the book, and don’t forget to sign up to my mailing list to receive email updates, exclusive sneak peaks, invitations to giveaways, and much more! 

 

SIGN UP HERE

***

 

We would like to dedicate this book to one of our local readers, Kyra; thank you for your ongoing support!
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

“Waiting on a call, Max?” Aisha asked. 

I shut my eyes, set the phone back down on the table, and let my head fall on the armrest, drawing my forearm over my eyes. The room would sometimes spin when I opened them, but that was my own fault. I shouldn’t have stayed out so late last night, and I definitely shouldn’t have drunk so much. Hindsight was a bitch, and so were hangovers.

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

“You don’t have to keep checking your phone. It’ll ring.” 

“Thanks. I can’t believe I didn’t know that.”

“Don’t get snide with me.” 

“I’m not. Keep telling me about that guy you hooked up with last night.” 

“Oh, yeah, so anyway, he tells me he’s this hotshot billionaire, but I don’t buy it for a second because he smells more like supermarket bought cologne and desperation…” 

Aisha’s voice trailed off a little bit, dripping into the background along with my consciousness. Making a grunting sound every once in a while satisfied her enough to keep her speaking and allowed me to continue feigning interest while, at the same time, I nurtured my tired eyes and kept the room from spinning. 

It wasn’t that I didn’t care about what she was saying. Okay, maybe I didn’t. She had, after all, ditched me for that guy last night, leaving me to drink alone and arm wrestle—yes, arm wrestle—with a bunch of dude-bros who thought they wanted a shot at a Faction Hunter. What did I care whether the guy was a billionaire or a pauper, or whether he had blond hair or brown? But she was my best friend, my roommate, and enduring your friends’ crap was just something people did, right?

“Anyway, where’d you go last night?” Aisha asked.

“Nowhere,” I said.

“When I came home you were passed out in the bathroom. I don’t remember seeing you that drunk at the bar.” 

“I don’t remember. Really, I don’t.” I rubbed my temples. “But let that be a lesson to those punks; no one out-drinks this mage.” 

“It’s always a competition with you, isn’t it?” 

I opened my eyes and regarded Aisha sleepily. She had a sly smirk on her face, an expression I had seen a hundred times but never got old. Aisha wasn’t just attractive; she was stunning. I had seen a handful of fae in my lifetime, both Seelie and Unseelie, and they were always quite something to look at. She in particular, a dragon-fae, had a smooth, tawny complexion and curves for days. Her almond shaped, amber eyes were warm and lamp-like, her lips were full and succulent, and she had long, thick black hair, all qualities that worked in concert to make men fold around her and crave her.

As for myself, I had height on her at least, a full head of it, and while I wasn’t as muscular as her, I had on more than one occasion run circles around her while sparring, making it impossible for her to land a single blow on me. My strength was always in my speed if we were talking about hunting. If we were talking about men, well, I had a harder time there than Aisha did, but that had more to do with me being picky, rather than undesirable. Being blonde, tall, and possessing a decent rack did enough to get me attention; the slight scar on my right cheek was what pulled men into conversation.

I returned the smirk before covering my eyes again. “Maybe. Why? Wanna fight about it?” 

“Fight? With you? No thanks.” 

“I thought so. Anyway, they didn’t challenge me. I don’t think so, anyway. One of them knew I was a hunter and thought he’d have a crack at me.” 

“And you weren’t giving him any kind of attitude whatsoever? Nothing that may have instigated that behavior?” 

“Me? Never.”

Aisha stood from the arm chair she had been sitting on. It wasn’t much to look at—it was dull and gray, and some of the edges were scuffed—but for it being something we had found sitting in the lobby one night, it was comfortable as hell, and it wasn’t stuffed with drugs or bugs. We’d checked.

“Do you want some coffee?” she asked. 

“Yeah, please, but make it to go. I could get called any minute.” 

She circled around the sofa I was sprawled on, running her hand through my hair as she went. Her hand was warm and soothing as it moved across my scalp. Slowly, as the minutes passed, I felt myself becoming more and more human… or mage, as the case was. Somehow, sitting upright didn’t cause the room to spin, my vision didn’t wobble, and blood didn’t rush to my head. 

Before she started making my coffee, but after she had pressed the button to start heating the water up, Aisha took a detour into her bedroom. From where I was sitting I could see the edge of the tank where Ada, her pet albino python, lived. From a box inside a drawer beneath the tank, she produced a live mouse and began whispering to it in a language I couldn’t understand but had heard a million times. She then dropped the mouse into the tank, spoke to the snake, and came back out into the kitchen. 

Morbidly I watched, wondering if the snake would do what snakes did and trap the mouse in its powerful jaws, but the phone on the worn-out coffee table began to vibrate loudly, and I snatched it up like a bird swooping for a worm. “Talk to me,” I said.

“The hare is on the move,” Spider’s voice said from the other end of the line. He was my watcher, my eye in the sky, the voice in my ear. 

“Where?” I asked, standing bolt upright. 

“He’s headed out of the library on Constitution street.” 

“First a museum, then a library, now a coffee place; am I hunting a student?” 

“No, but I think we’re dealing with a recruiter out to gather more players for his ‘team’, and he’s moving a lot earlier than we had expected. We have to shift our plans up.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“It means whatever you want it to mean. If we go now, we go in without backup. If we wait, we might lose him.” 

“Dammit, fine, give me a minute.” 

I ended the call and got off the sofa for the first time in hours. 

“Leaving?” she asked.

“He’s moving; I have to go.” 

She pouted. “But I was just getting to the good part.” 

“Good part? About what?”

“The pretend billionaire? Weren’t you—? You know what, never-mind.” 

“We’ll talk later, okay? I promise.” 

Aisha nodded, and I moved past her. I needed to act fast. We had intel he would be leaving the coffee shop soon, and I had been waiting for the phone call that nearly always came—the one that usually started with we have a problem, and this was no exception. The mark was on the move, and backup wasn’t in place. So, I would have to go in alone, or risk him getting away.

We couldn’t risk that. This guy had been seen using magic before, and he had been clever about masking his steps—so much so that even Spider couldn’t keep track of him at times. The worst part was that no one had a record of who he was. He was a ghost for all we knew, and a potentially dangerous one, too, especially if he had ties to the Fallen, a global organization of mages who enjoyed sowing chaos in Shining Cities and being thorns in my side. Luckily, I had set out every tool I could possibly need on my bed earlier. If anyone who didn’t know me or my profession happened to walk into my bedroom and look at the arsenal I had arranged, they would think I was a hired gun or into some really weird shit. 

There were pistols on the bed, knives, and various types of ammunition. I picked one of the pistols up, then reached for a clip of bullets that vibrated with magic when I touched them and stuffed the clip into the pistol, getting a spare clip for good measure. Next, I picked up my cropped leather jacket, zipped it up, tied my blonde hair into a tight ponytail, and headed for the door. 

“Hey,” I said to Aisha as I went to open it. “Pizza tonight?” 

“Pizza? I don’t know.” 

“C’mon, I’m buying.” 

“Fine. Just promise me you won’t do anything stupid out there.” 

“I’ll be okay. You can pick the movie tonight.” 

I took the coffee Aisha had made for me in a paper to-go cup—which we used to avoid having to buy and wash real mugs—and made my exit. Aisha always got nervous when I went out hunting. She couldn’t help it. Dragon-fae were incredibly protective creatures. We weren’t related by blood in any way, but we were family. Ten years ago, she had fallen through a portal from her world, Arcadia, and into my bathroom here in New Seattle. But the Fae were considered illegal immigrants here, so for ten years I had helped to conceal her true identity and made sure no magical investigator would touch her. I looked out for her and she looked out for me, and there was something comforting about that, even though I didn’t need protecting. 

I was a hunter—the best in New Seattle. This was what I did, and the Faction—the government body of residing mages—paid me good money to do it.

I headed out of the apartment, taking to the stairs two at a time, and then using the momentum to carry me quickly through the lobby doors and into the rainy, overcast New Seattle afternoon. Distant, soundless lightning zipped across the sky, leaving a seam in the air that shimmered lightly, the clouds electrified by its passing. On a clear day, a mage could almost see the top of the magic bubble encasing the city; the shield that kept the city safe from what was out there. Today wasn’t one of those days. 

I turned my head against the wind and the rain and rushed toward my car parked in the lot on the other side of the road.

The streets were filled with shoppers, commuters on their way home or for a drink after a long day of work, and tourists visiting from another Shining City, oases in an otherwise battered and inhospitable wasteland. A festival was being held this week to mark the end of summer, and storefronts were all decked out in browns, gold’s, and reds—fall colors—and shimmering with shifting ads, each vying for the attention of anyone willing to spend their hard-earned cash in their shops. 

I headed straight for my car without paying the shops or the people any attention, then pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road. To say I wasn’t even a little nervous of what I was about to do would have been a lie, because no matter how good I was, the hunt always brought with it a certain pulse of adrenaline, and the line between thrill and fear was blurry indeed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

The press of the crowd in this district was thick with shoppers and revelers, and while my eyes were sharp, the truth was, the mark could have been anywhere. Spider had lost him in the mess of people the moment the mark had left the coffee shop just minutes before I arrived, and finding him again was proving to be a little more difficult than I had anticipated. 

But it didn’t take me long to catch the scent again. I caught sight of him at the end of the block. Spider had sent me a blurry surveillance picture of him moments before he entered the museum, so I had a vague idea of what he looked like and what he was wearing, and the guy standing at the street corner in the gray hoodie was definitely him.

I unzipped my leather jacket as I approached, keeping the cup of coffee held closely against my chest. I needed to get in front of him, so I crossed the street in order to remain unnoticed, and then wove through the mass of pedestrians filling the streets to make it harder for him to spot me, assuming he knew I was coming.

This sidewalk, like all the others, was decorated with pumpkins, streamers of autumn leaves, and signs on the streets showcasing the various seasonal drinks and foods available in the restaurants. I had started to move a little faster when Spider got in contact with me, only this time he didn’t do it by phone—he reached directly into my mind with magic. He knew I wouldn’t be able to pick up my phone.

“Max, can you hear me?” he asked.

“I hear you,” I responded back to him mentally, “What is it?” 

“Oh, nothing... just a friendly reminder that we need him brought in for questioning, so maybe don’t rough him up too hard like you did the last one.” 

“I won’t.” 

“I mean it, Max. This one needs to be able to talk when you bring him in.”

“If he doesn’t run his mouth, we shouldn’t have a problem.” 

“Dammit. Alright. I trust you can see him?” 

I turned my eyes to the left, and there he was, walking along the opposite sidewalk with his head down, staring at his phone. “Yeah, I see him. I’m moving to intercept.” 

“Good luck, and be careful.” 

Be careful was right. I had no idea what to expect from this guy, or what he was capable of. Fallen mages weren’t like me. Their magic was stolen, dirty, and reckless. Mine was precise and disciplined—regulated. If you lived in a Shining City and used magic, you worked for the Faction. You didn’t have a choice. It was just one of those things that was decided for you at birth. So, when someone shows up on the radar with the ability to do magic, someone not in the system and not working for the Faction, it raises red flags.

Fallen mages and mages of the Faction had been fighting for decades, the latter trying to build things and create order, the former only wanting to sow chaos and confusion in order to continue their illegal practices. Humans were caught in the middle, and were usually casualties of our skirmishes, but they knew magic existed, knew we wielded it, and knew who the good guys were. I couldn’t just very well get the people of the neighborhood to rally behind me to help take him down, though; I had to do it myself, and I had to do it quickly and painlessly. When I found an intersection, I took it quickly, making my way to the other side of the street to try and get in front of my mark who was waiting at another crossing for the lights to change. With a faintly whispered word, magic congealed around me to cool the hot coffee in my hands, and when my mark was finally close enough for me to reach out and grab, I deliberately pushed into him, spilling the coffee all over my black top.

The guy turned around, genuinely mortified at what had just happened. “I’m so, so, sorry,” he said, even though I was the one who had bumped into him, “Are you okay?” 

“Yeah,” I said, “I’m fine. It’s my fault. I wasn’t looking where I was going.” 

“Me either. I should have noticed the lights had changed.” 

I looked up at his face once I had wiped my t-shirt and noticed something I had totally not expected. This man was gorgeous. Yeah, I had a picture of him, but it didn’t do him justice. The mark, my quarry, was a broad-shouldered, physically fit guy with a strong jaw and eyes so green they made grass look white in comparison. My heart started to noticeably pump, and for the first time since I left my apartment, it had nothing to do with the thrill of the hunt and everything to do with just how good looking this guy was. I had come across plenty of hot guys over the years, but none of them had made me lose my train of thought before. 

“It’s… okay,” I finally said, once my brain started working again. “Really, it’s fine. You don’t need to apologize.” 

“I messed up your shirt, though. And I killed your coffee.” He paused and seemed to look at me for a long moment. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to pin me down, as if remembering an old friend, or just staring at me as I had at him a moment ago. I decided it was the latter. There was no way this guy could have known who I was. No way in any of the hells. “Listen… can I—I mean—I’m not in a rush, so, could I buy you another cup of coffee?” 

Spider wasn’t talking in my head, but I could almost hear his voice reaching out to me from behind the veil of magic, warning me against doing anything of the sort. Zap him and drag him to your car, Spider would have said. I knew he was watching, too. If I agreed to go for a coffee with this guy, Spider would know, and he’d probably blow a gasket. 

But how could I refuse? I couldn’t just zap him here in the middle of the street; it would start a panic. He was also way too big for me to carry all the way to my car from here, and I wasn’t about to drag him all the way across the block by his feet with everyone watching. 

“I’m Jamie,” he said, once we got walking. “What’s your name?” 

“I’m Christina,” I said as we headed into the coffee shop. How was he to know that wasn’t my real name?

“Well, Christina, in that case let me apologize again for your coffee.” 

“You don’t need to keep apologizing, you know. I was the one who bumped into you.” 

“I know, but I couldn’t possibly deprive a girl like you of her coffee fix. What’s your drink?” 

“Black, no sugar.” 

“Coming up.” 

Jamie took his leave and joined the back of the queue, which was moving quickly enough. In the back of my mind, Spider spoke.

“What in all the many hells are you doing, Max?” he asked.

I looked around for eavesdroppers, forgetting that only I could hear him, and responded back in my mind. “I have it under control,” I said. 

“Under control? I’ve seen tornadoes that have been better controlled than whatever it is you’re doing.” 

“I couldn’t just zap him in the middle of the street. You know that.” 

“Yeah, but you’ve just turned this hunt into a day-date. Is that much better?” 

“You know, you have to be the most hands-on Watcher I’ve ever worked with.” 

“Good. It’s about time someone put you in your place. Get this dealt with, Max—before he asks you out to dinner.”

Spider pulled away from my brain and allowed my thoughts to return to me. When he spoke into my mind, it was as if my own inner voice receded and lost its volume. It was there, and I knew it was, but I couldn’t hear it. Although, I was still able to communicate with him. Spider was right, I had gone off-script by coming here with Jamie, but Spider was watching, and even if I didn’t have backup on the field, I took comfort in knowing he was there.

After Jamie returned with the coffee and was seated across from me, I noticed he had a book. I had seen him holding something under his arm while we were out on the street, but I hadn’t gotten a good look at it until now, and I almost couldn’t believe what it was. 

“Walker in the Mists,” I said. “Good book.” 

He turned his eyes on me—those eyes—and smiled. “You’ve read it?” he asked. 

“Of course. It was one of my favorites. Still is. Do you mind?”

I had extended my hand, and he handed the book over without thinking about it. I opened the dust jacket, then checked the first page. No writing on it, nothing to confirm whether Jamie was his real name or not. No library card or stamp. Nothing. I flicked through it, reminiscing on the many nights I had spent doing nothing but reading, and hating how those days were gone. Smiling, I handed it back, and he set the book down on the table. 

“I didn’t peg you for the reading type,” I said, even though I had surveillance of him stepping out of a library less than an hour ago.

“I don’t think you know me enough to be able to tell much about me.” 

“I disagree. I think I’m pretty good at figuring out who someone really is very early after meeting them.” 

He took a sip of his coffee and leaned back into the booth, folding his arms in front of his chest. “Alright, shoot. What can you tell about me?” 

I analyzed him, examining the curves of his chiseled face, the bulge of his arms beneath his jacket, the hint of a necklace visible just above the neckline of his shirt. I also noticed the tattoo poking out of one sleeve of his leather jacket, encroaching upon his hand. I tilted my head slightly to get a better look at it, but could only see the tips of flames and what I thought was a skull before he pulled the sleeve down.

“Alright,” I said, choosing my words, “You’re careful about the way you dress and make sure to put on an almost passive vibe, the kind that lets people’s eyes roll off you. You do this because you’ve had a wild past, and you don’t want anybody to know it because you’re afraid they’ll judge you too harshly. But the wildness is still there; you still want to be free and fight the system, only now, as you’ve grown older, you’ve discovered the benefits of subtlety. Either that, or you’ve learned the truth about what happens to loud-mouthed individuals.” 

“Close,” he said, “Very close.” 

“See? I told you I’m good at this game.” 

“Do you mind if I give it a try?” 

I cocked an eyebrow and sipped some of my coffee. “Sure, but good luck.” 

Jamie tapped his chin with his index finger, then stopped and smiled. “You like the rain, and hate the beach, and sand, and all that stuff. You’re the kind of person who lays everything out on the table, tells it like it is, no matter who gets hurt and how badly. For you, spilling the truth is more important than sparing someone’s feelings, especially if they grow as a result. You’re all tough love, something you learned from your dad, whom you had a hard time impressing as a kid. You listen to rock, but you also listen to cheesy pop sometimes, especially when you go out clubbing with your friends. You watch shitty reality TV because it satisfies your need for validation, that you’re better than other people… and I still don’t think you’ve ever read this book.” 

I looked at the book on the table, then back at him. He was wrong on almost everything he had said. I didn’t learn tough love from my father; I never even knew my father, or my mother. I learned tough love from the school of hard knocks, but I spared my friends because my friends were all I had, and I didn’t want to push them away. I did, however, watch reality TV all the time. It was like an obsession, and maybe I watched it because I enjoyed it. So, what?

 “You don’t think I’ve read the book?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Just a hunch.” 

I grabbed the coffee, stood up, and stepped out of the booth. Jamie frowned and also went to stand.

“Hey,” he said, “Did I say something to offend you? I didn’t mean to.” 

“It’s fine,” I said, starting to move away from him. “I think I’m just gonna take the coffee to go. Thanks.” 

He followed me to the door, and then out onto the street. “Hey, wait up; Christina, wait up.” 

I stopped, but didn’t turn to look at him, holding the act firmly in place—because that’s what this was, an act. I wanted him to follow me and drop his guard so I could get him when he least expected it. Only problem was, I couldn’t leave the area unless he was in my car with me. Leaving without him meant my mission had failed, and mission failed meant no pay, which I really needed. But the streets were still busy with people, pushing past me left and right, and the car was a fair walk away.

Dammit.

“Look,” Jamie said, from behind, “If I said something wrong, I didn’t mean to. I’m sure you’ve read the book.” 

I turned around and looked at him. “Of course I’ve read the book,” I said, “I read it first when I was a teenager, and I’ve read it once a year ever since.” 

“I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t know saying what I said would annoy you so much.” 

“It wasn’t that. It was… everything else.” 

“Everything… else? What are you talking about?” 

“All that other stuff you said about me; no one—no one—sees through me like that.” I pointed at him to emphasize my words.

“I guess I just have a knack for it too, then.” 

I took a deep breath. “Again, thanks for the coffee, but my car is that way and I really have to get going.” I turned around and started walking, making sure to keep Jamie in my periphery. He stood there for a moment, unsure of what to do. Once I caught him looking over his shoulder, deciding whether to go down the street in the opposite direction, or follow me, but he came after me, and that put a grin on my face.

Nothing like pretending to be upset about something to tickle a guy’s sensitivity bone. Didn’t work on assholes, though.

I ran across the road, to the side where my car was parked, skirting across traffic as it came past me and fishing for my keys in my jacket pocket. Jamie was still behind me, and I wondered when he was going to call out for me. I decided I would offer him a ride this time, and then stun him when he got into my car. Then it would be mission accomplished. I would need to get him to follow me for another two blocks, though.

“Christina,” Jamie called out, “Hang on a second.” 

I stopped and turned, putting on my best ‘you’re still here?’ face as he jogged up to me. “Yeah?” I asked.

“I really don’t want to leave things as they are.” 

“It’s alright, you don’t know me, I don’t know you—after today, we’ll be memories to each other.” 

“I’m… not sure if I want that.” He scratched the back of his neck and smiled. “I was wondering if I could get your—oh shit!” Jamie pointed across my shoulder, and I turned, wondering if he was just playing some kind of joke. But it wasn’t a joke. I had turned around just in time to catch the tail end of an explosion so powerful and so quick it rocked my chest and caused the ground to shake before the sound had even touched my ears.

Windows pushed outward in all directions, propelled by the force of the explosion. Instinct took over, and I shielded my face, but the sonic boom sent me crashing to the concrete and sucked the wind out of my lungs. Looking up, I thought the sky was falling, but it wasn’t the sky that was falling; it was Pinnacle tower.

All fifty stories of it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

My chest ached from the force of the explosion. I fought to get to my feet, but Jamie was up before I was, and he pulled me the rest of the way. My ears were ringing, and I almost couldn’t hear what he was saying, but my hearing was the least of it. Chaos had erupted around us, bringing with it hundreds of panicked voices and blaring alarms rising together to form a high-pitched, droning scream with the power to drown out most other sounds. A second later, a cloud of thick dust went racing through the district, and I had only an instant to conjure a magic shield to protect me from the brunt of it.

Jamie pulled me toward him just as my magic manifested, and my ears popped, allowing his words to finally reach me. “Are you alright?” he asked.

“I’m fine,” I said, shaking my head to try and rid myself of the daze. Someone bumped into me as they ran past, their faces covered in blood and dust. I turned to look for my car. There was dust and smoke everywhere now, clouds of it rising into the sky and swirling all around us. I couldn’t see my car from where I was, but it was in the direction of what had been the Pinnacle tower. 

A man carrying a little girl appeared through the smoke. Behind him, an older woman groped around blindly, her eyes shut, trying to find her way despite being unable to see. I reached for the man and, pressing my palm against his shoulder, created a light shield that would protect him and his daughter from breathing in any more dust or smoke. I then took the old woman’s hand and helped her get back on the sidewalk, ushering her toward safety, but this was only the beginning.

When the first sounds of distant screams touched my ears, I sprang up and into action. I was the only mage here, the only person who could help before the authorities could arrive. I ran into the crowd, bolstering my body with magic to make me faster, tougher, stronger. Ahead of me, someone was screaming: a man, I thought. When I got to him, he was face down on the ground, clutching the back of his head. 

His hand, I saw, was covered in blood. 

Something must have struck him, a piece of debris maybe, or glass. I pulled his hand away from the back of his head to get a better look at what had happened, and saw only blood. It was gushing out of him. My body went cold throughout. I had seconds to act. Quickly, I pressed my palm against the back of his head and called my magic forth. The back of my hand began to glow, and a black pattern appeared on my skin. With the force of my will, magic pulsed through me and into him, flooding directly onto his wound and bathing it in light. 

My powers of healing weren’t perfect. I couldn’t do much more than stem the flow of blood and knit the flesh to stop any further bleeding; the rest would have to be seen to by a doctor. But when I pulled my hand away from his head, I noticed immediately that the blood had stopped flowing, and a thick clot had been created. 

“C’mon,” I said to the guy, “Let’s get you up.”

The man took my hand and accepted my help. He checked the back of his head and winced. “Thank you,” he said.

“Get yourself somewhere safe.”

The man nodded and moved away from me, disappearing into the dust like a ghost. Meanwhile, I turned around and moved deeper into the dust, helping whoever I could to get as far from the smoke as possible while also searching for my car, but the dust was way worse the closer I got to its location. I almost couldn’t see my own hand as I walked through it, and don’t get me started about breathing. Even with my magic shield, every breath drew in more than its fair share of dust.

Finally reaching my car, something tickled my magical senses and stole my attention away from my mission of helping people. Magic, and not my own. It was almost like radioactive fallout after a nuclear strike. First came the flash, then the explosion, then the smoke, and then the fallout; little bits of radioactive dust which, when inhaled, would stick to your internal organs and slowly cook you from the inside out. In this case, the explosion hadn’t been nuclear, but as a mage, I had certain senses other people didn’t, and one of them was a sense for magical fallout—same concept, only it wasn’t radioactive dust—it was magic dust I could detect.

“What is it?” Jamie asked. I hadn’t realized he was behind me.

“Wait,” I said, sticking my hand out to shut him up. I was trying to get a better sense of the magic, but I needed to concentrate.

I moved slowly, guided by my own supernatural sense, until I found myself in the middle of the dust and smoke-covered street. This was where it was strongest, where the magic was falling the hardest, and while the magic seemed most concentrated directly ahead of me, I couldn’t move any further because there was still the burning ruin of the Pinnacle tower that had just been blown up and torn to the ground… with magic.

I whipped my head around and saw Jamie standing a few feet away from me, one hand held above his brow and another covering his nose, watching me from behind. “C’mon,” I said, “We’re getting out of here.” 

Jamie nodded without any resistance and followed me to my car. I pressed the unlock button, the car chirped, and I got inside, shutting the door before too much dust could follow me. Jamie also hurried into the passenger seat, shutting the door with a loud wham trailed only by a small puff of dust. He was covered in it, though; his sandy brown hair, his lips, his nose, looked as if he had taken a dust bath.

I probably wasn’t looking much better. 

“Are you sure you’re alright?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said, “No. I don’t know.” I started the car. “Skyscraper coming down like that… how many people died?”

“Dammit,” he said, staring out the windshield. On the other side of it, dust swirled around in strange patterns. “I can’t believe this.”

“Believe it. This is the world we live in; Fallen blow things up, the Faction tightens its grip, Fallen blow things up some more.” Instinct made me check the driver’s side mirror for incoming cars, but there was so much smoke and dust, I couldn’t see a thing. Luckily, the cars in front and behind mine were visible enough that I could get out of the parking spot and into the road. That was something, at least.

“How do you know it was Fallen?” 

“I don’t,” I said, turning to look at him, “Do you have anywhere to go?” 

“I don’t kno—”

Before he could finish the sentence, I reached for his neck with my thumb and forefinger and pressed them tightly against his skin, setting off a discharge of raw magic directly into his nervous system. Jamie convulsed for an instant, then fell limply against the passenger side window. 

I let his neck go and stared at him, wondering in that moment if he had anything to do with this. He may have ties with the Fallen. He had definitely been seen using magic, and it wasn’t crazy to think the Fallen may have triggered the explosion in a show of might against the Faction, but was he involved? 

If he was, then why hadn’t he run?

Maybe he had something to do with this, maybe he didn’t, but that didn’t matter now. My mission was to find this guy, capture him, and bring him in for questioning. Explosion or not, that was exactly what I was going to do.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

The explosion was all over the radio. My head was pounding, my eyes stung from the dust and tears, and my hands were shaking as they gripped the steering wheel. There were no death tolls yet, no count of the injured, but the emergency services were slammed, and roads had been closed, so getting to the other side of the city was a bitch, to say the least. The worst part was, every second that passed was another chance for Jamie to wake up before I was ready to deliver him to my handler back at HQ. But once we got off the main streets and out of downtown, things started to clear up a little, allowing for a much smoother, and faster, ride down New Seattle’s more scenic, and less cluttered, avenues.

We reached headquarters, and I pulled into the parking lot outside with Jamie still unconscious in the passenger’s seat. I stopped the car, unclipped my seatbelt, and reached over to where Jamie lay, taking his hands and placing them one on top of the other. With a little concentration, I willed raw magic into the world and channeled it with my thoughts into what I wanted it to do; in this case, bind Jamie’s hands together. My thoughts then manifested in the form of a pair of glowing, ethereal manacles clasped around his wrists. 

Deciding I didn’t want to take any chances, I also pressed my index and middle fingers against his forehead, and when I did, a shimmering pentacle appeared above his skin. This was a minor spell designed to stop mages from using magic. It wasn’t a magical inhibitor of any kind, but the spell would stab at the mage’s brain hard enough to, hopefully, cause them to pass out before their own magic could take effect. I watched the smoky shape disappear into his head, as if it had melted into his skull. When that was done, I tapped him on the face to try and wake him. 

Jamie opened his eyes slowly at first, then scrambled, shaking his head and blinking rapidly. He tried to sit up, tried to use his hands to go for the door handle, but quickly noticed the restraints and decided to settle down. It was useless for him to resist. Those babies around his wrists weren’t going anywhere unless I wanted them to.

“What did you do to me?” he asked.

“I took some precautions, that’s all,” I said.

“You tricked me. Why?” 

“Because you’re under arrest for suspicious behavior, and my job was to bring you in.”

“But what about the explosion?” 

“All the more reason to bring you in, don’t you think?” 

“This is kidnapping! You can’t just do this.” He squirmed, trying to break free, but the magic binding his hands was stronger than he was. 

“I can,” I said, “I’m a sanctioned hunter, and you haven’t denied your sympathy with the Fallen. See if anyone cares whether you’ve been kidnapped or not.” 

“That’s bullshit!” 

“Listen,” I said, arching toward him and clasping his cheeks with my hand, “You’re here now. I’m not going to let you go, and the more you resist, the harder this’ll be for you. So, you should probably just cut it out right now, understood?” 

Jamie locked eyes with mine and nodded. I let myself relax, then stepped out of the car into the light rain. I circled around to the passenger side and pulled Jamie out. He walked in front of me without a fuss, across the parking lot and up the small set of steps leading to the building’s front door.

Faction Headquarters was a lush, bright compound of stone buildings assembled into something of a five-point star if viewed from above. There were arrangements of exotic flowers decorating the grassy courtyard at the foot of the building, large fountains spread out along paths dotted with benches shaded over by trees, and two flagpoles raised high in front of the main entrance; one had a large eye on it, the other a five-point star.

The eye represented humanity’s enlightened state, the other was the symbol all mages identified with.

Inside the compound there were jails, offices to work from, and even a courtroom for the sentencing of criminals. The hunter branch kept armories stacked with extra weaponry and ammunition, while the magical investigation branch had interrogation rooms they could use, as well as vaults of information to help them with their research. Headquarters was also the home of our central surveillance nexus, or as I knew it, Spider’s place of work. I hadn’t heard from him in awhile, but I guessed that wasn’t surprising considering what had just happened. 

I herded Jamie in through the front door, and we walked across the spacious, beautiful, white-marble lobby. Behind the reception desk up ahead, there were plaques on the walls, commemorating hunters and investigators that had distinguished themselves over the years running along the length of one entire wall. Among the names listed on the wall, was mine. Maxine Cartwright, hunter extraordinaire.

That wasn’t what the plaque said, but that was the gist of it.

The lobby was empty except for one person, Abel Rios, a magical investigator I’d had the pleasure of working with many times over the years. On the outside, he was nothing short of perfection with his dark hair, tanned skin, and flawless bone structure, but there was so much more to Abel than good looks. To most people he was a closed book and a bit of an enigma, but we had spent a lot of late nights together on stakeouts and investigations, and when you spend that much time with someone you tend to start talking and sharing. 

I knew more about Abel Rios than most others did, which was why when he started heading toward me, I could tell by the look on his face he was less than impressed.

“You can smile a little,” I said, “I caught our guy.”

“What the hell have you done?” Abel asked.

“Uh, I caught my mark. See? Here he is. One mark.” 

“Everyone is out looking for you, Max—everyone.” 

“Well, I’m right here, and unless you have a valid reason for me to keep up this conversation, I have to take Jamie here to see the chief.” 

“You won’t do anything like that—you’re going to go straight into the courtroom. I’ll be taking him to one of the cells.”

“Like hell you will—he’s my capture. Investigators don’t bring in the marks, hunters do, and I’m not about to surrender my pay just because you walk him the rest of the way.” 

“You can’t take him into the courtroom; the chief is waiting for you there.” 

“Will you relax? Everything’s fine.” 

Abel looked like he was going to say something more, like he was considering. We had a history, Abel and I, one that went beyond the rivalry between the hunter and investigative wings of our department. Investigators considered themselves to be above us—they pieced the puzzles together, then we followed the trail to find the mark and bring them in or send them home, as the case may be. Without them, they argued, we hunters wouldn’t exist, and they could make that claim because investigators weren’t forbidden from going out and hunting if they wanted to. It just wasn’t something they normally did.

My history with Abel was a personal one, though. Not necessarily an intimate one, but a personal one. “I’m out,” I said, pushing past Abel with my shoulder, “C’mon, Jamie—it’s this way.” 

Jamie followed me as I headed deeper into the precinct, bypassing the bullpen where most of the clerical work took place. Today, the operators were working overtime, liaising with local authorities at the scene of the explosion, both mundane and magical. We headed through a set of magically protected doors which only opened when an approved mage pressed their hand against the palm scanner. I held my palm to the reader, and it flashed green, allowing Jamie and me to enter the small courtroom where many enemies of the council had been put on trial, and sentenced, for crimes committed against humanity or the magical community.

It didn’t even occur to me why the chief would have been waiting in there instead of in his office, but when I saw not only the chief, but also the rest of New Seattle’s magical council, sitting in wait, my boastfulness faltered a little.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

The room hushed as I entered, and more pairs of eyes than I cared to count turned toward me in unison. Was everyone in here? The chief of the Faction’s hunter and magical investigation branches—Jacob Marsh—a was a burly, older man with a full beard that had gone white with age, if not wisdom. He had deep, earthy brown eyes possessed of an almost palpable aggressiveness, as evidenced by the thick line between his eyes and the crow’s feet stretching out from either side of them. 

The chief’s aide, Sebastian Nostro, pulled the chief aside and said something to him in private. Sebastian was like the chief’s obedient dog; he did everything he was asked to do, he had no particularly impressive skills other than to take direction and talk down to people who he considered himself superior to, and he really didn’t like me. When Sebastian was done talking, the chief walked toward me slowly, purposefully, his mouth agape, a half-finished cigarette clinging to his lip. 

“Well,” I said, “Here he is—our sympathizer.” 

Immediately, I was flanked on either side by two magical investigators—Gabriel and McIntyre— with reputations for being the biggest assholes in New Seattle. They weren’t brothers, not by a long shot. Gabriel was at least a head taller than McIntyre, and he didn’t have the keg for a stomach that McIntyre had, but both men were sharp as knives, even if they weren’t particularly good mages.

No one—not the chief, the investigators, or any of the other Faction staff members waiting in the courtroom—responded to what I said. I figured this had to do with the explosion downtown, and immediately felt like I was the biggest asshole in New Seattle for coming in here and showing absolutely no empathy. That hadn’t been my intention, but, well, mouth meet foot.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“What’s going on?” the chief said, “Are you insane?” 

“Insane for what?” 

“I didn’t think you would be stupid enough to come here. I’m almost disappointed in you.” 

“What have I done besides capture the guy I was supposed to capture?” 

“I don’t give a shit about him!” the chief bellowed. “I’m talking about the building you tore down!” 

“This is a joke, right?” I asked. “It has to be.” 

The chief advanced, his face red with fury, his neck muscles pulsing. “Do I look like I’m fucking joking?” he yelled. “We have proof Max, proof that you just murdered countless civilians for absolutely no reason that we can figure out.” 

I could feel my heartbeat beginning to quicken. My palms were sweating, and a cold wash had just run through me. “What proof?” I asked.

The chief snapped his head around. “Can someone play the damn surveillance tape?” 

One of the lawmakers sitting at the prosecution desk quickly grabbed a small chip from off the table, then stretched his right hand, and projected a beam of light out of the palm of his hand and onto one of the longest walls. A couple seconds later, I was watching a video of what looked like a busy lobby. In this lobby, receptionists answered phone calls while men and women in suits, carrying briefcases, moved around, flitting from meeting to meeting.

I noticed a koi pond, and saw people walking across a short bridge constructed across it to get from the front doors to the elevators and the offices on the ground floor. During a less busy moment, one person walked into the picture, presumably from the street, and stopped about halfway across the koi pond. Not only did this woman look out of place with her cropped leather jacket and jeans, but she also looked exactly like me, down to the ponytail I was wearing right now.

“What the hell is this?” I asked.

Nobody said a word, but the video kept playing. 

The woman—me—clasped her hands in front of her face, tipped her chin into her chest, and began muttering to herself. I couldn’t hear anything, but her lips were definitely moving, and glowing patterns on the backs of her hands were starting to form, exactly the same as mine did. I then, apparently, finished muttering, and gestured with my hands, making sweeping motions to the left and right, causing hundreds of tiny white sparks to fall into the pond. 

I then turned tail and left, without a single care in the world.

“No way,” I said, though I was starting to shake a little. “Is this for real? You’re telling me this isn’t some kind of joke?” 

The chief didn’t answer. My heart was hammering, causing my whole body to tremble. Before turning my eyes to the projection on the wall, I saw Jamie looking back at me with something like concern on his face. The video then moved into fast-forward mode. How far ahead it had gone, I couldn’t tell. At a guess, maybe thirty minutes. Then, without warning, the screen lit up bright white and began to tremble before going black.

The mage playing the projection with magic then skipped back a couple of seconds and played the explosion in slow motion. I watched the koi pond light up first as hundreds of pinpricks of light each ignited one after the other, a cascade of fireflies that exploded, shattering the bridge and ripping through the marble walls and steel-reinforced columns as if they weren’t even there.

When it was all done, the chief turned to look at me. “Well?” he asked, “What the hell do you have to say for yourself?” 

I didn’t reply. I hadn’t done that. I knew I hadn’t done that. When I thought back at the instant before the explosion went off, Jamie and I were at least a block away and heading for my car. Which then got me wondering, had the person who set the explosion walked right past me as they fled the scene? If I had crossed paths with someone who looked like me, I would have noticed, right?

“Maxine!” the chief bellowed. 

I snapped out of it. “You think I did this?” I asked, although it took me a while to find the will to speak. I almost couldn’t find the words.

“Are you telling me we didn’t just watch you set a spell that would destroy the building?”

“That’s exactly what I’m telling you! In what universe do you think I would do something like that?” 

“In this one. We all know you’re a maverick sometimes, and how you get away with doing whatever you want because you’re good at your job.” 

“If I’m so good at my job, don’t you think I’d have a little more common sense than to do something like that in broad daylight and in plain view of the public?” 

I was making sense—I knew I was making sense—but the chief seemed to be entirely deaf to my words. He nodded at the magical investigators at my back, and both Gabriel and McIntyre advanced on me. I wanted to resist, to fight them off, but instead I let each of them take one of my arms and hold me in place. 

“chief,” I pleaded, “You have to believe me. I wasn’t anywhere near that building. I didn’t do it. This guy can testify.” 

The chief shot Jamie a hard look. “The court will not take the word of a Fallen mage. For all we know, you’re both in league with each other.” 

“Look, if you just let me go, I can prove to you that I wasn’t anywhere near the building when this was filmed. There are other cameras in the area. I was at a coffee place—I’m sure they have a camera. And Spider! Spider knows exactly where I was. Where is he?” 

“Spider isn’t even on the schedule today. At this point I don’t have a choice; I’m placing you and him under arrest. I’m charging you both with the with abuse of magic, murder, terrorism, and treason—the penalty for which is death.”

“That’s bullshit!” 

The chief approached. “And based on the evidence we’ve seen today, there will be no trial.” 

All of the blood drained from my face and sank into the pit of my stomach. It had drained so fast, I thought my knees would give way under the weight of it all and refuse to hold me up. “You can’t be serious,” I said.

I looked at him, then at Jamie, at the other men and women gathered around the court. I had no idea what to say, no idea what to do, but when Gabriel and McIntyre started to drag me across the courtroom in the direction of the doors to the cells, I knew I had to act. I couldn’t let myself get arrested. I hadn’t done what they said I had done, but one thing was clear: someone had, and that someone was trying hard to make sure I got the blame for it, which meant proving my innocence wasn’t going to be as easy as retrieving a little footage from nearby CCTV cameras. I had a feeling even magic wouldn’t work, because whoever had committed that heinous act had some nasty power at their disposal if they could impersonate a mage and bring down a building that size. 

Scattered, nonsensical thoughts were running through my mind a mile a minute. My brain was working so fast I couldn’t hear my own, logical self, think. Gabriel and McIntyre were dragging me out of the room. The chief, however, was shouting at me in disgust, threatening the rest of the audience, and reminding them that this is what happens to traitors. He had seen what he had seen, and there was little I could do or say right now to change his mind about sending me into one of the jail cells in the precinct, but I had to try, didn’t I? It was either try, or do something I was probably going to regret for a very long time.

Fight my way out.

I looked around the room one last time, trying to find some kind of reassurance that this wasn’t really happening. All I found was the cold, hard stares of people who had made up their minds. Except for Jamie. I locked eyes with his, and he nodded. Then I did the one thing I had always been taught not to do; I let the magic spells I had cast around him fall away like stardust, freeing him from his restraints, knowing full well what a Fallen mage could do.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Jamie stretched his hands out wide, then clasped them in front of his chest, creating a kind of kinetic shockwave that ripped through the courtroom, shattering windows and shifting anything not bolted down—including Gabriel, McIntyre, and myself. I fell flat on my ass when it hit me, but I was no longer being restrained, and since I was the only one who had even an instant to prepare, to brace myself, I was the first one to act after the shockwave passed. 

I stood up, and Jamie and I made a daring break for the courtroom doors. The room erupted in a chorus of yells and shouts, and as I looked over my shoulder, I noticed Gabriel already up and on his feet, making a run for us. He made a grab for me, but I was able to tuck into a forward roll and avoid his hands. When I righted myself, I swept around with my foot, hooked the back of his ankle, and pulled him to the ground before standing up again and continuing my run out through the courtroom doors and into the adjoining small hallway.

Jamie was ahead of me, but he stopped at the security door we had passed through on the way in. I ran up to the door and pressed my hand against the palm reader, hoping it would register me as friendly and open. The pad lighted up a shade of green, and the door unlocked, allowing us to escape. 

We made our rapid egress through the precinct, having somehow escaped a room full of mages. Maybe they were confused and didn’t know how to react, or maybe they knew my reputation and didn’t want to cross swords with me. Whatever the case, their inaction enabled Jamie and I to make a mad dash for the front door, arms and legs pumping, sweat forming on my brow. 

But Abel was one step ahead of me, standing in front of the door just ahead of the exit. His mere presence caused me to come to a grinding halt. My chest was heaving, and my heart was thumping like a wild animal beating against my ribs, but I was ready to fight my way out if I had to. Adrenaline had taken control of my brain, numbing my ability to feel tiredness, or even fear. 

He’d had his gun in his hand when he stepped out from behind the door, and he raised it now, aiming the barrel at my chest. My breath hitched, but I didn’t flinch, didn’t move. Instead I kept my eyes locked with his. If he was going to gun me down, I wanted him to see me—to really see me—as he pulled the trigger, so my face would haunt his dreams for the rest of his life. 

But he didn’t discharge his weapon; he lowered it.

“I’m going to give you fifteen seconds,” he said, “Fifteen seconds, and I’m coming after you. After that, all bets are off.” 

“Why are you doing this?” I asked.

“Fourteen,” he said, “Thirteen…” 

Jamie grabbed my hand and pulled me through what was left of the hall and out the front doors while Abel continued the rest of the count in silence. As I ran, I pulled my car keys from my pocket, pressed the button to unlock it, and slid inside as fast as I could, starting the car and peeling out of the parking lot before Jamie had even shut the passenger side door.

As we drove, I saw Abel stepping out of the precinct, calmly watching us as we hooked onto the street and burned rubber, skipping the next red light to a chorus of honking and beeping from other cars. The chief can add that to the list of charges, asshole. 

“What the fuck happened back there?” Jamie asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, keeping my foot down on the gas. 

“Where are we going?” 

“I don’t know! Just shut up and let me think.” 

“Well, you’d better think fast because we’ve got company.” 

Shit, Abel already? Checking the rearview mirror, I noticed a car speeding down the street, whizzing between and around other cars as it came. It wasn’t Abel driving, though—it was Gabriel, and sitting in the passenger side, his face twisted with anger, was McIntyre. I pulled a hard right, tires screeching, and turned into a wider road that would allow me to maneuver the car more easily, and then put the pedal to the metal.

“They’re gaining on us,” Jamie said. A bullet sailed past the car, followed by another that also missed. “They’re shooting at us, too!” 

I swerved, putting as many cars between us and them as I could, hoping they wouldn’t risk taking more shots with civilians in the way. But McIntyre didn’t let up. He continued taking potshots at us, and when one of his bullets struck the rear window, a flashing field of blue light erupted to protect the car from the attack. 

“Woah!” Jamie yelled, “What was that?” 

“A magic shield,” I said, grunting as I pulled a hard left to swerve around a delivery truck. “They’re shooting magic bullets at us; if even one of them gets past the shield, we’re finished.” 

Jamie unbuckled his seatbelt and turned around in his seat. 

“What are you doing?” I demanded. 

“I’m going to mess their car up before they can mess with ours.” 

“You are not using anymore of your magic. Do I have to stun you again?” 

He looked at me. “You’re under regulation, so you’d better not use your magic again unless you want to get us both captured.” 

“What are you talking about?”

“There’s a lot about magic the Faction isn’t telling you. You’re going to have to trust me when I tell you that you can’t use magic right now, and if you want us to get out of this, you’re going to need my help.” 

“I already trusted you once.” 

Another bullet struck the car, sending a shower of blue sparks flying at the point of impact. Another hit, and it would be gone. It was never meant to deflect magic attacks. 

“Then trust me again,” he yelled, staring at me with those piercing eyes of his. 

A warm feeling raced through me, and I felt something that I could only describe as excitement. I wasn’t sure if it was him or the situation, but I had almost lost the ability to breathe in that instant of eye contact. I nodded, and Jamie climbed into the backseat. I couldn’t see exactly what he was doing since I was too busy being focused on the road, but I could feel the buildup of magic. It was like a buzzing, vibrating sensation, the rising crescendo of a soundless stampede, and my heart was starting to beat in rhythm with it, joining the song. 

The buildup then reached some kind of breaking point, the car filled with light, and Jamie hurled a ball of shining, yellow energy at Gabriel and McIntyre’s car. I saw the light strike the car through the driver’s side window, and then watched the car begin to choke, stall, and slow. Steam billowed out from under the hood. The magical investigators’ car came to a grinding halt, and they began to shrink in the mirror. 

But once the dust settled, and Jamie climbed back into the passenger seat, the reality of what had just happened came crashing down around me; I was a fugitive.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

We drove for five or ten minutes with no destination in mind and in absolute silence. My plan, if I could call it that, was to get as far away from HQ as I could, taking back roads and side streets until we could get on a road leading out of downtown New Seattle and into the less densely packed suburbs. Shining Cities were like snow globes set into dry, ruined soil, though. I knew we would eventually run out of road before hitting one of the barriers. But New Seattle was huge, and stretched for miles and miles. There were plenty of places to go without having to leave the safety of the bubble.

Jamie and I hadn’t said a word to each other in the time it had taken to find one of the roads leading out of the city. If we weren’t being chased now, then we wouldn’t be found anytime soon. I was in the middle of shutting my phone down when Jamie—his voice full of frustration, confusion, and anger—finally spoke. “What the fuck was that about?”

“You’re one to talk!” I yelled.

“You zapped me and turned me in like I was some kind of criminal.” 

“Aren’t you?” 

“No!” 

“How the hell do I know that? You’re a Fallen mage, and you also just used stolen magic—twice. That smells like criminal to me.” 

“Yeah, fine, I’m Fallen, but I’ve never hurt anyone.” 

I gave him a glance. “So, you admit it,” I said, “You’re Fallen?” 

“Yes, I am, which is how I was able to do the magic that just saved our lives.” 

“Saved our lives, but destroyed a building where hundreds of people worked?”

“Do I have to remind you that the person caught on camera looked nothing like me, but looked a lot like you?” 

I turned my eyes to the road again, but said nothing for a second. The person who had set that magic detonation off had looked a lot like me, but I knew it wasn’t me. It couldn’t have been. “I’m being framed,” I said.

Jamie lowered his voice and relaxed into his seat, though he still looked ready to spring into action at any second. “Framed? By who?” 

“I don’t know. What I do know is that I have a lot of enemies. You don’t get to be me without rustling more than a few feathers.” A doubt crept into my mind, and I considered it before asking. “Is it possible… your people may have done something to me?” 

“Done something to you?” 

“I don’t know, brainwashed me or put me under a spell to make me blow up the building.” 

Jamie thought about it. “It’s possible,” he said, “But there are two things about that scenario that don’t add up. Number one, even if someone did brainwash you, you wouldn’t have had the power to blow the building up on your own. If someone brainwashed you, they also gave you access to the kind of magic necessary to do what you supposedly did. Number two, you were with me the whole time, remember?”

“Was I? I mean, I bumped into you, and then we went for coffee. What’s to say someone didn’t snatch me up off the street and brainwash me?”

He took a deep breath and exhaled long, letting his head relax on the headrest. “I don’t know, now. But I still think any simple investigation using the CCTV in the area would help figure that out.”

“And if it doesn’t?” 

“Then we’re screwed, but what other choice do we have?” 

The cars became less frequent the more we travelled down this quiet, lonely road to nowhere. Literally, nowhere. This road ended at one of the final checkpoints out of the city. Between here and there were farms, hills, and light scatterings of forests and wooded areas. The folks who ran the farms or worked in the forests would still come out here from the inner city, but mostly, the road was deserted. Right now, we were the only car on it.

“I have to find those CCTV recordings,” I said, “I have to find them, or I have to find Spider. Somehow, I have to clear my name.” 

“I might know someone who can help,” Jamie said.

I looked at him. “Help?” 

“Well, you can’t use your powers, and unless you happen to have a trunk full of weapons and equipment, I don’t see how you’re going to accomplish anything on your own.” 

“Who says I don’t?” 

“Look, that’s not the point. The point is, I think I know someone who can help us clear your name. You can either accept my help, or not; it’s up to you.” 

A light pattering of rain began to fall on the windshield. I turned the wipers on and let them work to clear the excess dust caked to the car. After only a few seconds, it was like seeing the world clearly for the first time. I hadn’t realized the windshield was so dirty.

“Assuming I accept your help,” I said, “Is this friend of yours a Fallen?” 

“What difference does it make?” 

“It makes all the difference. Fallen are liars, and you trust them.” 

“Really? Okay, let’s see; in the history of our relationship you have not only lied to me, but you have also zapped me and turned me into the authorities on the suspicion that I had something to do with a group of people who buck against the Faction’s agenda. So far, I have been nothing but honest and helpful to you. To me, that looks like Jamie one, Max zero.” 

“You really think that if you tell one of your Fallen friends you’re bringing Maxine Cartwright in because she needs help with something that I won’t be chained up and used as a bargaining chip?” 

“Bargaining chip for what?” Jamie paused. “You know nothing about what the Fallen stand for, do you?” 

“I don’t have to know,” I said, gripping the steering wheel more tightly, “All I know is that they abuse their power for their own selfish gains and don’t care who gets hurt in the process.” 

Jamie rolled his eyes. “You’re telling me you believe the Faction’s propaganda? The Fallen don’t want to hurt people, they just don’t want the Faction to put them in a box.”

“I’ve worked for the Faction my whole life. I’ve seen things. I’ve done things. Don’t make the mistake of assuming I’m some naïve little girl who doesn’t know shit about the real world. I know the real world well enough; maybe better than you do. I know why magic is regulated; magic is dangerous. Look at what someone did today.” 

“Look, I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t mean to imply anything about you… and what happened today was a tragedy. But I know—I know—the Fallen didn’t have anything to do with it, just as much as you know you didn’t have anything to do with it either. I’m not saying magic isn’t dangerous, and I’m not saying there aren’t people out there who will abuse magic for their own ends. All I’m saying is, trust me when I say I want to help you, Max. I’ve helped you get this far. I think I’ve earned a little trust.” 

The wall I had built up against him, and against the notion that Fallen were liars and pirates, was only so thick. Jamie’s rational, logical thoughts and arguments had started to chip away at that wall to the point where I felt like if he kept it up, he would tear it down forever. I couldn’t let him do that. The Faction, hunting, it was all I knew; all I had ever known. Maybe he was being truthful about wanting to help me, or maybe he just wanted to help himself. Regardless, I had few options right now. 

It wasn’t like I could turn around and go back to HQ, not without facing severe consequences, and someone had tried to frame me. Why, I didn’t know, but I needed to find out. 

“Fine,” I said, “Take me to whoever it is that can help. I want to figure this out.” 

Jamie nodded. “Good. I do too.” He looked over at me. “But you have to behave.”

“Behave? What the hell are you talking about?” 

“I’m talking about no stunning or arresting, and no mouthing off. The people I’m going to take you to are important and powerful.” 

“Oh, so it’s people now? I thought it was only one person.” 

“Does it really matter how many there are? The point is they can help.” 

I was liking the sound of this less and less, but I kept going back to the same old trail of thought; I didn’t have much of a choice, did I? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

We pulled up at a gas station a little further down the road to nowhere. The place was called Last Stop, and it was quaint enough, and perfectly quiet, save for two cars filling up at the pumps. One of them was a pickup loaded to capacity with planks of wood, the other was a four-by-four filled with rowdy guys who, judging by the way they were stuffing the trunk with beer and junk food, were off for a day of partying. The other was a family car, with kids in the backseat. I watched them leave before doing anything else.

Jamie got out ahead of me and went to the restroom while I filled the car up with gas, noticing as I walked around it that the second bullet fired from McIntyre’s gun had actually ripped through the magic shield always active around my car and slapped into the back door, though it hadn’t embedded itself into the body. That was close. I ran my fingers along the line of scratched metal, instinct guiding me to use magic to repair it, but I stopped myself. I couldn’t use magic. 

Sighing, I drew myself up and walked toward the trunk. Inside there were the usual items one might find in the trunk of a car—jumper cables, a first aid kit, a spare tire and some tools. That kind of thing. But when I reached in deep, wrapped my fingers around a small hand-hold, and pulled, a hidden shelf came all the way out to cover the size of the trunk. 

On the shelf, encased in foam padding, were an assortment of weapons and items—every tool a hunter could possibly need, especially a hunter without access to magic. I hadn’t contested him when he said I couldn’t use magic. Lucky for me, I didn’t have to. Jamie would have eaten his words if he had seen the contents of this trunk, but he wasn’t going to see it. Figuring I only had a couple of minutes before he returned, I removed my leather jacket, yanked my tactical harness out of the trunk, and began clipping it to my thighs, my waist, and my shoulders. 

I picked up two pistols, checked them for bullets, and slipped them into belt holsters. I grabbed a knife and slipped it into a sheath connected to the strap around one of my thighs. I had already brought a gun with me, so I slipped that one into its holster attached to my other thigh, clipping a number of spare magazines against my belt. I also pulled a pair of throwing knives out and slipped one into my right boot, and the other into my left. I also clipped the flashlight I had taken from my house to the harness.

When I was done, I pulled a sleek, black, fully-automatic rifle out of the trunk, checked it for bullets, and stared down the sight before setting it to rest on top of the shelf again. The guys, whose obnoxious voices had been all anyone could hear a second ago, had stopped talking. When I looked over at them, I saw only pale, horror-stricken faces. I waved, smiled sweetly, and watched them as they hurried into their SUV and burned rubber, screeching away from the gas station. 

Smiling to myself, I picked the assault rifle up, put my head through the strap, slinging the rifle around my ribs, and slipped into a long, black trench coat which would better conceal my arsenal. The rifle would be a pain in the ass, but I lived by the policy of -better to have it and not need it. When I saw Jamie heading back from the restroom, I walked over to him. 

“Nice coat,” he said. 

“Thanks,” I said, as I passed him, “I’m just going to go inside and grab a couple of supplies we might need. Wait for me in the car.” 

“Sure thing.” 

The bell jingled as I headed inside. The only two people in there were the gas station owner and the driver of the pickup loaded with planks of wood. Both men were glued to the small TV screen in the corner of the room. A BREAKING NEWS tag scrolled across the bottom of the screen under images of the smoldering ruin of a building. Clouds of black smoke billowed up from the ground, like an accusatory hand cursing the heavens. My heart wrenched at that moment. 

The Faction had been at war with the Fallen for decades, and I had been hunting them for almost ten years. Over the last couple of years, there had been skirmishes between both organizations, but I had never seen anything quite like this. This was devastation on a massive scale, and if the Fallen really were behind this, then it marked an escalation of events like no one had ever seen before. 

After what Jamie had told me, I wondered if the Fallen really did have it in them to do something like this. At the end of the day, he was right; The only things I knew about them were what the Faction had told me. They were the antithesis of everything the Faction stood for. They wanted to be free to use magic however they wanted. They argued that magic was a gift, and that no one had the right to squander it. But the truth was, they stole all the magic they used, and they were much more dangerous than the average mage.

Mages, like humans, had the potential to cause great devastation. Only, mages could do it at the flick of their fingers while humans had to rely on tools of mass destruction. Had it not been for the mages’ intervention just at the point when the planet itself gave up and decided to cure itself of the disease known as humanity, there would be no Shining Cities, no prosperity, and no humanity left. It was the mages—the Faction—who, by sheer force of their will and magic, turned the tide of global warming and stopped the planet from destroying itself, though not before massive earthquakes, brutal storms, and super-volcanic eruptions caused almost irreparable damage to the biosphere. 

This was the primary lesson the Faction taught. Great power, when wielded irresponsibly, brought nothing but death and destruction to everyone it touched. Humans had harnessed fire and created industry the likes of which the world had never seen before, but their prosperity bred greed. Profits became the only reason for living, and despite the many warnings posed to them by their own scientists, their own people, they almost destroyed themselves for it. Fallen mages were just as greedy and flawed as humans, but they could harness all of the destructive power the human race had acquired during its few centuries as a species in the blink of an eye.

Today, for the first time in my life, I had witnessed the Faction’s lesson first hand, and it had shaken something inside of me. Something vital and necessary. 

I ripped my eyes away from the TV screen and headed deeper into the store to try and find the things I needed. A burner phone, for one, so I could call Aisha without risking detection. I picked one up from the rack of phones, along with a minutes code. After grabbing some water and beef jerky, I headed over to the counter. 

The owner of the gas station didn’t look at me as I approached. A woman’s face flashed on the TV, and for a moment I thought she was me—I thought they had already started broadcasting my face all over the airwaves. I froze on the spot, but it was only a reporter giving a live account of what had happened downtown.

 “Hey,” I said, and the shop owner turned to look at me.

“Yeah?” he asked, seeming annoyed that I had interrupted him. 

“I wanna pay for this and get out of here.” 

He huffed, came over, and rung me up. I paid in cash, and wasted no time in ripping the phone out of its packaging and turning it on as I walked out of the gas station. It had enough of a charge to start up and let me make a call. I dialed Aisha’s number and waited for her to pick up, hoping she wouldn’t dismiss the unknown number.

“Hello?” Aisha asked after picking up.

“Aisha, it’s Max.” 

“Max! Are you okay? I’ve been trying to get a hold of you for ages!” 

“I’m fine, I’ve just been busy. Where are you?” 

“I’m at home, watching everything that’s happening on the news.” 

“Okay, you need to pack a bag and get the hell out of there. The apartment isn’t safe anymore. But don’t let anyone see you leave; you have to be careful.” 

“Careful about what, Max? Tell me what’s going on.” 

I cast my eyes over at the car. Jamie was waiting in the passenger seat, checking himself out in the side mirror. “Something’s happened,” I said, “I’m in trouble, Aisha.” 

“What kind of trouble?” Aisha’s voice was trembling. 

“The Faction is trying to pin the explosion that happened today on me.” 

“That’s insane! They can’t be serious.” 

“They are. They tried to arrest me for it. I’ve had to escape.” 

“Wait… what do you mean by escape?” 

“If I didn’t leave, they would have locked me up, and I would have been powerless to try and figure out what’s going on.” 

“But you’ve just made yourself look guilty by escaping—ever think of that?” 

“Of course I did,” I said, a little angrier than I had wanted to. “Of course, Aisha, I’m not stupid. But if someone went through the trouble of trying to frame me, I think they’d probably make it pretty difficult for me to prove my own innocence, too. Especially if I’m behind bars.”

 Aisha paused. “So, what are you going to do?” 

“I don’t know. I’m going to lay low for a while and try to figure this out. The apartment isn’t safe, my phone isn’t safe, and the more I try to call you, the greater risk I put you in. What motel are you going to? If I have to get in touch with you, I’ll call the desk and have them transfer me to your room.” 

“I’m going to the Nova, just down the street.”

“Nova, got it.” 

“Max… what are you going to do?”

I sighed. “I’m going to do what I do best; I’m going to figure this out, and then I’m going to hunt down the bastard who tried to frame me.” 

“Okay… I don’t like this, but okay.” 

“I’m gonna be fine. If I need to get to you again, I’ll call you at the motel. Try not to go outside too much.” 

“I have to work tonight.” 

“Fine, go to work, but go right back to the motel.” 

“Don’t worry about me, okay? I’ll be fine. Just worry about yourself.” 

“I will. Speak soon.” 

I hung up, then stuffed the phone in my coat pocket and allowed myself a moment to breathe. My chest was starting to tighten, and my head was spinning. The day was starting to catch up with me, and my body and mind were starting to feel it. I needed a breather, maybe a drink…or two. Actually, scratch that. I didn’t want to repeat today’s hangover. Before I could decide what I wanted, my car started up. I knew it was mine because mine whined when it started.

Jamie was in the driver’s seat, and before I could even process what was going on, he had put the car into drive and was pulling out of the gas station. “Son of a bitch!” I yelled, and with the bag of supplies in my hand, I broke out into a sprint across the parking lot. I saw Jamie was about to turn the car around and head back into the city, so I made a break to the right to try and cut him off as he went past me, but the car was faster than I was, and by the time I reached the road, he was already moving down it.

I pulled my rifle out from under my trench coat, took aim, and popped a bullet into one of the tires of my car. The bullet struck true, bursting the rubber and causing the car to shake. I quickly shifted the barrel to the right, aimed for another split second, and pulled the trigger a second time, sending a bullet into the other rear tire, which also exploded from the impact. 

Jamie hit the brakes, and the car came to a wobbly halt. 

Keeping my gun trained on the car, I began to approach, watching to see if he would try and make a run for it, but he didn’t. When I got to the driver’s side window, I aimed the gun where the driver’s head would be. Jamie looked up at me and slowly raised his hands. 

“I’ll give you that one,” I said, “And I’m going to give it to you because I did stun you and tried turning you in to the authorities. But the next time you try to pull something like that on me, the bullets will go in your kneecaps.” 

“That… seems fair,” Jamie said. “I’m sorry I did that.” 

“Apology accepted. Now, get out of the car, fix the tires with your dirty magic, and let’s get this over with.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Used to be, the first thing you’d see coming back into downtown from out here were the tall, glittering towers of New Seattle, sparkling brightly even on overcast days. Today, the only thing visible was the smoke. It rose up in a vicious plume, darkening everything around it, stealing the shine from the skyscrapers and casting its shadow on the ground below. Looking at it from out here, it was like a crooked, withered, blackened tree growing amidst a garden of crystalline flowers. It was death itself given form, and looking at it made me sick. 

I had thought about letting Jamie drive, but I didn’t want to give him that kind of control; not after what he had just tried to pull outside the gas station. I figured, if I was headed for a trap, I would fall into it whether he drove or I did, but at least if I did, I retained that slight element of control, and when going into a potentially dangerous situation, having control made me feel all the readier to deal with it.

We were about to start entering the more populated areas of New Seattle when Jamie asked me to take the next exit. I did so, and pulled the car off the main road and into a quiet, desolate neighborhood, devoid of people entirely. There were no homeless in New Seattle. The Faction had made a commitment to ensuring its citizens always had roofs over their heads and food in their bellies, but money was still a thing, resources were still a thing, and budgets were definitely still a thing. As Shiny as the city really was, it wasn’t without its dark spots—a reminder of a time when things weren’t so great.

The neighborhood I found myself cruising through was one of those dark spots, a housing development that was ditched because the Faction had run out of money mid-development. The buildings here were mostly empty shells and skeletons. The roads were unfinished, and those that had been finished were now cracked due to abandonment and neglect. Piles of materials sat unused next to the remnants of construction sites. A single, lonely crane stood tall among the much smaller buildings around it, swaying gently in the wind.

“Make a right here,” Jamie said, and I did as he asked, following what looked like the only mostly finished road in the entire district. 

“Where are we going, exactly?” I asked.

“It’s a secret.” 

“I don’t like secrets.” 

“I don’t like getting arrested.” 

“Really? You’re still holding onto that? I thought we’d put that behind us by now.” 

Jamie gave me a cheeky smile, and hot blood rushed to my cheeks. He was playing me, trying to get a rise out of me. I wasn’t going to let him. 

“Stop here,” he said.

I stopped the car and looked around. We had been cruising around entire, unfinished blocks, but this part of the neighborhood looked more like the suburbs. There were houses here, and most of them appeared to be fairly livable if someone was willing to break into one and risk attracting the attention of the few police patrols that did make sweeps around here now and again. 

“Okay,” I said, “What next?” 

Jamie stepped out of the car without saying a word, circled around it, and walked along a stony path toward the front door of one of the nearby houses. The front lawn of this particular house was a wild, tangled mess, but the house itself seemed to have intact doors and windows, though almost half of its roof was missing. I got out of the car, taking my keys with me, and followed him up the path. 

“Is this where you live?” I asked.

“Maybe,” Jamie said.

“This place is a dump.” 

“It’s not so bad. It has character, I think.” 

“Yeah, shady characters. Aren’t you worried about being robbed in the middle of the night? Or that roof caving in? It looks unsafe.” 

“I don’t have to worry about stuff like that here.” 

I looked at him quizzically as he performed a short series of hand gestures in front of the door before opening it. When he did, my questions were answered. Instead of opening to the foyer of a small, suburban home, the door gave way to what looked like a huge lobby I would expect to see in one of the financial towers downtown. The lobby itself was probably as big as the whole house! 

Jamie gestured, and I stepped through the door, gazing upwards and around me at the etchings in the black marble columns, at beautiful, shifting portraits of Greek gods, and at the plethora of multicolored and exotic flora and fauna arranged around the place. Towering above what looked like some kind of curved reception desk was an awe-inspiring, slowly-moving image of Zeus standing atop a mountain and hurling a crackling lightning bolt at a horde of enemies at his feet. Looking up, the ceiling didn’t end flatly, but in a glass dome that let in as much sunlight as it could.

Although, sunlight from where?

Someone grabbed my arm, and I had been so distracted, so caught up in the beauty of this place, that I didn’t react until someone else grabbed my other arm. I stared at the two men on either side of me, who seemed to have come out of nowhere, and then shot Jamie a dirty look. “What the hell is this?” I yelled. 

A smug smile appeared on Jamie’s face. “Now we’re even,” he said. Raising his hand toward me, it began to glow orange, and a wave of light floated out of him and crashed against my chest. Instinctively, I knew what he had done; he had placed the same magical binds on me as I had on him, preventing me from using magic even if I wanted to.

“You double crossed me?” 

“She’s wearing a tactical harness and packing a lot of firepower,” he said, ignoring me and directing his words to the men currently holding me rooted in place. “She has pistols, knives in her boots, and a rifle slung under her arm. Make sure to take them and put them somewhere safe, but be careful; she’s feisty.” 

One of the men tried to reach into my trench coat, and I punched him in the jaw hard enough to make him think twice, but he still didn’t let go of my arm. The other guy pulled me toward him, and I used the momentum to shoulder-charge him, toppling him over and slipping out of his grip to stop myself from going after him. What I hadn’t seen was the third guy waiting in the wings, ready to grab me in the event that I actually succeeded in breaking free.

This guy was bigger than the others. He slipped his hands under my arms and pulled me up so my feet weren’t touching the ground. I tried to kick myself free, but the other two men were already on me, each grabbing one of my legs to make sure I wasn’t going anywhere. I thought if I could only push my back further into the big guy behind me, I may have been able to topple him over and free myself. But what would have been the use? Where would I have gone? I was outnumbered, and at least Jamie, I knew, could do magic—magic more powerful than mine. 

I decided to stop resisting.

“That’s why I told you to be careful,” Jamie said, still looking smug and seemingly unfazed by what had just happened. 

“You’re gonna regret this,” I warned him.

“Mr. Armstrong,” the big guy at my back said, “Where do you want us to put her once we’re done taking her weapons?” 

“Wait,” I said, “Armstrong? Is your father Charles Armstrong?” 

Jamie nodded. “Maybe you should research your targets a little better, huh? Put her in one of the holding cells.” 

My stomach sank to the floor, taking all the blood from my face with it. A cold shiver ran through me when the realization of who Jamie was, and where I was, fully hit me. Jamie Armstrong was Charles Armstrong’s son. Charles Armstrong was one of the most notoriously powerful rebel mages in existence, and the leader of the rebel group. That meant I had just tried to hand the rebel leader’s son into Faction custody, and had probably pissed him off royally by doing so.

I wasn’t just in enemy territory, separated from even the most limited kind of backup; I was in the heart of the Fallen Brotherhood, out of magic, out of guns, and out of luck.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Working for the faction, I was never far from stories about the Fallen and what it was they did to Faction hunters and investigators who got too close to their own people. Stories abounded of cells where captured hunters were left to rot away and wither in pools of their own excrement and blood. 

I had also heard it said that investigators, specifically, were often crammed into tiny dark cells—otherwise known as sensory deprivation chambers—where their minds would be disconnected from the world for days at a time, the ultimate goal being to wear down their own internal defenses to make them more susceptible to questioning. Then again, no one who had been captured ever returned alive. 

Turns out, it was all bullshit. I had stayed in “fancy” hotels that were worse than the holding cell I was put in. 

The room wasn’t massive, but it was almost as big as my living room. The walls were a warm terracotta color, the furniture was mostly made of polished pine, it had a window which created the illusion of natural light, a comfortable bed I was happy to let myself rest in, and even a bookshelf with some old, scuffed, hardback books that had survived the apocalypse. Some of those books, written by the greatest writers in history, were rarer than diamonds, and I was being allowed to take my pick of which to read. I settled on an original printed copy of HP Lovecraft’s At the Mountains of Madness that had been printed decades ago, and yet was preserved almost perfectly.

Still, I was a captive, and when someone knocked on the door to my holding cell, I jumped. “Who… who is it?” I asked, feeling weird that I even had to ask such a question considering I was a prisoner. Maybe they were buttering me up for something awful.

“It’s Jamie,” the voice on the other side said. “Mind if I come in?” 

“Can I say no?” 

The electronically sealed, metal door swung open regardless, and Jamie walked in followed by another man who looked like an older version of Jamie. This older man had notably more grays in his hair than Jamie did, and more stubble, too, but he had Jamie’s clear green eyes, and held himself like some kind of nobleman—or king. Not that he wore a lot of jewelry or anything; in fact, he was wearing a simple, buttoned down black shirt and a pair of jeans. But it was his posture and the way he walked that made him look like someone of importance.

Of course, I knew his reputation, so he could have come in wearing a pink thong and the effect would have been the same.

Jamie stood off to the side while Charles came up to the foot of the bed. I set the book down and stood. They had taken my trench coat as well as my tactical harness, and I felt naked without my weapons while in the presence of these two men, but I stood my ground and stared Charles directly in the eyes. 

He gave me a fatherly smile, the kind with the power to disarm and soothe. “I apologize for the intrusion,” he said, “And for the way in which we detained you. I hope you’ve been comfortable here, at least.” 

“Apology not accepted,” I said, “I’d like to get out of here now.” 

“I’m afraid that isn’t possible. Not before I’ve said what I need say. Then if you feel like you want to leave when I’m done, we can discuss it.” 

“You should probably save it, then. I don’t want to hear you or him out.” 

Jamie rolled his eyes and crossed his arms in front of his chest. 

“I can assure you,” Charles said, “What I have to say is important. If you were anyone else, we wouldn’t be having this conversation right now. But I know of you, Maxine. I know your reputation. On more than one occasion you’ve taken down, or taken in, some of my best mages. I understand that it’s nothing personal; you’re just doing your job. But if you would like to continue to be treated as a guest in our home, instead of as a prisoner, I would suggest you dispense with the attitude. It doesn’t do you any favors.” 

My mouth pressed into a hard line, containing all the things I could have said in return. Maybe there really were dark cells, and I had just been brought to this one out of some kind of respect for your rival thing. 

“Fine,” I said, mirroring Jamie and folding my arms.

“Good, I’m glad we understand each other. Now, if you’d like to sit down…” 

Charles gestured back to the bed, and I sat down after a moment of thinking about it. 

“Do you know where you are?” Charles asked. 

I shook my head. “It looked like a house from the outside. Are we still in New Seattle?” 

“We are, just in another part of the city.” 

“So, what is this place? A social club for Fallen?” 

Jamie scoffed. 

“This is the headquarters for the Order of Prometheus,” Charles said.

“The Order of Prometheus?” I asked. “I’ve never heard of that before.” 

“I’m not surprised. The Faction does well to keep our name, and our message, under wraps—especially from other mages.” 

“I’m not sure I get what you mean.” 

“That’s something I’m also not surprised to hear. The Faction’s propaganda engine is very powerful, especially to those as indoctrinated into their ranks as hunters and magical investigators. You are made to believe we are the enemy in some kind of never-ending war, that we are boogeymen, savages, and murderers.” 

“Are you?” 

Charles shook his head. “The Order of Prometheus is, at its heart, a peaceful organization dedicated to studying the intricacies of our birthright.” 

“Which is?” 

“Magic, of course.” 

I shuffled on the bed uncomfortably. I wanted to stand, but I worried that standing may cause me to lose points with the head honcho and his son. If there was a chance I could walk after this, I was going to take it. And if I wasn’t going to be allowed to walk, I at least wanted to be able to remain in this holding cell.

“If you’re so peaceful, then why do you steal magic? Why are the you and the Faction always at war?” 

“Because we are diametrically opposed in our ideologies. We believe that magic is a gift from the gods, we embrace it as a part of our lives, we respect it, and it comes easily to us. The Faction, on the other hand, fears magic and uses it as humans once used fire—as a tool. They regulate it, they place restrictions on what a mage can and cannot do with magic, thereby inhibiting their ability to develop and grow, and they see those who oppose their view as terrorists who want nothing more than to use magic for their own selfish gains, or to spread pain, death, and destruction.” 

“I saw a lot of pain, death, and destruction being spread today. You’re telling me you had nothing to do with that?” 

“Unequivocally. The Order of Prometheus would never do anything like that. We condemn the person, or people, who did.” 

“How do you know someone in your ranks didn’t go rogue? I watched the footage—so did Jamie.”

“How do you know it wasn’t one of yours?” 

“Because no one in the organization would have been able to pull off an explosion like that. Not with magic alone.” 

“You’re assuming, of course, it wasn’t a combination of magic and more mundane means that caused the explosion.” 

I stood up, now, my chest warming. “I was there, okay? That entire detonation was caused by magic. The building is a ruin. Do you have any idea what kind of bomb would have been needed to tear down a structure like that one in seconds?” 

“Several,” he said, with a coolness in his voice. “So many, in fact, that damage to the surroundings would have been almost catastrophic.” 

“And yet none of the surrounding buildings came down with it. So, it had to have been magic—very precise, powerful magic. The kind your people are capable of” 

“Capable, yes, but willing, no. We are not murderers, Maxine. We just want the right to practice magic freely, without the need for the Faction’s unnatural regulation. None of us would ever resort to creating death on such a scale in the name of that goal.” 

“Someone did,” Jamie said, “And they’re trying to frame you for it. Or did you forget that?” 

“I haven’t forgotten anything,” I hissed, “Least of all how you had me searched and dragged into a cell.” 

He put his hands up and smiled again. “Hey, I thought we’d settled that. We’re even, remember?” 

“That’s enough,” Charles said. “Maxine, I know you have been programmed to believe that we’re the enemy—the source of all of your woes—and I know you blame us for the manner in which your parents died. I am deeply sorry for your loss, truly I am, but I am even more saddened by the way the Faction is using that pain to make you blind to the truth. We are not killers, just as you are not a killer.” 

My heart started to pump hard inside my chest. “How… how do you know about my parents?” 

“That isn’t important right now,” Charles said, “What’s important is the choice I’m giving you.” 

I swallowed, trying to shake Charles’ mention of my parents, and only succeeded after a great deal of effort. “What choice?” I asked.

“What you said before about one of my mages going rogue and destroying the building could be true,” he said, “I won’t pretend like it’s out of the realm of possibility, but I’d rather have peace of mind knowing that you’re wrong. I could do with your help in figuring that out.” 

“Me? I hate to break it to you, but I think you captured someone from the wrong branch. I’m a hunter, not an investigator. Sorry.”

“I know what you can do, Max. And if someone from my Order is responsible, I think you are the perfect person to bring them to me—bring them to justice.” 

“I don’t know how you can think that. According to Jamie, I can’t even use my magic.” 

Charles paused and took a deep breath through his nose. “Very well,” he said, “In that case, the other option is for you to get your things and leave the Order of Prometheus.” 

“Perfect. Do I talk to the big guy who manhandled me, or one of the other two?” 

“Max,” Jamie said, “Don’t be like that.” 

“Don’t be like what?” I snapped, “I don’t want to be here.” 

“Maybe, but did you stop to think that you’re safer here than you are anywhere else? Earlier today, your own people tried to arrest you for something you didn’t do. At least from here we can use the Order’s resources to help us find out who the real asshole is.” 

“I know you find it difficult to trust us,” Charles said, “But we can help each other. That is all I’m offering. I don’t need you to become an ally of the Order, or swear loyalty. Just promise you’ll help find the person responsible for the tragedy that took place today, and we will offer whatever backup you need until you accomplish the task. When it’s over, you go home.”

“We all win here, Max,” Jamie said.

“Dammit,” I said, “Fine, I’ll help you.” 

“Excellent,” Charles said, extending his hand. “I look forward to working with a hunter as skilled as you.” 

I looked at the proffered hand, noticing the various rings adorning his fingers; one in particular was silver with a shimmering gem set into it that resembled a flame. I took his hand and shook. Charles had a firm handshake, but one I wasn’t entirely overwhelmed by. He moved past Jamie and headed to the door. Jamie came up to me and also extended his hand. 

“No hard feelings?” he asked, smiling.

I took his hand and squeezed it as hard as I could. Jamie gritted his teeth, but never lost his smile—not even as he returned the attempt to squeeze my hand, pressing until his knuckles went white. Maybe it was the adrenaline, maybe it was magic, or maybe I was going insane, but something seemed to pass between us as we held each other’s hands, like a warm current of pure energy that travelled through my hand and into my chest, forcing me to let go of him and pull my hand away.

By the utterly surprised look on his face, though, he had felt it too, and he had no idea what had just happened either.

“C’mon, Maxine,” Charles said, “There’s something I want you to see.” 

I followed Charles out of the room, knowing that Jamie’s eyes never left me as I walked past him, knowing he had just felt whatever I had, and wondering what he was thinking.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Charles walked in front of me, leading me through a narrow, but lavishly decorated, marble hallway. Jamie followed behind us. On the walls were similar paintings to the ones I had seen in the lobby. Images of the Greek gods in various poses ran along either side; to my left, Hades watched over souls as they slowly drifted along the river Styx. To my right, Poseidon commanded a raging ocean while a turbulent sky grumbled behind him. The more I looked at them, the more I thought they, like the image of Zeus in the lobby, shifted in subtle ways.

“Why do you call yourselves the Order of Prometheus?” I asked. “I always knew you as Fallen.” 

“We are all Fallen. You, me, the Faction.” 

“I don’t understand.”

“There are only a few people outside of the Order who know us by the name we wish to be known. As I said earlier, the Faction goes out of its way to ensure most people don’t hear our true message.” 

“Why would they do that?” 

“Because in the ancient myths, Prometheus was a titan who stole fire from Mount Olympus and gave it to humanity. Magic, we know, is a gift; but it’s one we couldn’t have learned how to use alone. Prometheus, we believe, is the progenitor of magic—the character who gave humans the gift.” 

“And I guess there’s a little poetry behind the idea, too, right? You’re idolizing a character who pushed against the status quo, against established order, to better himself and the people he created.” 

“There is poetry to it, yes. I’m glad you see it. But it’s more than just poetry. Many mages from before the world chewed itself up used modern religions as a basis for their cultures and venerated figures from humanity’s past. Romans, Egyptians, and even the Mayans. It was tradition to take on a creation myth.”

“How do you know so much about this?”

“Because we are all students of magic here, just like our ancestors were. Have you ever heard of the Guardians?” 

“Guardians?” 

“Legend has it that each mage once had a Guardian spirit that came to them from a distant realm to bring to them the gift of knowledge. No one has seen one for over two centuries, but if the stories are to be believed, it was their goal to help the mage through their journeys and deeper into the mysteries of magic. This is why all mages are Fallen in our eyes; we have lost our Guardians, or they have lost us, but either way they’re gone.” 

“Isn’t it all a little arrogant, though? Prometheus stole from Zeus. Doesn’t that make him evil?” 

“Was Lucifer evil? He encouraged Eve to eat the forbidden fruit, but the forbidden fruit is a metaphor for conscience, for the ability to decide for yourself what is right and wrong instead of blindly accepting someone else’s version of those same concepts. If Lucifer, or Prometheus, hadn’t done what they did, you and I would not be having this conversation.”

“Assuming they were real figures, and not just myths.” 

Charles looked over his shoulder and threw me a knowing smirk. “Isn’t magic itself proof that some of the stories were true, at least in some fashion?” 

He had me there. Although in truth, I wasn’t much of a student of magic, so catching me out in this arena wasn’t difficult. He had been right about the Faction when he said they used magic as a tool, and nothing else. I was guilty of the same. Magic was a means for me to hunt down bad guys and earn my paychecks, and that was it. My knowledge of the myths, the histories, was anecdotal at best, though that was probably more due to the notable lack of information made available to the public. 

All anyone knew about mages and magic was what the Faction had told us about the time before the apocalypse, about how humanity had pushed itself to the brink of self-destruction and the mages had come out of hiding to not only save the world, but also enlighten humanity in the process. If you wanted to dig a little deeper you were shit out of luck. Hell, they would have probably kept the existence of the fae and Arcadia hidden from everyone too, if a portal hadn’t opened up in the middle of a football stadium and spat out the largest number of fae to ever cross over in a single incident. 

“You’re awfully quiet,” I said to Jamie as we walked. 

“My old man is the expert on our history,” he said, “Not me.” 

“Do you believe it?”

“I believe some of it, but I’m not as much of a scholar. I’m more interested in what the Faction does to people, especially its own mages.” 

“What are you talking about? The Faction doesn’t do anything to their own mages.” 

Charles stopped, and Jamie stepped past me. He pressed the palm of his hand against a touch-pad next to a metal security door, and it slid open with a hydraulic hiss. He then gestured for me to step through, and waited. At first, I was a little hesitant. I couldn’t see much of what was in there due to my angle. 

Screw it, I thought, and I stepped through into what looked like some kind of medical room. The walls were white, the floors were white, and the lights were fluorescent and white. At the center of the room was a surgical chair with a large light at the end of an arm attached to it. I also noted a small tray covered in what looked like surgical tools. 

My heart jumped and wedged itself into my throat. I spun around hard just in time to watch the door close. Jamie and Charles were in the room with me. Charles was moving toward what looked like a small sink, and he was starting to wash his hands. 

“What the hell is this?” I demanded. 

“Relax, okay?” Jamie said.

“How the fuck am I supposed to relax?” 

“We aren’t going to hurt you, okay? We just need you to sit in the chair for a second.” 

“Like fuck I’m going to do that.” 

I turned and made a dash for the tray covered in operating tools, but invisible hands grabbed my arms and legs and hoisted me off the ground just high enough to prevent me from moving forward. My heart was hammering, my chest was tight, and beads of sweat were already showing on my forehead. Anyone would have been able to tell just by looking at me how much I detested hospital rooms. 

“Let me go!” I yelled.

“No,” Jamie said. He spun me around with his mind. He had his hands out, stretching toward me, and seemed to be beckoning me toward him with two fingers. Slowly, I floated toward him while Charles continued to wash his hands as if nothing was going on around him. No amount of squirming or kicking was going to release me from his psychic grip. A bright, violet light flashed in my eyes, and I must have passed out for an instant because suddenly I found myself sitting on the reclining chair, staring up at the white ceiling and at Jamie’s face.

“What… what are you going to do to me?” I sleepily asked.

“Please, just lay still.” 

My head lolled to the left, and I saw Charles stepping toward me wearing gloves. He picked a scalpel up from the tray as he approached. As he examined it, the knife gleamed against the white light, hungry and sharp. I wanted to scream, to resist, but I couldn’t. Whatever Jamie had done to me had almost knocked me out. All I felt was a deep desire to sleep.

“Please…” I said, my voice meek and low. “Don’t do this.” 

Jamie found my hand and held it. I stared at him, then at his hand, and felt that same odd current pass between us, only this time it carried a comforting, almost euphoric feeling. My mind started to float as if it weren’t attached to my body, and I saw myself lying on the table with Jamie holding my hand and Charles working at my neck. He carefully placed the scalpel against my skin, just above the collar, and made an incision I didn’t feel. What was he doing to me? 

I could feel blood trickling from the wound, following the line of my collar. After he made the incision, Charles set the scalpel down on the tray and picked up a pair of tweezers. He pressed gently with his thumb just below the point of the incision and I felt more blood drip out of the cut, but there was something else, too—something Charles pulled out of my skin with the tweezers. 

“That’s peculiar,” Charles said, examining the thing he had pulled out of my skin. 

“What’s… that…?” I asked.

He held a small, round chip-like object between the tongs of his tweezers. It couldn’t have been bigger than a quarter, and it was impossibly thin—barely more substantial than a sheet of paper, though definitely made of metal. But something was wrong with it. I got the impression it should have been smooth and perfect. This chip had jagged edges, it was black and rough in places, almost as if it had been slowly melting. 

And it had been inside me.

With his free hand, Jamie handed a small, glass jar filled with green liquid to Charles, and Charles dropped the chip in, turning the greenish liquid inside a shade of brown as the red of my blood mixed with the green liquid. Jamie then pressed two fingers against the wound on my neck and shut his eyes. His fingers began to glow, and light from his hand spread into my skin, sealing the wound and making it disappear. 

I hadn’t been able to feel the cut, or the object being pulled out of me, but I felt that magic. Boy, had I felt it. As soon as the light dissipated, I slammed right back into my body and jerked upright, eyes wide, my body tingling with warmth of the most delicious kind. I didn’t know whether I wanted to punch Jamie, or kiss him. I felt different all of a sudden, and I wasn’t sure if this was his doing, or something else.

“What—what the fuck was that?” I asked, once my heart had stopped hammering. 

Charles circled around the chair and pulled out a small flashlight. He flicked it on and shined it into my eyes. I turned away and shielded my face with my hand. “How do you feel?” Charles asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, “I feel… strange. What did you just pull out of me?” 

“This,” Jamie said, holding the glass jar up, “Is the reason why I warned you against using magic.” 

I took the jug and examined it more closely. “What is it?” 

“State of the art Faction technology. Part cortical stimulant, part magical inhibitor, all tracking device.” 

“Tracking device? What are you talking about?” 

“The Faction installs these chips into its mages to serve three purposes,” Charles said. “One, it makes their mages more susceptible to their persuasive propaganda. Two, it limits the mage’s ability to do magic. And three, it relays not only your whereabouts to a central intelligence system, but also tells them when you use magic and what the parameters of your spell were.” 

“I don’t ever remember having that thing put into me.” 

“You wouldn’t,” Jamie said, “It’s put into you at birth.” 

“Wait a second… you’re tell me I’ve had this in my neck my whole life?” 

“You have,” Charles said. “It was put inside of you to deny you the ability to explore your full magical potential. Fallen mages don’t engage in that practice, which is why we are able to perform acts of magic that sometimes can surprise even the Faction.”

“Isn’t your magic stolen?” 

Charles smiled. “Do you really believe that?” 

As I watched, the chip slowly began to fizzle in the jug, dissolving like an aspirin into the liquid around it. “But, wait a second… you brought me here,” I said, “If this thing did what you say it did, don’t the Faction now know where this place is?” 

Jamie shook his head. “The moment we got on the road, I threw up a field of interference to screw with its tracking. I almost messed it all up when I tried to speed away from you; if I had gotten another couple of feet away from you, I might have.” 

The liquid started to turn black, becoming as black as tar once the chip was fully gone. I handed the jar back to Jamie, who set it down on the medical tray. “So, what… I’m free?” 

“Feels good, doesn’t it?” Jamie asked.

“I’ll let you know when I feel anything at all.” 

“It may take a few days for your body to adjust,” Charles said, “But it will, and when it does, you’ll do things you never dreamed were possible.”

I exhaled the tension from my lungs and blinked away the slight daze I was still feeling. Something was different. I wasn’t sure if this was a residual effect of Jamie’s healing magic, or if I was just shocked to the core by what had happened to me in such a short period of time. The possibility that this was magic flowing through me, though, also existed, and I was even more shocked by how natural it felt, like old best friends reconnecting after a long, long absence.

Charles took the gloves off and proceeded to wash his hands in the sink again. “Jamie,” he said, “Show her to her quarters, please. Maxine, dinner will be in an hour; feel free to join us.” 

He was about to leave the room when a question occurred to me. “Does the Faction know?” I asked.

Jamie looked at the mug, then back at me. “About the chip?” he asked.

“Yeah. Do they know it’s gone?”

“One hundred percent.” 

“So… now what?” 

He extended his hand toward me, confidently, smiling warmly. “Now I welcome you, officially, to the Order of Prometheus.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Eating dinner with the Order of Prometheus was something I never expected to be doing, and yet here I was at their table, breaking bread with them. And they had good food, too. I liked the chicken salad so much, I found myself wolfing down the first bowl, and then shamelessly asking for a second. Maybe it was just a side-effect of them pulling the Faction’s chip out of my neck. I couldn’t remember the last time I had been so hungry.

This place wasn’t just headquarters where the Order’s higher-ups discussed high-level operations and made big decisions. It was also a barracks. People lived here and worked here. In the mess hall people ate together, laughed together, and when things were tough, they mourned together. Like today. I enjoyed the company of these strange mages, but there was no laughter filling the halls, no jokes or good spirits to be shared. 

All anyone could talk about was what had happened downtown, and with good reason, too. It had been a tragic loss of life. The death toll had climbed into the triple digits, with more expected to be pulled out of the rubble as the hours passed. It seemed like that had become an automatic statement now; lots of people are already dead, but we’ll probably find more dead soon. I almost couldn’t watch the news beaming onto one of the longer walls, but I had to. I had to see what happened, had to know what was going on, and if anyone had any leads or suspects. More importantly, I wanted to know if the Faction was plastering my face all over the media. 

They weren’t; there was an ongoing investigation, but no suspect had been officially named yet.

That was good. It meant my reputation, at least among the general public, was still intact. It meant there was still time for me to clear my name before anyone found out my name had even been thrown into the dirt to begin with. I knew the truth, and so did Jamie, but the Faction didn’t believe me; my own co-workers didn’t believe me. Without evidence to reinforce my innocence, why would any average Joe and Jane believe me?

After dinner, Jamie bid me to follow him, and I walked with him down another set of winding corridors until we arrived at a room which looked a lot like a gymnasium. There were padded mats on the floor, ropes and walls to climb, and pommel horses to vault. Artificial, fluorescent light kept the room brightly lit, so anyone could come and train whenever they wanted to, but it was empty right now. 

“What do you think?” Jamie asked as he moved toward the center of the room.

“It’s big,” I said.

“This is where we train our mages; it doesn’t have all the facilities you’re used to, but we manage.” 

“Looks like a fine gym to me. Do you train the mages yourself?” 

“Only in magic, and only sometimes.” 

“Let me guess,” I said, stepping into the center of the room, “You’re going to train me, now?”

Jamie shrugged and smiled. “That’s right.” 

I placed a hand on my hip and smirked. “You do remember who I am, right?” 

“Oh, yeah, I do. In fact, everyone does. You had a reputation around here that made other mages, even our strongest ones, want to stay clear of you.” 

“That’s what nine years of training gets you.” 

“Nine years,” Jamie whistled, “That’s a long time. Olympic athlete time. How’d you keep up with it?” 

“Dedication and hard work. You’d be surprised what your body could do if you only pushed it.” 

“Are you saying I don’t push it?”

I walked up to him, advancing like I was about to devour him. “I’m saying you haven’t pushed it a day in your life.” Jamie backed up, smiling, but clearly a little intimidated. “But I’m not one to turn down someone who says they have something they can teach me, so, bring it on.” 

Jamie nodded and scanned the room. “Well,” he said, “None of this is for you. You clearly don’t need any physical training, so we’ll go straight to the magic… how do you feel?” 

“Should I feel any different?” 

“Yeah, I mean, don’t you feel any different now that you don’t have that chip inside of you?” 

“I’ve never felt so alive in my life, or as hungry.” 

“Hunger is a side effect of the jailbreaking process.”

“Jailbreaking?” I asked, raising an eyebrow, “That’s what you call it?” 

“That’s exactly what it is,” he said, circling around me. “Faction mages are put into their own, internal prisons from birth. They call it regulation of magic, but there really is no other way to describe what it is they do to a person. It’s barbaric and unnatural. That aliveness you’re feeling, that’s magic returning to you—magic that should have been yours from the moment you were born.” 

My fingers tingled, and I felt like flexing my hand. “How are the Faction able to do that?” 

“The truth is we don’t really know. We do, however, know it’s impossible to replicate if you don’t know the process of creating it, the materials involved, or the spells needed to bind it all together and make it work.” 

“And… every Faction mage has one?” 

Jamie nodded. “Every single one.” 

I looked at my hand again as I clenched it into a fist, and this time noticed the back of my hand starting to glow with cool, blue light. “Woah,” I said. 

“What is it?” Jamie asked. “Is that normal?” 

I held my glowing hand up, and Jamie examined it from where he was. “I’m used to seeing this when I do powerful magic, but I usually have to concentrate harder to manifest the light.” 

“What did I tell you? Do some magic—do what you were meant to do.” 

All this time I hadn’t been sure what to make of their claims that the chip they found inside my neck was somehow limiting my magic. I thought regulation referred to the list of approved spells—though the Faction called them effects—hunters and magical investigators were allowed to manifest under the Faction’s laws. Sure, there were instances when I had wanted to push a little harder than the law allowed, and sometimes I may have tried, but I had never succeeded in doing more than I was allowed to do.

Right now, I felt like I could do anything.

I turned my eyes up at Jamie, curled my lips into a smile, and clenched my palm into a fist. A pattern of black runes and symbols quickly formed on the back of my hand, and then blue fire erupted from the runes, wreathing my fist in cold flames. Jamie, sensing that I may have been on the verge of throwing magic at him, decided to ready himself in the same way I was—taking a defensive stance and willing his fists to glow with magic fire. His was an almost orange kind of light.

I cocked my arm and made as if I was about to throw a ball of energy at him, but instead chose to blink, disappearing momentarily and re-appearing directly behind him. By the time he realized what I had done, it was too late. I had grabbed him, put my foot into the back of his knee, and thrown him down to the mat, pinning him with my forearm. 

Jamie looked up at me, staring right into my eyes, and grinned. “That was good,” he said, panting. “But I can do that too.” 

He broke apart into a cloud of black smoke, and I fell into the mat empty handed. He appeared beside me and extended his hand to help me up. I took it and stood. “Alright, that’s a good move,” I said. 

“It’s gotten me out of more than a couple of binds. I would have done that to get away from you if you hadn’t had the foresight to bind me with magic. But you’re still thinking like your old self. You’re a mage; act like one.” 

I didn’t know how to tell him I had no idea what that really meant. Be a mage? I was a hunter first, a mage second—that was how my brain and body were wired, how my instincts fired. 

“Stop hesitating,” he said.

“I don’t want to hurt you.” 

“You won’t hurt me; just come at me!” 

I clenched my fist and charged at him, running as fast as my legs would take me, and went to throw a magically charged punch at him. My fist cut through the air, blue fire trailing it as it soared toward Jamie, all that magic ready to release into him and send him to the floor, clutching his aching chest. I wanted to make him regret asking me to come at him with everything I had, but—somehow—Jamie blocked the blow and rolled with the punch, spinning around my charging body as if he were made of water. With a quick hook of his leg, I was the one eating the mat. 

Again, Jamie approached and offered his hand. I stared at it, but took the hand, and then pulled him to the mat, quickly flipping him onto his back and sitting on his chest. I pinned his shoulders to the floor and stared at him. Loose strands of my blonde hair fell down either side of my face, long enough to tickle his cheeks and nose. 

“That’s your plan?” he asked, turning his face to the side. “You’re gonna tickle me to death?” 

“If it works,” I said, panting. My heart was thumping, temples pulsing, but I wasn’t sure if it was because of the adrenaline or because of him. He was looking up at me with his clear eyes, a cocky smile planted on his face, lips parted slightly, his chest heaving. I almost couldn’t move from where I was. Didn’t want to move. His body was warm beneath mine, and as much as I thought he was an idiot who believed the sun shone out of his ass, I had to admit, part of me was into it, and that part of me wanted to lean in and steal his breath away with my lips.

The other part of me, the part that could think, knew he was using magic.

My eyes widened and I arched my neck up, horrified at what I was about to do. Jamie shrugged and smiled. I went to slap him, but he knocked me off balance and twisted me around so now he was the one on top. 

“That was a dirty trick!” I growled. 

“It worked, didn’t it?” he asked, “Sometimes it’s better to confuse your opponent subtly.” 

“And sometimes it’s better to make sure your opponent’s hands aren’t free.” 

I pushed my glowing palms against his chest, took a breath, and made his shirt spontaneously combust. Jamie shot upright, shrieking and dancing, desperately trying to pull the flaming thing off. When he finally did, and he threw it to the ground, the magic illusion I had used dissipated, and he saw the shirt had never been on fire at all. Panting, he stared at me with a shocked look on his face, then he stared at the shirt, then back at me.

It was hard to keep my eyes from wandering over his body. Jamie wasn’t incredibly bulky, but his chest and abs were tight and prominently marked, and he had pelvic muscles which almost seemed to suggestively point into his waistline. 

“You scream like a girl,” I said, teasing him as I walked toward the door, “And now we’re even again.” 

“Where are you going?” he called out, “We aren’t finished.” 

“I think I’ve got the gist of it.” 

“Really? You think you can do magic now?” 

“I’m a fast learner.” 

I left him behind in the gymnasium, smiling to myself, satisfied at how that had all gone but in desperate need of a shower—maybe a cold one. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

After such an intense day, it was no surprise that—despite being in an alien, windowless environment—I went out like a light as soon as I hit the pillow and slept like a log. I had wanted to talk to Aisha, but then I remembered all of my belongings had been confiscated when the Order took me in, and as much as we were buddy-buddy now, I didn’t want to push my luck.

I also didn’t think she was in any immediate kind of danger. She had gone to a motel to spend the night, and maybe the next couple of nights. The Faction may have gone to my house, they may have even broken in and or trashed the place looking for evidence, or a hint as to my whereabouts. But they wouldn’t have found anything like that, or Aisha herself. 

In any case, Aisha was perfectly capable of taking care of a tricky situation, so I allowed myself to let go of my worries and sleep through the night. 

The next morning, I was summoned to Charles Armstrong’s office, although I was allowed to have breakfast first in the mess hall. I had looked for Jamie, but hadn’t seen him there. Maybe he had gone to eat before me, or maybe he was out doing whatever the hell it was the Order actually did. Whichever the case may have been, I noticed his absence, and I wasn’t sure I enjoyed the feeling.

When I was ready to go to Charles’ office, one of the guards was ready to escort me. I may have had the chip removed, but I was still every bit the hunter these guys had all heard about, and I was sure that didn’t give me many points in the trust department.

The guard didn’t knock on the door, he simply opened it, and I was allowed into a modestly sized office. There was a large, oak desk at one end of the room with a computer screen sitting on it. Along the left wall, there was a bookcase stuffed with all manner of old books on topics ranging from philosophy to theology, from history to algebra. I also noticed a decent fiction section, with works from a number of renowned fantasy and sci-fi authors. But that was just one wall. Along the other wall were shelves, and mounted on those shelves were models of old wooden ships, some stuffed in glass bottles, others mounted proudly on the wall itself. Carefully placed between the models, there were a bunch of esoteric items, like crystal balls, ornate wooden boxes, and clay bowls marked with runes and sigils I understood to be magic.

Sitting at the desk was Charles. 

He stood, then gestured to one of the chairs in front of his desk. There were two. “Hello Maxine,” he said, “Please, come in and sit down.”

I took a seat while I continued to admire the books and models on the shelves. There were no shifting paintings in his office, and no fake windows either—only an overhead light burning warmly. “Thanks for letting me have breakfast first,” I said, “Ever since you took that chip out of me I’ve been as hungry as a lion.”

“It’s a common side effect,” Charles said, gesturing for the guard to leave the room and shut the door. “I hope you slept well.” 

I nodded. “I did, surprisingly.” 

“Surprisingly?” 

“Well, you guys have a nice setup here, and you clearly did something good for me yesterday—which I am appreciative of. But I don’t have my stuff, and I can’t help but feel like a bird in a cage.”  

“I apologize if it seems like we are holding you here against your will. It isn’t our intention.” 

“I was told you wanted to speak to me?” 

He took a deep breath. “Yes,” he said, exhaling, “It’s obvious to us that you had nothing to do with what happened yesterday.” 

“I could have told you that.” 

“Right. We’ve analyzed the footage from the moment you supposedly set a spell in place that would later destroy the building—”

“Wait, you have the video file?” 

“We do.” 

“How did you get your hands on that?” 

“A magician never reveals his secrets,” he said, grinning. He and Jamie shared that grin in common, only there was a kind of cocky wisdom in Charles’ eyes that Jamie’s lacked. Jamie was just cocky.

“So, who do you think did it?” 

“At this point it’s too early to tell. Video footage from a single camera wasn’t enough, so we had to collect footage from other sources. As far as we’ve been able to tell, the suspect—you—don’t actually appear at all until you’re inside the building. And then once you supposedly leave, you also aren’t seen.” 

“Meaning…” 

“Meaning that you must have been invisible before you entered the building, and then turned invisible just as you left.” 

“That doesn’t make sense. If I could go—if she could go—invisible, then why would she suddenly drop her invisibility when she got into the building?” 

“I suspect that may have something to do with the nature of the magic used to destroy the building itself. It was powerful magic; only a mage without a chip could have pulled something like that off.”

I felt myself melt into the chair. “And I clearly had mine, so it couldn’t have been me.” 

“I firmly believe it wasn’t you. We haven’t ruled out mental manipulation—it’s possible someone did rewire your brain to make you do what they wanted you to do before you intercepted Jamie. Any skilled mage could have been in and out of your mind in a heartbeat.” 

“Funny, because I’ve been hunting for years and I’ve never met one who could do that to me.” 

“You clearly haven’t been hunting the right mages.” 

“Tell that to the 511 mages I’ve caught over the last nine years.” 

“That’s an impressive record, but it’s still possible you may have been magically coerced to act as a proxy.” 

“I wasn’t, okay? I can trace every single one of my steps from the moment I left my apartment. I also had a Watcher in my head at the time. If I had gone off script, he would have known about it.” 

“That… changes things, yes.” 

I blew air out of my mouth and ran my fingers through my hair. “All this tells me someone went through a great deal of trouble to frame me.” 

“I agree. I believe there are three parties capable of having done something like this. The Faction, for one…”

“Fallen mages…” I said, trailing off because I knew what the only other option was.

“… and the fae,” Charles said.

Aisha’s smiling face flashed like lightning into my mind. She couldn’t have had anything to do with this. She just couldn’t have. Aisha and I were like sisters. We’d lived together for ten years. I’d not only shown her this world, I’d kept her hidden from the people who would have wanted to send her back to Arcadia. There wasn’t a person alive in the world who could have convinced me of her involvement.

But she might have a clue as to who could have been. 

Not only did she know more about the different kinds of fae that existed, but she also knew a lot of the fae who illegally lived on our side of the ‘fence’. If any fae were involved in this, she was my only lead. The problem was, I didn’t want to get her mixed up in all this.

“My plan is to talk to my mages,” Charles said. “If one of them knows something, or is hiding something, I’ll be able to get the truth out of them.” 

“Do you think anyone here would have done that?” I asked.

“I highly doubt it, but I need to be sure.” 

I sighed. “I think I can check on the other side—the fae side.” 

“Really?” 

“I can, but I need you to ask me no questions.” 

“That’s not an easy request for me to accommodate.” 

“Then you won’t like the next one, either—you have to let me leave… whatever this place is.” 

Charles smiled, softly. “May I remind you that you aren’t a prisoner, and you are free to leave if you really want to.” 

“Good, so—”

“But I must insist I know what your plan is. Do you have a source?” 

“I do, but I’m not free to talk about the source.” 

“Why?” 

“That’s not important. What’s important is I have someone I can speak to, someone who will probably know more than either of us on the subject of the fae of New Seattle. You can either let me go without asking any more questions, or I can stay here, and all of this will take much longer to figure out.” 

Charles considered me from behind those wise, green eyes. His hands clasped in front of his mouth, and he tapped his fingers against his lips. I could tell he was a man who liked to know things. He was used to being in charge, used to being told everything that went on around him, especially that which was meant to be hidden. But I wasn’t going to budge from this. I wasn’t going to talk to him about Aisha.

“Fine,” he said, from behind his hands, “I’ll let you go, and I won’t ask you any questions.” 

I got up as if to leave. 

“But…” he said, “You’re taking Jamie with you.” 

“What? No way.” 

“Way.” 

I put my hand on my hip. “You want him to spy on me?”

“No. I know it looks like that, but there is good reason for my wanting to send Jamie with you.” 

“Alright, what is it?” 

Charles paused, maybe choosing his words. “You’re dangerous,” he said. “From the moment we took the chip out of you we’ve been monitoring you, making sure your regular energy levels stay within acceptable parameters.” 

“What does that even mean?”

“It means, not every mage whose chip we remove reacts the same way to the flood of magic returning to their body. It takes people months to reach their potential, sometimes years. Some never reach it, having been disconnected for too long. Your case, however, is entirely unique; not only are you more powerful than you were yesterday, but your power is growing by the second.”

“That’s a good thing, right?” 

“Maybe, maybe not. The truth is I don’t know what is going to happen to you.”

My heart started to thump. I could feel it in my neck, my fingers. But it wasn’t fear I was feeling; it was anger. My chest tightened. “You could have told me this yesterday,” I said, gritting my teeth. 

“We’ve never observed this before,” he said, “I didn’t want to do anything to upset whatever process is going on inside your body by filling your mind with unnecessary stress.”

I bit my lower lip. “Alright,” I said, “I get that… I still don’t like the idea of being babysat, and there are things I’m going to keep from Jamie.” 

“Understandable, but I would feel a lot more comfortable about your safety as long as he’s around.” 

I sighed, but conceded. “Find out what you can from your side. I’ll be back when I know something from mine. I’ll need my stuff, too.” 

Charles nodded. “You’ll have it. And Maxine, be safe; the world will be a different place for you once you step through our doors and return to it.” 

I wasn’t sure what he meant, but I left his office to look for Jamie. It was time to leave this place. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

“Where are we going again?” Jamie asked. 

“I can’t tell you,” I said, “But you’ll know when we get there.” 

After all of my belongings had been returned to me, the first thing I did was call Aisha and arrange for us to meet. She was safe, and hadn’t been bothered by the Faction—at least, that’s what she told me—but she would be getting to us via faerie doors instead of using more conventional methods of transportation, just in case. That worked out because I wanted to meet her as far away from downtown as possible. One of the only places I could think of was a roadside diner close to New Seattle’s borders. Lucky for us, the roads were clear, and no one seemed to be following us, though considering we were using one of the Order’s loaners which hadn’t been seen driving away from the scene of the crime or the gas station yesterday, I didn’t think we would have been followed.

“You should know I don’t like surprises,” Jamie said.

“Neither do I,” I said, “Looks like we’re both having to get used to things, huh?” 

“What, like getting zapped and arrested?” 

“Or being left stranded whilst some asshole drives off in your car.” 

“Or being made to believe your shirt is on fire?” 

A smirk manifested on my face. “Yeah, I’ll admit all I really wanted to do was see what was under that shirt.”

Jamie paused. “Really? Oh… you’re messing with me. I see.” 

“It’s easy to mess with you. You take everything so seriously.” 

“Well, when your father is Charles Armstrong, you have few options other than to be serious about most things.” 

I tightened my grip around the steering wheel but let myself relax into the motion of driving the car along the long, quiet, slightly rainy stretch of road. “What’s he really like?” I asked, “I got the impression he was a hard-ass, but also a good guy.” 

“He is, but being his son is… intense. My dad isn’t just the head of the Order—he’s like some kind of prophet to people.” 

“A prophet?” 

“I know he didn’t ask for the gift he has, but he’s… he’s seen things. Things that haven’t happened yet.” 

“Like, he can see the future?” 

“Yes and no. He says it isn’t as simple as seeing the future. The future is like mercury—always liquid, always changing. His visions are vague at best and difficult to interpret, making accuracy very difficult.”

“Did he know you’d be bringing me home to meet the parents?” 

“That isn’t the kind of thing he sees.” 

“So, what kind of things does he see?” 

“Honestly?” 

I turned my head to look at him again. “Yeah, tell me one.” 

Jamie thought about it, staring out of the passenger window at the rolling countryside. “He predicted there would be a lot of death yesterday.” 

“Bullshit.”

“No,” he looked over at me, “Three days ago, he told me there would be some kind of disaster, only he didn’t know exactly where and when. Why do you think I was in the area?” 

“I thought you were recruiting…” 

“I was waiting, but also trying to protect certain places with magic, and watching for shifty characters. I went to one of the museums in the area first, then to the library, laying magic runes of protection where I could. I wasn’t the only Order mage out there yesterday, either.” 

“And the coffee shop?” 

“I needed coffee.” 

I turned my eyes on the road again. “I find that all hard to believe.” 

“You think I’m lying to you?” 

“No. I think you believe what you’re saying.” 

“But?” 

“I don’t know. Call me a nonbeliever.” 

“Honestly, I wish there were more of you sometimes. People in the Order, there are many who are pretty susceptible to this kind of thing. Tell them someone’s had a premonition and they go ape-shit, spreading the word, making plans and preparations. That’s all well and good; it means the Order has the support of its mages, but fanaticism of any kind is never a good thing.”

“On that we agree.” 

The diner came within view, and I pulled up beside it. We got out of the car and walked inside, casually looking around for a spot to sit. We claimed a table and when the waiter came over I asked for a black coffee and nothing else. I wasn’t planning on staying here long. We were out in the middle of nowhere, but we were also out in the open, and that just wasn’t smart.

Jamie ordered a coffee as well, and stared out the window to his left. The clouds hovering above had thickened and turned gray, promising more rain. This weather was fake, of course; fabricated by magic. But the mages who were in control of it had done a good job of replicating what real weather on this side of what used to be the United States was like before the world began shaking humanity loose, or at least that’s what I’d been told. 

I had been born into this world, into a Shining City, and didn’t know anything about what life was like outside of the bubble we lived in—only stories of wastelands, inhospitable weather patterns, and the remnants of a world once teeming with life.

“So, why are we here?” Jamie asked. 

I looked around, but I couldn’t see Aisha, and I was starting to tap my fingers against the table. I had sent her a picture of the diner, a couple of pictures, in fact, enough for her to be able to lock on to the diner. At least, I hoped it had been enough. For all I knew, she had gone to a totally different place. “We’re here to get information from someone,” I said.

“From who?” 

“That’s not important—and you’d better not ask too many questions. You’re only here because your father insisted someone babysit me. I don’t intend on telling you more than you need to know.” 

“You still don’t trust me, do you?” 

“I trust you so long as I can keep you where I can see you, and you keep your hands where I can see them.”

Jamie put his hands up and wiggled his fingers. “Right here,” he said, and then the salt-shaker slid across the table to the right. A grin appeared on his face. 

“You’d better be careful with that.” 

“Or what, you’re gonna arrest me for using stolen magic? I should remind you I didn’t steal it from anyone; the magic is mine.” 

I was about to reply when Aisha walked out of the restroom. Her wavy black hair bounced as she walked, and she was wearing black jeans and a thick coat with a faux-fur hood, which she had started to unzip. I thought I spotted, on her shoulders, a light dusting of snow, but she took the coat off before I could get a good look.

She scanned the sleepy roadside diner, found us, and then headed for our table. I stood, came toward her, and hugged her tightly. “Are you okay?” I asked into her ear. 

“I’m fine,” she said, whispering back into mine, “I was really worried about you.” 

I pulled away. “I’m still in one piece, as you can see.” 

“What the hell happened to you? Did you get your mark, at least?” 

Jamie stood and extended his hand toward Aisha. “Hi, I’m the mark,” he said.

Aisha looked at the hand, then at Jamie, then at me. I rolled my eyes and nodded. “Jamie, Aisha—Aisha, Jamie. Can we all sit down now, please?” 

Jamie waited for Aisha to shake his hand, but she didn’t. Instead, she sat down on the seat next to me, and just in time, too—our coffees had arrived. 

“Alright, so, what happens next?” Jamie asked.

“What did I say about asking questions,” I said, the authoritarian in me coming out to play.

Jamie held his hands up and relaxed into the chair. 

I pulled out my burner phone and handed it to Aisha. On it was the video of the building that had been attacked, moments before I- walked inside and activated a spell that would destroy the building. Aisha watched, mortified at how much the person looked like me. She seemed glued to the tiny screen.

“You’re the only person who I think can help me here,” I said.

Aisha pulled her eyes away from the phone. “What is it?” she asked.

“We know a lot of powerful magic was used here, besides the mimicking and the invisibility. That person was never seen going into or out of the building, so we think they were invisible. And the mimicking, that kind of precision would have taken some very skilled magic to pull off. The head of the Order of Prometheus is investigating on his side, but I wanted to know if you see anything on this video I’m missing.” 

“Wait,” Jamie said, interrupting, “Fae magic?” 

“Questions,” I snapped at him.

Jamie shut up, though I could tell by the look of frustration on his face I was annoying him.

“Max, I’m sorry,” Aisha said, “But I don’t see anything here… it looks like you did it.”

“That can’t be right. Watch it again.” 

“Max…” 

“Please.” 

I started the footage again, and she watched, carefully this time, with purpose. People were seen coming in and out, then I was seen entering, casting the spell, and leaving again. Aisha played the video one more time, and then stopped it just as I started to leave. “There,” she said.

“There what?” I asked.

Jamie tried to lean over, but the phone was too far away from him for him to see.

Aisha pointed at me. More specifically, at the floor in front of me. “See that?” she asked.

“I don’t see anything.” 

“Exactly. Look.” She played the footage again, and this time she pointed at the ground several times, showing me the shadows of people as they came in and out. I never noticed before and neither had anyone else who had watched the footage with me, but I noticed it now. The person who came in and performed the magic at the koi pond had no shadow. None. The light source was clear and bright enough that everyone else who had entered the frame held shadows, but this person didn’t.

Aisha then started to shake. I took the phone from her and held her shoulder. “What is it?” I asked.

“It’s fae,” she said, “I… I know its fae.” 

“How?” 

“Because I’ve met this kind of fae before. They call themselves shadows. They… they have the power to take on the appearance of anyone they’ve met.” 

The penny dropped, and all the blood drained from my chest, leaving me cold and almost causing me to shudder. “You’re sure about this?” I asked.

Aisha nodded. 

“When did you meet one of these shadows?” Jamie asked.

“It was a long time ago. A very, very long time ago. I haven’t seen one since.” 

“So, it’s one of the fae.” 

“I’m sure of it. It wouldn’t have needed to go invisible, either; it could have just switched between appearances whenever it wanted to. No one would have seen it transform.”

“You’re telling me not a single one of the many CCTV cameras in operation in the area would have seen this thing change form?” Jamie asked.

“You don’t understand. Shadows are masters at what they do. They’re born masters. There is no learning curve. They just do what they do, and they’re the best at it.” 

I wasn’t sure why, but my heart was pounding. I remembered Aisha once telling me the story about her escape from Arcadia. We didn’t talk about it much. I didn’t often ask because it wasn’t something I wanted her to revisit. Her escape was traumatic, and I didn’t want her to have to relive it just to satisfy my curiosity. All I knew was she had come across one of these shadowskins during her escape.

“Okay,” Jamie said, though I got the impression he didn’t know what he was about to say next. “Alright… so, we need to find this shadow.”

“Didn’t you just hear what she said?” I asked, “You don’t just find a shadow.” 

“So, then what are we supposed to do?” 

“We are supposed to try and get more information. We just don’t know enough to go on. It’s possible a shadow did this—highly possible. But we don’t know of any that exist in New Seattle, and we don’t know anyone who might have access to that kind of information.” 

“Actually, I do,” Aisha said, still looking at the table.

“What?” 

“I see a lot of fae where I work.” 

“Where do you work?” Jamie asked.

“I’m a stripper.” 

“A st—stripper?” 

I noticed Jamie’s eyes widening, as he suddenly began to see her in an entirely different light. Aisha, with her fiery personality, her hypnotic, amber eyes, and the almost liquid-like way she moved when she expressed herself had become a stripper to support herself, usually did get all of the male attention, and I had gotten used to ignoring it most of the time. But this time I noticed, and it bothered me.

“I could probably put some feelers out at work,” Aisha said.

“No,” I said, shaking my head, “I don’t want you sticking your neck out there. You’ve already risked exposure by using a faerie door to get here.” 

“A faerie… door?” Jamie asked.

“I want to help, Max,” Aisha said, ignoring him. “I can’t just sit on my ass while you’re in danger.” 

“Risking detection by the mages is one thing, but risking the Unseelie finding out you aren’t one of them is another.” 

“Max, I deal with the Unseelie every single night. I’m gonna be fine.” 

I couldn’t argue with that. Aisha did work at an Unseelie club in the middle of Oldtown, one of the most notoriously lawless districts in all of New Seattle “Fine…” I said, “But I don’t like it.” 

“I have to say,” Jamie said, putting his hands up, “I’m learning a ton of new things today. I just have so many questions.” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted movement outside. A car pulling up, black and sleek, like a shiny lump of obsidian gleaming against the overcast sky. It caught my eye enough to cause me to look over, and when I did, I almost jumped out of the booth. It was Abel, and he’d brought friends. 

“You have to go,” I said to Aisha as I slipped out of the booth.

“What?” she asked, “Why?” 

I grabbed her arm and pulled her out. “Because you just have to go. Use the faerie door. Put as much distance between this place and yourself as possible.” 

Jamie now looked outside and saw Abel and his two buddies stepping out of the black car. “Friends of yours, I take it?” he asked.

“Yeah, real fucking pals.” I turned to look at Aisha. “Go,” I said, “We’ll talk soon.” 

“But what about you?” she asked.

“I’m gonna be okay. Just go.” 

Aisha nodded, then turned around and made for the restroom, stepping through the door just as Abel entered the diner. He spotted me immediately standing across from him and stared me down, his face hard and cold, like granite.

“Max,” he said. 

“Abel,” I said, “I don’t suppose you’re here to buy me breakfast?” 

“I’m afraid not,” he said, reaching for his gun.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

As soon as Abel’s gun came out, I reached for it with my mind, wrapped an invisible hand around it, and yanked it out of his hand, sending it flying through the diner window and into the parking lot. People hit the deck and started screaming. Some, those who were close enough, made a dash for the door and slipped out behind Abel and Gabriel. Those who couldn’t, took cover underneath the tables in front of them or on the other side of the bar.

I simply stood in the aisle, staring at Abel, the back of my hand blazing with shifting blue light. 

“That’s an interesting trick,” Abel said, “But you shouldn’t have done that.” 

“Why’s that?” I asked, though my heart was pounding. 

“I gave you a chance before. I thought that the Faction must have made a mistake. But I don’t have any problem with kicking your ass into the dirt and dragging you back to HQ anymore.” 

Abel launched into a run, crossing the distance between us in a manner of milliseconds; almost as fast as a bolt of lightning. I put my arms up when he threw the first punch and blocked it, then dodged out of the way of the second punch, and threw myself over the counter to avoid the third. I could almost hear Jamie’s voice in my head, scolding me for not thinking like a mage, but my instincts were rooted in the mundane. I was good in this arena. I didn’t think I would be good as a mage.

Gabriel came into view, sliding around the corner of the counter. I saw him whip his gun out, but I didn’t give him a chance to use it. I kicked the stool behind the counter in his direction. When it struck him, he toppled over, dropping his gun. Abel leapt over the counter and threw himself at me so quickly I couldn’t dodge. I scrambled to get out of his grip, but he was stronger than I was, and he had me. 

He lifted me up and pinned me against the wall. 

“It’s over, Max,” he said, “I’m taking you in.” 

Abel grunted as he pulled me to the counter, throwing me over it and wrestling for control of my hands. He gripped one of them, but I swiped back with my free elbow and clocked him in the cheek. I turned my head, hoping I had at least dazed him, but all I had done was bust his lip open and piss him off. 

He scowled and went to grab my free arm, but something large, hard, and invisible struck him in the chest, sending him smashing into the wall at his back. When I looked around, Jamie was standing with his palm open and stretched out, wreathed in red-orange fire. 

“There’s another one!” McIntyre shouted. 

I watched him pull his gun up to shoot at Jamie, but before McIntyre could pull the trigger, I rolled over the counter and charged into Jamie, pushing him into the booth and landing on top of him just as the gun went off. We stared at each other then, both of us panting, our faces so close that any closer and we’d be kissing. 

“Follow me,” I said, and I slid off his body and out of the booth. 

McIntyre had moved to where I was, followed closely by Gabriel, so both men were standing in the aisle in front of me, only a few feet away. Without thinking much about it, I grabbed Jamie’s foot and willed for the space between us to bend, flinging both Jamie and I across the room though neither of us had actually moved. 

By the time Gabriel and McIntyre noticed I had blinked four booths down, Jamie and I were already up and moving, running toward the diner door. But Abel, fast as he was, beat us to it and stood there, his hands stretched at his sides, blocking the exit. I noticed how he was also manifesting his magic, and it was bathing his hands with crimson light. If he were anyone else—hell, if he had been me yesterday morning, he may have had to break a sweat to draw enough power to make his hands glow like that, but this was Abel Rios we were talking about. 

He was just as good at his job as I was at mine. 

“I’m asking you one more time,” Abel said, “Come quietly, and no one has to get hurt.” 

I had my pistols holstered in my harness. For an instant, I considered drawing them, but I didn’t want to use guns in here—too many civilians. I pushed Jamie behind me. “I’m not going anywhere,” I said.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Gabriel and McIntyre circling around to position themselves near enough to the only exit out of this place that we’d have to go through them to get out as well.

“I believe you’ve been seduced by the Fallen,” Abel said, “But it isn’t too late for you to be put back on the right path. If you come with me, I’ll make sure you are heard. We’ll get to the bottom of this together.” 

“You really expect me to trust you on that?” 

“We’re blocking the only way out. It doesn’t look like you have much of a choice.” 

I rolled my eyes. “I’m sick of not having choices,” I said, and then I grabbed Jamie’s hand, turned around, and ran through the door into the restroom. After I shut it, I traced a five-pointed star on the door with my index finger and when I had joined all the points, the star flashed bright blue and embedded itself into the door, pulsing lightly. Abel, or maybe Gabriel or McIntyre, ran at the door and tried to force it open, but they couldn’t. 

The magic was holding, though it wouldn’t hold for long.

“Can you get through that window?” I asked.

Jamie headed for the other side of the restroom and tried to reach the small, square window on the wall, but it was pretty high up. “No,” he said, after a couple of attempts. “And even if I could, I don’t think I’d be able to get through that.” 

“Fuck. Don’t suppose you know how to blink through objects, do you?” 

“No. I can’t even open the window; maybe if we could, we could use magic to get through the opening.” Frustrated, he kicked one of the stall doors. “Why the hell have a window if you can’t open—”

Jamie had stopped talking, and he was bathed in cool, white light emanating from the stall he had just kicked open. I walked toward him, staring wide-eyed at the brilliant light now flooding the small room. I almost thought I could hear someone singing, too, or maybe it was only my imagination going crazy in the face of something so strange.

“What… is that?” Jamie asked.

I moved up beside him and finally saw what he was seeing. The toilet stall in front of him wasn’t a stall at all, but a shimmering, prismatic portal beyond which there was no cruddy, roadside diner toilet, but darkness and the fluff of winter snow reaching out to touch my face. I had never felt snow before, real snow, and this felt real the way it melted against my skin.

“Was that door closed when you kicked it?” I asked.

“Uh… no,” he said. 

Aisha, I thought. “This… this is a faerie door! Aisha must have left it open for us.” 

The men at the door were starting to shove, and every push of the door was causing the pentacle I had drawn into it to pulse harder and brighter. Any second now, it would burn itself out and Abel would be through it, and we had nowhere to run. Nowhere, of course… but through the faerie door.

Jamie, sensing my trail of thought, looked at me like I was insane. “What are you doing?” he asked. “We don’t know where the hell that goes!” 

“Sure we do,” I said, “It goes to Arcadia.” 

“Maxine, we cannot go to—” I tugged on his arm and shoved him into the stall ahead of me, pushing him through the open door and into the cold darkness beyond it. He must have thought I was going to close the door behind him and leave him there because his eyes went wide and he looked like he was about to make a dash for the door, but I sucked in a deep breath and went through it, making sure to hold the door as I moved through the portal and push it all the way closed once I was through. 

It was so dark on the other side I almost couldn’t see a thing, and the biting cold came immediately. I also couldn’t hear much besides the rushing wind. I started to move away from the door we had come through, and Jamie followed. At least, I hoped he was following; I couldn’t actually see him.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, “But I’m getting the hell away from that door.” 

“Shouldn’t we stay nearby?”

“Does it matter?” 

Jamie grabbed me by the shoulder and stopped me from going any further. I turned around to look at him, though in the darkness I could only see his silhouette. “Don’t do that,” he said, “Don’t just walk away. We don’t know where the hell we are or how to get back. We need to work together.”

I sighed. “We know where we are,” I said, “We’re in Arcadia. And we know Aisha went through that door moments before we did. Not only that, but she also left the door open. So maybe she’s around somewhere and she can lead us to the next door.”

“And if she isn’t?” 

I looked around, hoping for some kind of sign, something that would tell me where to go, and I thought I saw it. A light. Something was glowing nearby, a spot of light in an otherwise near pitch-black environment. I knew we were outside because there was too much wind for us to have been indoors. As my eyes adjusted, I started to catch what I thought were the impressions of buildings against the stark-black night of the sky, the glow was helping to give shape to my surroundings.

“There,” I said. Jamie paused and craned his neck to see what I was seeing. “What is that?” 

I started to move through the darkness, slowly approaching the glowing object. The light it gave off was golden, warm, and inviting. When I reached it, I saw it was coming from some kind of envelope pinned to a wall… with a dagger. The light seemed to be coming from inside, and moving almost like a flame. I pulled the dagger from the wall, picked the envelope up, and opened it. 

Inside there was a letter, the source of the glow, and it was directed at me. 

It was from Aisha.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Aisha’s note had been quick and to the point, if a little cryptic. 

 

Max, I hope you didn’t have to follow me through, but if you did, you have to get to the house at the end of the lane. Don’t use magic, and don’t draw attention to yourselves. You may have to spend the night here, but you’ll have everything you need at the house. 

Aisha

 

With no reason not to trust her, I did as she asked and carefully picked my way through the ruined building, treading softly over fallen stones and pieces of wood, hoping there was nothing in here with us.

The building seemed deserted, only it was so dark we wouldn’t have been able to tell even if it were teeming with life. There were few things worse than stumbling around in the dark and the cold, not knowing how sure your footing really is, and one of those was being surrounded by things you couldn’t see.

“We need light,” Jamie said, “And fire.” 

“I know,” I said, “But you read Aisha’s note. She said not to draw attention to ourselves while we’re out in the open.” 

“This is a building, isn’t it?” 

“Yeah, but half of it is missing, so it doesn’t count. Look.” 

I pointed at an opening, which seemed to lead out of the ruin itself. I only knew this because the ground was much whiter beyond the opening than it was in here. That meant snow, and lots of it, falling freely on open ground. I moved quietly toward it, keeping my footing as sure as I could until finally I reached what seemed to be a broken doorframe.

Jamie came up beside me, and we both stared out together. What I saw wasn’t a vast, white, snowy country like I had feared, but a cluster of buildings not dissimilar to the one we were in right now. It seemed, from my limited vantage point, that we were in some kind of village. Or, at least, this had been a village a long time ago. It was deserted, now—devoid of life of any kind. What may have once been a bustling little place, full of people and life, was now nothing more than a cold, dead, husk, and we were right in the middle of it.

“What is this place?” I asked, more to myself than to Jamie.

“I don’t know,” he said, “But it doesn’t feel right.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean it doesn’t feel right. Maybe it’s the darkness, but I don’t think we should be here.” 

“It’s too late for that now, don’t you think?” 

I scanned the street for signs of a building that hadn’t collapsed into itself, and found one at the end of the lane that I thought might do the trick. It was smaller than the others, but it had a roof—one I was sure was in working order. In a cold climate, a roof was everything; it meant we could build a fire and keep the heat in. 

“C’mon,” I said to Jamie, “Stick to the walls as much as you can.” 

Jamie nodded, following me as we made the trek to the house at the end of the lane. 

My fingers went numb quicker than I thought they would. I tried to warm them by blowing on them or sticking them in my pockets, but nothing seemed to work. It also didn’t help that I wasn’t dressed for this weather. I was wearing my coat, but I didn’t have gloves or a sweater, and this almost supernatural cold was biting and nipping at parts of my skin I didn’t think it could reach. Shutting my coat and holding it closed did nothing to protect my chest from the chill, and if I couldn’t keep my chest warm, what hope did my fingers have?

When we reached the house, I was the first one to go inside, carefully opening the heavy wooden door and shutting it behind us once we were both through. In here, there was less light than there was outside. In fact, the interior of the cottage was as dark as pitch. Aisha had warned us against using magic freely, but if we couldn’t see, and we couldn’t create a fire, we would never make it through the night.

“Can you give us some light?” I asked, “Maybe some heat, too?” 

“Think that’s a good idea?” Jamie asked.

“No, but we need both of those things right now.” 

“Alright. Close your eyes.” 

I shut my eyes and waited until they began to register light, then I opened them slowly, allowing them to adjust. Jamie had made a cup with his hand. In it, a glowing tongue of orange flame flicked and danced, bringing shifting shadows into the room we were in. Whatever the light touched sparkled slightly from the light layer of snow that had settled in the cottage, but the place was mostly empty except for a toppled over table, a stone counter speckled with what looked like kitchen utensils, and a large, empty vase next to a fireplace. 

Jamie moved deeper into the room, taking the light and shadows with him. An adjoining archway led into what looked like a bedroom, owing only to the ruined, wooden bedframes inhabiting it. There wasn’t a soul in this little house, just us, and the vibe was already getting to me. There were no bodies here, so why did this place feel like a tomb?

I walked up to the fireplace and knelt before it. “Bring the light?” I asked.

Jamie approached and knelt with me, throwing light into the dark chamber. There was wood inside. Burnt wood, in fact. The fireplace smelled used, making it likely someone had lit a fire in this very same fireplace not long ago. Sticking my head inside and looking up, I wasn’t surprised to see nothing but starlight at the other end of the chimney. 

“Someone’s been here,” I said as I came back out. “Recently, too.” 

“Your friend?” Jamie asked.

“Could have been. She left us that note and told us we would find this place, so maybe she’s used this cottage before.” 

“It seems like a remote enough cottage, but…” 

“What?”

Jamie looked at me, his eyes shining against the glow coming from his hand. “I don’t like it,” he said, “I don’t feel right here, almost like the place is watching us. I really think we shouldn’t be staying here.” 

I grinned and gave his shoulder a little squeeze. “Don’t worry. Whatever comes at us, I’ll protect you.” 

“No, I mean it. I haven’t felt right since we got here. This place is weird, and creepy as hell, and it’s just the two of us.” 

“That’s right. It’s just the two of us. No one else is here, so we’re okay.” 

“So, why’d Aisha warn us against using magic?” 

We both looked at the tongue of fire licking out of Jamie’s cupped hand at the same time. Jamie shut his palm and killed the light, but now everything was dark again, and we were still cold. Looking around in the dark, I noticed there weren’t any windows here—or, at least, the windows were shut and not letting in any light. It would have been impossible to tell right now.

“Let’s light a fire,” I said.

“With what?” 

“With magic.” 

“We can’t keep a fire burning all night with magic; it’ll either burn out, or attract attention.” 

“So I’ll go and find wood, and then we’ll only use magic to spark the flame. The wood will burn on its own. If Aisha’s used this place, it must be because she was safe here. Or at least safer than she would be anywhere else.”

“All I know is, this world is weird, I’m getting bad vibes, and I feel like we’re already attracting attention just by existing. If this is Arcadia, and we haven’t been tricked into believing one massive illusion, then we don’t belong here.”

“Look, I get it, okay? I don’t like this place either. But we have to wait until morning, and we won’t survive unless we get a fire going and figure out how we’re going to sleep.” 

“How are we supposed to get a fire started if we can’t even see what we’re doing?” 

Then I remembered I had attached the flashlight to my tactical harness back at the gas station. It was on me when I took him in, and on me when I had been restrained by the Order, which meant—I pulled my coat open, reached into the small clip on my waist, and gripped the small flashlight hanging from it. 

“Woah,” I said, unclipping it and flicking it on.

Jamie didn’t look impressed. “You’re telling me you had that thing this whole time? How are you the best hunter in New Seattle?” 

“Whatever. At least we have light, now.” 

I threw the beam around the room. “Stay here,” I said, “I’m going to look around, see if there’s anything we can use.” 

“Sure,” Jamie said, rubbing his chest with his hands. 

I stood and scanned around the area, blowing into one of my hands again to warm it. I crossed to the next room and stepped inside, noticing now there were more rooms attached to this one, and even a small set of stairs leading up to another floor, but the stairs had long since crumbled. There was no way I was getting up there without great effort and potentially injuring myself. 

A flashlight I had. Guns I had. A first aid kit, I didn’t.

I moved slowly through the room and into the adjoining rooms, whose doors had fallen off their hinges possibly years ago. One of them seemed to be some kind of small storage closet, which had mostly been stripped bare save for a couple of empty wooden boxes. Stepping into the other room gave me another, different kind of chill. There as an open, empty chest in this room, a small pile of blocks on the floor, and an empty crib. I approached the blocks, knelt in front of them, and picked one up. It had the letter ‘A’ on one side, ‘B’ on the other, ‘C’… 

Next to the pile of blocks was a small doll, frozen perfectly under a thin layer of frost. I picked her up and wiped the frost away, revealing a face not unlike a human’s, only this one had prominently pointed ears, a pointed nose, and odd markings on her skin that almost looked like runes. I couldn’t figure out what the runes meant, or where I had seen them before, but I could almost swear that I had seen them somewhere. 

I couldn’t understand why the blocks would have had English symbols on them when the doll clearly looked like an elf. I had so many questions I almost wished I had pushed for Aisha to talk about her homeland, to tell me what things were like on the other side of the faerie door. Then again, I hadn’t ever expected to come to Arcadia, so how could I have known I might one day have use for a crash course?

“Found something,” Jamie called out, speaking loudly enough for me to hear him, but not enough that his voice would carry outside of the cottage. 

I set the doll back down where I had found her and walked out of the room to find Jamie still sitting where I had left him, but he was holding something now—a black backpack. “Where’d you find that?” I asked.

“Here,” he said, pointing to a small nook beside the fireplace. He hadn’t moved from where I had left him.

I knelt in front of him while he unzipped the backpack and started pulling things out, naming them as he went. “A sleeping bag, a blanket, water, power bars… there’s also another note.” 

I took the note and read it. 

 

Max, I hope you find this backpack. Inside you’ll find a couple of things you can use to help you get through the night.

It’s really important that you stay right where you are until morning. Light a fire, that’ll keep the cold and dark away. Don’t try to get through without it. Things don’t work here the same way they do on earth. The dark and cold aren’t just conditions here, they’re spirits that can think, and want, and act. A fire will keep them at bay.

In the morning, head back to the ruin you came from. Think hard about where you want to go, and open the door there. It’ll bring you home, but it’ll only work when the Arcadian sun is in the sky. And one more thing, don’t trust anything you see or hear. Try to stay close to the fire, don’t use magic if you can help it, and I’ll see you when you get home; I’ll be waiting at the Nova motel. Room eighteen.

Keep warm. 

Aisha.

 

“What does it say?” Jamie asked.

I looked up at him. “Looks like we’re bunking up for the night.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

“Max…” Jamie said in the dark, his voice barely a whisper. “You okay?” 

“I’m f-fine… just p-peachy.” 

“But you’re shivering.” 

“I said I’m fine.” 

Jamie rustled around. I could feel him squirming behind me. We had our backs to each other and were facing different directions, but we were both tucked inside a sleeping bag meant for one person and wearing a blanket over us. With all those layers, as well as the fire, how was it the cold had as much power as it did?

“Look, I’m not trying anything, but I think we should do what I said and—”

“I’m not spooning you,” I said. 

“I didn’t use those words.”

“No, but the implication was there, and it isn’t happening.”

Jamie paused. The fire crackled and popped. “You could die in here,” he said. “I’m fine; cold, but fine. All I want to do is make sure you’re okay, too. You were shivering, and I couldn’t ignore that.” 

I shut my eyes and exhaled through my nose. “Fine,” I said. 

Jamie moved around and curled his body around mine. Immediately, his warmth began to transfer to me. I had taken the coat and tactical harness off. Sleeping with guns strapped to my body would have been too uncomfortable, and I had decided to lay the coat on top of us to add another layer of warmth. That left me with only a long-sleeved top on, so when he pressed his chest against my back, it was like being embraced by warmth itself. He went to throw his arm around my waist, and at first I shrugged him away, but then I reluctantly took his hand and pulled him closer. Between us, we started to win the war against the cold. 

He settled an arm beneath my head and I rested on it, finally getting as comfortable as I could on a hard, stone floor. But then I felt him breathing on my neck, and his every breath sent warm tingles racing throughout my whole body, shooting into the pit of my stomach. I didn’t know what was worse, this or the cold.

The cold. The cold was worse. Way worse.

“Can you sleep?” he asked, breaking the silence that had fallen between us.

“No,” I said, “Can you?” 

“I haven’t slept since we settled down.” 

“I think I did for a while, but the cold woke me up.” 

“How long are the nights here?” 

“I don’t know. I’ve never been to this place before.” 

“Really? And you’re friends with a fae?” 

“So?” 

“I just thought, if I were friends with a fae, I would want to be brought here. Just to see what it was like, you know?” 

“It’s like this. All of it.” 

“All of it?” 

I nodded. “Aisha doesn’t talk about this place a lot, but she’s told me some things. Things I might need to know.” 

“Like what?” 

A powerful shiver ran through me, causing me to tremble. Jamie tightened around me, pulling me closer, and I felt myself leaning into him, trying to find more warmth. 

“It’s okay,” he said, his voice calm and reassuring.

“Fuck, that’s cold,” I said, ignoring just how close Jamie and I now were.

“Don’t think about it. Tell me about this place.” 

“Arcadia… it’s called Arcadia, and it’s always winter now.”

“What do you mean?” 

“There used to be summers, and springs, but they stopped a long time ago when winter won the war against summer, and now there’s only snow, and ice, and death.” 

“But… winter is a season.” 

“Not here it isn’t. Here it’s a force, an army, a movement, and it won the war. Aisha was on the losing side. She was a slave for years, a captive in a castle somewhere. But she broke out and found her way to our world. Since she crossed, more have come. These fae aren’t monsters. They’re mothers, fathers, and children; they are fae looking to escape the long winter and make a new life for themselves. But the Faction… they hunt these fae down and send them back across, back to Arcadia.”

“Why don’t the Faction help them?” 

“Because they don’t want their war slipping into our world; the Faction consider them a drain on our resources, and an unnecessary risk to the peace.”

“But… isn’t their war over?”

I shrugged. “Maybe it isn’t.” 

“You don’t know? Isn’t your friend fae?” 

“She doesn’t go into Arcadia much. She used to, but not anymore. If it weren’t for the faerie doors, she wouldn’t ever set foot in Arcadia again.” 

“If it gets cold like this every night, I don’t blame her.” 

I didn’t tell him Aisha was a dragon-fae and that the cold didn’t bother her one bit. 

Jamie shuffled, and I became intimately aware of exactly how perfectly his body fit against mine. I tried not to squirm much, but I couldn’t help it. 

“What’s your deal?” I asked.

“My deal?” 

“I only know about you what I’ve been able to figure out, but I have no idea who you are.” 

“Is it customary for a hunter to want to get to know her prey?” 

I turned my head slightly inside the sleeping bag and caught a glimpse of his cheeky smile over my shoulder. “Whether I like it or not, you aren’t prey anymore. And since we’re basically sharing a bed together, I thought I’d try to get to know you. If you’d rather I keep my questions to myself, I’ll do that. It’s no skin off my back.” 

“I’m sorry. That isn’t what I meant.” 

“You were trying to make a joke. I know.”

He laughed, then shuddered, and decided to bury his face into my hair, coughing hard against the back of my neck. Meanwhile, I lay there, frozen in more ways than one. That hadn’t sounded like a good cough. I started to wonder if he had been lying when he said he was alright, if the cold was bothering him more than he let on. 

I gripped his hand tightly. “Are you okay?” I asked, when his shivering passed. 

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he said, after a time. 

“Keep talking. How about you tell me something about yourself? How did I never catch you before now?” 

“You want me to… tell you how I avoided detection all these years?”

“Yeah.” 

“Simple, I guess… I was smart.”

“I’ve taken down smart mages before.” 

“None like me, though.” 

“Need I remind you it was me who brought you in.” 

“Yeah, but only after I had decided to say fuck being careful. There were people and institutions to protect. Besides, I always knew it would be a hot blonde who would bring me in.” 

I rolled my eyes, but smiled anyway. “That’s corny as hell.” 

“I mean it, though. Your picture had been shared around the Order, so we knew who to avoid. For some reason, though, it didn’t register with me when I first saw you. All I could think about was getting you another coffee… and maybe your number, too.” 

“I never did give you my number.” 

Jamie paused. “Maybe after this is all done…” 

The sleepy smile on my face widened. “Maybe… we’ll see… I think—” suddenly I perked up.

“What? What is it?” Jamie asked, also sitting up. 

I pulled the sleeping bag open and poked my head out. The icy chill nipped at my nose, my lips, and the tips of my ears while I waited. Then I heard it again, and I knew without a shadow of a doubt what it was. Birds. Specifically, some kind of morning bird. It was a sound I was all too used to, one that was as deeply bound to the fabric of city life in New Seattle as the honking of cars, or the patter of rainfall on a window.

“It’s morning,” I said.

“What?” Jamie asked. “How can you know that?”

“It’s morning!” I yelled, and I got out of the sleeping bag, dashed toward the cottage door and yanked it open. Outside, the world was white and blindingly bright. I had to make a hood over my eyes with my hand to protect them from the shine. I almost thought they’d never adjust, but they did, and I was able to see Arcadia with my own eyes for the first time. 

And it almost hurt my heart to see it.

The mountains were white, the trees were barren and black, and the buildings—many more than I had thought existed in this area—were little more than piles of rocks and wood. The air was crisp and clear, and the sky was turning blue as the darkness retreated from the light of the rising sun, but I felt empty standing here, watching this once village begin to brighten. How many families had lived here? How many children? 

Jamie came up behind me and stared at the world beyond the door of the cottage we had stayed in. We watched the sun’s light climb over the mountain, casting rays of light across its peaks, and neither of us spoke. I went back inside, strapped my tactical harness back on and slipped into my coat in silence. Then I packed the backpack Aisha had left us, and slung it over my shoulder, and still, not a single word was uttered.

It wasn’t until I returned to the door that I finally spoke.

“Ready to go?” I asked.

Jamie nodded. “I think so,” he said. “Do you know how to work the door?” 

“Should be easy enough. Otherwise we’re in for another cold night.” 

“I don’t think I could do that again.” 

“No, me either.” 

I stepped outside, covering my eyes with my hand. My feet crunched on snow, and my nose immediately registered the cold. This wasn’t like any place I had ever been to. New Seattle was all I had ever known, and while the weather inside the bubble did shift with the seasons, snow never fell. The Faction thought snow, and winter itself, was counter-productive considering we had limited space in which to grow crops. 

“Hey,” Jamie called out from a few feet behind me.

“What?” I said, as I looked for a building I could recognize.

“You feel that?” 

“Feel what?” 

“It’s like… a rumbling or something.”

“Rumbling? What rumbling?” 

I wished I hadn’t asked. The moment I asked the question, I felt what it was Jamie must have been feeling. It was like a rumbling; almost like a Harley rolling down the street, but more like fifty of them coming all at once. Only, the vibrations were distant, and they seemed to be coming from all around. 

“What the hell is that?” I asked.

Jamie began to spin around on the spot. “I don’t know,” he said, “But it sounds like it’s getting closer.” 

Then I saw the hand clawing its way over the mountain to the east; only it wasn’t a hand at all, but some kind of cloud. Massive tendrils rolled across the tip of the mountain and began to descend along its summit like an avalanche of roiling smoke, turning the white mountain black, and the blue sky a dull, ashen gray. 

When lightning flashed within the cloud, I could have sworn I saw the face of some kind of demon, roaring as it hungrily advanced; it had a giant face with massive, sharp teeth and horns the size of towers. A devilish creature made of smoke and clouds, filled with crackling, inner light and roaring with the might of the elements.

“Oh shit,” I yelled, “Run!” 

I turned tail and ran, pushing my legs as hard as they could go. Jamie followed, throwing safety to the wind and sprinting down the icy lane. The building we needed to get to was on our right, I was sure of it, but in the darkness, they had all looked the same, and the daylight did little to help solve the problem. 

“Which one is it!” Jamie yelled.

I turned into one of the ruins, hooking my hand around the stone wall and pulling myself through the open arch. I had to find the door, wherever it was, and since I didn’t know which building it was in, it was time to start guessing.

“How do we know which door it is?” Jamie asked, panting.

“We don’t, but there won’t be many intact doors, so get looking.” 

It was a race against time. The rolling clouds had already consumed the mountain, and they were headed right for us. The wind picked up, pulling my hair this way and that, and I couldn’t find the door in the ruin to save my own life. Neither could Jamie. The collapsed buildings were all the same, and the door could have been anywhere. 

Then I noticed something as I ran past an open doorway. The door led back to the street, and across from where I was standing, there was a ruin whose wall facing me seemed a little blacker than the rest, almost as if someone had taken a flamethrower to it for a couple of seconds and left a series of scorch marks on it. Scorch marks that, somehow, were immune from being frosted over. 

Dragon fire. 

“Jamie,” I yelled, and I grabbed his arm as he came past me and turned him in the direction of the building we needed to run to. I shoved him through the open arch, and then into the ruin I was sure Aisha had marked with her dragon breath.

I had told myself I wouldn’t look at the source of the almost deafening, roaring sound, but I looked. When I did, I saw the massive, thick, gray cloud rumbling in my direction like a stampede of demonic horses, barreling down on me with the intention of rolling over me and burying me in snow. 

Jamie grabbed my arm now, and pulled me through the ruin just as the initial cloud swept through the area. It was getting difficult to see, and the sound was so loud I couldn’t hear myself think, let alone hear what Jamie was saying. But there was only one thing he could have been saying. 

“Get the door open”.

I placed my hand upon the handle, thought hard about the motel Aisha was staying in. I had been there before, we both had. Sometimes when I was on the job, I didn’t want my mark to follow me home. So, I would hole up in the motel until I finally caught them and took them in. All the rooms looked the same and I knew it was room eighteen, so picturing the motel wasn’t difficult, but putting my will into imagining it was. I didn’t know how these doors worked, only that they did, and I had to trust that when I opened it, it would open into the motel room where Aisha was staying.

I held a breath in my lungs and pulled the door open.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Aisha stared at me from the other side, wide eyed but also happy to see us. I jumped through the door and the Arcadian wind howled, roared, and tried to claw its way into the motel room behind me, but between the three of us we were able to wrestle the door shut, keeping whatever that was on the other side of the portal between worlds.

I let myself drop on the bed, arms sprawled, relaxing for the first time in what felt like days instead of hours. “Wow,” I said, once I had recovered the ability to speak. “We made it.” 

Aisha came up beside me and sat down. “Are you okay?” she asked.

I looked up at her. “I’m alive, so it could be worse.” 

“I didn’t know when you’d come through… or if you’d come through at all.” 

“Why did you leave the door open? That isn’t like you.” 

“I just… had a feeling we’d need to get out of there in a hurry, and that you’d have to follow me in. You disappearing like that, and then all the stuff you said, that wasn’t like you.” 

“I guess that’s fair. Good going, though.” 

“Yeah, thanks for that,” Jamie said. He was collapsed on the floor and making the thumbs up sign.

Aisha nodded. “I’m glad you’re both okay.” 

“I am too. I can’t believe Abel knew where we were. I just want to know how he was able to figure it out so fast.” 

Jamie picked himself up off the floor. “Just because your chip is gone doesn’t mean they can’t track you down.” 

I shook my head. “No one has the power to just track someone like that except…” 

“Except what?” Aisha asked.

“Except Spider.” 

“Who’s Spider?” Jamie asked.

“Spider is a friend of mine, and someone I work—used to work—with. He helped me keep an eye on you when you were busy moving from the museum to the library. He’s the guy who told me you were on the move and where you were.” 

“Spider works in the nexus, right? So, he wasn’t using magic to track me?” 

I had to stop and think for a minute before asking Jamie how he knew about the nexus and what HQ used it for. I had lost all contact with Spider the moments before the explosion. Then later when I asked about him, the Faction said he wasn’t on the schedule, but he was; he had been there with me the whole time, in my head, helping me track Jamie’s movements. Was he now tracking me? If they wanted to bring me in, it made sense, but I didn’t think Spider would give into them like that.

“Spider uses a combination of magic and CCTV to keep tabs on someone,” I said, “But he needs to know where the person is first, and he needs to have an initial location, then he can track someone from there.” 

“Let’s assume for a moment that he was keeping tabs on you,” Aisha said, “He would have lost you the moment you stepped through into Arcadia, and there aren’t any cameras in here.” 

“Which means, for the time being, we’re safe,” Jamie added.

I nodded and pulled my phone from my pocket, but the battery was dead. “Gives us time to figure out what to do next… what time is it?” 

Aisha checked her phone. “Its six thirty… you’ve been gone for less than an hour.” 

“Feels like we were in Arcadia for much longer than that,” Jamie said.

“Yeah, time moves differently in Arcadia. In summer, minutes there are hours here. In the winter, everything slows down.”

“Well,” I said, standing up, “We’re here now, so we’d better get back to work.” 

“Work?” Jamie asked, “Shouldn’t we get something to eat first? Or maybe some decent sleep?” 

“I don’t know about you, but I want to get this whole thing figured out so I can go back to sleeping in my own bed.”

“Right,” Aisha said, “And I’ve been thinking about where we can start; I have an idea.” 

I turned to look at her. “What’s the idea?” 

“Well, you know as well as I do just who frequents the club I work at.” 

“The Unseelie… yeah, I’d thought about that. But I don’t know if asking around at your club is a good idea.” 

“I didn’t think so either. The shadows like to remain anonymous; they don’t reveal themselves to people, so no one’s going to know a thing about it.” 

“But?” 

“The shadow wasn’t working alone. A shadow doesn’t have a ton of magic besides the ability to almost perfectly mimic someone else’s appearance.” 

“Yeah, we’ve talked about this,” Jamie put in, “My dad told me there has to have been other people involved.” 

“Right, and some of them must have been fae.” 

“How do you figure that?” I asked.

“Because shadows don’t like people. They’ll barely deal with other fae—why would one deal with a mage?” 

“So, there must have been a middle man…” 

“Exactly, and the chances are, that middle man does business at the club. It’s the only place the Unseelie can go where they won’t be bothered by the Faction.” 

“I don’t understand,” Jamie said, folding his arms, “You’re telling me there are a whole bunch of… Unseelie… who go to the club you work in… and the Faction doesn’t do anything about it? Aren’t the Unseelie the bad guys?” 

“They’re the guys who won the war,” Aisha said, “They’re only bad if you were on the losing side.” 

“Okay, fine, but that still doesn’t explain why those fae are allowed to operate there while everyone else gets sent back.” 

“Because everything has a price. Fae that are capable of large favors get rewarded,” I said. “Most hunters are forbidden from going down there. Magical investigators, also. Too dangerous. The entire area got pulled out of our jurisdiction years ago, now we can’t go unless we’re specifically invited. That’s why I’m going down there.”

“Like hell you are,” she said, “Are you forgetting what happened last time?” 

“No, but it won’t be like last time.”

“Really? You can promise you aren’t going to confuse a troll with an ogre?” 

“In my defense, they look the same.” 

“Not in Arcadia they don’t.” 

“Whatever. I don’t want you sticking your neck out and asking questions on your own.” 

“Fine, but if you go down there, you know it won’t be long before the Faction figures it out.” 

“Yeah… I know.” 

“And you’re thinking about going to an Unseelie club…”

“I know.” 

“With a Fallen mage…” 

“I know, okay?” 

“I just want you to be safe, Max. You’re in deep right now, and I don’t know how we’re going to get out of this.” 

I took her hand and squeezed it. “We’re going to get out of this by working together. I promise you we will.” Jamie caught my eye. He was standing there with his phone held tightly in his hand. As I watched, his hands began to glow with orange light. He concentrated for an instant, shut his eyes, and when he opened them again, the glow around his hands disappeared. 

“What did you just do to that phone?” I asked.

“I gave it some juice,” he said.

“Now that’s a handy power,” Aisha said.

Jamie waved his now active phone. “I’m gonna make a phone call. I can charge yours, too?” 

I narrowed my eyes. “Sure,” I said, handing my burner phone to him, “But take the call in the bathroom.” 

He nodded and moved through the door, shutting it behind himself. When I turned to look at Aisha again, she was smiling. “He’s cute,” she said.

“No, he isn’t.” 

“Yes, he is.” 

“Maybe, but he’s also working for his dad. His dad wants him to keep tabs on me, to spy on me.” 

“He can’t be a very good spy if you know about his mission.” 

“Okay, fine, it isn’t exactly spying. His dad had said a few things about me, about my powers; he said I needed to be under observation.” I covered her mouth with my hand before she could ask another question. “The Faction put a chip in me when I was a kid,” I continued, “A chip that restricted my magic, told them where I was, what magic I was doing… Jamie’s dad took it out of me, but he also said a couple of things about the rate at which my powers were growing, or returning, or whatever. He said they were coming back really fast, and that he hadn’t ever seen anything like it.” 

Aisha studied my face. “Do you… feel… any different?” 

“A little more energized, maybe, but not really different.” 

“And have you used your powers much since they pulled the chip out of you?” 

“Honestly?”

“Always.” 

I sighed. “No,” I said, “I’m… almost scared to. I’ve been avoiding it.”

“Maybe you should give it a try, you know? I mean, if the Faction was trying to restrain your magic and now the chip is gone…?” 

Jamie opened the bathroom door and came through, capturing my attention by the look of shock and dread on his face. 

“What is it?” I asked.

“It’s us,” he said.

“Us?” 

“We’re all over the news.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

The official statement from the authorities hadn’t come until minutes before we stepped through the portal back to Earth, so Aisha was just as shocked to hear it as we were. There was video footage of Jamie and me at the roadside diner flinging magic around, and then escaping custody, playing next to a slow flyover of the mound of smoldering debris that had once been a large tower. Newscasters commented on the video, going back and forth with suspicions regarding our innocence or guilt and our degree of involvement in the bombing.

The only saving grace was that our names hadn’t been mentioned. The Faction controlled a great deal of the media, and I knew this footage had come from the Faction. Neither Abel nor his men had filmed it, but they had probably seized the footage from someone who had, which meant they controlled the story. While our faces weren’t entirely visible in the shaky video, the message the Faction was trying to send me was clear.

Turn yourself in, Max, or we’ll let slip the dogs of war.

Still, while most people wouldn’t recognize me from the video, anyone with half a brain—or anyone who knew who I was—would have been able to identify me based on the footage alone. Maybe, considering where I was planning on going, that would help. By now the news would have reached New Seattle’s seedy underbelly, and everyone would be talking about it. Could she have pulled it off? Why would she have done it? Who helped her? And how can I get a cut?

Nothing like a little bad rep to elevate your profile among the undesirables, right?

I realized, after making the plan to go to Aisha’s club, two very important things. Number one, I hadn’t changed my clothes since I left the Order of Prometheus, and that was two days ago for me. The second realization was that I had left my car back at the roadside diner all the way outside of town, and the likelihood was if it hadn’t already been impounded by the Faction, it had been bugged to hell and back.

Especially now that I had been caught using my real magic alongside a Fallen mage.

The thought that I would probably go unrecognized by most of the general public, however, wasn’t enough to allow me to entirely relax as I called a cab to take Jamie, Aisha, and myself to the club. In such a cramped environment, in the middle of rush-hour, it was easy to feel like everyone’s eyes were on us, watching us discreetly—our cab driver, people riding in cars or walking along the street—filming us with their phones. 

I tried my best not to let any of that faze me as I made my way through downtown and into Oldtown, focusing on what lay ahead. Earlier I had called this place New Seattle’s seedy underbelly, and my observation had been an accurate one. Shining Cities had reputations for being safe and clean places where people focused on the betterment of not only themselves and those around them, but also on bettering their understanding of the universes. However, even the shiniest of the Shining Cities cast shadows, so although New Seattle was one of the brightest jewels left on the planet, it wasn’t without its dark corners.

From hags running pawn shops where you could buy an Arcadian item for the price of a childhood memory, to elves running brothels featuring some of the most beautiful men and women imaginable, to ogres selling their services as thugs and hired guns, and everything in between, Oldtown had it all.

The cab dropped us off outside of the club Aisha worked at called the Pretty Kitty Club. It was night, and the district shone with the harsh orange light of streetlamps. Jamie and I followed Aisha to the back of the club where she was able to smuggle us in without us having to go through the queue or even through security. I knew I would come under scrutiny here eventually because I was a mage, but I didn’t want that to start at the door.

Aisha took us through a narrow corridor with many doors on either side. One of those doors was open, and inside was a woman wearing only her underwear, curling her long, blonde hair with magic. I wasn’t sure what kind of fae she was. Crossing over from Arcadia to earth had the side effect of making the fae look human. No one knew how it worked, they only knew that it did. 

Aisha used a key to unlock her private dressing room. A myriad of outfits hung off the walls, many of them scantily more than collections of threads. On the dresser were a number of cosmetic products. The main event in this changing room, though, was Ada, Aisha’s snake. Jamie had noticed it and seemed to be staying the hell away from it, even though it was sitting inside a large, glass enclosure. She must have brought it to the club because of the motel’s no-animal policy. A dog would have been pushing it, but a snake?

I walked over to Ada and watched Aisha make eye contact with it. The snake, a muscly albino python so big it could wrap itself around a person many times over, stared at her and bowed its head, not only acknowledging her presence, but also showing respect. It would have been strange to watch an animal behave this way toward a person, but then Aisha wasn’t a person—she was dragon-fae, and I had seen her communicate with the snake plenty of times to know they had a special bond.

“Are you guys going to start talking to the fae?” Aisha asked. 

“Don’t worry, I wasn’t planning on staying in here; I want to go talk to The Shark.” 

“The Shark?” Jamie asked.

“If anyone knows anything about what happened to that building,” Aisha said, “The Shark will know. He makes it his business to know everything that happens involving the fae. He has an annoying habit of being good at figuring out secret information, too.” 

“How do you think he’ll take to me being here?” Jamie asked.

“I think you’ll be alright. The Shark is a crook, and he’s dangerous, but he’s friendly enough. He must be the only fae around here who doesn’t hate me or the Faction.” 

“Most Unseelie do,” Aisha put in, “Hate her, I mean.” She had moved to the dresser and begun applying her makeup.

“So, why did we come here if they hate you?” Jamie asked.

“Because this is the only place where we’re going to get the information we need,” I said, smiling smugly, “Besides, if anything happens to us, they’ll have Aisha to contend with, and they hate me almost as much as they’re scared of her. Why do you think she has her own dressing room? We’ll be fine.” 

Aisha smiled at her own reflection. 

“Do you wanna put that in writing?” Jamie asked, though I could tell he was joking. A little. 

“Are all Fallen mages as worrisome as you are?” I asked.

“No, but thanks to my dad, at least, I have a healthy degree of pessimism.” 

I took my leave, and Jamie followed me out of the room. Just in the nick of time, too—Aisha was about to remove her shirt. He had turned to look, and I couldn’t blame him for wanting to, but this was the second time he had looked at her in that way, and now I couldn’t ignore the way it made my stomach twist and feel wrung out. I understood she had an effect on men, and I really had no reason to be annoyed by the way he looked at her. 

Dammit. No time to think about that now. I moved through the winding, narrow corridors until I reached the door at the end, which led into the bar. Thumping beats and bass bled through it, and when I pushed it open and went through, the music enveloped and surrounded me. It was loud, the lights were dim, and the air was hazy with smoke. The bar was stacked with drinks from this world and from Arcadia, bottles of whiskey sitting alongside unmarked bottles filled with glowing, green liquid whose origin and properties were questionable. On two of the three stages arranged around the club were two skinny, beautiful, topless women, gyrating and grinding on poles to the rhythm of the music. On the other was a man, whose stomach could have been carved out of marble, taking his clothes off as he danced in front of a small gathering of women. 

Most, if not all, of the patrons and staff at the club were Unseelie fae; each and every one of them illegal immigrants who had stolen their way over through cracks in our security systems. Now they were here, making a life for themselves. Only, the kind of life they enjoyed was the kind where they got something out of exploiting other fae, and since there weren’t many fae around, they were exploiting humans, too.

I had taken a vow never to hunt down and send the fae back the way they had come, but there were two kinds of fae—Seelie and Unseelie—and I would make an exception for the latter kind if it suited my goals. The Unseelie sitting in the one of the booths behind the velvet rope, surrounded by lackeys, was just one such fae.

I approached the velvet rope, and a mountain of a man with a face only a mother could love intercepted me, putting his large, bulbous hand out and pressing it against my shoulder. 

“You’re not allowed in there,” he snorted.

I looked at his hand, then up at him. “Get those sausage fingers off me or I’ll tear your arm out of its socket and beat you with it.” 

Jamie’s eyes went wide with alarm, but he didn’t say anything. The bouncer leaned closer to me, took a whiff with his big nose, and grinned. “You smell like an ‘uman,” he said, his breath stinking of beer and cheese, “You know what happens to ‘umans who wander in ‘ere?” 

“Yeah, they cut up ogres who stand in their way.” 

His large hand now closed around my shoulder. His face twisted, and he looked like he was about to wind back his arm and go for a punch, but a voice called out from the back, and the ogre stopped in his tracks.

“Max!” the voice said, cheerful and happy, but a little rough around the edges. “I thought I heard your tongue wagging off from back here.” 

The ogre turned his head. “You know this ‘uman, Sharky-boy?” 

“Sure I do. Now, why don’t you be a good dog and let her through?” 

I felt the hand around my shoulder relax, and the ogre stepped back, pulling the velvet rope aside and grudgingly letting me through. Jamie followed me up the small set of steps and into the modestly sized booth where Sharky, one of the most notorious—and dangerous—fae, was waiting.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

“Max,” he said, drawing out the sound of my name, “How the hell have you been?” 

The Shark wasn’t at all what anyone who knew of his reputation would have expected. He was a short thumb of a man with round gut, a bald patch, and stubby fingers. On the table in front of him, there weren’t any guns, or drugs, or rolls of money. What it held were a few too many empty plates of food. More than I thought normal for one man to consume alone. 

“Hello Sharky-boy,” I said, lightly mocking his name. “There’s something wrong with your bouncer.” 

“I know,” he said, “He’s new, but he’ll learn who you are soon enough. They all do, don’t they?” 

“Yeah they do.” 

“Come in, take a load off. Who’s your friend?” 

“This is Jamie. He’s with me.” 

“Jamie,” The Shark said, stretching his stubby hand across the table, “Great to meet ya.” 

Jamie took The Shark’s hand and shook it, then winced and pulled his arm back. “Ow, fuck.” His hand was bleeding from a set of horizontal cuts, as if the inside of The Shark’s hand were lined with barbs.

“Sorry,” The Shark said, “Should have warned you. That happens sometimes. I’ll get one of the girls to bring you a washcloth.” 

“Nah, that’s okay,” Jamie said, holding his hands closed together. 

Once The Shark sat down, I sat down across from him. From here we had a commanding view of the stage, with the dancers moving around and stripping to the music.

“So, what brings you to my neck of the swamp?” The Shark asked. His voice had an odd, almost gravelly quality to it. “I hear you’ve been causing a stir up there.” 

“Is that what you hear?” I asked.

“Oh yes. I hear you’re a wanted mage.” 

“Interesting, since I haven’t been officially named yet.” 

“You know as well as I do that I don’t have to wait for the official word about anything.” 

“True. And you know that’s why I’ve come here.” 

“I do.” A woman wearing black hot pants and a neon pink string bikini top came over with a tray of food and a tall glass of… something. The liquid was blue and misty, and seemed to almost shift as if there were something moving inside of it. On the plate there were shrimp, lots of shrimp, piled onto the plate like a mountain. The Shark took the bib he had been given, attaching it around his neck. He pulled the tray closer to himself, eyeing the food with excitement before quickly snatching a shrimp up from the plate. “Sorry, you two want anything?” 

“I’m fine, thanks,” I said.

“Yeah, me too,” Jamie said.

The Shark dismissed the girl with a wave of his hand and ate the shrimp whole, shell and all, then loudly sucked his fingers. “Best shrimp I’ve ever eaten,” he said, “This place is the best.” 

I raised an eyebrow. “I bet,” I said.

“So, why exactly is it that you’re here?” 

“It’s simple, really. Someone framed me, and I think you know who it was.” 

“Do I?” he asked, waving a shrimp in my face. “I don’t think you have enough evidence to back that claim up.” 

“I don’t need evidence. There isn’t a single thing one of the fae does around here without you knowing something about it, and I know there was at least one fae involved in the destruction of Pinnacle tower.” 

The Shark gobbled the shrimp up. “Was there? Or are you just trying to say whatever you think will get you out of this mess you’re in? Because I hear it’s one hell of a mess.” 

“I know I didn’t do it, I know someone framed me, and I know it was fae. A shadowskin.” 

“Shadowskin, huh?” The Shark grabbed another shrimp, tossed it up, and snatched it out of the air with his mouth displaying a kind of speed and accuracy someone of his stature just shouldn’t have possessed. “Shadows are tough to spot. How’d you know it was a shadow?” 

“Who else could have mimicked my appearance so perfectly?”

“This guy?” The Shark said, throwing his thumb over at Jamie. “He’s a mage, isn’t he? Fallen, by the look of him.” 

“How could you possibly know that?” Jamie asked.

“It’s on your face, kid. You’ve got that look of wonder and rebelliousness about you. It’s the same one I’ve always told Max she’s had, but she’s never believed me. I bet she does now, am I right?” But I ain’t no charity. You want answers to questions, you’re going to have to provide some form of payment.” 

“Alright,” I said, “What’s your price?”

“Depends on what you’re asking.” 

“I want to know the identity of the shadow who impersonated me and where I can find him.” 

“Okay, then I want a favor from you.”

“What kind of favor?”

“The details of which will be disclosed at a later time and date.” 

“C’mon Shark, you know I don’t do IOU’s.” 

“I swear on my mother’s life it won’t be anything shifty or below board. Just so happens I could do with someone who has your skillset.” 

“You’re expecting some form of oath of loyalty?” 

“Nothing like that,” he said, waving his hands, “But if you agree to owe me a favor, I’ll tell you what you want to know… within reason.” 

I turned my eyes over to Jamie, searching for an answer I knew he couldn’t give me. Owing The Shark a favor wasn’t likely to be a good thing, but if he could point me in the right direction regarding the shadow, then maybe I had a shot at clearing my name and getting back into the Faction’s good books—maybe even getting my life back.

“Fine,” I said, “We have a deal.”

The Shark extended his hand and stretched his fingers, which had been way too close to his mouth for my own comfort. I looked at them, then up at his eyes. “A verbal contract it is, then,” he said, retracting his hand.

“Great, now tell me what I want to know. Who is the shadow?” 

“I can’t tell you who it is.” 

“That’s bullshit,” Jamie put in, “You’ve been conned!” 

The Shark swiped at Jamie’s face with his hand, and Jamie had to dodge to get out of the way. Though they looked like fat sausages, his fingers almost sang as they cut across the air. “Watch it, boy,” The Shark growled, “I’m many things, but I’m not a conman, and I don’t take kindly to little pricks who throw the accusation around lightly.” 

“He has a point though, Sharky-boy,” I said. “We had a deal.”

The Shark relaxed into his seat. “I can’t tell you who the shadow is because I don’t know its real name, or its true identity.” 

“I find it hard to believe The Shark doesn’t know something.” 

“Trust me, it’s no walk in the park for me either. I was hired to bring this thing through from Arcadia, so I had my people smuggle it out without asking any questions.”

“Who asked you to smuggle the shadow out?” 

“That I really can’t tell you.” 

“Why not?” 

The Shark finished off the last handful of shrimp, chewing loudly, and this time spitting out some shells. “Contrary to what people believe,” he said, “There is honor among thieves, at least among the fae. If I told you, I would be breaking my pledge of client confidentiality.” 

“Look… that shadow is responsible for the death of hundreds of people, all innocents, which means their blood is on your hands too. You have to tell me who the other party is.” 

“I can’t, Max.” 

“Fine, then tell the Faction.” 

“Like hell I’m going to tell the Faction.” 

“Think about it… they’ll owe you big, way more than I will. They want to catch the person who did this just as much as I do. You’ll be a hero.” 

The Shark let out a hearty chuckle and slammed the table with his fist a couple of times. “Hero,” he said between laughs, “The only way I’d ever be a hero to the Faction is if I somehow managed to throw all of the Unseelie back across the portals, and then hung myself from a nearby tree somewhere.”

It looked like Jamie wanted to say something, but he stopped himself.

“Shark, you have to tell the Faction. I know you didn’t expect this would happen. I know—”

“I can’t tell the Faction because they are the people who asked me to bring the shadow over in the first place.”

It was as if a bucket of ice water had been dumped over my head. My whole body went cold, and all the fire in me died out in one quick rush. “That… that can’t be true.” 

“It is, okay? Deal with it.” 

“Who? Who did you speak to?” 

The Shark sighed. “I don’t know. It was meant to be anonymous, the whole thing, but my people were able to trace the paper trail back to Faction HQ. It was them. Your people. They asked me to bring the shadow over, so the blood is on their hands just as much as it is on mine.”

“But then…” I trailed off and shook my head. “Then… that means they’re the ones trying—”

“To frame you? Yeah, looks that way.” 

“But why would… why would they even…?” 

“The chip,” Jamie said.

“Chip?” The Shark asked, “What chip?” 

I ignored The Shark. “The explosion happened before you pulled the chip out of me,” I said.

“No, I mean, when we took the chip out, it was fucked remember? Fried. It looked like it was on its last legs, about to die.” 

“What does that have to do with the explosion?” 

“Don’t you see? Don’t you remember what my dad told you? You’re different. You didn’t react the way anyone else who ever had a chip removed reacted to it. Maybe the Faction knew you’d break free of the chip’s power eventually and…” 

I stood up. “No,” I said, “I can’t believe that. I can’t believe the Faction would try and frame me because I was getting too powerful for them.” 

“I think they would,” The Shark said, seeming to understand what we were talking about without actually having all the specifics. “Only, I don’t think they would have gone so far if all they were trying to do was put you away.” 

“What are you talking about?” Jamie asked.

“Well, it’s two things. First, even if they did want to put Max away before she got too big for her boots, I’m sure they’d have been able to do so with less collateral damage. Second, during the negotiations, someone said something about killing two birds with one stone.”

“Two… birds?” I asked.

“Exactly,” The Shark said, leaning across the table. “If you’re bird number one, what’s bird number two?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

I left the booth and walked away from The Shark as confidently as I could, but if Jamie hadn’t been there to grab my arm I may have toppled over from the dizziness. The whole club was spinning. The dancers on stage all blurred into one multi-armed hydra, the music all seemed to fade away into the background, becoming a dull, barely audible thump, and the smoke in the air all of a sudden became too much. 

I needed to get out. 

Shrugging out of Jamie’s grip, I made a run for a side door, catching Aisha out of the corner of my eye as she took the stage wearing a huge, white snake across her shoulders. But I didn’t stay for her show. I had to leave, so I burst out the door into the night with Jamie trailing behind me.

“Max, wait!” he called out, and I stopped. “Where are we going?” 

“I don’t know,” I said, “Away from here. A motel.” 

“Which motel? Aisha’s?” 

“No. We have to stay somewhere else.” 

Jamie sighed, then ushered me toward the edge of the sidewalk where he flagged down a passing cab. When we got inside, he gave the driver directions to a motel he knew about, presumably because the Order’s HQ was too far out of town, and the cab took off. I was unable to speak, unable to think about anything besides what The Shark had said. Processing it required my full attention, every ounce of brainpower I possessed, and I used it.

When we finally got to the motel—the kind with the big neon vacancy sign burning against the street, decades old carpeting, and questionably clean bedsheets—I waited around in silence while Jamie arranged a room for us, then followed him to it. Once inside, I went straight for the tiny bathroom, ran the faucet, and splashed water on my face, doing whatever I could to clear the daze that had fallen over me. 

Jamie knocked on the bathroom door, but I didn’t answer. He knocked again, this time calling my name, too, but I couldn’t answer. When he knocked a third time, I gritted my teeth, screamed, and sent my fist through the drywall. Pain like white fire exploded through me from the point of impact, and my hand immediately went numb. 

“Son of a bitch!” I yelled, cradling my hand.

Jamie burst into the bathroom, concern written all over his face. He took my numb, bleeding hand in his, but I couldn’t feel a thing. “Holy shit, Max,” he said, “What did you do to yourself?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Can you flex it?” he asked.

I tried, but failed. “No,” I said. The hand was shaking, and even though it was numb, it felt like someone was strumming each and every one of my nerves from my forearm to my collar, as if they were guitar chords. Jamie pulled it toward the running faucet, and the water turned pink with my blood. I watched it circle down the drain.

“I’m no doctor, but you’ve royally fucked your hand up.” 

“No shit!” I said, pulling my hand out of his. 

“Give it to me.” 

Jamie went to grab it, but I kept it out of his reach. “Get away from me, Jamie. I swear, I can’t deal with you right now.” 

“Shut up and give me your hand!” he yelled, and hearing him shout like that made my defenses crumble and collapse.

Jamie cupped my hand, which sent more pain screeching through me. I winced, bit my lower lip, and looked away, but then the bathroom began to fill with warm, orange light, and very slowly, the pain began to recede. I opened my eyes and saw our hands, entwined and glowing together. Symbols and patterns had appeared on the backs of his hands, too, but I couldn’t recognize them or understand what they meant any more than I could recognize my own.

Finally, the light faded away, and Jamie slowly released my hand which looked—and felt—as it had before I had thrown it into the drywall with all my might. 

“Next time,” he said, staring at me, “I want you to heal yourself.” 

“I’m… sorry…” I said. “I don’t know what I was thinking.” 

“I do; you weren’t thinking. But you need to take a second and pull yourself together.” 

“I know, okay? I know.” I turned to look at my reflection in the mirror again and splashed another handful of water on my face. “Was he telling the truth?” 

“The Shark? He didn’t have a reason to lie to you… you’d made a deal.” 

“But… he’s a crook, right? Crooks lie?”

“Max…” 

“I can’t believe the Faction would do that. I just can’t.” 

“Why not?” 

I felt like hitting something again, maybe the mirror, but I held myself back. That would have been stupid. “How would you feel?” 

Jamie sighed. “Hurt,” he said, “Betrayed. Everything you’re feeling right now. Everything you have the right to feel. I’m not going to try and take away that right.” 

I turned my eyes up and looked at him in the mirror’s reflection. “But?” 

“But… this is why the Order exists, Max. The Faction isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. They’re dictators and bullies; they’re the elite ruling class that do what they want and destroy anyone who can even remotely challenge their authority.” 

“I wasn’t challenging their authority.” 

“No, but your powers… what your own magic was doing to that chip was unlike anything anyone has ever seen.” 

“I don’t feel any different than when I had the chip under my skin, except maybe more anxious; things were easier then.” 

“Do you want easy, or do you want better?” 

I turned around now, taking a deep breath and exhaling. I had just lied to him. I did feel different. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was exactly I was feeling, but for all I knew it really was the magic bubbling beneath my skin; magic I had purposefully denied an outlet except for that one time at the diner. Part of me didn’t want to know what I was capable of for one simple reason I couldn’t utter. 

What if I enjoyed my new power too much?

Power of any kind changes people. Too much power changes them absolutely. I had never been a truly selfish person, or at least I didn’t think I was, but I did have a mean bone in my body, and I had been known to be quick tempered and impulsive, as evidenced by the way I had just broken my hand in several places. How would those traits change once I started discovering the depths of my powers?

“The Faction is everything I’ve ever known,” I said. “I thought we were doing some good in the world. I mean, we rebuilt cities, eliminated most of humanity’s diseases after we saved them from almost completely destroying themselves as a species. You can see how I’m having trouble believing they would do what The Shark said they did.” 

“People can do good things in the world while also being assholes,” Jamie said. “The Order isn’t without its fair share, but our goal is transparent and unified. The Faction created this new world by shackling everyone else in invisible chains, including you. The Order wants to break those chains; that’s it.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “So, what, that’s your recruitment speech?” 

Jamie rolled his eyes. “That’s what you think I’ve been doing this whole time?”

“Feels like it.” 

His lips pressed into a hard line. “I’m going to give you that one because you’re upset, but I’m not trying to do anything besides help you and make sure you don’t self-destruct. I seem to be doing pretty well on both those counts, so let’s try to figure out how to help you.” 

I let my shoulders drop and relax. “I’m sorry,” I said, “I didn’t mean for it to come out like that.” 

Jamie nodded. “It’s alright. You’re going through some tough stuff. I wanna help you, that’s all.” 

I stared at him then, and he stared back at me, and it was almost like the air between us was beginning to charge up, to electrify. I could feel the current in my chest, in the pit of my stomach, vibrating slightly, and I remembered feeling this once before, back in Arcadia, when we had to keep close to conserve body heat. But the phone vibrating in my pocket snapped the moment like a brittle twig. 

Aisha.

I answered. “Hey,” I said.

“Is everything okay?” she asked, “I saw you run off...” 

“Yeah… at least I think so.”

“Which is it? Yeah, or I think so?” 

“I don’t know. The Shark just told me some things that have left me a little shook up.” 

“Yeah? Like what?” 

“Things I can’t really talk about right now, not over the phone. I’ve headed to a motel to try and make a plan. When I have one, then we can talk. But I think I’m gonna need your help on this.” 

“My help?” 

“You know I would never put you in danger… but for what I think I need to do, I could really do with your skills.” 

A short pause. “Okay, I’ll help you. But why did you go to a different motel?” 

“The Faction could still be looking for me. If they find me tonight, I can’t risk them finding you, too. But I’ll call you just as soon as I work things out.” 

“Okay… but be safe, Max.” 

“I will.” 

I hung up, placed the phone back in my pocket, and looked up at Jamie, but I didn’t say anything.

“Sounds like you have some kind of plan,” he said.

“I think I do.” 

“Care to fill me in?” 

I took a deep breath and exhaled. “I need to find Spider.” 

“Why Spider?” 

“Everything The Shark said makes me think he’s been taken by the Faction. I lost contact with him just before the explosion, and then when I asked about him at HQ, the chief was vague about his whereabouts.” 

“Okay… but why is Spider so important?”

“Because he was watching me the whole time and because he’s my friend,” I said, throwing Jamie an angry look, “There are good people working in the Faction—people who don’t know what I know now. If he’s being held somewhere, I need to get him out.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it.” 

“Good. Anyway, Spider is also probably the only guy who can help me get what I need.” 

“And that is?” 

“All of the footage from the day of the explosion. Your dad gave me some of the footage, what he had been able to retrieve, but that only contained the time before the shadow entered the building, to about the time of the explosion. There’s more footage from inside Pinnacle tower and from the surrounding cameras, and I want to see it.”

“What are you hoping to achieve with that footage?” 

“I don’t exactly know yet, but it’s the best plan I have.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

After the long, long 48 hours I’d had, what I needed was a solid night of rest in a real bed. Unfortunately, the Faction couldn’t wait, Spider probably couldn’t wait, and what I ended up having was a twenty-minute power nap in a shoddy motel bed. Luckily, even twenty-minutes in an uncomfortable bed seemed to help undo the damage caused by sleeping on an uncomfortable, Arcadian, stone floor.

I opened my eyes at one point and blearily looked up from where I lay to see Jamie sleeping, sitting upright on an arm chair on the other side of the room. He had insisted I take the bed, and I hadn’t fought him on it too hard. I had a feeling he wouldn’t have backed down from the fight even if I had given him one, and we were both pretty tired, so I had simply conceded.

Jamie was a bit of an enigma to me. I wasn’t entirely sure how I felt about him. He had the brightest, and most infectious smile I had seen on a guy before. But we were such different people, on such a fundamental level, I wasn’t sure if, had it not been for our forced proximity, we would have become friends.

He was a good guy, though. Jamie’s heart was in the right place. His father, on the other hand, for all his gentility, for all of the concern he showed for me, I couldn’t help but wonder if he had some kind of agenda he was pursuing, something he needed me for. Maybe I was wrong. I had been wrong before, and I hoped I was again now. I also hoped The Shark had been lying about the Faction’s motivations and involvement in the Pinnacle tower’s destruction. Because if he hadn’t been lying, then it meant I would never get my life back.

It was 3am when my phone began to ring as I lay in bed, mulling these things over in my head. It was Aisha. 

“Hey,” I said, clearing my throat. 

“Hey… sleeping?” 

“Napping. You finished?”

“Yeah.”

I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes. Jamie began to stir. “I need you to take me to a door.”

“A… door?”

“Yes. Do you know of any near where you are?” 

Aisha paused. “Freeway Park. Meet me at the north entrance. I’ll be there in twenty.” 

“Alright, I’ll be there.” 

I ended the call and set the phone down, allowing myself a moment to get up and stretch. Jamie sat up, yawned, and looked at me sleepily. “So, we’re going?” 

“It’s now or never,” I said, “It’ll be better if we hit them now than if we did it during the day.” 

“Makes sense… you sure we can’t just have five more minutes?” 

“I wish. C’mon, let’s get out of here.” 

Jamie followed me out, and we started on the walk to Freeway park, which was only a few blocks away from the motel. We walked quietly, though, so we wouldn’t inadvertently speak too loudly of what we were going to do. You didn’t just talk openly about wanting to break into Faction HQ, no matter where you were.

Eyes and ears everywhere.

But I didn’t have to talk to him about it. We had already discussed our intentions. Jamie hadn’t been too happy about me keeping the details of the plan to myself, but I didn’t want to discuss it then. All he knew was that getting into Faction HQ in the early hours of the morning would give us the element of surprise, which was something we desperately needed.

We also needed to see the footage from the time before and after the fake me appeared on camera. I had tried, before deciding to go and get some rest, to contact Spider telepathically, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get to him. Couldn’t reach him. I had always relied on Spider being the one to bridge the gap between our minds and open the channels of communication; I had never initiated contact myself. My assumptions, then, were that Spider couldn’t initiate communication because someone was stopping him from doing so.

I held my hand low and concentrated hard on Spider, trying to summon his voice into my thoughts. I wanted to reach him, to call out to him telepathically, to try and make contact. The back of my hand began to glow, and I covered the glow up so as not to draw attention to myself. Knowing mages and magic existed was one thing; it was another entirely for humans to witness a mage in action. 

Time and space bended and came together. In my mind, I called for Spider, over and over, but there was only a void where there should have been Spider. He couldn’t be dead, I didn’t think he was, but he also wasn’t answering me, and hadn’t answered any of the last few times I had tried back at the motel. I let my hand relax, and the glow ceased. Jamie had been looking at me, but he hadn’t said anything; not until we got to the north entrance to the park.

“Nothing?” he asked.

I shook my head. “Nothing.” 

“So, what’s the plan here?” 

Looking around, I saw no one standing on the sidewalk. In front of us, a small set of well-lit, winding stairs descended into the park itself, where the trees were tightly packed, the grass smelled fresh all the time, and you could just come to walk through a little slice of nature in the heart of a big city.

“The plan is to follow me,” Aisha said. Neither of us had seen her walk up to where we were, but she was there with her coat on and her fur hoody up. “This way.” 

I gestured toward her, and Jamie did as she asked. We followed Aisha down the steps and into the park. Aisha led us along the winding trail where there was nothing but the crickets chirping their night song. Scattered throughout the path there were little plaques with the recorded history of not only the park itself, but also of New Seattle. Magic, moving images were installed into the plaques showing hopeful, upbeat scenes of young men and women building the park with not only their own hands, but also magic. 

Seeing stuff like that really set everything I had learned about the Faction into conflict with what I had grown up with my whole life. The Faction had been good to me and everyone I cared about. They had built this place, they had made sure no one wanted for anything, and they kept the peace relatively well, especially after the introduction of the hunter and MI branches. But beneath it all, they were corrupt and insidious. They meddled with their citizens’ lives and liberties, and no one even knew it was going on.

When Aisha stopped moving and called me to move away from the path and follow her, I put those thoughts to rest. At least for now.

Aisha had stepped over the grass and through a set of trees, emerging on the other side to a spot overlooking one of New Seattle’s main veins; the roads were built for commuters to get from the outskirts of the city into downtown for work. Freeway Park not only overlooked this road, but it also bridged over it, but the bridge was up ahead from where we were standing. From here, you could jump off the side of the park and land on the road below without hurting yourself.

“There,” Aisha said, pointing at the dark space beneath the bridge where the road curved slightly. 

“What’s there?” I asked.

“There’s a utility door there, an old one. No one uses it. That’s our faerie door.” 

“Is it a faerie door because no one uses it, or does no one use it because it’s a faerie door?”

“Both.” 

“What about the bathroom door at that diner?” Jamie asked, “You came through that and then we used it later, but it’s a bathroom at a diner, right? Wouldn’t other people get sucked into Arcadia if they open it?” 

“There are fixed doors on Earth and in Arcadia,” Aisha explained, “When you open a fixed door on one side, you can have it take you to any door, anywhere, on the other side; it doesn’t have to be a faerie door. When you close the door, the link is broken, and the original exit point returns to being a normal door. That one over there is a real faerie door, the kind that’ll take you to Arcadia. The one you opened in the ruins before you came back to earth was a fixed door, too.”

“Cool, I think I get it. So, now what?” 

“I’ve been wondering that myself.”

They both looked at me, waiting for me to tell them my big plan. “We’re going to break into Faction HQ using a faerie door.” 

“Wait a second,” Jamie said, “You want us to go through Arcadia again? There has to be an easier way to break in. You know the building. Can’t you tell us?”

“I wish I could. Maybe, if I wasn’t a wanted fugitive, I could just waltz in and go where I need to go, but since that option’s off the table, we’re going to have to do things a little differently. That means breaking in. Using a faerie door is the best way to do it.” 

“Why?” 

“Because faerie doors from Arcadia can open wherever you need them to,” Aisha said. “Doors from this side open in fixed locations in Arcadia, but from there, you can open a door and appear wherever you want on this side, as long as you have a clear enough image of the place.” 

“My office,” I said, “That’s where the door is gonna open to.” 

“Okay,” Jamie said, “But, I mean… HQ is probably going to be well protected, right? We can’t just go in and do whatever we want.” 

“HQ runs 24/7, but at night they have a skeleton crew. Going in at night won’t make the place harder to get into, but it will minimize the chance of there being any innocent casualties should anything happen.” 

“You’re expecting casualties?” Aisha asked.

“I’m expecting anything. So far, the only plan I have is to get in there, find Spider, and get him to retrieve whatever footage he can from the central nexus. The files there can’t be deleted, not even by the Faction’s high ups. The footage will be there.” 

“And what if Spider isn’t?” Jamie asked.

“Then… I don’t know. We’ll just have to hope that he is.” 

A single, lonely car hissed along the long road beneath us, disappearing around the curb. Its headlights shone a little light on the bridge’s darker underside, and I thought I caught a glimpse of the dull, metal door embedded into the concrete. 

“Okay, so, let’s do this, right?” Jamie asked.

“Yeah,” I said, “Only, there’s one more thing.”

“What is it?” 

“I won’t be going with you to Arcadia.” 

“What? Why?” 

“Because if both of us go through the faerie door and someone catches us, then we’re both caught. If only one of us goes through, then the other has a chance to get the job done.” 

“Can’t we just use the door twice? You go to one room, I go to another?” 

“No. Because I have another plan… I’m going to turn myself in.”

Jamie’s eyes went wide. “Why would you even want to do that?” 

“Because… if I turn myself in, they’ll be too busy trying to process me to even know you’re in the building at all. HQ has a lot of magical defenses preventing people from getting in, but once you’re inside, you’re only gonna be dealing with standard camera systems and electronic locks. Those are things you can manage with magic, right?”

“Yeah, but—”

“Then you can go in, find Spider, and get the footage we need while I’m busy trying to keep the attention away from you.” 

“And what the hell am I supposed to do about you once I’ve got Spider and the footage?” 

“Get out. Get out, find the people who did this, and bring them to justice. I’ll be alright.” 

“You realize if even one thing doesn’t go right here, we’re both screwed, right?” 

I nodded. “I also know we’re gonna do fine because we have something they don’t; we have magic, and lots of it.” 

“What about Arcadia?” Aisha asked, “Time moves differently there. I don’t know how long we’ll take to get to you, so we need to time this right.” 

I checked the time on my phone. “Do you know where the nearest faerie door in Arcadia is?” 

“I do, but… I don’t know how fast we can get to it.” 

Jamie sighed. “I can get us there fast,” he said, though he clearly didn’t like the sound of any of this.

“You can?”

“As long as using powerful magic in Arcadia doesn’t fry me, sure.” 

“I’ll ping you when I’m close to HQ, then you can step through the door. It should only be minutes before you’re on this side.” 

A long silence fell between us, during which time we all just looked at each other. None of us knew how this plan would work out, or even if it would. There were too many variables. Jamie had been right about that, but it was either this or nothing. We needed that footage, we needed Spider, he was the only one who could testify on my behalf, and if that option was no longer on the table because of the many other transgressions I had made against the Faction—namely aiding in a Fallen mage’s escape and removing my chip—he was the only one who could get more footage of the incident for us to analyze. 

There was an answer. There had to be. It was my only shot.

“Alright,” I finally said, “Let’s do this.” 

Aisha looked over the barrier, then hopped over it and landed on the road. She looked up. “C’mon, Jamie. Time to go.” 

Jamie looked at me, and I thought he was going to say something, but he didn’t. So, I did. “Be safe,” I said. 

“You too.” 

My heart started to pound, electricity coursed through me, and almost without thinking about it, I reached for his face with my hands and cupped his cheeks. It was only a touch, but initiating it set my body alight. Still, despite the flutter in my chest, I took the moment and did what I had to do, concentrating on an image of my office back at HQ; the office I barely used. 

There weren’t many details to impart into Jamie’s mind except for maybe the room’s layout, the cream color of the walls, where my computer was in relation to the window, and what my chair looked and felt like. It only had one door leading into or out of it, and it was usually electronically sealed, but I didn’t think that would be a problem for a faerie door. Just in case, I burned the combination into his mind, transferring my thoughts directly into his brain through my hand. 

I didn’t give him a chance to speak when I broke contact. Instead, I made my way briskly through the trees, disappearing behind them and taking to the winding path as quickly as I could. I wanted to put as much distance between us as I could so he wouldn’t think about what had happened too much. Transferring thoughts telepathically had the annoying side effect of sometimes sending things through that you may not have wanted to send through, like thoughts and feelings. By the look on his face, it was clear he would have wanted to investigate what had just happened using words, and I didn’t want that.

When I reached Freeway Park’s northern entrance, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and dialed a number I had dialed so many times I wouldn’t forget it in a million years. The phone rang once, twice, then it connected, but no one spoke.

“Abel,” I said, “It’s Max.” 

“What do you want?” he asked, his voice cool and calm. I wasn’t sure if I had just woken him up, and I couldn’t tell from the sound of his voice.

“I want to turn myself in. Can you pick me up?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

The eighteen minutes I spent waiting for Abel to pull up alongside the north entrance to Freeway Park were the longest minutes of my life. I hadn’t noticed just how cold it was when I first arrived at the park because my blood was filled with adrenaline, and my body was running hot. But the adrenaline was gone, being replaced by something like fear, and it was making me susceptible to even the slightest of pecks from the night’s cold air.

Many cars had come and gone, some had even slowed down as they drove past me, but only one of them stopped. Abel didn’t get out of the car and try to cuff me, nor had he brought backup; he didn’t even reach for his gun. He simply looked at me from across the road and beckoned me with a simple jerk of his head. 

I walked across the road and got into the car. I expected to be immediately placed under arrest, and I was. The cuffs came on quickly.

“I’m surprised,” I said, “I thought you’d have brought everyone down here to bring me in.” 

“You don’t know me very well, then.” 

“I think I do, and this is out of character for you.” 

“If I had told anyone about this, I would have had a whole host of questions thrown at me. Do you think I wanted that?” 

“So, what if they ask you questions? You’ve got nothing to hide.” 

He sighed. “The Faction is on some kind of witch hunt. They want you dead, Max. They’ve gone through your computer, your files, your logs, and they’re investigating everyone with any kind of connection to you.” 

“What about you?” 

He threw me a warning look. “Yes, of course, me.” 

“Do you think I did it?”

“Max, the evidence—”

“Fuck the evidence, Abel. This is me we’re talking about, here. Do I look like a fucking terrorist?”

Abel remained quiet for a time. As we passed under the street lights, the car filled with light, then dimmed again, filled with light, then dimmed again. 

“What the hell is a terrorist even supposed to look like?” 

“Really? After everything we’ve been through, you believe I’m capable of bringing down a tower full of innocent people? What’s the death toll up to now? In the hundreds? Thousands? Why would I have done that?” 

“Maybe you’ve been radicalized by your Fallen friend.” 

“My Fallen friend… yeah, because that’s exactly what the Faction wants me to say, isn’t it? They want me to admit that I crossed over to the Fallen and that Idestroyed a whole building just to prove… what… that I’m more powerful than them? I’m not going to say that, and I’m not going to take the fall for something the Faction set up.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Do you think I’ve been sitting on my ass? I’ve been digging, and I’ve learned a couple of things about our Faction. They’ve been lying to us, Abel—lying to each and every one of us. And they are the ones who called the hit on the building.” 

Abel looked at me like I was some kind of unknown animal he was trying to identify, but couldn’t. “Really? You expect me to believe that?” 

“The person who walked into the building looking like me wasn’t me; it was a Shadowskin, a fae the Faction paid the Unseelie big money to have smuggled out of Arcadia and brought here. I don’t know why they did it, but I think it has something to do with the chip that was in my neck.” 

“Chip? What chip?” 

I turned in my seat to look at him. “I didn’t know I had it either, but I’ve had it since birth. You have one too. All of us do. The Faction put the chips in us to stop us from reaching our full magical potential. Fallen mages don’t steal magic—they just don’t have chips in them; that’s why they’re so powerful.” 

“Do you have any idea how crazy you sound?” 

“Crazy? Abel, they don’t want anyone being more powerful than them.” 

“They? Who the hell are they?” 

“I don’t know! The people at the top, the ones who built the Faction. They want to control everyone and everything, and something was happening to me—something I think they knew about.” 

Abel fell silent. “What was happening to you?” 

I took a beat to calm down because my heart was hammering so hard I thought I would pass out if it kept up. “I don’t… know. Not exactly. But when the Order took the chip out of my neck—”

“Wait a second, what?” 

“They took this chip out of my neck, and it was fried. They said if I’d kept it any longer, it would have probably stopped working entirely.” 

“You’re telling me that the Faction put a chip inside your neck to stop you from being able to use powerful magic, and that yours was somehow malfunctioning? This was after you allowed Fallen mages to open your neck up and remove it?” He turned his eyes on the road again, then shook his head. “Max, you have to understand, this all sounds… like fiction. It sounds made up. You can’t honestly expect me to believe it.” 

“Then let me take yours out.” 

“You think I’m going to let you anywhere near me with a scalpel?” 

“I know where they hid it. All I need is a few minutes, then I can heal you with magic—” 

“No, Max,” he said, interrupting me. “Enough.” 

“Enough what?” 

“Enough with the lies. I don’t know why you’ve done it, but you’ve gone rogue, and you’ve killed a lot of people. If you want to turn yourself in, then you’re going to have to start owning up to what you’ve done. Otherwise, this is going to get messy for the both of us.” 

I swallowed hard. “You don’t believe me.” 

“I swore an oath to uphold the Faction’s laws, and until you’re proven innocent, based on all the evidence I’ve seen, I have to treat you as if you’re guilty.” 

“Abel… you’re a good guy. I know you. We’ve had our differences before, but I know you, and you deserve to know the truth about what’s happening all around us. The Faction is lying to you, and if you took my cuffs off I could prove it.” 

Abel inhaled deeply, then exhaled. “I’m not doing that.” he said.

“You don’t trust me.”

He said nothing, but his silence spoke volumes. I looked out and the windshield to the road beyond. It was dark, quiet, and empty—not a soul on it except us and the night birds. There was only silence and the light pattering of rain against the car. When we eventually stopped at the foot of the HQ building, it hit me. I hadn’t sent Jamie a telepathic message, and with the cuffs on I had no way of doing so. Not unless Abel decided to remove them.

He came around the car and opened the door. “Move,” he said, standing aside.

“Any chance you can take these off?” I asked, “It’d make it easier for me to get out of the car.”

“Don’t play games, Max. Let’s just go.” 

I did as he asked and shuffled out of the car, then walked with him toward the Faction HQ compound with no way of breaking free from my restraints and no way of telling Jamie I was here and ready. We had agreed on an hour; if I hadn’t pinged him in an hour, he was to head into Arcadia, find the faerie door, and travel to my office. I had to hope he would follow through on that, because we were on our own now.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

Abel escorted me past the first security checkpoint where the night guard stared, mouth agape, as I was presented. 

“Call the Chief,” Abel told him. “Tell him I’ve apprehended Maxine Cartwright.” 

“Y-yes sir,” the guard said, briskly tapping a single button on his tablet display—undoubtedly speed dialing the Chief. 

Once again, Abel pushed me along, through the main doors and into the tangle of secured corridors behind the reception desk. The lights were dim in the compound, though not shut off entirely. Not counting the guard at the door, magical investigators working late at their desks, and any number of captives, there were maybe three other people in the whole building, all security personnel. I figured I could work with that number of people if I needed to get out of here in a hurry.

Judging by the direction in which we were going, I thought Abel was taking me to the cells. There, just maybe, I might find Spider, assuming he had been taken in by the Faction, that he was being held captive at HQ, and that he had been placed in one of the cells. Those were a lot of assumptions to make, yes, but I felt strongly about this. He had to be here. I don’t know how I knew; I just did. 

But Abel didn’t take me to the cells; instead, he took me to his office. 

The door opened and the lights flicked on automatically. He nudged me toward the chair in front of his desk and bade me to sit down before circling the desk and sitting behind his computer screen. He didn’t say a word; he just sat there, his face bathed in the soft glow of the screen, eyes flicking from side to side, fingers working at the controls.

“Emails are more important than processing me?” I asked.

He stood from his desk, disabled his computer, and headed for the door to his office. 

“Hey,” I said, “Why aren’t I getting put in the cells?”

Abel stopped at the door to his office. “Because I want you to wait here,” he said. “The Chief will be down soon, and he’ll figure out what to do with you.” 

“The Chief, huh? I’m surprised he’s bothering at all.” 

“You’re a special case.” 

I sighed. “Don’t do this, Abel. Go to the central nexus, pull up the video files from the day of the attack, and look through them. There’s something there; I know there is.” 

“Something? You don’t know what.” 

“I… don’t, but I need peace of mind. I need to know for sure that I didn’t do it.” 

“You’re asking a lot here, Max; you’re asking me to break the law.”

“Someone’s trying to frame me for something I didn’t do. Isn’t finding the truth more important than blindly holding to the letter of the law?” 

“Laws are in place for a reason.” 

“Yeah, but they don’t seem to apply to the people at the top, if they’re able to do something like this and then frame me for it! Doesn’t that bother you?” 

Abel exhaled long and deep, but didn’t say a word more. I could see the conflict in his eyes, the internal battle, but which way he was leaning, I didn’t know. He left his office and shut the door, the electronic seal kicking in as the door shut. Why had he brought me here and not the cells? Why was he waiting for the Chief before processing me? None of this felt right; none of this felt like procedure, which was what I thought Abel was all about.

If the Faction had set me up, then I wasn’t going to get processed; that wasn’t what the Chief was coming down here for. I was brought here because there were fewer cameras here than there were in the cells, and since video footage recorded on the central nexus couldn’t be deleted, they wanted to have as little evidence of my actually being here as possible, which meant only one thing…

They were going to kill me outright, skipping the death penalty process.

Why not? Kill me and make it look like an accident, or make it look like I had been caught breaking into the office and was killed after I put up a fight. It was plausible enough, and once people had it in their heads that I was the person responsible for taking down Pinnacle tower, my life was already over in the eyes of the law. What did it matter whether it happened by electric chair or by stray bullet?

Dammit. 

I stood from the chair. Abel had confiscated my guns and slapped magic cuffs on my wrists, preventing me from doing magic, but I still had eyes, and hands, and a functioning brain. Looking around the room, I settled on Abel’s computer. I went around the desk and sat down on his chair. The computer screen flicked on automatically. On it was a simple black background with the Faction’s pentagram emblem on it and the Latin words for “MAGIC IS A RESPONSIBILITY” etched into the pentagram’s outer ring. The word “login” sat beneath the emblem, but my hands were cuffed behind my back.

I slumped my shoulders and huffed. 

“Where the hell are you, Jamie?” I said to no one. 

The hour I had given him had passed almost ten minutes ago, and he hadn’t given me any sign that he had arrived at HQ. Maybe he couldn’t? Or maybe he was trying and couldn’t reach me because of the cuffs around my wrists. If he was on this side of the faerie door by now, working to find Spider, then I didn’t know about it, and that made me nervous. 

I let myself sink into Abel’s chair and looked around the room. There was a picture of a child on the desk, no older than five or six. He was wearing a baseball outfit and holding a baseball bat, and he was smiling at the camera. That was Abel’s nephew. I knew he had one, but had never met him before, had never even seen him before. Here he was, somehow a splitting image of his uncle, every bit as handsome, with big, round cheeks and dimples on his face. 

Looking at that child smiling in the portrait, I wondered if Abel had it in him to do what I thought he was setting me up for. I had known him a long time, longer than most, and while I thought I knew him pretty well, I realized now I knew very little of his private life. What else did I not know about Abel Rios?

The electric lock on the door buzzed, and the door swung open. Abel was standing there, his face as hard as marble, but looking pissed as hell. “C’mon,” he said, beckoning me over.

“Where are we going?” I asked. I hadn’t moved.

“Just get up and come with me.” 

There was a subtle shift in his voice, in the way he spoke, that made me think maybe, just maybe, he’d had a change of heart. It was enough to get me to spring out of the chair and head for the door without any reservation. When I reached it, he walked me out of the room, down the corridor, and into a set of emergency stairs. We climbed two floors, stepped out onto the landing, and went past another security checkpoint, this one empty, leading into the central nexus. But it wasn’t empty. The guard was there, only he was lying unconscious on the floor instead of sitting at his desk.

My heart was thumping hard, now, beating in time with my rapid footfalls. Abel wasn’t just trusting me; he had disabled a guard and was escorting me, a prisoner, into the brain of the Faction’s surveillance network, committing several felonies along the way. I knew he was risking a lot here, and he was risking it for me.

Abel reached the door to the nerve center and, by pressing his palm against the pad next to the door, caused it to open. Inside the darkened room, an array of flashing monitors set into the longest wall blinked wildly, each screen showing a different view of some part of New Seattle. There were three chairs arranged in front of the wall of monitors; a woman lay on the floor next to one of them, also unconscious. 

“Here,” Abel said, urging me to move to the chair where the woman had been sitting.

The magic cuffs around my wrists fell off on their own, and I flexed and shook the tightness out of my hands and shoulders. “Thank you,” I said, “Those are a pain in the ass.” 

Abel sat down on the chair, then pointed at the screen directly in front of him. I recognized the scene immediately—Pinnacle tower before the explosion. “This was thirty minutes before you walked in,” he said. He then pointed at four other screens. “These are all other floors in the tower; one, two, three, and four.” 

“What am I looking at?” 

“This.” 

Abel settled his finger on screen one. This camera was pointing at the landing on that floor. People were coming in and out of elevators while a man sat at the curved reception desk, staring down at his computer screen and typing something fervently, not really paying attention to what was going on around him. Abel then moved his finger from the first screen to the next one, and the next one, and the next one. Each showed a similar scene, one filled with office workers who, within the space of the next hour, would likely die.

I wondered if he wanted to show me every second leading up to the explosion itself, but he didn’t. A man exited the stairs and came into view on the fourth-floor lobby. There wasn’t anyone there; this floor was used mainly for filing and storage, so the elevators opened to an empty room with many branching corridors. 

I watched the man move toward one of the walls, then plant his palm against it. As soon as he did, the wall rippled with magic, and lined patterns began to stretch from his hand, all throughout the wall. The person waited until the lines covered the wall in this strange pattern, and when the image was complete, the lines pulsed brightly with a vibrant, white glow that caused the camera overlooking the area to fritz out for at least a couple of seconds. When the camera recovered, the man was seen heading back into the stairwell, disappearing behind the door.

“What… what the hell did he do to the wall?” I asked.

“Look,” Abel said, pointing now at the other three screens where the same thing happened, only each time it was a different person embedding magic into a different wall. “These are all happening simultaneously; I’m playing them on a delay so you can see them all individually.” 

“So, what, someone steps onto each of these floors at the same time and does… this?”

“Not just at the same time—they do so in perfect synchronicity, not a millisecond apart.” 

On the floors where there were people busying about left and right, the people who entered view to cast a spell on the wall were ignored. It was as if they weren’t even there. Eyes glazed over them, no one registered their presence, though no one bumped into them, either. In fact, the mages were given a wide berth, as if the people around them knew not to get too close to the mages’ personal space.

I didn’t recognize any of them.

“How long before the explosion was this?” I asked.

“Two hours, thirty-seven minutes. You show up on the ground floor lobby exactly thirty-three minutes before the explosion goes off.” 

Abel pointed, and the monitor directly in front of him started to show the same footage I had already seen; the thing without a shadow, pretending to be me, stepping up to the koi pond and doing something to it. 

“That’s the shadowskin,” I said, “That’s the fae that impersonated me.” 

“I know what it is now,” he said, “I wouldn’t have caught the lack of shadow if you hadn’t put the possibility that it was a shadowskin into my mind. That’s another one of their tricks. You don’t know to look for them unless you know what to look for. But I’ve done some research, and I know what they are now. That spell it did above the koi pond wasn’t a spell at all—only smoke and shadows meant to make people believe you’d done some kind of magic.” 

“This is incredible… we’ve got them! But… you’ve only been gone a few minutes; how could you have figured all this out and also read up on shadowskins?”

“I have a couple of skills up my sleeve, too. There’s a reason I’m one of the fastest investigators in the department.” 

I looked at Abel now, his hard face lit up by the many screens in front of him, eyes glistening like gems hidden at the bottom of dark pools. “I’m sorry I doubted you.” 

I could have cried, or kissed him, or both, but I did neither. I simply allowed my heart to leap and relief to come flooding through me. Abel believed me. He was on my side, now, and that meant I had a chance. But the expression on his face didn’t mirror mine; he didn’t seem nearly as elated as I was. In fact, he was staring at the screen pointing at the first floor of Pinnacle tower. 

“You didn’t see it, did you?” he asked.

“See what?” I said.

“Look closely here.” 

Abel made the video skip back to the scene where the mage began to lay the spell on the wall. This was the first floor where the guy was sitting behind the reception desk not really paying attention to what was going on. The man setting the magic into the wall briefly looked over his shoulder, presumably to check and make sure the receptionist wasn’t looking at him—though considering each and every one of these mages went overlooked by everyone who passed them, I couldn’t understand why he had done that.

My elation turned to bile inside my mouth when Abel paused and zoomed in on the face of the mage checking over his shoulder. He had only revealed his face for an instant, but an instant was all it took for me to recognize exactly who he was. I had seen him before, standing beside the Chief the day I was accused of mass murder.

It was Sebastian Nostro.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

“No fucking way,” I said, backing away from the monitors. “There’s no fucking way that’s the same guy!” 

“Maxine,” Abel said. He had started to get up. “Max, listen to me. I’m sure there’s some kind of explanation for this—something rational, and believable.” 

“You think so, Abel? You really think after everything the Faction has done to me, there’s some rational explanation waiting to be unearthed?”

“We aren’t sure what we just saw here.” 

“That’s interesting, because when I tried to argue about the footage the chief first showed me, everyone seemed pretty convinced that what they were seeing was totally legit. But now that it’s a Faction mage on the screen, we aren’t sure?”

“I didn’t mean that.” 

“Bullshit. I know exactly what you meant. Now I’m going to ask you a question, and I want you to answer it once and for all. No more messing around, Abel.” 

Abel nodded. “Go ahead.” 

“Do you think I destroyed that tower?” 

He sighed deeply, then shook his head. “No, I don’t think you did that.” 

“And do you think the Faction is setting me up?” 

“I do. I don’t know why, but I do.” 

“Thank you. That’s all I ever wanted to hear. Now let’s get that footage and get out of here before anyone realizes what we’re doing.” 

I made a blind turn to check the door, but I shouldn’t have been standing so close to it. Someone was waiting there to grab me, and I couldn’t react fast enough to get out of the way of those searching hands. I struggled to break free until the person behind me started to speak, and then I froze. I heard the familiar voice I had been dreading to hear.

“What’s going on here, Rios?” Jacob Marsh, otherwise known as the chief, asked. “You’d better be apprehending this little bitch.” 

“You asshole!” I growled, “You set me up!” 

“Why couldn’t you just take it lying down, Cartwright? Why’d you have to go and make a fucking mess of things?”

“Really? After all the years we’ve spent working together, you thought I would let you do this to me?” 

“Enough of this bullshit. Rios, turn that fucking machine off and let’s get this dealt with.”

Abel stood fully and slid his hand across the counter at his back.

“Abel,” I said, “Don’t do it. Take the files and run, show the world what the Faction’s become.” 

“What we’ve become?” the chief said, tightening his bear hug around me, crushing my ribs. “You have no idea what’s going on behind the scenes, Cartwright. Maybe if you did, you would have done the same thing.” 

“Is this the part where you tell me you did it for the greater good? Because I don’t see how any decent person could justify giving the order to tear down a building full of innocent people.”

“You don’t know anything, and I’m tired of talking to you. Rios, I told you once; don’t make me tell you again.” 

Abel threw me a look. I wasn’t sure if he knew what I was thinking, but I couldn’t just let the chief take me in like this. I knew what he could do because if the people who put the spells into Pinnacle tower to bring it down were working for the chief in some capacity, then it meant the chief didn’t have a chip either, which made him just as powerful, if not more powerful, than me—and definitely more powerful than Abel.

My heart continued to pound, causing my vision to quake, but it was now or never. Taking a page out of Jamie’s book, I blinked out of the chief’s grasp, moving around space and time itself to appear behind the chief and put my foot into his back. With all the strength I could muster, I shoved the chief forward into Abel, who was waiting to deliver a punch to the face. 

The chief staggered, holding his jaw, and propped himself up against the wall. He scowled, clenched his right hand into a fist, and hurled a telekinetic blast at Abel, who flew into the wall of monitors and skidded across it before hitting the wall on the other side of the room and collapsing to the floor. The chief must have known Abel had no way to defend himself against such a powerful magic attack. Otherwise, he may have thrown the magic at me, but instead he looked at me with venom in his eyes, the line between his brows more pronounced than ever. 

The chief extended his right hand and threw another blast of telekinetic energy at me. I was able to skip around it easily, but the invisible ball struck the wall so hard it made a dent in it and caused sparks to fly. When I looked over at the chief again, he was coming at me full-pelt, arm cocked. I dodged out of the way of his swing, then used his momentum to trip him up, sending him hurtling toward the very same wall he had just struck with magic. 

When the chief hit the wall, he turned around to come at me again, but I was already there, throwing a kick into his side. The chief grunted and took a swing at me, only this one was even slower than the last. When I stepped aside, I took the opportunity to knee him in the kidney, and then punched him square across the face. My knuckles stung, but that was what they were built for—to hit people.

The chief staggered away from me now and wiped his lower lip, which was bleeding. 

“Nice moves,” he said, “Your Fallen friends teach you that?” 

“Nope, those are all part of Hunter 101,” I said. “But they did teach me a whole bunch of stuff about the Faction I wished I had known. What Sebastian did was sick, what the Faction has done is sick, and I’m not gonna stand for it.” 

“Someone has to be able to maintain order, and we keep order by putting down people like you and people like the Fallen. We’re necessary, Cartwright.”

“Well, it stops now.” 

“Why, because you’re going to turn me in? To who? You know as well as I do that nothing happens around here without my say so. You’re the rogue agent, you’re the Fallen sympathizer, and you’re the one who blew up Pinnacle tower. You can’t do anything to me, Maxine, and trying won’t get you anywhere. We already got what we wanted.” 

I was immediately reminded of The Shark’s words—what’s the other bird?

He had told me he had overheard a conversation during which his Faction contacts were talking about being able to drop two birds with one stone. I had a feeling I was one of the birds; I was somehow getting powerful, and I didn’t even know it. The Faction didn’t like that, so they made arrangements get rid of me. What I didn’t know was what else they had accomplished by destroying the tower, and the chief was my only way of finding out.

“Max!” The voice punched through my head with so much force, it nearly knocked me over. It was Spider! “You’d better duck, right now.” 

I didn’t question what I was hearing. I tucked my head under my arms and curled my body into a kneeling position just as hundreds of fingers of lightning flew above my head, striking the many monitors and electronics in the room, igniting a massive shower of sparks to start falling from just about everywhere. 

When I looked up, I saw the chief holding his hands up to absorb the lightning and stop it from hitting him. At the other end of the lightning was Jamie, his face bathed in light, his eyes burning with intensity, sweat glistening across his brow. I could tell just by the look on his face he wouldn’t have been able to hold it for long, so I made my move toward where he was standing, still crouched.

And then I stopped.

Abel.

I turned my head and found him unconscious on the floor. If I left him here, the chief would have him crucified for helping me. 

“Jamie, stop!” I yelled, and when Jamie cut the lightning, I made a dash across the room to where Abel lay on the floor. 

The chief saw me, and he hurled toward me the magic he had absorbed into his hands. Sharp, fiery pinpricks of pain opened behind me, as if I were being stabbed repeatedly with a hundred tiny, white hot needles, but the voltage running through me hadn’t paralyzed me, and I was able to grab hold of Abel’s arm and blink us both to where Jamie was standing. 

I fought to get to my feet despite the pain and watched the chief scowl from across the room. The lights had gone out, but small fires had sprouted everywhere, sending shifting shadows in all directions. He dragged his glowing hands in an upward motion, and the small fires became bonfires. I could feel the heat even from where I was standing. 

“You’re never getting out of here alive, Cartwright,” the chief said. “Don’t you get it? They’re coming. All of them, they’re coming for you right now. Even if you made it out of this room, you’d never make it out of the building.” 

Jamie helped Abel up, and with a little burst of healing magic, he was able to rouse him from unconsciousness—enough for him to understand what was happening and maybe start moving on his own. 

“I am getting out of here,” I said, “And when I do, you’re going to regret having fucked with me. You and all of the Faction.” 

The chief growled, then pushed out with his hands and sent jets of flame roaring toward us. I started to run. The flames pushed out of the nexus room and followed us down the corridor like dragon’s breath. The alarms were blaring, security guards were mobilizing, and the chief was behind us, trudging through the smoke and embers. 

“Max,” Spider said into my head. 

“I hear you, Spider!” I said, following the telepathic bridge he had built between us, “I’m a little busy right now, though!” 

“The chief wasn’t lying; there’s a bunch of people closing in on you fast. I’m sure they’re mages. There’s a door to your left—take it.” 

“Door? What door?”

“Max, trust me, third panel to the right—push it through!” 

I counted the panels as I ran, and when I reached the third one to the right, I charged through the wall like I knew what I was doing. Sure enough, the wall gave way to reveal some kind of secret passage. 

“Take the stairs to the roof,” Spider said, “I’ll be ready for you.” 

I let Jamie and Abel go through first, throwing a ball of magic energy at the chief, who had just turned the corner, causing him to hang back. I then moved through the hidden door and into the narrow corridor beyond it, following it up some stairs, and then up some more stairs, until finally I opened the door at the top which led to a small roof—with a helipad. On the helipad was a vehicle cross between a helicopter and a hovercraft, with turbines angled downwards, all engaged and spinning. The aircraft roared, lights blinked, and from the cockpit I saw Spider waving us over. 

Spider, who had short, platinum blond hair, had never thrown a punch in his life, and was barely out of his teens, was piloting that thing; and he wanted us to get inside. I also noticed, almost fleetingly, a little blood on his neck where his chip would have been.

No time to question it now. I made a dash for the aircraft, making sure Abel and Jamie were running in front of me. I had no way of knowing if the chief had followed us up through the side door, no way of knowing if we would be shot out of the sky as soon as we took off, or even where we would land once we did take off, but there was no way of stopping this train now. 

Jamie and Abel climbed into the back, and I followed them in, yelling for Spider to get moving before I had even shut the door.

The circular engines on the side of the aircraft began to roar, then they tipped slightly, angling forward, and we started to move. I watched the helipad as we took off, and I saw the chief dashing out through the door just as we started to leave, followed by four other mages. They all put up their hands which flashed brightly, lighting up the helipad, and I watched balls of crackling lightning shoot out of them.

“Jamie!” I yelled, and I dove out of the side of the craft, grabbing Jamie’s hand for stability and using him to swing around the side just in time to put a shield up around the back of the aircraft. The balls of magic struck the shield and each exploded, loudly and violently, causing the helicopter to shake, but not fall.

They kept firing at us until they became little more than dots of blinking light on the roof of a building shaped like a five-point star. At that moment, I knew my life as a Faction mage was over, but my life as a hunter was only getting started.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

When we landed the aircraft on the outskirts of the city, the Order was there to pick us up and help us get to their base. Spider wasn’t just able to pilot the craft, he also had the ability to make it invisible to radar and magical detection. He hadn’t even needed to use the controls; all he’d done was press his hand against the control panel in front of the pilot’s seat and inject his magic directly into the machine. I didn’t know how it worked, but it sounded awesome.

I had called Aisha, who had rightly not followed Jamie through into HQ, while we were in the air and told her to lay low, and that someone would come and get her in the morning. I was exhausted, as were Jamie, Spider, and Abel. We needed food, showers, and sleep. Luckily, the Order was happy to oblige us, though their particularly enthusiastic hospitality could have had something to do with the advanced Faction helicopter we had delivered to their front door.

Or maybe they were just good people. I chose to believe the latter.

The rest of that night seemed to go by in a blink. No one spoke much. Spider, because he had just had his chip surgically removed in a hurry by Jamie. Jamie because he had been through a few of the toughest days of his life. And Abel because he had never in a million years thought he would be sleeping in a bed belonging to the Fallen.

When morning arrived, Charles was there to round me up and bring me into a small, bare, white room. Spider was already there, sitting at a desk with a tablet computer in one hand, working its holographic display with the other. Abel was present too, standing in the corner of the room with his arms crossed in front of his chest, staring at the news projected onto one of the walls. Jamie was standing next to him, as was Aisha. When she saw me, she ran up to me and gave me a hug. 

“Hey,” I said, “What’s going on?” 

“They’ve named you,” she said, her beautiful amber eyes wet with tears. She pointed at the screen. “You, Jamie, Abel… you’ve all been called terrorists.” 

My blood boiled and my heart began to hammer against my throat. I released my hold on  Aisha and watched the news unfold. I was there, alright—my mugshot, name, and last known location planted on the screen for everyone to see. The words “ARMED AND DANGEROUS” were plastered above the picture of me. A couple of seconds later, the mugshot changed to show Abel, Spider, whose real name was Alex Connors, and then Jamie—though Jamie’s picture was an enhanced camera shot captured by the surveillance systems at Faction HQ.

“They’re pinning it all on you,” Charles said.

“I saw that coming,” I said. “They’re gonna pay for this.” 

“They are, but first you have to set the story straight.” 

I turned around to look at him. “What do you mean?” 

“Spider?” Charles said.

Spider looked over at me. “Right,” he said. He pointed at a camera aimed at a chair on the other side of the room. “Wanna sit?” 

“Is someone going to tell me what’s happening?” I asked.

“Well, I’ve been talking to Mister Armstrong here, and one of the main problems the Order has is the Faction blocks its message… it’s time that message got out, isn’t it?” 

“And how are we going to do that?” 

“Well, what I can do is break into what’s left of the central nex—you know what, you just speak, I’ll do the rest.” 

I approached the chair and sat in front of the camera, then threw my head over my shoulder at Charles. “Why have you never done something like this before?” 

“We simply haven’t had someone with Spider’s particular talents join the Order before. He’s quite formidable.” 

“Spider? Totally. If it weren’t for him, I’d have been dead long ago.” 

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Spider said, turning his face back into the floating display in front of him.

Abel moved over to where I was sitting. “I know I’ve said it once before,” Abel said, “But I’m sorry I doubted you.” 

“Water under the bridge,” I said. “Did they… take it out?” 

Abel nodded. 

“And how do you feel?” 

“I’ll tell you when I know my nephew is safe,” he said, and he backed away from where I was sitting.

“Max,” Spider said, “We’re ready.” 

“Oh, right,” I turned to look at the camera. “I wish I’d rehearsed this.”

“I’ve known you for ten years,” Aisha said, “You’re going to nail this.” 

I looked up at her and smiled, then she moved away—everyone did, just to make sure I was the only person in the shot. “How is this going to work, Spider?” I asked.

“I’m going to broadcast your face to every possible station I can—and I can reach a lot of them even from here. You’re going to say your piece, and then I’m also going to put up the names and faces of the people who really blew up Pinnacle tower, alongside footage of them doing it, as well as the explosion itself.”

“Wow… you can do all that?” 

“Oh yeah,” he said, smirking smugly. “Alright, let’s go.”  

Spider counted down from five, giving me time to steel my resolve. After ‘one’, the news on the screen in front of us changed to show a live feed of my face. I took a deep breath, counted to three in my head, and began to speak.

“Hello,” I said, “My name is Maxine Cartwright, and as of this morning, I am a fugitive. Before today, I was one of New Seattle’s top hunters. I have apprehended a total of five-hundred and eleven Fallen mages during my last nine years. I have served the Faction faithfully to make sure you are all safe. Several days ago, a horrific act of terrorism was committed, which stole too many lives before their time and left many others wounded.”

Spider played footage of the explosion, which appeared in a rectangle window to the left of my face.

“As you have seen today, I have been personally named as responsible for this act, as well as some of my friends—Jamie Armstrong, Abel Rios, and Alex Connors. Alex and Abel have served the Faction for many years as well, and Jamie is a good man whose only crime was helping me to uncover a sickness within our very Faction. I would like for all of you to know that the evidence you have seen implicating me as the perpetrator is false. That person is an impostor—a shadowskin fae with the ability to mimic anyone’s appearance. The real perpetrators are these men.” 

To the right of me, the mugshots of four different men began to scroll in the same way mine, Abel’s, Jamie’s, and Spider’s had. To the left, the CCTV footage of these men laying their explosive spells in the tower began to play.

“I am being framed by the very Faction I once trusted and worked for, but I’m here to show you the truth. These four men are the people responsible for the destruction and death that took place in New Seattle. They did this as part of an elaborate plan to put me down once I started becoming too powerful for them to control. The Faction goes to great lengths to limit and track our magical abilities. To make sure we never exceed these limitations, mages are chipped from birth with special devices designed to do exactly that. Anyone who does not have a chip is branded as a Fallen mage and accused of stealing magic.

“These mages haven’t fallen from grace; they’re just aware of the Faction’s lies and have dedicated themselves to fighting against the corruption. They are enlightened, they are awake, they are the Order of Prometheus, and now, they’re your only hope for justice. I hope you hear my message for what it is. It’s time for everyone to wake up.”  

Spider killed the feed, and the screen went black. “That’s a wrap for now,” he said. 
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