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    Chapter 1 
 
    ~ For the young, death is a thing that happens to someone else. It is the illusion of immortality, the promise of forever that lets them dream great dreams. Pope Leo X ~ 
 
    It took me more than two years to shed a tear over the loss of my first mentor, Mr. Chomsky. But tonight, Kennedy High School was holding the dedication ceremony for the building they had named for him, and now, his loss was hitting me hard again. Dr. Corwin stood in the doorway to the new Sydney Chomsky Science Wing with Principal Ravenhearst and a handful of other Important People in suits and dresses, an oversized pair of scissors in his hands. A wide, red ribbon fluttered to the floor on either side of him, and I realized my cheeks were wet. A painting of Mr. Chomsky looked down over the whole thing with a benevolent smile, and I missed him. Hard. My chest ached and my heart hurt not just for my own loss, but for Dr. C’s. I’d only known Mr. Chomsky for a few days. Dr. C had trained under him for years. Thanks to a Horus Gaze, I had a lifetime of Dr. C’s memories running around in my head, so I missed him for both of us. My only consolation was that Dr. C was going through the same thing with my memories in his head. No question, I’d gotten the better end of that deal. 
 
    “Sydney Chomsky was more than just a teacher to me and to the students of Kennedy High School,” Dr. Corwin said from behind the podium. “He was a mentor and a beacon of integrity and dedication. It’s only fitting that his name be forever associated with learning and the sciences.” Around me, the Important People clapped in a dignified manner, just long enough to show that they appreciated the words being spoken, and cameras flashed. I just bowed my head and listened, hiding the hot trails that ran down my cheeks. I could hear the little hesitations, the falling note at the end of Dr. C’s sentences, things that told me that this was just as hard for him as it was for me. He just hid it better. I kept my head down, partly in reverence, and partly because my tears weren’t something I was willing to let strangers see.  
 
    Mom took my right hand, and Dee already held my left while more dignified applause fluttered around us as the official ceremonies ended for the evening. Dr. C stepped off the small, raised area and walked toward us, making his way through the outstretched hands and fake smiles to join us. On him, the dark blue suit jacket and white shirt looked slightly out of place, like he was wearing someone else’s clothes. Add to that brown hair in a style that was a little out of date and a Van Dyke beard, and the whole look hovered on the razor’s edge between working and a fashion disaster. 
 
    “Is it just me, or does that picture make him look like the doctor off Enterprise?” Lucas asked from my right. Where I was feeling awkward in a white dress shirt and a black tie, Lucas was rocking his black button-down and red tie. Beside him, Monica looked like her bountiful curves had been poured into her black corset dress. Of course, she had that effect on most clothes, I’d found, with a full figure that a lot of men couldn’t ignore. Though she had her pick of guys in the room, even some of the married ones, she only had eyes for Lucas, which was only fair, since that went both ways. 
 
    A gentle hand rested on my shoulder, then soft lips brushed at my neck, and my eyes went to Shade, who looked devastating in her own dark blue dress. Athletic, lean and graceful, she was the most beautiful woman in the room in my eyes. And like me, her cheeks were damp, her gray eyes still brimming with unshed tears. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked, my arm going around her waist. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “I just feel like I let him down there at the end.” 
 
    I shook my head, and Dee wrapped her arms around Shade and hugged her. My little sister was rapidly getting past the “little” part, standing at eye level to Shade’s chin. I shook my head at the comment. Mr. Chomsky had figured out that Shade had tried to break into his house and sanctum a couple of days before he’d been killed, and he’d written about it in his journal. The fact that Shade’s old alpha had been the one who killed him didn’t help. 
 
    “Nah, he was just sad that you’d been forced to do what you did,” I said. “He had a way of seeing who people really were. He believed in me, and he really had no reason to.” 
 
    “He was right about you,” she said. “Mostly.” The smile she gave me was full of promises and squeezed me a little tighter. 
 
    “Some days, yeah. The irony is that as much as I love that they dedicated the new science wing to him, I’m never going to have a class in it.” 
 
    “You’re not complaining about half days and taking all electives, are you?” Lucas asked. Monica giggled beside him, drawing looks from all around her. All of us had more academic credits than we needed to graduate as of the end of our fall semesters, so the spring semester had been mostly optional. In my case, it was because I’d had the benefit of a doctored transcript and AP classes. For Lucas, Wanda and Shade, it was because they’d actually taken the full load every year. Shade’s parents had carefully controlled every aspect of her life that they could until the beginning of this year, and Lucas and Wanda were just that smart and academically inclined. Monica benefitted from a GED and a half-demon lawyer for a father, so school had never been an issue for her. Not that working for New Essex’s most powerful vampire made public school an option for her to begin with. 
 
    “Not complaining at all,” I said, looking around. “But where’s Wanda?” 
 
    “Where do you think?” Lucas asked with a sour look. “She took off early with Derrick. One of his friends is playing tonight downtown. So, they just had to go.” 
 
    “Oh,” I managed. Everyone else nodded, their expressions telling the same story: disappointment, confusion and a little hurt. 
 
    “You can’t blame her,” Amanda said. “He’s been very good for her.”  
 
    “Way to put a good face on it,” Monica said, her own disappointment mirroring Lucas’s. “But she’s really changed since they got together.” 
 
    “She’s happy,” Amanda said. “That’s what’s important, right?” With the brittle edge to her voice, I wondered who she was trying to convince. During my brief bout of lycanthropy, I had smelled the way she had reacted every time Wanda was around, and over the past few months, she’d become like another sister to Dee and me. Amanda had it bad for Wanda, and I knew it hurt her to watch Wanda fawn over Derrick. Still, she had a point. 
 
    “You’re right. That’s all that matters.” I tried to make it sound convincing, and Amanda gave me a weak smile that got a little stronger when Dee hugged her. 
 
    “Heads up,” Shade whispered. “Dr. C just got a call. Something’s happening.” I looked to Dr. C, who was just slipping his phone into his jacket again and coming our way. Unlike most calls he’d been getting lately, this one had him smiling. 
 
    “Good news for a change,” he said. “We finally got some movement on the Vasquez matter.” 
 
    “What kind of movement?” I asked, with Lucas a beat behind me. Gilbert Vasquez had been on the verge of making a deal with my old demon master Dulka to find his brother Danny the summer before last. Danny had gone missing while on an assignment for the DEA somewhere in South America, and I’d asked the Conclave to take up the search for him. This was the first news we’d had on that front. 
 
    “The kind that could lead to a family reunion soon.” 
 
    All of our jaws nearly hit the floor.  
 
    “He’s still alive?” I asked. “He’s been missing for what, two years?”  
 
    “Just about. I’ll have more details in the morning. For now, all I can tell you is that we may be making a little trip down south this weekend. Come by the Sanctum in the morning and I’ll fill you in.” 
 
    Lucas and I grinned like idiots, and Lucas pulled his phone out. 
 
    “I’ve got to at least text Wanda,” he said. “She’ll want to know about this. Maybe it’ll even be enough to pry her loose from Derrick for a few hours.” 
 
    “Ask her if she wants to meet us at Blue Hole,” I said. “I want to go out there tonight, pay my respects, you know?” 
 
    Lucas nodded. 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan. We’re going to go change,” Lucas said.  
 
    “Me too. Platform heels aren’t great for walking in the woods,” Monica said, flashing a pair of black boots with tall, chunky heels. 
 
    “Neither are pumps,” Shade said, holding hers up by the straps. They smiled at each other, united by the tortures of fashionable footwear. 
 
    “Meet us at the Rolling J Stop on 44 in an hour,” Lucas said. I gave him a thumbs up and headed for Mom and Dee to let them know where I was going. 
 
    “Try to be home by midnight,” Mom said when I hugged her. “And please be careful. It’s been really bad out there lately, and you’re still not back to your old self.”  
 
    “I’ll be with Lucas and Shade,” I said. “Between the two of them, they can handle anything I can’t.” As much as I wanted to reassure her that I was over my short-lived time as a werewolf in August, I couldn’t say much else with any honesty. My magick was still only at half strength because I’d been cut off from my connection to the source of my power. Even being ‘chosen’ by the spirit of the city as its next mage had only helped so much. Sometimes, saving the day really took it out of a guy. The rest was just a matter of time and practice. 
 
     “Besides, I have plenty of charms and focuses prepped. I should still be able to handle most things. But I’ll be careful.” I wanted to add ‘I promise’ to that, but reassuring my mom wasn’t the kind of thing I could make a binding oath over, and for a mage, even a pinky swear to your little sister was binding. Breaking a promise would weaken my magick even further, and I’d faced a few warlocks who had found out about that the hard way. 
 
    I followed Shade back to her loft on the southwest side of New Essex proper. It was in a barely decent area a few blocks north of the no-man’s-land known as The Slide. New Essex was really a group of towns that had been swallowed up by the city itself over the years, with New Essex itself on the southern and eastern shore of Diamond Lake, Joplin to the south, Pittsburgh hugging the southwest shore of the lake and straddling the Missouri-Kansas border to the west. Smaller towns ended up being annexed and turned into suburbs, then subdivisions of the city. The Slide was considered to be one of the worst areas of town, and the city government had worked for years to tame the swath of urban decay that had grown like a cancer between the New Essex and Joplin districts. Shade’s condo was in a nice enough area, on the better side of 88th Avenue and Colombia Street, but you could see gang graffiti only a few blocks away, and you’d hear several sirens every night, even if they were a little ways off.  
 
    “You better change in the bathroom,” she said when she opened the door. “If we end up in the same room with our clothes off…” The rest was left to my imagination, helped along by the suggestive grin on her face. 
 
    “We won’t leave that room for hours,” I finished. Shade’s place had a very natural feel to it. The lower level was carpeted in gray, and she’d set plants all over the open living room. Her bedroom looked down into the living room, with its own bathroom up there in the back corner. She’d done the upper area with a wallpaper that had a leafy pattern, making it feel like you were in a tree. The back half of the lower level held her kitchen, utility room, and a small bathroom, with a dining area halfway in the open area and half covered by the edge of the upper loft, with her kitchen behind that. Her place was on the fourth floor, facing downtown and the lake, and the whole north wall was glass and steel with two tiers of blinds ready to close off the rest of the world. I headed left, for the bathroom off the utility room on the lower level, and Shade crossed the living room to the stairs that ran along the far wall to her bedroom. 
 
    Moments later, the white dress shirt and tie were in my duffel bag, and I was back in black, meaning a black t-shirt and black cargo pants with combat style boots. I ran a brush through my hair to get the worst of the tangles out, a constant problem with the half-curls I’d inherited from both sides of the gene pool. Mom had given me some of the thickness and dark coloring from her Romani blood, but I’d missed out on the curls she and my sister sported. When I made it back out into the living room, Shade was coming back down the stairs in jeans and a white tank top. Her jet-black hair was in a simple ponytail, and she wore a leather pouch tied to her right thigh instead of a purse. 
 
    “You want to ride with me?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, crossing the room to put her arms around me. “It’s a two-hour drive out and back. Your car is a lot more comfortable than my bike for that kind of trip.” I pulled her a little closer, loving how she felt pressed against me. 
 
    “And I love it when you’re beside me,” I said before I kissed her. We came up for air a minute or two later, then headed downstairs to my car. Minutes later, we were heading toward 44, my 67 Mustang’s V-8 surrounding us in a rumbling purr. When I pulled into the parking lot of the Rolling J Stop, I could see Lucas’s green Barracuda parked near the entrance. As soon as I pulled up beside him, the lights came on and he waved at me, then pulled out behind me.  
 
    The trip was supposed to be two hours, but we shaved more than a couple of minutes off of it. The first time Lucas and I made the trip back to New Essex from the Blue Hole, we were in a borrowed high-performance sports car that could get a speeding ticket on the freeway in second gear, being chased by a dozen Sentinels. Anything under eighty felt like a Sunday drive after that. Once we got to the turn-off, the last part of the drive out to the secluded campsite was almost a crawl, but dirt roads weren’t good for high-speed driving. 
 
    When we got out of the cars, the fireflies were thick in the air in the open field next to us. This was a truly magickal spot, and no matter when we came out, it was always empty. As pretty as it was, and as welcoming as it felt to me, I would have thought we’d see campers out here almost any weekend, but we never saw evidence that people even used the place. Fireflies lined the trail down to the creek in a line of glowing green and led the way through the places we could step without getting too wet. We followed them slowly, finally coming to the circle where I had planted Mr. Chomsky’s staff in the ground. 
 
    The staff had become a sapling in the two years since I’d thrust it into the ground, with a new growth coming from the top and along the sides. Even though Mr. Chomsky had a headstone somewhere in New Essex, this was where I felt his presence the strongest. 
 
    “So, they named a building after you,” I said out loud. 
 
    You shed your first tears for him. One circle closes. A new circle opens.  
 
    We all stared at the staff, the words still echoing inside our heads. We’d heard that voice before, or at least, I had. The first time, She had commanded me to deliver Her wrath to Her enemies. Then, it was a command. Now, it was a message. I had no idea what the part about the circles meant, but I knew it was a message. Sometimes, you have to take your wins where you can get them, and this felt like a win.  
 
    “Did you all hear that?” I asked. 
 
    “It was beautiful,” Monica sobbed. Tears ran down her cheeks, leaving black trails of mascara in their wake. The Goddess had a similar impact on me the first time, and of all of us, Monica’s past was the closest to mine. Her father had been forced to let her be taken in by Lord Thraxus, New Essex’s top vampire. Serving a vampire prince wasn’t all that different than being sold to a demon. Going from that to being in the presence of the Divine was a little overwhelming at first. 
 
    “Yeah,” Lucas agreed, stepping behind Monica and putting his hands around her waist. “Everyone tends to hear something different, too.” 
 
    I nodded, my eyes going to spots on the other side of the staff/sapling. Even though no one was standing there, my brain kept trying to dredge up the image of Wanda and Dee standing over there with surprised looks on their faces. I wondered if they had experienced the moment wherever they were. I imagined it would have been pretty disorienting to them. Smiling, I reached out and put my hand to the bark of the sapling. To my surprise, it felt warm, and it seemed like it shifted under my fingertips. Then it was solid again, and it was just a sapling under my touch. 
 
    “So,” I started again. “They named a building after you, put your picture up in the lobby and everything. Dr. C wants me to take my mage trials here in a couple of months. He thinks I’m ready, even if I’m a little early.” I stopped, my chest aching, and a lump of sand starting to form in my throat. “I never would’ve made it this far if you didn’t believe in me, sir. Hell, I’d probably be dead by now, or living in the Hive or something. I guess what I’m trying to say is...thank you.” I pulled the battered little TK rod out of my pocket, looking down at the worn, red leather strips that I’d wrapped it with now almost black from wear, the quartz tip and garnet base chipped from hours in my pockets and numerous drops. It had served me well, and I had several other tools that were better made. But this one was my first. I’d made it to help find Mr. Chomsky’s killer. Now it only seemed fitting I leave it with his staff, among the new life it had created. It was a symbol of the new life he’d given me. 
 
    Kneeling, I laid it at the base of the sapling. 
 
    “Chance, are you…?” Lucas asked. There were half a dozen questions in the hanging pause, but they all had the same answer. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “It all started with him and this rod. This is the best way I know to thank him.” 
 
    He nodded, and Monica let out a small sniffle beside him, her cheeks wet with fresh tears, though she was smiling. Shade put her arm around my waist when I stood up. For a little while, we just stood there, bathed in the light of a thousand fireflies, lost in a moment of shared communion with our own personal Divinity. Then, as if we’d all agreed on the exact moment, we turned and headed back for the creek, crossing on the rocks and moving slowly back up the trail, the fireflies moving along with us. 
 
    At the first bend of the trail, I looked back at the sapling, right as the last of the glowing fireflies flew away from it. In the moment between the soft green light and the return of utter darkness, I thought I saw a figure step into the small clearing. Then blackness descended again, and I was left with the feeling that the space was as empty as it looked. The glowing bugs followed us up the trail, and night reclaimed everything behind us. It wasn’t until we got back to the cars that it struck me how quiet it was. Only the soft burbling of the creek and the wind in the trees had reached us while we were down in the clearing. The sounds of wildlife began to rise around us as the light of the fireflies faded, until it felt normal again. 
 
    “Is it always like that?” Monica asked. “Like walking in a church?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” I said. “This is a sacred place. Mr. Chomsky hid the Maxilla here, and I met the Goddess here.” 
 
    “The jawbone?” Monica asked, translating the Latin name of the Maxilla into English. 
 
    “Maxilla Asini,” I said, giving its complete name. “Jawbone of an Ass. Sacred weapon, wrath of God in a box, kills demons. The name is supposed to keep the wielder humble.” 
 
    “And there was the vision quest,” Lucas said. “That was supposed to be his, but we all ended up getting pulled along on that one.” 
 
    “You say those words, but you don’t sound like you’re complaining,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I’ll work on it. Later. See you in the morning?” Lucas responded. 
 
    “Yeah, see you at Dr. C’s place. I’ll bring breakfast.” I agreed. 
 
    “I’ll bring coffee.” 
 
    We headed to our separate vehicles and started the drive out. Shade and I were silent for the whole trip back to her place. We didn’t say a word when we walked in the door, or as we stripped each other’s clothes off on the way up the stairs to her loft bedroom. It wasn’t until after we’d finished and lay there sweaty and content that Shade broke the silence.  
 
    “Is this what normal feels like?” Shade asked. She was laying draped against my left side, her fingers running across my chest, one leg draped over mine. I ran my left hand through the dark tumble of her hair and shook my head. 
 
    “Nothing we do is normal,” I said, pitching my voice soft. “Maybe this is what happy feels like.” 
 
    “I could get used to it.” She shifted and propped herself up on her right arm to look at me. “Is it bad that it scares me?” 
 
    “I don’t think either one of us knows how to do happy for very long,” I responded. Shade leaned into the gentle touch of my hand on her cheek. 
 
    “Stay the night,” she whispered, straddling me. 
 
    “I want to—”  
 
    “But you can’t,” she finished, her smile sad.  
 
    “Besides, I’d be on the floor in an hour.” 
 
    “And I’d be right beside you. But I like your mom too much to piss her off.” She rolled off of me and came to her feet beside the bed, naked and beautiful in the moonlight. I rolled toward her, and she bolted for the edge of the loft, dancing out of my reach. She turned and posed in front of the drop-off to the living room below, framed against the vista of New Essex. The soft light of the city cast the front of her in shadow, with her skin pale and glowing against the skyline. 
 
    “What, no goodnight kiss?” I laughed and lunged toward her. 
 
    “You’ll have to earn it!” She flipped backwards into a handspring that brought her to her feet near the handrail, then leaped backward in a graceful arc. Her left hand came down to catch the rail, and she brought her body up so that she was balanced on the one hand, her back arched so she could look at me. 
 
    “Gladly!” I moved forward again, and she pushed off the railing to fall out of sight. I didn’t hesitate. “Aerias sinis gradus quasi lapis,” I whispered, striding toward the edge and thrusting my hand out in front of me, magick coursing down my arm. Small clouds of cohesive mist formed in front of me, and I used them like stepping-stones to jump over the railing. I brought my hands together as I sailed into the air, and a single larger cloud appeared below me. My feet sank into it, and it started falling, unable to support my weight, but just buoyant enough to keep me from hitting the ground at full speed. I steered it toward the couch like a surfboard, and tackled Shade from behind, able to move faster and change course in the air. We landed in a tangle on the overstuffed couch, both of us laughing. 
 
    “You’ve more than earned your kiss,” she said, leaning down and devouring me for a moment. “But you know I’d never say no to a kiss from you.” 
 
    I nodded and kissed the tip of her nose. “I’d never take one that you didn’t want to give.” It was a small thing, but it was important to us. For years, neither of us had been able to say no to our masters, in my case, my demon owner; in hers, her alpha and sire. 
 
    “Gods, I love you,” she said. 
 
    “Love you more,” I said before I kissed her. She pulled me to my feet, then bent over and picked up my shirt from the floor. 
 
    “You better get dressed,” she said, and threw the shirt at me. “It’s getting late.” 
 
    “Keep giving me a view like that, and I’ll never make it out your door,” I said, catching the shirt and pulling it on. A sock hit me in the face in response. Yeah, life was good. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    ~ There is a magic in the preparations for a departure, the promise of adventure, new roads, new experiences, the hope of wonders yet unrealized. Capt. Jason Crowe, 18th c. explorer ~ 
 
    The next morning found me at Dr. Corwin’s house with Junkyard riding shotgun and a box of Payne’s Doughnuts in the backseat. Lucas’s green Barracuda was already parked on the side street that ran to the left of the house, and I pulled in behind him. Dr. C’s darker green Range Rover was parked in the driveway, but Kim’s white Viper wasn’t, which made my eyebrows twitch a little. Kim and Dr. C were as bad as any teenage couple sometimes. And it wasn’t like Dr. C would try to send Kim away if things got dicey. With those two, like with Shade and me, the female was definitely the deadlier of the species. I was dating a werewolf. He was in love with a Yakuza-trained kitsune assassin. 
 
    I pulled in behind Lucas, and he got out with a pair of thermos bottles in one hand and his backpack in the other. He slung the single-strap pack over his shoulder and started walking toward me as I got out and grabbed the doughnuts and my own backpack. Junkyard just jumped out the window on the passenger side. 
 
    “Is that a Dirty Dozen box of Payne’s Doughnuts?” he asked as he got closer. 
 
    “It’s better than that,” I said.  
 
    “Blasphemy!” he said. “Such a thing does not exist!” 
 
    “It’s a Double Dog Dozen.” 
 
    “I stand corrected,” he said and held up the two metal bottles. “I brought coffee. Saturday’s already off to a good start.” 
 
    We stopped at the gate so I could deactivate the wards, then headed up to the side door. Junkyard was already waiting for us, his tail wagging. The smell of bacon hit my nose on the first step onto the porch, and it was joined by the other smells of breakfast cooking the moment we opened the kitchen door. Dr. Corwin was at the stove, dishing out a steaming pile of scrambled eggs onto a plate. 
 
    “Good morning, boys,” he called out. “You two want some real food, or are you good with caffeine and carbs?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t turn down bacon and eggs,” I said, sliding the box onto the table. 
 
    “Good, because you’re going to need the fuel. Today’s going to be a big day. Sit down and dig in.” As it turned out, he hadn’t stopped with just the usual bacon and eggs. Not at Dr. C’s table. He also piled biscuits and gravy, sausage patties and hash browns onto the plates. Born and raised in Texas, Dr. C never served small meals, and his cooking definitely had a Southern flavor to it. He knew better than to serve me grits, though. Since we shared memories, he knew I couldn’t handle boiled and ground corn meal. Lucas, on the other hand, didn’t hesitate to devour my share. And like any decent human being, Dr. C didn’t forget Junkyard, setting aside a healthy serving of bacon and sausage for the four-legged eating machine that I called my familiar. Between Dr. C’s cooking and the doughnuts, we were feeling almost bloated by the time we were done. 
 
    “So, what’s up?” I asked after a bite of my second doughnut.  
 
    “We finally found Danny Vasquez,” Dr. C said. “The DEA had sent him in with a strike force to get Xavier Arabal out of Colombia. We tracked him to a compound near the Peruvian border and sent word through Interpol, but their rescue went... bad. Evidently, Arabal is working with some of the local nightlife. Specifically, the Boraro and their minions.” 
 
    “The Pale Ones?” Lucas asked. His Adam’s apple bobbed for a moment. “So, Colombian vampires?” 
 
    “Head of the class. I guess taking Spanish paid off,” Dr. C said with a smile. 
 
    “It isn’t Spanish; it’s kind of a loaner word from the Tucano people,” Lucas corrected. “And as vampires go, the Boraro are pretty badass, if the folklore I’ve read is even half-right.” 
 
    “They are a force to be reckoned with. They held off a special ops team, and either killed or captured them. They aren’t the only thing out there, either. But that won’t be your problem. You’ll be in a command post we have set up in Bogota, watching from a very safe distance. Polter didn’t like it, but I reminded him that this was your promise, so you needed to see it through to the end.” Dr. C said. 
 
    “So... we’re going to Colombia?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “In an hour and a half,” Dr. C said. “And with any luck, we’ll be celebrating Daniel’s return by nightfall. So, grab your bags and a couple of extra doughnuts. We need to leave soon.” 
 
    “Don’t we need things like passports and stuff?” I asked. “And maybe tell my mom?” 
 
    “Covered. Now stop stalling and get ready to go. Remember, leave your phones here. As far as the cowan world knows, you’re still here, and your phones can be tracked through their GPS.” 
 
    “Why not just turn them off?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “Because we want to make it look like you were here the whole time. With your phones’ GPS constantly showing them here, it’s easier to give the impression that you were, too.” We nodded at that. It was good logic, though I wondered how bad Lucas would miss being able to text Monica. I stood up, pulled out my cheap little phone that Mom had bought for me and laid it on the table. Lucas followed suit with the slimmer, more expensive one he had, and we headed for the back stairs. 
 
    The Sanctum was an old house, dating back to before the Civil War, and it was built for a time when servants lived in the rear of the house, close but out of sight of their employers. The back of the house had a staircase that went all the way to the attic, which was where Dr. C’s arcane work area was. We made it past the second floor before we both pulled out the second phone we carried, what Shade had dubbed the dark phones. Mine was on an account Shade had taken over from back in the day when Dominic King ran her pack. Lucas didn’t tell me how he’d managed to get a cell phone, and I had the good manners not to ask. What I did know was that both phones were unknown to our folks. Dr. C knew about mine, but he turned a pragmatically blind eye to it. As soon as we were in the attic, I tapped out a text for Shade. 
 
    Me: Going dark for a while. We’re heading to Colombia to bring Gilbert V’s brother home.<< 
 
    >>Shade: What!? Great news! Any idea when you’ll be home? 
 
    Me: Hopefully by tonight. I love you.<< 
 
    >>Shade: Happy hunting! I love you. Be safe. 
 
    The screen went dark as I powered it down, and I looked to Lucas. His face was red, and he carefully kept his phone turned away from me. I grinned and shook my head. Only Lucas could go from being the nerdiest of nerdy nerds when I first met him to having a hot, part-demon girlfriend who regularly sexted him. 
 
    “You...are hopeless,” I chuckled and headed for the table where we kept our go-bags. 
 
    “You’re right,” Lucas said. “You should probably give up on saving me from myself.” 
 
    “Oh, what a way to go, though.” We shared a knowing nod at that and pulled the two small packs out from their place under the table. Both were plain blue, single strap packs with a pouch on one side for a water bottle. On the outside, they didn’t look like much. We weren’t looking to advertise. Each of them held a paintball pistol and most of our basic gear, including a wand, a bolene, or working knife, a grimoire, various inks and pens, along with some minor charms. It was a standard Sentinel travel bag. Of course, we’d added a few things of our own. I also tossed in a couple of books and a battery pack for my dark phone. We were likely to be sitting around for hours before anything interesting happened. 
 
    “Should we pack anything that goes bang?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “I don’t know how Colombia is about guns,” I said. “Besides, we have our paintball guns already. I’m pretty sure we’re not even going to need those.” 
 
    “Probably,” Lucas said. “I just know our luck.” 
 
    “You’re right, we do have a bad habit of getting in over our heads. Maybe you could take Shorty with you.” 
 
    “Just in case.” He grabbed a set of keys from the rack above the worktable and went to the gun safe Dr. C had installed. Now that Lucas and I were technically old enough to own a gun, we had an official place of our own to store them. 
 
    He grabbed the little pump shotgun, then pulled my LeMat revolver from the case and held it out to me. I took it, checked the cylinder and slid it into the special padded compartment in the pack, slipping the Velcro straps into place around it before zipping it closed again. Shorty was a tiny pump action shotgun that only held two rounds in the tube. Lucas had taken it from a thug a year or so ago, back when I’d been at the Franklin Academy, and it had been his gun of choice ever since. He slid it into the hidden compartment on his pack and tied it down as well, then zipped it back up. 
 
    “Anything else you think we need to take?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t think Dr. C would let me bring Monica with me.” He slung his pack across his shoulder. 
 
    “No, because you wouldn’t get anything done if you did.” 
 
    “Fair point.” We made our way down the stairs to find Jeremy waiting for us in the kitchen, holding a pair of leather cases. When he’d worked as my father’s butler, he always wore a three-piece suit and tie, but today he wore grey slacks, a white dress shirt and a gray waistcoat with a blue tie. Dr. C had hired him as the caretaker of the Sanctum after we had coaxed him out of hiding from my father. If the acting Wizard of New Essex couldn’t keep him safe after turning state’s evidence against the old man, no one on the planet could. 
 
    “Good morning, lads,” he said, his English accent ever so proper as he presented the two cases to us. “I took the liberty of acquiring your passports, and you’ll find a bit of spending money in there as well. Do be frugal with it.” I opened the case to find my own picture staring up at me from my passport. On the other side of the case was a thick, multicolored stack of Colombian peso notes. 
 
    “Thanks, Jeremy,” I said. “Looking good this morning.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Jeremy smiled at me. “One must always put the best foot forward. I presume you’ll be leaving Junkyard in my care while you’re away?” 
 
    I looked to my brindle-furred familiar and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “What do you say? Wanna stay here with Jeremy for a while?” I laughed when Junkyard barked once and bounced on his front feet. He looked to his food bowl, then trotted to Jeremy’s side and looked up at him with big, dark eyes. 
 
    “Your first loyalty is to your food dish,” I said. “Good to know my dog loves me.” 
 
    “Well, I believe that’s sorted,” Jeremy said with the hint of a smile. He reached down and ran his hand across the back of Junkyard’s head, earning himself a look of puppy-eyed adoration. “Sir, when you return, perhaps we could discuss the state of your...wardrobe? Dr. Corwin assures me you will be taking his place as the city’s resident mage soon. It would behoove you to look the part.” 
 
    “When we get back,” I said. I was a jeans and t-shirt guy, though I cleaned up okay when I had to. But I wasn’t in a hurry to start wearing suits every day or anything like that. The longer I could put off that kind of damage to my wardrobe, the better. 
 
    We piled into Dr. C’s Range Rover, and I expected him to take us to one of the entrances to the Underground off Centennial Park. Instead, he headed west, toward Pittsburgh, eventually turning onto a small street that ended in front of a secluded park. A thick cable ran between two squat posts, adorned with a sign that warned that only official vehicles were allowed. When we were fifty yards away, a man emerged from the house to the right of the entrance and pulled the cable free of the ring that held it in place. He stepped aside and Dr. C drove past him with a wave. 
 
    “Where are we?” Lucas asked from the back seat. 
 
    “Railway Park,” Dr. C answered. “One of the few mandatory stops for the Silver Phoenix line.” 
 
    “Mandatory stop?” Lucas asked.  
 
    “The Council mandates that any transport system, whether it’s a train, an airship or even a transport ring, have a stop or an open time for either the mage of the city or a Council member to travel. Discreetly. No one knows if someone gets on or off at these stops, and no one sees if anyone gets off or on in town.” While he was explaining things, Dr. C pulled under a metal carport next to a brick building that looked like an old train station. An old locomotive, coal car and passenger car sat on a short set of tracks that were laid in front of it. 
 
    “Rank hath its privileges,” Lucas said as we followed Dr. C in getting out of the truck. He led us into the little station and through a door marked “Employees Only.” In the back of the room was the stairway down, with another door just for employees that opened onto a concrete tunnel lined with pipes and metal conduits. 
 
    “This is … glamorous,” I said. 
 
    “Definitely one of the perks of being the acting Wizard of New Essex,” Dr. C said. “I get to see all the best dusty tunnels under the city. It’s a thrill a minute, let me tell ya.” He stopped and ducked into a smaller side tunnel that emptied onto a narrow platform. “Just a few minutes.” 
 
    “So why all the cloak and dagger?” I asked. “Doesn’t pretty much the whole Conclave know about this? It isn’t like I’ve been exactly quiet about this or anything.” 
 
    “Standard procedure when there’s a strike like this,” Dr. C said. “The whole world may know you’re trying to help find Danny Vasquez, but no one knows there’s a rescue that’s going to happen today. If the Boraro don’t know we’re coming, they can’t ambush us like they did the Special Operations team the government sent.” 
 
    Any further explanation was ruled out by the roar of the Phoenix approaching. The locomotive for the big, silver train looked like a glassed-in bullet on top of an oblong jet engine intake. The cars behind it had an art deco feel, the outside metallic and smooth, with a narrower second level that ran the length of each section like a metal Mohawk. The inside of each car was lit with a warm yellow glow that radiated comfort through the windows. Dr. C led us toward the car behind the locomotive. 
 
    “Isn’t it pointed the wrong way?” Lucas asked, trotting to catch up after a moment. 
 
    “If we were leaving for Colombia from New Essex, yes,” Dr. C said. He traced a rune on the car’s metal skin, and a narrow seam came into view. He pulled the door to the car open and stepped inside, then stuck his head back out. “Well, come on.” We hustled aboard. 
 
    Inside, the car was a study in Dwarven design, paneled in dark wood with maroon seat cushions. Everything was built a few inches lower than we were used to, and with an eye toward heavy use. Everything from buttons to chair legs was bigger than it needed to be and made from steel when plastic would do. An aisle ran down the middle of the car, with a small galley and lounge at the front, a bathroom and shower just behind that and bunks taking up the rear of the car. At the front of the car, a brown haired and bearded Dwarf in heavy, blue work overalls stuck his head in the door. Dr. C nodded to him, and he returned the gesture. 
 
    “We’re clear to move,” the Dwarf said to someone behind him, and we heard the door slide shut behind us. Dr. C put his hand against the wall, and a moment later, the train started moving again. Lucas and I stumbled when the floor moved beneath our feet, catching ourselves with a hand to the opposite wall.  
 
    “Let’s go find a seat and enjoy the ride,” Dr. C said, moving toward the rear of the train. The door before him opened into a plush car that was about half full. The seats were half facing forward and backward on the lower level. There were two rows of seats back-to-back in the middle of the car, and aisles along the outer edge of the car. A spiral staircase led to the upper level, and Dr. C took it, leading to a narrower section with a long counter along the outside, with padded swivel chairs facing it, and a glass upper section that ran most of the length of the car. He took a seat and gestured to the human girl who stood at the rear of the car. 
 
    “Tea, please, hot with honey and mint,” Dr. C told her. 
 
    “And you?” the girl asked Lucas and me. 
 
    “What do you have?” I asked. She produced a pair of small, laminated cards with a list of drinks on it. No soft drink brands I recognized, but plenty of options ran down the shiny page. 
 
    “Ginger beer, I think,” Lucas said with a nod toward me. 
 
    “For both of us,” I added. The girl nodded and retreated to her station while we took a seat on either side of Dr. Corwin. 
 
    “So, why the observation deck?” Lucas asked. “It’s not like there’s much of a view.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Dr. C said. “Wait until we hit the ley line.” 
 
    “The ley line?” Lucas smiled and his eyes got big. 
 
    In response, Dr. C just nodded and leaned back in his chair. Just then a rattling and a clank sounded, and we looked to the cone shaped cowlings on the top of the car it came from. Long rods extended front he openings and lay flat against the metal skin of the car. 
 
    “What are those?” I asked. I knew how ley line travel worked, in theory, but I’d never done it before. 
 
    “Ley line rods,” Dr C. said. “This track runs along an air ley line between New Essex and Wichita. Knowledge check. Tell me about ley lines.” 
 
    “Natural flows of elemental energy that run between geographic and energetic features,” I said. “They’re places where Elemental Realms are closest to the physical world, usually attracted by physical feature that has a resonance to their energy. Like how rivers tend to have a water ley line running close to them, and volcanoes tend to be nexus points of Earth and Fire ley lines.” 
 
    “Attention, passengers,” a tinny sounding voice came from the metal cone. “This is your engineer. We’ll be transitioning to ley line travel in a few moments. Please take your seats and secure your belongings. And, from the crew of the Silver Phoenix, enjoy the ride and the view.” 
 
    Lucas looked around then brought his attention to Dr. C. “What’s he talking abou...oh.” In the middle of his question, we made the first step of the transition, coming out into the open underneath the air ley line. Grass covered ridges ran parallel to us on either side, hiding us from casual view until the last car cleared the tunnel. Then the ley line rods on the outside of the car activated. The long poles lifted from the sides of each car, angling upward with a short segment on the end that remained parallel to the ground. Crackling arcs of pale energy appeared at the end of each rod, and the car lifted a couple of feet into the air. After a few seconds of traveling that way, we heard and felt the thump of rods being extended from the undercarriage and curved control surfaces slid into view from the top and sides of the carriage. Then, the train lifted another foot, and we slid into the air ley line, and we were between worlds, not quite in the physical realm, not quite in the Elemental realm of Air. From inside the ley line, we could see the rest of the world, but we were invisible to everyone else, tucked just inside the dimensional fringe. Then the Silver Phoenix really got to moving. 
 
    “Attention passengers,” the engineer’s voice came back over the line. “We’ve transitioned to ley line travel. Feel free to move about as you like. We’ll be in Colorado Springs in about three hours. Enjoy the ride.” 
 
    The landscape flew by below us, and our drinks arrived a few minutes after that. I leaned back, grabbed my ginger beer, and decided to take the engineer’s advice. We had a long trip ahead of us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    ~ Prepare the terrain for the enemy that thinks to bring the fight to you, so that they give you every advantage in their aggression. An Bing, general of the Song Dynasty ~  
 
    “So, I don’t get it,” Lucas said five hours later, sipping a tall glass of ice water on the balcony of our hotel room in Bogota. “Not that the Silver Phoenix wasn’t a cool ride. But why does it even still exist? I mean, it took us three hours to cross Kansas, but then we traveled over three thousand miles and across time zones in under eight seconds.” 
 
    “Mass,” I said. I leaned against the metal railing of the hotel room’s balcony and looked out over the skyline of Bogota. Green hills surrounded the city in almost every direction, with neighborhoods climbing partway up some of the slopes. “And money. The transport rings can only move so much stuff at a time, and they can only be spun up to any single destination once an hour. So that slows things way down.” 
 
    “Why do they have to wait so long between trips?” Lucas asked. He leaned forward, looking down at the streets below. 
 
    “Ring travel basically swaps two pieces of reality. Do it too often, too quickly between the same two places, and you start to damage the fabric of reality itself. You start to get ...things coming through the rings that don’t belong on this plane of existence. It’s a lot more expensive, too. You could take five rail trips for what it cost to take the transit rings here.” 
 
    “So, ley line travel isn’t as dangerous?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “Nah, just...weird,” I said, remembering the stories I’d heard. “Sometimes, ley line travelers pick up hitchhikers. Minor elementals, stuff like that. Of course, sometimes, travelers get… sidetracked, I guess. They end up in different places, or the trip takes longer than it seemed to them. It pretty much powers itself, though and it runs along the edge of the elemental realms without breaking the barrier, so there’s less chance of bad shit happening. It’s a little safer than flying in a regular plane.” I informed him, regurgitating what I knew. 
 
    “That’s comforting,” Lucas chuckled and finished the glass and nodded toward Polter, who favored us with a scowl in return. “Now all we have to do is survive hanging out with Chuckles in there and the Vasquez family gets to have its best day in two years.” 
 
    “Some things must be endured for the greater good.” I turned and looked back into the suite. A pair of Sentinels stood watch near the front door with another pair just inside the door to the balcony. Since this was a covert operation, they weren’t wearing their signature blue cloaks, and their paramiir hung at their belts in harmless looking ankh form, ready to transform into a sword or staff with a thought. However, they did have on black tactical gear, including vests. From what we’d seen on the way here, combat gear was the local version of business casual. Inside the suite, we could see a screen with Master Polter sitting on the couch, his attention divided between a set of screens on the table in front of him and the big screen on the wall. As always, he wore a silk suit, today’s choice a dark blue three-piece with a red tie. An apprentice was clearing away the remains of a meal from room service, his second since we’d arrived. He leaned back on the couch, his bulk taking up its half out of the middle. He looked up at the screens, watching the views from the cameras Dr. C and the squad of Sentinels he was with were wearing. I kept my upper lip from curling up at the sight of Polter running things from a comfortable seat while Dr. C and his team were doing the real work a hundred miles away. 
 
    My attention went back to the scene outside, my eyes tracking the sun as it slid down toward the mountains. We didn’t have much time before dark, and according to the briefing we’d been allowed to sit through, the Boraro shared the same distaste for sunlight most American and European vampires did. We didn’t have much time to get things started. Wizard or not, you didn’t want to fuck with any kind of vampire after the sun went down. 
 
    “Boys,” one of the Sentinels at the back door said. “It’s almost time.” 
 
    Dr. Corwin’s face was on the main screen when we came into the hotel suite. Lines of static stretched across the screen in places, and the image was dark. Behind Dr. C I could see a couple of familiar Sentinels. Carter and Dearborn were two of the most capable mages I’d ever seen, right after Dr. C. Both of them had been part of some of the biggest fights I’d ever been involved with and both of them had come out of them alive. 
 
    “...not sure what is going on here, Polter. We just had a chopper land in the compound, and the locals say that three took off this morning and headed north. That’s a lot more activity than we’ve seen recently. Something is up.” Dr. C sounded worried. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Polter scoffed, his thick, wet lips flapping as he made a short raspberry sound. “They have no idea we’re coming. We took all the precautions you asked us to, Corwin. The word is still go. You know what to do.” 
 
    On the screen, Dr. C shook his head, his lips drawn to a thin line, eyes downcast. “For the record, I don’t like this. Something feels off here.” 
 
    “Your objection is noted,” Polter said, his tone dropping on the end of the sentence. “As is your borderline insubordination. Proceed with the mission.” 
 
    Lucas met my eyes with a troubled glance of his own. If Dr. C had the proverbial ‘bad feeling about this,’ then shit might go very, very sideways, very, very fast. The worst part about it was that we were too far away to do anything about it if it did except watch. 
 
    We watched on screen as the team of Sentinels and Dr. C moved toward the compound, their stealth and sleep spells seeming to get them past the few guards manning the perimeter. Ahead of them was a broad court with a set of double doors set in the front of a squat, concrete building. They hustled across the yard, the image from their body cameras bouncing in time with their steps, then came to a stop in front of the heavy portals. One of the mages, Carter, pulled a thick, wooden rod from his pack, then looked to Dr. C. When Dr. C nodded in acknowledgement, Carter pointed the narrow end of the device at the door and the end glowed. He uttered a command word, and a flash of light filled the screen. The sound cut out for a moment, the mic or the TV’s sound system overloaded by the sheer volume. When the screen cleared, the door was gone. Sentinels moved forward, each one holding a paintball weapon or a paramiir in its sword or staff mode. They cleared the first room, Dr. C’s camera pivoting to check the corners before he advanced on the next door, blowing it out of its frame with a word. More Sentinels ran ahead, each turning, checking the room, clearing it before leapfrogging ahead. 
 
    “We’re four rooms in,” Dr. C said. Another door met its end at the hands of a Sentinel. “Five, now. Still no resistance. We should have seen some response by now, even if it was just human security. Something’s n-”  
 
    The screen froze for a moment, then went to static. Everyone who had been watching stopped and looked at each other, then started talking at once. 
 
    “They’re being jammed!” 
 
    “Try another frequency!” 
 
    “Get the rescue team prepped!” 
 
    “I can’t raise New York!” 
 
    “They must have been waiting for them!” 
 
    Lucas grabbed my shoulder and headed toward the kitchen, where our backpacks were sitting on the dining room table. One of the Sentinels followed us, his right hand on his paramiir, his left out toward us like he was trying to herd us somewhere, though he was more following than guiding. We stopped and grabbed our packs, and the Sentinel pointed toward the bedroom. 
 
    “You two should probably go hang out in there until we get things…” He let the words trail off as the lights in the room went out. For a moment, the room was silent except for the sound of two backpacks being unzipped. In the sunlight that filtered in through the windows, I could see the confused looks on everyone’s faces, and I realized that I’d never met any of the Sentinels in this room before. None of them were much older than I was. None of them had the weathered, cagey look in their eyes like Jane Dearborn or Carter had, the two Sentinels I knew best and respected most. For that matter, none of them had the edge to them that Lucas had. Of course, he’d faced almost everything I had, and he’d also handled a few things of his own. Of everyone in the room at that moment, I trusted the battle-tested, half-trained apprentice at my side more than the half dozen highly trained rookie combat mages. 
 
    “I’ve got a bad—” Lucas started to say, drawing Shorty out of his bag. 
 
    “Don’t,” I cut him off as I drew the LeMat. The sound of the shotgun’s safety and the double-click of the LeMat’s hammer being pulled back drew every eye to us. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” the baby Sentinel demanded, his hand closing tightly around his paramiir 
 
    “Stand down, Fortunato,” Polter snarled. “Corwin doesn’t need you to rescue him.” 
 
    “The strike team isn’t in danger,” I said. “We are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    ~ Be fierce enough that your enemies welcome peace when you offer it. Ryu Clan saying ~ 
 
    They came through the walls. To the Sentinels’ credit, they took out most of the first wave before they even knew what they were fighting, unleashing magick by what seemed like pure reflex, before the other side could so much as look scary. Plaster dust, smoke and a greenish steam filled the air as the first screams faded. From behind the Sentinels, we saw what we were facing for the first time. They stood upright like men, but they had heads like alligators, with thick green scales on the outer parts of their arms and legs, and pale, sickly-looking skin on the inner part. The scaly part covered their chests, fading to a light green over their bellies. But it was what was behind them that gave me pause. A pale man and woman with blood red eyes and black hair on their arms and chest. They towered over the alligator men, and their arms were thicker than most peoples’ thighs, hanging down almost midway down their legs. They moved awkwardly, shifting their weight from one foot to the other as they walked forward on feet that faced backward from their ankles. 
 
    “Hombre caiman,” Lucas whispered, “And the boraro. Alligator men and the Pale Ones.” 
 
    “Alright, people,” we heard Polter say from the rear of the group in the main room., “Take out the leaders. The soldiers will break.” I had to hand it to him, he sounded surprisingly calm for a guy who looked like his idea of exercise was walking to the dinner table. 
 
    As if they understood Polter’s commands, the scaly humanoids leaped to defend their pale leaders, dying eagerly. But if the first wave fell the moment they had crashed through the walls, the second wave died with purpose: keeping us occupied so that the third wave could take us by surprise. This group came through the walls on the other side of the room, and one of them took a slash at Polter. Its hand came away bloody to the second knuckle, and the Master mage fell to the floor with a scream. The Sentinels just seemed to come apart for a moment, moving back and not knowing where to shoot. Lucas and I helped them make that decision. 
 
    The gator man that had slashed Polter raised his hand for another strike, and Lucas pulled the trigger on Shorty. Its arm went away below the elbow, and the thing screamed in pain. I turned and pointed my wand into the advancing group on the opposite side and yelled out “Ictus!” A TK bolt slammed into one of the hombre caiman and threw it into the three behind it. Taking their cue from us, the Sentinels split up, half facing the ones that had just charged through the nearby wall, the other half facing the original attackers. 
 
    They pushed the newcomers back to their breach in the wall and kept the original wall from being breached any further, but I could tell they weren’t going to be able to hold like that for much longer. Two went down under the jaws of the alligator men, and Polter’s screams turned to incoherent whimpers. A group of green skinned foot soldiers rushed for Polter from the bedroom door. Lucas and I rushed toward them and shot the two leaders. That ended up putting us out of position, with the gator men between us and the Sentinels. It was then we learned that the Conclave understood the concept of redundancy. The center of the room seemed to pulse, then an explosion of sound hit, knocking everyone back. When the smoke cleared, Master Lazarus Moon and Master Morrigan stood over Polter’s bleeding form, looking like a Greek and Celtic god had just showed up by way of Kansas and Fifth Avenue respectively. Moon wore his customary jeans and button-down western shirt, his plain wooden staff raised over his head. Morrigan had on a business suit in tactical black and had her staff thrust forward in both hands, her red hair in a thick braid that lay over her left shoulder. 
 
    “Well come on,” Moon yelled. “We don’t have all day!” Morrigan’s lips were moving as Moon spoke, and the surviving Sentinels rushed toward them. Lucas and I moved forward, only to come face to fang with a group of pissed off hombre caiman. I grabbed one of the radio headsets that had been knocked off the table with one hand and thumbed the hammer back on the LeMat. Lucas racked another round into Shorty’s chamber. 
 
    “Hurry, Fortunato!” Moon yelled. His hands came up and a shimmering wall appeared between the backs of the gator men facing us and the gathered Sentinels. “We can’t hold them much longer!” More were coming through the hole in the wall, though, and I knew we’d never make it past them.  
 
    Taking a page from the bad guys’ play book, I turned and fired a broad TK blast through the bedroom door, knocking a hole in the far wall big enough to ride a horse through. “Go,” I yelled to Moon. “We have another exit.” Lucas and I ran through the bedroom door, and the gator men didn’t come after us. 
 
    “You should have listened to the boy,” I heard something hiss in the room behind us. “Now you’re all going to die.” Then we were in the next suite over, turning right and heading out the door. Behind us, the room pulsed and boomed again. I blew the door across the hallway out of its frame, then jerked my head left toward the stairwell. Lucas hit the doorway and led the way, shoving shells into his shotgun as he took the steps downward. After we passed a couple of floors, Lucas stopped and looked over his shoulder. 
 
    “Escape clause,” he said. 
 
    “Good idea.” I unslung my backpack and reached into the same pocket I’d hidden the LeMat in, feeling around until I found the small plastic box in the corner. What we called our Escape Clause had actually been Wanda’s idea, a collection of items she’d started hiding in her clothes after she’d been captured and tortured a couple of years ago. Hers had helped us get out of a pretty tight spot last year and ever since, all three of us had carried a little kit of our own based on hers. I pulled mine out of my pack and clipped it to a safety pin that I attached to the waistband of my pants. Lucas...well, his ended up duct taped somewhere inside his waistband I probably didn’t need to know about. I took out the headset I’d grabbed, slipped it over my ear, and hit the transmit button. 
 
    “Master Moon? Master Morrigan?” I whispered into the mic when we got to the third floor. 
 
    “We hear you,” a calm voice came over the earpiece. “Are you clear?” 
 
    “Almost,” I said as we kept heading down. “We’ll make our way to the ground floor and find our own ride home.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. Signal us once you’ve made it clear of the building.”  
 
    “Roger that,” I said. Lucas pushed the door open and slid into the parking garage. “We’re almost to the—” 
 
    “Chance, clear this channel!” I heard Dr. C yell as I hit the door. “Our comms are compromised!” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, letting the door shut behind me. The earpiece filled with static as two very tall, very pale figures stepped forward. One held Lucas by the scruff of his neck, and the other pointed Shorty at me. Behind them, several men in balaclavas and bandanas, normal humans as near as I could tell with their faces mostly hidden, pointed assault rifles my way. 
 
    “Lower the pistol,” the vampire pointing the shotgun at me ordered. I brought my hand down. “Put it on the ground. And the backpack. Good. Now, step back.” He nodded, and one of the men ran forward to pick my stuff up. He took it to the boraro, then turned and pointed his gun at me. The pale man looked my pistol over, sighted down the barrel, then inspected the chambers before turning to me again. 
 
    “I’ll need a receipt for that,” I said. I was trying for cool and collected, but the joke didn’t seem to register. 
 
    “A LeMat Grapeshot revolver. Cap and ball, nine rounds in the cylinder, plus the under barrel. In the original .32 caliber and twenty-gauge combination. If this is a replica, it’s very good. Your friend, here, however…” He held up Lucas’s gun, shook his head and made a disappointed sounding tsk. “What is this? Such a terrible thing to do to a shotgun.” 
 
    “Are you done, Tenoch?” the other boraro asked. “I’m hungry.” From the higher pitch of the voice, I was guessing this was the female of the species. 
 
    “A moment, Tepin,” the other one said. “Presentation is everything. Patience, sister. Let the fear season his blood.” 
 
    “You obviously don’t know who we are,” Lucas said. From where I was, I could see him pull a tiny pistol from his pocket.  
 
    “Nor do we care,” the boraro male said.  
 
    “Sir,” one of the humans said. “La Tunda...her orders…” I could hear the capital he put in the title. 
 
    “Screw what she…” Tenoch closed his eyes and shook his head before continuing. “No, you’re right; Mother wants prisoners. Don’t kill him, Tepin.” 
 
    Lucas turned his hand and pointed the pistol back toward Tepin’s leg. He looked to me, and I gave him a tiny head shake. He slipped the gun back into his pocket as Tepin bared her fangs. 
 
    “But she didn’t say we couldn’t feed,” she hissed around her fangs. I started toward them as her teeth sank into Lucas’s neck and got a rifle butt to the temple for my trouble. I staggered and fell, then tried to get back to my feet. When my head came up, I saw my friend on the ground and Tepin puking up something dark onto the concrete. She let out a scream and grabbed Lucas again. 
 
    “What is happening?” she hissed in his face. “What did you do to me?” 
 
    “Told you that you didn’t know who we were,” Lucas grinned at her. He grimaced a second later and held his hand to his neck. “I’m ordained.” 
 
    Tenoch grabbed me and pulled me to him. “What about you? Are you a priest, too?” he demanded. He took one long talon and ran it across my cheek, leaving a burning line in its wake. His tongue darted out, a skinny black thing that felt almost as bad as the cut he’d made when it scraped across my skin. His mouth worked for a few seconds, then he grimaced and spat. “You’re tainted,” he snarled at me, then dropped me and turned away. “Bring them both. Mother will want to speak to them.” I felt a sting of a needle on my shoulder, and I felt myself start the long, slow fall toward oblivion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    ~ The Lion cannot defend himself against traps. Machiavelli ~ 
 
    I was half-conscious when the man who drugged me picked me up and dragged me toward a dark colored van. My hands and feet were zip-tied together before I was laid on the metal floor of the vehicle. They dumped Lucas beside me, then two men got in the front, and we were moving. Though I seemed to hover at the edge of consciousness, I never did complete the slide into darkness that usually accompanied being drugged. In the front, the radio blared, and I heard the station identify itself as Radio Activa at least twice during the ride. 
 
    Somewhere along the way, Lucas started to wake up, and he rolled over to look at me, his eyes still glazed. Still, he seemed to get the seriousness of our situation, his expression slowly deepening into a frown. The two men in the front were either silent, or we couldn’t hear them over the radio, which meant they probably couldn’t hear us if we kept our voices down. 
 
    “You okay?” I mouthed more than said. Lucas nodded. 
 
    “How long were we out?” he whispered. I looked at the front of the van to gauge the light. The sun was shining in the side windows at a much lower angle than I remembered it being when the raid had started. At least, the few shafts of light that made it through the trees. The van vibrated under me, occasionally jarring me a little more forcefully as the driver found potholes with uncanny skill. 
 
    “About an hour, I think,” I said. “We left the city a while back.”  
 
    “Looks like they brought our backpacks,” he nodded toward the front. I followed his gesture and saw the two blue packs stowed between the driver and passenger seats. Right next to a pair of AKs. The guy in the passenger seat turned and looked back at us, then said something in Spanish before he got up and came back to us. He squatted down behind Lucas and checked the thick zip-ties on his hands, then reached across him to grab my wrists and look at mine. 
 
    “Play it cool if you want to live through this, guys,” the man whispered in unaccented English. I frowned at him, and he winked. Looking closely at the man, he had the same basic features as some of the locals we’d seen. High cheekbones, skin that was a ruddy brown, a thick nose and a broad mouth. His dark hair was pulled back in a thick ponytail, and it was only after looking at him for a moment that I realized that his ancestry was probably more Native American than Latin. And one of the things Lucas and I had discovered while we were researching Colombia on the trip out was that it was one of the most diverse countries on the planet, both ethnically and linguistically. If this guy was from the states, his native blood made it easy for him to blend in with the people here. He straightened and went back to his seat, speaking Spanish to the driver. They laughed for a few seconds, then fell silent again. I took the opportunity to unfocus my eyes and let my Sight kick in. Under my mystic senses, his aura was a dark blue, with streaks of gray running through it. This man was driven by duty, even if it meant doing things he’d rather not. The guy in the seat beside him had plenty of lusty red and orange in his aura, something I used to look for in potential clients back in the day. The two started talking in Spanish, and I laid my head back down. For the moment, there wasn’t much we could do. My instincts told me the one guy might not be playing for the home team here. If he wasn’t, we’d need to follow his lead, and, as he said, play it cool. I kept my eyes closed the rest of the way, trying to seem unconscious. 
 
    We drove for another hour, taking winding, rough roads through some kind of forest or jungle the last half hour. Finally, the van rolled to a stop for a few moments, and the back doors opened. Someone prodded my foot, and I shifted it away from the pointy thing that pushed against the sole of my boot. The driver said something in Spanish, and the men at the rear of the van laughed. I opened my eyes just a little to get a look out the back of the van, and I could see the vehicles behind us. Two black SUVs were visible on the curve of the road behind a black limo with windows tinted to damn near opaque. Probably Tenoch and Tepin’s ride. The doors closed and we started moving again. 
 
    When we came to a stop, the driver made a comment, and his companion laughed. I heard the passenger ask a question, and a reply from the driver. Then I heard a pop from in front, and the driver grunted. I opened my eyes and looked forward to see the driver slumped over the steering wheel and the passenger holding a small pistol with a thick extension on the barrel. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I blurted. 
 
    “Wait here,” the passenger said, tucking the gun away again before he got out of the van. 
 
    “He asked the driver if this was where they kept all the prisoners,” Lucas said. “And then he shot him.” 
 
    “Yeah, I picked up on the shooting part. He did that in a language I understand.” 
 
    “Oh, and uh, Chance? My razor isn’t working on these zip-ties.” Lucas informed me. 
 
    “Let me try to pop mine,” I said. After a few clumsy tries, I got to my knees and brought my hands up in front of me, then slammed them against my hips, popping my arms out like Dr. C and Kim had taught us. The thick plastic ties didn’t pop like the ones we’d practiced with, and all I got for my trouble was a ring of pain around my wrists. 
 
    “Forget it guys,” the passenger said from the driver’s side door. He shoved the driver out of the seat and onto the floor, then took his place and started the van again. “Those are police restraints. You’re not gonna bust them like you would ordinary zip ties. Use these.” He tossed a pair of wire cutters onto the floor in front of Lucas. Moments later our hands and feet were free of the restraints, and we were crouched behind the driver's seat, watching as he drove through the compound. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked the guy. 
 
    “No names. You can call me John. That’s all you need to know. As far as I’m concerned, you might as well be Merlin and Arthur. I’m going to get you two to Calamar and put you on a bus back to Bogota. Once you get to Bogota, you beat feet to the US embassy, and you’ll be back home in a couple of days.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, John,” I said. “I’ll take Merlin, but he goes by Midnight. And this might come as a shock to you, but I think we’re here for the same reason.” 
 
    “That’d be a shock alright,” John laughed. “But we can talk later. Right now, you two need to get down and out of sight.” 
 
    The main gate was coming up, so I slid down behind the seat. Lucas came up behind me, and I felt him press my pack into my hand. The vehicle slowed as we neared the gate, and I saw John’s head turn toward the side mirror. Someone shouted behind us, and John cursed. 
 
    “Hang on!” he called out. The van lurched forward, and we crashed through a wooden gate. Shots rang out behind us, one shattering the rear window on the passenger side. 
 
    “So much for just driving on out of there,” Lucas said, grabbing the assault rifle from the dead driver. He turned it in his hands, looking it over with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “You know how to shoot one of those things?” I asked. 
 
    “Not really,” Lucas grinned. “It’s a lot like the rifles Dr. C taught us with, though. This looks like the fire selector, and this is the bolt.” He racked the handle on the right side back, and a green bullet spun through the air, clattering to the floor. 
 
    “Kid, put that thing down and hug the fucking floor!” John yelled. “You’re gonna get yourself shot!” Bullets peppered the right side of the van, most of them high and forward of us. I looked out the back window to see a truck following us. Men stood in the back, guns blazing away. 
 
    “I think the guys behind us are doing a better job of that,” I said. “We need to slow these fuckers down.” I held up my wand. 
 
    Lucas nodded, his grin getting wider. He pushed the barrel of the AK out the broken window and pulled the trigger. The gun roared and sent brass flying across the van, drawing a furious yell from the front of the vehicle.  
 
    “Damn!” Lucas yelled over John’s curses. “Not as much recoil as I was expecting, but auto fire is hard to control! Okay, you ready?” 
 
    I nodded, and he pointed the gun out the window again, fired off another burst, then tossed the gun aside and reached for the latch of the driver’s side rear door. “Fire photon torpedoes!” he yelled as he swung it open. 
 
    I brought the wand up and uttered the command word, sending a wave of force at the lead vehicle. The front of the pickup behind us buckled under the impact of the wand-boosted spell and the back end flipped into the air, sending bodies flying. The truck flipped end for end before coming to rest in the middle of the road. 
 
    “That should give us a few seconds,” I called to John as I pulled the door closed. He didn’t answer, but the van sped up, and he took the curves in the road without slowing down. 
 
    “Grab the rifle and the duffel bag up here,” John said. Lucas scooped up the AK and the bag under the dead guy. “Now, open the rear doors and get ready to jump out the back. Be ready to roll when your feet hit the ground. As soon as you stop moving, get to the left side of the road and hide!” John instructed. 
 
    I pushed the doors open and caught his gaze in the mirror to give him a thumbs up. The van slowed down, and Lucas and I jumped out, tumbling along for a few feet. Ahead of us, the van sped up and John leaped out the drivers-side door, rolled a few times and came to a stop. We all came to our feet with a little road rash. 
 
    “They’re only a few seconds behind us,” I called out as John ran across the road, heading uphill. The road curved to the left a hundred yards down the way, and our abandoned van kept going straight, blowing through the thin railing and tumbling down the side of the hill. We followed him into the brush, then crouched as another truck came around the corner. Men were hunkered down in the bed, and one man held onto a machine gun mounted on the back of the cab. Two more trucks passed on the road below us. 
 
    “Come on,” John whispered. “We have a long way to go.” He turned and headed into the brush. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    ~ De oppresso liber. Motto of the Green Berets ~ 
 
    I thought I was in good shape. I thought I could run. Trying to keep up with John while running full out uphill over uneven ground showed me just how wrong I was. Jogging a few miles a week and Kim’s martial arts training only helped me avoid being totally embarrassed. John set a brutal pace through the jungle that took me to my limits, smashed them before my eyes and dragged me another five miles before he let up and gave us a break. Lucas and I stood in the clearing, hands on our knees, sucking wind and trying not to puke for a couple of minutes. Finally, I straightened up and put my hands behind my head, taking deep lungfuls of air to help try to get my breath back. John stood at the edge of the clearing, rifle held close to his body, barrel down. His breathing was almost normal and the only indication of effort was a pair of damp spots under his arms and around his collar. 
 
    “Could you at least have the decency to look tired?” Lucas said to John, mirroring my stance. “Maybe sweat a little or something?” 
 
    “Don’t waste your breath,” John said, his eyes everywhere but on us. “Get your wind back. We need to keep moving. Once the sun gets down far enough, those albino motherfuckers with fangs come out. We’ve got another six to eight klicks to go before we’re anywhere close to safe.” 
 
    “Just another minute and we’ll be okay,” I said. Gasped was more like it. 
 
    “Dump about half of what’s in those packs so we can make better time,” John ordered. “Better yet, leave ‘em here.” 
 
    “No way,” I said. “Everything we’re carrying is useful.” 
 
    “You’re lugging around fucking paintball markers, kid. This is real fucking life. You got a choice to make. Dump the toys or die.” 
 
    “If we dump the ‘toys’ then we really are dead. You saw what I did to the truck back there. Well, this stuff helps me do it,” I argued. 
 
    “I got no fucking idea what you did to that truck, and right now I don’t give a flying...fuck.” He stopped and looked around, then brought his hand up and made a downward motion. “Get down, find cover. I think they found us.” 
 
    Lucas and I glanced at each other, then shucked our packs. “You thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked. 
 
    “I think so, Brain,” Lucas said in a bad Cockney accent. “But then we’d have to start using funny names and such.” He reached into his pack and pulled out the holster with his paintball gun, proving he really was thinking what I was thinking. 
 
    “Paintball,” I said while I pulled my own out and checked the hopper on top to make sure the tape on top of it was red. 
 
    “Explodey,” Lucas added with a grin. We clipped the holsters to our belts. 
 
    “Shut up and get down!” John snarled as the forest went quiet around us. He brought the AK up at the sound of something big coming through the brush and the small clearing exploded with the sound of gunfire. One of the hombre caimen burst out of the brush, and John’s fire peppered its chest. Big red holes appeared in the upper half of its torso, and it fell with a hiss. Another one came from the left, and John turned toward it, the AK chattering away and making more holes in the new one’s chest; this one staggered forward and fell at our feet. Two more leaped through the trees toward us and John turned the AK on the one to the right. The gun fired three times and fell silent, but the gator man was still up. It staggered toward us, and its fellow came on unfazed from the other side.  
 
    I became aware of everything in picture perfect moments. John dropped the magazine from his gun in the same moment Lucas and I brought the two paintball guns up. I heard the AK mag hit the dirt about the same time I got my barrel on target. I pulled the trigger as I heard another mag slide into place. Then the paintball hit, and the gator man just disappeared from the hips up. Lucas’s round hit higher, so his was only gone from the ribcage on. The bolt slammed home on John’s AK and he looked up to see what was left of our two targets drop to the ground. Body parts started to hit the ground around us with loud splats. 
 
    “What the…” John let the sentence trail off into silence as a pale skinned woman stepped out of the trees, covered in a thick, white cloak, her face scrunched up in an expression of displeasure. 
 
    “Kill them,” she said, and more hombre caimen burst from the forest behind her. I hit one as it leaped through the air at us, and Lucas dropped another one the moment it popped up, sending it back into the brush in a tangle of severed limbs and a spray of gore. Two more popped into sight on our flanks, but John was too busy blowing holes in yet another gator man that had jumped in front of its mistress. Lucas and I turned and popped off shots at the ones flanking us. I heard the explosion of Lucas’s round going off, and mine blew the crap out of a tree behind the one I was aiming at a half second later. I corrected and fired again, this time blowing the right side of the gator man into bloody chunks. 
 
    “Come on,” John yelled. He turned and pushed us toward the far side of the clearing, and we were only too happy to go with him.  
 
    “Run!” the boraro laughed. “Hide. It won’t do you any good.” 
 
    Lucas looked over at me and I saw his jaw set in an expression I knew only too well. It was that same determined look he got right before he was going to do something incredibly risky. 
 
    “Go holy,” he called out, then broke left, heading away from us. I hit the catch on the side of the paintball gun to release the magazine on top, replacing it with one from my holster with white tape. The boraro paused for a second, looking to Lucas, then back at us. 
 
    “Midnight!” John yelled, then turned to me. “What the Hell is he doing?” 
 
    “Something stupid,” I said. The pale woman turned to go after Lucas, and I sent a paintball round her way. She leaned to one side to let the white missile go past, but even being close to it left a red streak across her jaw and neck. Her lips curled back to reveal a mouth full of needle-sharp teeth, and John opened fire as well. The boraro became a pale blur, sidestepping his shots and advancing on us. We backed across the clearing, John’s shots keeping it on the move and slowing it down as it dodged. Still, it was getting closer, and John finally ran out of bullets.  
 
    “Now you die,” she hissed, and started for us. Her left foot came forward, then slammed down on the turf, and she let out a scream of agony and rage. Pink fluid oozed from a hole that appeared in the top of her foot, and she turned to look behind her. Lucas knelt next to one of her footprints, his working knife thrust into the middle of it. The same pink ooze ran down the blade. 
 
    “Shoot her!” Lucas yelled. The boraro turned back toward us and tried to lift her foot but couldn’t. I brought the paintball gun up and leveled it at her chest. 
 
    “Dodge this,” I said, and pulled the trigger again and again, peppering her body with holy water rounds until the hopper ran dry. Her torso smoked and blistered under the onslaught, but she didn’t fall over and die. So, I drew the LeMat and put one of its new rounds into her. Usually, I kept it loaded with incendiary laced spell rounds, but with this round, electricity arced across her skin and her body spasmed under the influence of a miniature lightning bolt running through her. 
 
    “The head!” Lucas called out, struggling to hold the knife in place. “You’ve got to cut off its head to kill it!” 
 
    “Now he tells me,” I muttered, shoving the LeMat into my belt and holstering the paintball gun. The smooth wood of my hawthorn wand handle was an inch away from the butt of the LeMat, resting in its own sheath in my front pocket. When my left hand came up, the wand followed it, flying to my hand with the whispered command word for the summoning spell I’d bound it with. 
 
    “Ignem verberaque!” The command word ignited a thin line of fire eight feet long from the tip of the wand to the sputtering end. With a flick of my wrist, I sent the fiery whip out in a flickering, undulating wave. The flame burned brighter as it moved through the air, and I brought my hand back to straighten it out, then snapped it forward. The tendril of flame shot forward and slid past the boraro’s pale throat as she dodged to the side. Her grin turned to a wide-eyed look of fear when I pulled the wand back to make the fiery whip wrap around her throat. A high-pitched shriek rose from her mouth for a moment, then cut off in a rasp when I closed the loop. A hard yank on the wand pulled her head off her shoulders, and she collapsed. 
 
    Lucas pulled his knife out of the ground and wiped the blade on a wad of leaves, then came over to us. Behind him, the boraro’s footprints turned black and started to smoke. “We should probably get clear of the body,” he said. “These things don’t die easy or neat.” 
 
    “Yeah,” John said, the word coming slowly, like he didn’t really believe what he was seeing. “We should get going.” He turned and headed down a nearby trail, leading us onward for another few miles until we crossed a creek. Once we were on the other side, he stopped and looked back behind us for a moment, his eyes troubled. 
 
    “Something wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “No. They don’t usually cross this creek. I have a pretty safe place nearby. Let’s go.” It all came out matter of fact, almost a flat monotone. 
 
    Lucas came up beside me as John walked further into the woods. “Hear that crumbling sound?” Lucas said, his voice soft. “It’s a paradigm shifting.” 
 
    “The Veil hasn’t just been lifted from his eyes,” I said. “It’s been ripped off like duct tape.” We followed him down the game trail until he ducked off to one side, into a low tunnel of foliage that emerged into a small camp. He’d made a tent out of a tarp and had a few dark green plastic cases near a fire pit. 
 
    “Grab a piece of dirt,” John said. “Make yourself at home.” 
 
    “Nice place,” I said. “Love what you’ve done with it.” 
 
    “Okay,” John turned to face us. “I thought I was just rescuing a couple of American teenagers who got caught up in this Colombian…whatever. I mean, I thought I was doing good dealing with all the crazy shit I saw the past few weeks. And I thought they grabbed you two because, so maybe your families are connected or something, who knows? All I know is I’m not gonna let two kids go through what my unit did. But then…back there…with the truck…and killing the…” The words trailed off, and he took a deep breath. “Just what...the hell...are you?” 
 
    “Not sure we can tell you everything,” I said. “But I guess you’ve seen enough that your life is never going to be the same. I’m an apprentice mage. We both are.” 
 
    “You’re an apprentice,” John said, the words slow. “So, what did they want with you?” 
 
    “We came to rescue the same guy you’re here for. At least, I think so. The name Danny Vasquez ring a bell?” 
 
    “Good God, I can’t believe I’m having this conversation,” John muttered, running a hand through his hair. He turned and took a couple of steps away, then came back. “My objective is classified.” 
 
    “Mister, your classified just got shoved into an airlock and spaced,” Lucas said. “As far as you're concerned, we’re not even real. Most of our lives are spent on the other side of a line you didn’t even know about until a few days ago. So, your ‘classified' doesn't mean squat to us.” 
 
    “And as far as you’re concerned, I don’t exist,” John said. “But…” He took a deep breath, closed his eyes and held his hands up. “Look, I’m used to being the calm one when everything goes sideways. And I keep thinking you two are supposed to be the ones losing your shit in the middle of a firefight. But now…” He paused and took a slow, deep breath. “One of those fanged white fuckers took out some of the best special forces operators on the planet, and I haven't so much as made one bleed. Then you two show up and you kill one of those motherfuckers with...with toys? For the past few days, not one goddamn thing has made sense. And now...the first people I run into who act like they know what the Hell is going on are two kids from Iowa or Kansas or some shit.” 
 
    “Missouri,” I said. 
 
    “Do we look like we’re from Kansas?” Lucas asked. “What gave it away? The bib overalls? The straw cowboy hats?” 
 
    “The accents,” John said. Lucas held up a finger and sputtered for a moment. 
 
    “Okay, so you’re not wrong,” Lucas finally admitted. “But what does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Everything important happens on the East coast,” I offered. “Read a lot of King and Lovecraft?” 
 
    “Some.” John shrugged, then shook his head. “Point is, you two seem to know a lot more about this world than I do. I can barely keep my shit together out here, and you’re cracking jokes in the middle of a fight. Now I’m stuck with a shit decision. I either take you back to Bogota myself, or I read you in and get your help planning an op you shouldn’t know about, then take you to Bogota.” 
 
    “Or you could let us help you out,” I offered. “No one is going to believe the truth anyway, and we’re here for the same reason.” 
 
    “No way, kid. You two may be wizards and shit, but you’re still a civilian and you’re just kids. Getting your advice on this is one thing, but I’m not going to risk getting you killed.” 
 
    “John, you said it yourself. We know what we’re doing. We know the risks,” I argued. 
 
    “This is real, kid,” John said. “Combat, modern warfare, whatever you want to call it, you can get killed in a split second. You’re not ready for-” 
 
    “We’ve killed dozens of things just like the thing we killed today,” I said. I kept my voice even, but I wanted to scream at him at the top of my lungs. “And we’re not strangers to losing people. Our world is harsher than yours. I think you know that.” 
 
    “And it’s not like we can just go home,” Lucas added. “The boraro and their people will be watching the embassy and The Goblin Fair. Those are the two most likely places for us to go. Besides, I’m pretty sure you’re already breaking some kind of protocol or something.” 
 
    John looked at him for a moment before he spoke. “Kid, you got no idea what my—” 
 
    “You have a radio over there,” Lucas said. “Your mission is shot to Hell without a team, but you haven't called to get a ride home. You’re still trying to find a way to pull this off. There’s no way the military would let that happen.” Silence followed Lucas’s words, and John scowled at us. 
 
    “I can’t,” he finally said. “We scrubbed the mission after the vamps and their people came at us the first time, but as soon as we put out the call for evac, they swarmed our position and killed the rest of my team. Our signals are scrambled all to Hell and back, but if everyone else is transmitting in the clear, all they need to do is trace the one signal they can’t understand.” 
 
    “It’ll be the same in Bogota,” I said. “And we have to assume they can track my magick.” 
 
    “But they don’t seem to have any active divination,” Lucas said. “Otherwise, they would have already found Captain Happypants over here,” he said, pointing at John. “So, if we lay low, they might not think we’re still around.” 
 
    “No,” John said, his tone flat. “I can’t—” 
 
    “This is the part where you say this is your operation,” I said. “You tell us to follow your orders, and tell us something about saying jump and shit. There’s no way we’re getting out of Bogota. And there’s no way we’re leaving here without Daniel Vasquez.” 
 
    John frowned at us, but he didn’t say anything for a moment. Then he said the two words that told me we’d made our point. 
 
    “Well, shit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    ~ Oh, divine art of subtlety and secrecy! Through you we learn to be invisible, through you, inaudible; and hence, we hold the enemy’s fate in our hands. Sun Tzu ~ 
 
    John and I looked down into the compound from the high branches of a tree. A few human guards walked the perimeter, AKs slung across their backs. Only one of the guard towers were manned, and half of the shift was lounging in the shade. Each of the guards stood out as a colorful blur in my Sight and standing between them and me was the reason they could afford to be so casual. 
 
    Subtle warding spells were set all around the compound, blazing red to my mystic senses, but invisible to normal vision. I marked the last location on a map and handed it down to John. The air rippled around us, the chameleon charm compensating for the movement, its illusion shifting to cover my presence. “That’s the last of the alarm wards,” I said. 
 
    “You’re sure you can turn these off without setting off an alarm, right?” John asked. 
 
    “Yeah, there's two or three ways I could do it.” I assured him. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get back,” he said, looking around. “The sun will be down low enough for the boraro to start moving around soon.” I handed him the binoculars and started climbing down, careful not to be right above him as I went. When we got to the ground, I followed him along the trail, careful to keep my footsteps in his. Every hundred steps or so, I looked around with my Sight, searching for signs of fae or other mystic life. But so far, I hadn’t seen any signs of anything, not even sprites or any of the South American fae. It was like the land around the boraro was barren of any other life. 
 
    It took us another hour to make it back to our new camp. Lucas was waiting for us with a pair of strange contraptions. He hefted one, a two-liter bottle mounted atop a thick PVC tube with a pair of handles on the bottom, pointed it at us, and pulled on the handle in the front. Water squirted from across the clearing the end and splattered us from across the clearing. I wanted to protest, but the cool water felt kind of good after the hour-long hike. John didn’t seem to mind much either. 
 
    “Toys,” John said after the stream of water stopped. 
 
    “Industrial strength, hand-crafted toys,” Lucas said. He pumped the handle again, and another stream of water arced across the clearing at us. “Fill this bad boy with a couple of liters of holy water, and we have one hell of a weapon.” 
 
    “How effective of a weapon, Midnight?” John asked. 
 
    “For vampires, it’s like napalm laced with sulfuric acid,” Lucas said. 
 
    “For most things undead or unholy, it burns, dissolves flesh, and makes them easier to hurt,” I added.  
 
    “So,” John said, drawing the word out. “We’re going into the lion’s den armed with...water guns.” 
 
    “Holy water gun,” Lucas said. “Singular. This is all the PVC pipe and tubing I could get ahold of.” 
 
    “And you just happen to find holy water out here.” John shook his head and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “In fact, I did,” Lucas said. “There’s a Catholic church in the town where I got this stuff from. I got the priest there to bless it for me. I told him I drank a little every morning as part of my prayers. So, he blessed a couple of bottles of it for me. He even used the Latin version of the blessing.” 
 
    “You’re not supposed to drink holy water,” John said.  
 
    “Some Eastern Christian traditions do,” I said. 
 
    “And you just know that kind of thing,” John challenged.  
 
     I nodded and pulled out the map I’d been making. “Apprentice wizard,” I said. 
 
    “Right, I forgot about that part.” Sarcasm laced John’s tone 
 
    “I also got a couple of blessed crucifixes.” Lucas said proudly. 
 
    “Only two?” John asked. 
 
    I pulled my pentacle out from under my shirt and held it up. 
 
     “Already got one,” I said in an outrageous French accent. “It’s verra nice.” 
 
    “That isn’t a crucifix, Monty Python,” John said. 
 
    “It was blessed by a Wiccan priestess,” I said. “Holy is holy, whether it comes from a Wiccan coven or a Catholic church. 
 
     “Okay, Merlin, time for a little old-fashioned technology. First off,” John picked up Shorty and held it in front of Lucas. “This piece of shit goes. If I have to let you two go into a firefight, you’re going with a real gun.” He went to one of the longer crates and pulled out a pump shotgun. “Mossberg 500, eight shot tube magazine with red dot sights. Seven in the tube, one in the chamber. You use that on anything with a pulse. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lucas said, taking the longer weapon. “So, like...people.” 
 
    “Yeah, people,” John said. His voice lost some of the hard tone and he put a hand on Lucas’s shoulder. “I’ll try to make sure you don’t need to use that. But no promises.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Lucas said. If John had lost some of the steel in his voice, Lucas had found it laying around and decided to try it on and see if it fit. “We’ve done this shit enough times to know that the plan is the first thing out the window. And… I know what kind of monsters people can be. If it comes down to it, I’ll pull the trigger.” 
 
    “You don’t know until you have to actually do it,” John said. 
 
    “We have,” I said. “Both of us have blood on our hands.” 
 
    “You two are having a couple of fucked up childhoods,” John said. Shaking his head, he swatted at a mosquito. 
 
    “You have no idea,” I told him. “So, do I get a gun?” 
 
    “You don’t need a damn gun. But yeah, I’m going to give you this one. HK Mark 23 Mod zero. Forty-five caliber combat pistol, ambidextrous safety and mag release, twelve round magazine with one in the chamber. This pistol is more accurate than you are, so if you miss, it’s on you.” He handed the gun over. 
 
    After almost three years under Dr. C, handgun safety was second nature. I pointed the gun away from everyone, found the magazine release and dropped the mag, then pulled the slide back to clear the chamber. I wasn’t so cool I could catch the round in midair, but I was able to lock the slide in place on the first try. It was pretty big, and I realized as I looked it over that I’d seen and used one before. Dr. C had let me use his pistol once at the range, and I was pretty sure it was the same gun. I had just never fired it with the suppressor. 
 
    “Do I have to keep the suppressor on?” I asked. 
 
    “Once we kick this rescue off, yes, you keep the can on it. Stealth is going to be crucial. Now, we don’t have enough time to do the kind of prep I’m used to, but we are going to make sure you know the plan and the contingencies. We’ll sneak into the compound at noon tomorrow. According to what you told me, the boraro be at their weakest then.”  
 
    “So, uh, not to be the armchair general here,” Lucas said, “but these folks have stopped two special forces teams and fooled a team of combat magi. What makes us so special? I mean, aren’t they going to be expecting us?” 
 
    “Your friend’s chameleon charms seem to have kept us hidden from them, and the last they knew, we were heading in a completely different direction,” John said. “I’m pretty sure they think we’re gone. They kick ass in an ambush, but a full-strength squad of them isn’t a match for the three of us in a stand-up fight. And surprise is a force multiplier. If we hit fast and keep them off-balance, I’m guessing they’re going to lose their shit. They’re used to being the aggressor. They’re not ready to be taken by surprise.” 
 
    “No one is,” I said. “That’s how surprise works.” 
 
    “Smart ass,” John shook his head. “They’re not trained to react like a unit. We hit them while their masters are sleeping, and we keep moving, keep them guessing, get them stuck in the observe and orient part of their decision-making process, and they’ll either fall apart into a mass of scared individuals, or they’ll break and run en masse. Maybe both.” 
 
    “I’m putting in my vote for the second option now,” Lucas said, raising his hand. 
 
    John went to the flat spot where we had been making a mockup of the compound over the past two days and squatted down beside it. “Okay, pop quiz. Which building is the prisoner compound?” 
 
    For the next few hours, we went over the plan again and again, each time playing out different scenarios. If we got split up, if one of us got killed or captured, if we couldn’t find a vehicle, if we found two different kinds of vehicle, every possible variation we could come up with of what could go wrong. We had three different places to retreat to if things went too bad, and routes to Bogota and Cartagena memorized. John kept us at it until dark, gave us a break for dinner, then had us play scenario from the other side, reacting to our own plan, trying to take out our hypothetical selves from the point of view of the bad guys. Finally, he let up and had us get our gear ready. Once we had our stuff packed up, he brought us to the map one last time, and had us practice actually getting the things we needed as we went. By the end of that run through, we were rearranging our packs, and John told us to get some sleep. We lay there in under the stars, neither one able to close our eyes. 
 
    “Did you ever notice that the sky moves differently here?” Lucas finally asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “We’re about to go all John Wayne on a bunch of Colombian vampires and their heavily armed minions, and you’re thinking about the sky?” 
 
    “No, I was thinking that Monica is under the same sky, seeing the same thing...except she isn’t. We’re seeing stars right now we can’t see in New Essex, about to go on a raid to rescue a man who’s been a prisoner for two years, and no matter how hard I try, my thoughts keep coming back to her. And that...if things go bad tomorrow...I want you to tell her that.” 
 
    “If they do...but, you know, we’ve done this kind of thing plenty of times before. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Are you…?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m thinking about Shade. I keep going back to that memory construct I made for us, but she’s never in it when I do. And I keep wondering if…” 
 
    “Dude, don’t. She’s probably worried sick right now, and the last thing on her mind is going to her happy place. Hell, if I know her, she’s probably getting a rescue party together to come find you. Between her, Dr. C, your mom, Ren, and every sprite ever…” 
 
    “Yeah, I almost pity the bad guys,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Can the chatter, you two,” John said from somewhere in the darkness. I grumbled something that resembled “Asshole,” then turned over and pulled the wool blanket over my shoulders. The only thing that didn’t completely suck was that I was used to sleeping on the ground. At least I could still have nightmares the way I did back home. 
 
    Once upon a time, I’d been good at shutting down the part of my brain that wanted things I couldn’t have. I was good at shoving emotions into the back of my head and ignoring them. But since I’d been home with my mom and my sister, that part of me started refusing to show up for work. I tried to force myself to shut the emotions down, but that part of me was AWOL in a big way. All I could do was stare up at the stars and miss everyone. The list was longer than I expected. 
 
    Something touched my foot, and I came to my feet, images of teeth and Dee screaming in pain fresh in my mind’s eye. A silhouette moved in the darkness, and I jabbed at it twice then unloaded a spinning kick. My opponent blocked the jabs, and just wasn’t there when the kick came. I took a couple of steps back to center and find my target again. 
 
    “Whoa, kid!” I heard a vaguely familiar voice say 
 
    “Told ya,” Lucas said. I blinked and looked around. John was in a crouch, hands up, palms toward me, with Lucas behind him. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “I get...well…” I came up out of the combat stance, noting in my head how sloppy it was, glad Kim couldn’t see it. 
 
    “No shit, kid,” John said. “Damn, you got problems. You okay now?” 
 
    “No, still fucked up,” I said. “What’s up? Why’d you wake me up?” 
 
    “You were doing your nightmare thing,” Lucas said from a safe distance. “It was getting kind of loud. I warned him.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I muttered. 
 
    “Don’t be, kid,” John said. “It happens. Look, it’s almost dawn. Let’s get ready to roll. We just caught a break, so I’m moving up the timetable.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, moving to roll my blankets up. 
 
    “I ain’t sure, but one of the boraro went to Bogota last night and judging from the radio chatter I was able to pick up, all Hell’s been breakin’ loose. And their chopper hasn’t left for the return trip yet. Dawn’s in less than an hour.” 
 
    “So, they can’t make it back before sunrise,” I said.  
 
    “Bingo. So, their boraro’s either staying in Bogota, in a world of hurt, or dead. Either way, we hit them as soon as we can. I figure you two can handle one boraro.” 
 
    I looked over at Lucas, and he shrugged.  
 
    “We’ve killed bigger,” Lucas said. “At least now we know why they haven’t been combing the woods for us. They’ve probably been dealing with the Conclave.” 
 
    “If they couldn’t show proof of life, there’s nothing keeping your folks from putting a serious hurt on them. So, let’s get moving. Police your gear and get ready to move out. We travel fast and light from here.” Lucas and I rolled the two makeshift bedrolls up and tied them into bundles, then grabbed the gear we were going to need for the raid. 
 
    By the time the sun had cleared the trees, we had all of the gear we needed packed up and where we could reach it. The paintball guns were holstered, I had the LeMat riding in its custom rig on my right leg, and the bulky HK Mark 23 in a holster under my arm. Lucas carried his new shotgun on a one-point sling, but Shorty was still holstered to his right leg. Both of our backpacks had our bedrolls tied over the top like a big horseshoe and bulged with the addition of a couple of MREs and extra water. Given the heat, we knew they were going to get too light, too quick before the day was over. 
 
    We made it to the edge of the compound a little after ten and stopped to look things over. Under my Sight, the wards were still in place, but they were a little dimmer than they’d been the day before. John knelt beside me, and Lucas was crouched behind us, his eyes on our back trail. 
 
    “Everything still good?” John whispered. 
 
    “Yeah, wards are still the same, maybe even a little weaker.” 
 
    “So, you can still do your thing,” he said, making it sound like a question. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I said, pointing at the ward in front of us. “It’s pretty simple. The wards are like any other alarm, they are basically a closed loop. As long as it’s closed, nothing happens. But if you interrupt it, alarms, sharks with lasers on their heads, and thugs with guns happen. If I remove the ward completely, the alarm goes off. If it detects something in its zone? Alarms. All I need to do is make sure that it sees what we want it to see and nothing else, so the loop stays closed.” As I talked, I touched the various points on the ward, testing them to see what they connected to and where they were pointed. 
 
    “I don’t need a magic lesson, kid,” John growled. “I just need to know if you can do your job.” 
 
    “I am doing my job,” I said. “I’m not just waving my hands around here because I’m planning to hit you with a pop quiz. While I’ve been talking, I’ve been bending the fields on the wards to make them see what I want them to see. Now we have a path to the edge of the compound. Keep your hand on my shoulder and we’ll share my chameleon charm.” John put his left hand on my shoulder, and I walked through the narrow path I’d created through the wards. After we made it past the wards, the chameleon charm kept us out of sight while we crossed the twenty-yard open zone between the edge of the jungle and the thick earthen wall that surrounded the compound. The grass was chest high on us, but the nearest watchtower was a hundred yards away and manned by guys watching another direction entirely. The chameleon charm hid us from even the most determined search, but it wouldn’t hide the trail we left. It helped that they weren’t actually looking for us. 
 
    After several long, sweaty minutes of creeping through the grass, we crawled up the sloped wall and looked down into the compound. Closest to us we could see what looked and smelled like old chicken coops and pig wallows. While we had watched the compound over the past two days, no one had walked to the top of the long dirt mound that was the outer wall. Maybe the guys with light machine guns in the four watchtowers were enough. Maybe they didn’t have the people to keep a full watch. John figured they were hidden from their enemies and scary enough to keep their neighbors from poking around. Inside the compound, it was a working man’s dream. A group of men sat around a television under a shade fly near the radio shack, watching a soccer game. Another group were gathered near a building John had called the canteen, drinking something from brown bottles and generally shooting the breeze. Here and there, someone could be seen going about doing some kind of work or generally moving with some kind of purpose. We waited for a few minutes until one man came closer to one of the buildings closer to us, lugging a dented aluminum garbage can from the canteen. John nodded to us, and we backed down the side of the hill and moved closer to the area where they usually tossed their food garbage, a compost bin enclosed in chicken wire. When we made it to our new vantage point, the man had just emptied the contents of the can over the top of the chicken wire. Lucas pulled his paintball gun and dropped the guy with a knockout ball, then we were over the wall and moving in a crouch across the short distance until we were back under cover. 
 
    “How long is he out?” John asked, kneeling beside the guy and grabbing the AK he’d dropped. 
 
    “A couple of hours,” I said. “Unless you douse him with water or something.”  
 
    “Good.” John pulled the guy’s shirt over his head and grabbed the green ball cap he’d been wearing, then let Lucas and me pull him behind the building. I tossed John my paintball gun, and he grabbed the can then went around the corner. Two minutes later, he was back with another can and a pair of t-shirts and caps. We put the shirts and caps on, then I went to stand beside Lucas.  
 
    “Vide quid exspectas,” I muttered, and the air shimmered around us. 
 
    “You don't look any different,” John said. 
 
    “That’s because you’re already seeing what you expect,” I said. “Unless one of the guys in this compound is super paranoid, they’ll see the guys who own these shirts.” 
 
    “What will he see if he’s paranoid?” John asked. 
 
    “Aliens,” Lucas said, raising his hands. 
 
    “Ask a stupid question,” John grumbled. “Let’s go. Next stop, motor pool.” We took off across the compound, once again in plain sight. The air kept shimmering around us, projecting an image each time someone looked at us. My shoulder blades got tighter and tighter with each step, until I felt like they were going to touch behind my back. Then we were past the opening to the large metal building and in the shade. One man was under a blue pick-up, another under the hood of a van. The guy under the hood of the van looked up when we came in and started our way. 
 
    “Que pasa?” he asked as he came our way.  
 
    “Sólo esta,” Lucas said, raising his paintball gun and popping off a shot. John shot the guy under the truck as an afterthought, barely even looking as he walked past the man. Both men were unconscious in less time than it took to cross the room. We stopped in front of a black Blazer that was missing all its windows and covered in primer spots about the size of bullet holes. Someone had painted a skull and crossbones across the hood, and a Jolly Roger flag was hanging from an antenna on the back. 
 
    “This’ll do,” John said. 
 
    “I’m driving,” Lucas grinned, heading for the makeshift office. 
 
    “I don’t think you should—” John started to protest, but I held up a hand. 
 
    “Let him,” I told him. “He’s put a lot of points into his drive skill.” 
 
    “This is not a video game.” 
 
    “You haven’t ridden with him behind the wheel,” I said, remembering some of Lucas’s more incredible driving, like swerving under a speeding semi and sliding sideways into a nightclub. “Trust me, he’s good at what he does.” 
 
    “You get into a lot of high-speed chases?” John challenged. 
 
    “Happens to us more than you’d think.” Lucas shrugged. 
 
    “I figured you’d be better on broomsticks.” John quipped. 
 
    “That’s an English thing,” Lucas said, coming back toward us. “We Americans, we fly on four wheels.” He held up a set of keys. 
 
    “This isn’t gonna go sideways at all,” John said under his breath. We went back to the opening. 
 
    “So, we need a couple mass sleeping spells,” I said, looking at the two groups of men. 
 
    “At the same time,” Lucas said. 
 
    I closed my eyes and focused, at the same time reaching into my pocket for a touchstone and drawing my wand. This was going to take a lot of power, something I didn’t have a lot of that to spare any more, and a very delicate touch, something I was still learning. Casting a spell at two groups of people at the same time was more than I could pull off. But the same spell twice, with only a few seconds in between? That I might be able to do, if my touchstone had enough power stored to handle one casting. I brought my hands up and visualized the pattern for a sleep spell. Half of it really was how you held your hands because they were the focus for the energy, and certain fingers were better suited for certain types of energy. In this case, the ring and little finger were best for spells that diminished, and the thumb down position enhanced that. I traced the patterns in the air and poured magick through my hands and fingertips, creating the matrix or lens to shape the spell for what I wanted. 
 
    “Crescere gravibus oculis / somniando alta / spirantes aequo / somno, somno somno,” I intoned. Most of my spells were single lines or words, but this one needed a whole quatrain. I felt the touchstone in my pocket go dark, but the group around the canteen slowly started to droop in their seats. 
 
    Even as their heads started nodding, I was weaving the second spell, drawing magick from my core and funneling it through my arms and hands. The second group was still focused on the soccer game and hadn’t noticed that their friends were slumping in their chairs. One by one, they started yawning, and soon, they were out as well. My arms felt heavy, and I struggled to keep my eyes open for a moment, then I shook my head. Using personal energy took fuel from my body, and I needed to refill my tank, as it were. Lucas tossed me a Zapplesauce packet and a chocolate First Strike bar from the ration packs John had given us. 
 
    “Casting can be physically draining if you do too much too fast,” he explained to John while I sucked down the maltodextrin-laced applesauce from the tan packet. “He needs to recharge, or he’ll collapse.” 
 
    “Can you still walk?” John asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good,” I said around a mouthful of chocolate energy bar.  
 
    “Okay. We have a vehicle. You know the route out. Now we do things my way. You know the drill. Stay low and stay behind me,” John said. 
 
    “And let you do your magic, right?” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, but I only know one spell,” John said.  
 
    “Soldier casts bullet,” Lucas said. “It’s super effective.” 
 
    John led the way out of the garage and walked across the compound like he belonged there. Once we got to the building he had stopped at the other day, he unslung his gun and nodded to Lucas and me. He’d dropped the AK in favor of a suppressed MP5 submachine gun. 
 
    “Okay, no more knockout rounds,” he said. “It’s holy water and hand grenades from here.” We nodded our acknowledgement and I swapped hoppers on the paintball gun. I only had one hopper of holy water rounds, but Lucas had given me one of his. He had the holy water gun, after all. He unlimbered the big gun but kept his for knockout rounds. 
 
    “Ready,” Lucas said. 
 
    “Toys,” John said. “I still can’t believe I’m leading an assault using toys.” 
 
    “We play deadly games,” I said. 
 
    John opened the door and stepped inside. Before we could even clear the door, we heard the soft pops of his gun. I held the Mark 23 low and followed him in. Just inside, two guards lay on the floor, their eyes staring at nothing and holes just above their eyebrows. John was looking down the short, dimly lit hall. Once we were behind him, Lucas tapped him on the shoulder, and he moved forward again. 
 
    The hall came to a T-intersection, and John went to the wall on our left, put his back to it and looked to our right. He turned around a moment later and peered the other way, then his gun made the same popping cough we’d heard earlier. Somewhere down the hall, a body fell, and John stepped forward. 
 
    We came around the corner to see a body slumped against the wall on the right and a pair of doors on either side of the hall. John motioned at the door on the right, then put his back to the wall next to it. He pointed at me and then to the other side of the door, so I mimicked his position there. Finally, he pointed to Lucas and at the door. It was a drill we’d been practicing over the past two days. 
 
    Lucas opened the door and John and I moved into the room, guns up, sweeping from the center to the corner, each of us taking our half of the pie, as John called it. I walked to my corner and followed the wall to the next corner and turned to look across at the far corner, just like John had shown us. Now that I was in the room, I could see why. My path let me cover almost everything on my half of the room, even if it was already behind cover. There wasn’t much, just a desk in the middle of the room, with a bottle on it and a chair behind it. Lucas backed into the room and stayed just inside the doorway. My half of the room was clear, and I heard John say “Clear,” from beside me the moment before I did. Lucas stepped out of the doorway, and we went to the door across the hallway to repeat the process. 
 
    John and I rushed into the next room and did our sweep. I was just bringing the barrel of my gun to the corner when I heard Lucas call “Bad guy!” and heard the pop of his paintball marker. 
 
    “Clear,” John said on the heels of the sound of Lucas’s gun. 
 
    “Bad guy,” Lucas said again, so we rushed outside to see two men slumped in the doorways further down the hall. Both had wet spots near the middle of their chests. John stepped forward, then turned back to look at Lucas. 
 
    “Good shooting, kid,” he said. He motioned Lucas to the other side of the doorway, and I went to the middle to cover the door. They went in and I turned to face the open door across the hall. Seconds later, I heard them say clear, and we moved across the hall to repeat the process. 
 
    “Looks like we found the petty cash fund,” Lucas said. 
 
    From my place guarding the door, I spared a glance over my shoulder to see stacks of bills and a money counter on a table against the far wall. A couple of satchels were on the floor beside it. 
 
    “Grab what you can,” John said. “Looks like it’s almost all US currency. We can use it.” 
 
    “Robbery in progress,” Lucas said, and I heard the sounds of paper moving. A couple of minutes later, Lucas and John were back beside me, each carrying a leather satchel over their shoulder. 
 
     Then it was time for the door at the end of the hall. Lucas got back in the middle, and John and I got ready on either side of the door. When the door opened, we rushed in like we had before, but this time, there was movement in front of us.  
 
    “Obex!” I said, half a second before the room exploded with sound and bullets bounced off my shield spell. My left hand came forward and I pulled the trigger when the little red dot appeared in the middle of the gunman’s chest. The gun bucked in my hand and the guy staggered back. I pulled the trigger again, and he collapsed. John’s gun barked out a short burst, then the room was quiet.                                        
 
    “Clear it like the other rooms,” John said. I nodded, and we swept through. This room was different from the others, with a pair angled metal tables in the center of the room. Small rolling tables were grouped around the big metal ones, each adorned with painful looking metal instruments. Bloody gauze littered the floor in squares of white and red, and the familiar smell of copper permeated the room. I looked across the room at the crumpled form that was the man I’d just shot and started toward him. 
 
    “Don’t,” John said, stopping me with a hand on my shoulder. “He tried to kill you. That’s all you need to know about him. Our people still need rescuing. I need you on mission.” 
 
    I nodded and swallowed the bile in my throat. He was right, Danny Vasquez needed me on my A-game more than I needed to look into the eyes of a dead man. 
 
    “What were they doing in here?” Lucas asked, joining us in the room. 
 
    “Those are tattoo guns,” I said. 
 
    “We’ll figure it out later. Prisoners are locked up downstairs.” John said. 
 
    “If there are any boraro here, that’s where they’ll be,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll handle any guards, you two take out the vamps. Can you do that shield thing again?” John asked. 
 
    “Sure, it’s an easy spell,” I said. 
 
    John turned and headed to the right side of the room, and the stairwell that ran along the wall. I holstered the Mark 23 and drew the paintball gun, then pulled my wand out.  I cast the shield spell in front of John the moment before he kicked the door at the bottom of the stairs open. Bullets bounced off of the shield, and I used the kinetic energy of their impact to fuel the shield’s power, so it got stronger with every shot. The first burst of gunfire stopped, and I moved the shield to one side. John brought his gun up and it barked out three rapid fire shots, then he moved the gun to one side and fired again. Two bodies slid down the wall, leaving dark stains behind them. The room we were in was a simple square with tables against the concrete walls to the left and right. A thick metal reinforced oak door stood open, and one of the boraro stood in it, her mouth dripping crimson. Lucas went left and I went right. 
 
    The stream of holy water from his improvised water gun hit the boraro in the center of the chest, and it went up in flames. A scream like a thousand nails against a thousand blackboards filled the room, and I activated the fire whip spell. With a flick of my wrist, I sent the lash forward to shear through the boraro’s throat, cutting off the scream with a short gurgling sound before the head fell to the floor. The crackle of flames became the only sound in the room for a moment, interrupted only by the sound of the Pale One’s body hitting the floor. 
 
    “Stay sharp, cover the exits,” John advanced on the two dead humans. He rolled them over and ran his hands over them, coming up after a moment with a ring of keys. I was covering the entryway, and Lucas was on the far side of the room at the door the boraro had come through. 
 
    “I see cell doors through here,” Lucas offered, then stopped and looked back through the door. “Do you guys hear that?” 
 
    “Hear what?” I asked. 
 
    “The sound of a thousand pissed off things with big teeth coming our way,” Lucas said. 
 
    I bolted across the room and into the hallway beyond the far door. Now that I was closer, I could hear the bass growls of alligator men bouncing off the walls, and I felt a brief rush of adrenaline. Heavy, iron-bound doors were set in the wall on either side, but it was what was at the end that I focused on. The ceiling slanted down, and I could see the glimmer of light reflecting off of water. 
 
    “Unlock those doors and grab our people,” I said as I strode forward. 
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” John demanded. 
 
    “Plugging a hole!” I called back over my shoulder, then turned to the opening in front of me. “Ut vis et copia,” I hissed, placing a kinetic energy absorbing shield over the entry. In theory, the harder the bad guys pushed against it, the stronger it would become, until I released the stored-up energy. 
 
    Behind me, John and Lucas had unlocked the first door, and I heard John say “Delta Force. We’re here to rescue you.” 
 
    “You are so full of shit, Two Dogs,” I heard another voice chuckle. 
 
    “Says the Navy SEAL in the cage,” John said. Chains and manacles hit the floor. “You’re going home, LT.” 
 
    Lucas emerged from the cell and started working his way through the keys on the door on the other side of the hall. There was the sound of duct tape coming away from skin, and someone cried out in pain. 
 
    “Don’t open the oth—” was as far as they got before Lucas pushed the other door open and something came screaming through the opening at him. 
 
    To his credit, Lucas remembered his training and turned the charge into a hip toss that slammed his attacker into the floor. From where I stood, I saw him punch the man who’d come at him in the solar plexus before he stepped back and dropped into a defensive stance. His attacker sprawled on the ground, alternately retching and wheezing as his diaphragm spasmed. Two more men in BDU pants and t-shirts came out of the cell with John. A third guy without a shirt came out, then crossed the hall and kicked the man Lucas had put on the floor in the head. 
 
    “Leave him, he’s one of theirs,” the shirtless guy said. 
 
    The guy on the floor started ranting, and I heard the sound of the alligator men getting a lot louder. 
 
    “What the fuck is he saying?” one of the other men asked. 
 
    “Nothing you want to hear,” Lucas said. 
 
    “More bad guys are almost here!” I said over my shoulder. 
 
    “Time to go!” John looked down at the guy on the floor, then at me. I shook my head, and he shoved the other men toward the door. “Go! Go! Go!” John said. 
 
    I backed past the raving minion on the floor, arms up, keeping the kinetic barrier in place. Alligator men poured up through the opening at the far end of the hall, and everyone ran for the exit. The caimen crashed into my kinetic sponge, and I felt the spell’s storage matrix start to swell with energy. I heard gunfire behind me, and I backed toward the exit. The matrix was close to its capacity, and the other side of the barrier was filling up with reptile men fast. They pushed against it, the bodies of the ones in front starting to deform from the force pressing against them from behind. 
 
    “Are we clear?” I yelled over my shoulder. 
 
    “We’re ready to go!” John called back to me. “Stick a cork in it or something and come on, Merlin!” 
 
    “Get someone on the door!” I yelled. 
 
    “Ready,” Lucas said as I got closer to the exit. 
 
    “Porro percutiens!” I said, focusing the power I’d absorbed into a broad thrust away from me. Bodies flew as I sent them all back and let some of the kinetic energy push me in the opposite direction. Lucas shoved the door closed the moment I cleared it and slammed the lock into place. We raced upstairs, hot on the heels of the John and his three fellow soldiers. They stopped long enough to grab guns and ammo from the fallen guards as we went, but otherwise, they hustled as fast as they could in bare feet. John stopped at the front door and looked out. One of the men with him put a hand up when Lucas and I caught up. 
 
    “Stay behind us and keep your heads down, boys,” John said as he gestured for me to come forward.  
 
    “What the hell?” the one John had called LT said. 
 
    “Trust me, sir. You got enough juice for another shield, kid?” John asked me. 
 
    I nodded. “Just stay close together,” I said and looked to Lucas. “We have a couple more surprises left.” Lucas gave me a quick nod and held up a focus, a double terminated quartz fastened to an antique police badge. 
 
    “Go,” John said. 
 
    “Obex maximus,” I said the second I came out the door. 
 
    Lucas muttered “Red alert! All power to shields!” 
 
    Bullets came our way before we made it ten steps from the door. Sparks danced off mine, while bullets whined away from Lucas’s. We sprinted for the motor pool, and I was amazed at how well the three men we’d just rescued stuck together. Still, I was bouncing a lot of bullets around, and it was starting to wear me down. By the time we made it to the open door of the motor pool, I was sweating and trembling from the effort, and Lucas was stumbling trying to keep up. 
 
    “We need a few seconds!” John yelled over the gunfire when we sprinted past the opening. 
 
    “Go,” I told Lucas. “I got this.” Once he was past me, I turned back to the men shooting at us. “Ut vis et copia,” I said. The bullets started slowing down as they came closer, hanging in midair for a moment before falling to the dirt. As the kinetic energy built up, I chanted another spell. “Ad vi magicae.” In an instant, kinetic energy poured into my hands and flooded the touchstone, refilling my personal reserves in the process. More shots hit the kinetic field, and the matrix started filling fast. Behind me, I heard the sound of an engine turning over, then the rumble of a V8 coming to life. 
 
    “Make a hole!” John yelled. 
 
    I unleashed the kinetic force I’d picked up in a broad wave that knocked gunmen down and cracked doors and walls. With a moment’s relief, I turned and ran back into the garage, ran past one of our rescuees and jumped into the open rear door of the Blazer. The blond guy I’d passed emptied the magazine of his appropriated AK into the other vehicles in the garage, then jumped in behind me. 
 
    “Go!” the blond yelled, and John hit the gas. 
 
    The engine roared and we sped into the yard. Gunfire erupted around us, but I only heard a couple of rounds hit the truck. Then there was a crash and the sound of metal screeching, and John was yanking the wheel to the right, the gates bouncing aside. 
 
    “Hoo-ah!” John yelled as I got myself situated in the seat. The shirtless guy was in the middle of the seat, with Lucas on the other side. The third soldier was crouched in the rear storage area, an AK poking out the back window. Now that I could see him without having to run or dodge bullets, I could see the family resemblance between the shirtless guy and Gil Vasquez. 
 
    “You must be Danny,” I said. “I’m Chance. We came to rescue you.” 
 
    “No offense kid, but this ain’t a movie and it ain’t no game,” Danny said. “Keep your head down and try not to get killed.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Yeah, I know. I’m a civilian, you’re a big soldier.” I shook my head. “ No way I could know how to handle myself, let you do all the fighting.” 
 
    “Whatever, kid,” Danny said. 
 
    “Two Dogs, pedal faster!” the blond in the back yelled at John, his voice rising in fear. “Those fuckin’ crocodile dudes are right behind us, and they’re closing fast!” He turned and stuck his gun out the back, pouring rounds into our pursuers. 
 
    I saw dirt kick up behind us, but the alligator men kept coming. We took a curve hard, and when we hit straight road again, I could see a swarm of the reptile dudes chasing us, getting closer every second. Lucas looked across at me, then at the LeMat.  
 
    “I think it’s time you called the thunder,” Lucas said. 
 
    I drew the LeMat and twisted in the seat so I could climb over the back of it. Danny tried to grab me, but Lucas pulled his arms away so I could crawl past our rear gunner. The swarm flooded the road behind us as I drew the pistol’s hammer back and flipped the lever forward to engage the under barrel. 
 
    “Cover your ears,” I said, thrusting the pistol out the back of the truck. He looked at me like I’d grown a second head. We didn’t have time for me to convince him, so I pulled the trigger. 
 
    The LeMat had a second, larger barrel under the main barrel. Usually, the nine rounds in the normal cylinder were made for single targets, and the load for the second barrel covered a little broader area, like the original shotgun load the pistol was designed to carry. In the past, I’d loaded  the main cylinder with more incendiary rounds, lead bullets imbued with elemental fire energy, augmented with an alchemical substance that acted like a mixture of magnesium and napalm in the under barrel. This time, I’d gone with a different element, an aspect of air. When I pulled the trigger, there was the usual flash and boom from the barrel, sending the shot pellets downrange. Each pellet in the shotgun load carried a positive charge, and the gun was the negative charge source. My vision registered a momentary image of the tiny steel pellets leaving the gun, arcing trails of what Dr. C had described as ‘leaders,’ ionized gas that acted as the ignition point for the main effect. When they got far enough away from the gun, the charge ignited into a full-fledged lightning bolt. 
 
    What we saw and heard was the gunshot and a flash of light followed by an earth-shattering ka-boom. The lightning bolt’s path seared itself onto my retinas in the microsecond I could see it, arcing out from the barrel until it hit the first pellet, then splitting into several smaller branches and hundreds of tiny arcs that reached out for every possible positive charge. And even though alligator men were radically altered humans, they still had nervous systems that used bioelectrical impulses. The hombre caiman caught dozens of lightning bolts that arced between them, the actinic bolts reaching for everything with an electrical impulse that was anywhere near their path. The alligator men flew back, impaled briefly on blue-white bolts of electricity and lifted into the air by the sonic boom of thunder that followed. The last we saw of them was bodies and limbs flailing as they tumbled away from us. 
 
    I pulled myself back into my seat, my ears ringing from the thunderclap, looked to Lucas and said, “I think I’m going to stick to fire spells from now on.” 
 
    “I can barely hear you,” Lucas shouted. “That was too loud. You should probably stick to fire spells.” 
 
    “Good idea!” I shouted back. Bullets pinged against the truck, which I felt more than heard with my ears humming.  
 
    “Where did they get another vehicle?” John asked from the front, his voice starting to sound clearer. 
 
    “Does it matter?” LT asked. 
 
    “Not really,” John deadpanned. 
 
    LT held up a radio with an earpiece. “They’re sending men to the river crossing we planned to use the first time.” 
 
    “Figured,” John said. “They knew almost everything about our plan coming in! I scrapped the old plan and scouted out a new route!” He yanked the wheel to the left, and we plunged into the jungle. But after a few yards, it was apparent that we were on an overgrown trail. 
 
    “Is this the trail I think it is?” LT yelled. 
 
    “Probably.” John sounded cool and collected. 
 
    “The one we decided not to use because the bridge was out?” LT’s voice got higher and louder. 
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
    “What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    “I was thinking we’d jump the river using what’s left of the bridge as a ramp. Merlin, do you think you could take out what’s left of the bridge behind us after we make the jump?” John called out over his shoulder. 
 
    “Maybe!” I said. “If we aren’t moving, I’m sure I could.” 
 
    “Maybe will have to be good enough,” John said. 
 
    “I could try to hit it right after we leave the bridge,” Lucas said, holding up his paintball gun. “We’ll be close enough, and the back end should be pointed at whatever we just jumped off of.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll be using explosive rounds. I don’t have to be that accurate,” Lucas said. 
 
    “And I can help guide them in,” I said, then turned to John. “We can do it.” 
 
    “Good. Once we cross the river, we’ll be close to the edge of a different cartel’s territory, and they’ll be less likely to follow us very far even if they could make the jump. Get ready, it’s not very far!” 
 
    Lucas and I turned to lean over the back of the seat on either side of the third rescued soldier. The hopper on Lucas’s paintball gun was red, and I pulled my hawthorn wand out. Then we were airborne, the broken end of the bridge visible out the back window. The paintball gun in Lucas’s hand was spitting red balls of alchemical mixture out the back window, and I had no idea if they were going to hit or not. 
 
    “Duce tendit!” I called out, pointing the wand at the bridge. The missiles arced down, flying under the jagged edge, then detonated, a steady thump-thump-thump that we felt against our skin as we heard it. The truck our pursuers were in burst out of the trees, blossoms of gunfire from the sides. Then we were trying to get back down in the seats. 
 
    Turning around didn’t do much for my peace of mind, though, since all I saw was turf coming up at us. The front wheels hit, sending a spray of dirt into the air and bouncing us off the front seats. Half a second after, the back end hit, and the truck was in the air again for a moment, slewing to the right. We hit the ground, bounced again, and hit for the third time. This time, we stayed on the ground. I twisted in the seat to see the truck behind us hit the shortened stub of the bridge, fly in a short arc and disappear below the bank of the river. Then we were speeding away, and John was whooping out another victory cry. Lucas and I added our own yells to it as we hit the brush line, and lost sight of the people chasing us. The truck rumbled through the brush for a few yards, then we came out onto a road. 
 
    “We should be okay for a little while,” John said. “We’re in Palacio territory right now. They’ll leave us alone until we’re on more neutral ground. We should be close to the Panama border before dark.” 
 
    “We’re not taking the same route north, are we?” LT asked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” John said. “And not in this vehicle.” 
 
    My arms started to feel heavy, and I had to fight to keep my eyes open as I felt the adrenaline wear off. “Is it gonna be awhile?” I asked, the words coming slow and thick. 
 
    “Couple of hours at least,” John said. 
 
    “Then I’m just...gonna...close my eyes for a little bit…” I felt myself slipping into sleep. 
 
    “Is he okay?” I heard LT ask. 
 
    “Using too much magick really drains him,” Lucas was saying as I drifted off. My last thoughts were of the clearing where Shade and I had made a memory point last August. If I was going to dream, I couldn’t think of a better place to dream about. 
 
      
 
    “Chance, wake up.” I hear Shade say. “Please, wake up baby.” I feel her hands on my face, running through my hair, her touch gentle but urgent. She’s worried but I don’t know why. 
 
    “‘m ‘wake,” I mumble. “Jus’ tired.” My eyes open to see her face above me, her dark hair hanging down over me like a curtain. She leans down to kiss me, eyes gray and damp. 
 
    “Where are you? Are you okay? Is Lucas with you?” she asks, the words rapid fire, and I can feel her fear here. Where is here? I look around, seeing the clearing we’d been in when I’d caught one perfect moment between us in a memory spell a year ago. I’m in the memory construct, I think. Shade is here.  
 
    “I’m in Colombia,” I say. “Lucas and I are both fine. I’m just tired. Did too much magick at once.” 
 
    “I’m coming for you, baby,” Shade says, kissing my forehead and running her thumbs along my cheeks. “The vampires say they’re going to kill you if they catch the Conclave trying to rescue you. But they don’t know about me. I’m on my way.” 
 
    “No, we got away,” I tell her. I sit up and put my hands on the side of her face, smiling at her. Our foreheads touch, and I see her smile and cry at the same time. “We’re on our way home. Tell Dr. C we got Danny Vasquez out, too.” I look at her for a moment, my whole world in those gray eyes. “Gods, I love you, baby. I can’t wait to make it home to see you. Tell my mom and Dee I’ll be back soon, okay?” I feel myself starting to be pulled back to the waking world. 
 
    “I love you, baby,” Shade says. “Be careful and bring that sweet ass of yours home to me.” She fades from view, but the sound of birds and the wind in the leaves remains… 
 
    My eyes opened, and I could hear the sound of birds and the wind in the trees. The jungle wasn’t speeding past me anymore. In fact, it was pretty damn still.  
 
    “How long was I out?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know how to tell you this, Mister Fortunato,” Lucas looked at me with a frown on his face. “But you’ve been asleep for eighty-seven years.” 
 
    “Asshole,” I said.  
 
    “Seriously, though, about an hour and a half.” 
 
    “Why did we stop?” 
 
    “Technically, the truck stopped. It started to make funny noises, then it just stopped moving and making noise. I think John and his Navy buddy are confirming the prognosis.” 
 
    “Transmissions shot,” John’s voice came from under the truck. He stood up near the front of the vehicle and wiped his hands off. “Oil pan’s cracked, too. We’re lucky we made it this far.” 
 
    “So, where to now?” the third man asked. I got out of the truck to join the adults. Danny had found a shirt from somewhere, and the other two had their AKs slung over their shoulder. 
 
    “The river’s about half a mile that way,” John pointed. “And there’s a village near here.” 
 
    “We should be heading north to our exfil point,” LT said.  
 
    “All our contingencies had us going overland to an LZ and waiting for extraction,” John said. “That’s not an option anymore. Not after what I’ve seen.” 
 
    “No shit,” the third guy said. “Nothing in our training covered freaky man-crocodile things or bulletproof vampire looking dudes. I’ve jumped into some weird places, and I’ve never seen shit like that.” 
 
    “We follow procedure on this, PJ,” LT said to the third man. “We go to our extraction point and we call it in.” 
 
    “Procedure’s fucking compromised, LT,” John said. “It died with the rest of the team. Procedure didn’t pull your ass out of that hellhole, me and two kids with wands and toy guns did.” 
 
    “I’m with Two Dogs on this, sir,” Danny quiet, his voice soft. He looked up at LT, his eyes haunted. He turned back to us. “They went through my team one by one, looking for a ‘man of faith.’ Our lead agent offered himself, and he died while they were tattooing him. They put the same tattoos on me as they put on him, and I’m okay. And they were waiting for us just the same as they were waiting for your team. If we’re going to make it home, we can’t do normal.” 
 
    “What about you, PJ?” the lieutenant asked. 
 
    “I just watched this kid shoot lightning from a gun, and the other kid blow up a bridge with a paintball gun. We’re already a long way from normal, and the way I figure it, SOP got us into this mess in the first place.” 
 
    “Your input is duly noted,” LT said.  
 
    “Do we get a say?” I asked, gesturing at Lucas and myself with my thumb. 
 
    “No, this is a military op and you’re both civilians,” LT snapped. “Underaged civilians at that.” 
 
    “When this goes sideways, do I get to say I told you so?” I said. 
 
    “Sure, kid,” LT laughed. “But don’t hold your breath.” 
 
    “So, what’s the play, LT?” John asked.  
 
    “We take the river north to Point Charlie, call for evac.” 
 
    “That sounds too easy,” PJ said. “What if the kid’s right?” 
 
    The lieutenant’s eyes narrowed to slits, but at least it looked like he was thinking about it. “We’ll take some precautions.” 
 
    A couple of hours later, we were aboard a narrow-hulled boat with a curved awning over the middle. John had done a little negotiating with a local fisherman, and some of the cash we’d taken back at the compound ended up changing hands. He’d also bought some food, and Lucas and I were finishing the last of some corn cakes and fried plantain that was filling up the gaping black hole where my stomach had been. After two days eating First Strike rations, local food was tasting like a feast. 
 
    John was at the back of the boat, running the outboard motor and driving. The lieutenant was on the seat in front of John. PJ was in the bow, his gun below the gunwale, easy to reach. Danny sat just in front of us, his shirt starting to stain red in places across the back. I grabbed a bottle of the local soda and made my way carefully forward, taking the seat beside him and offering him the bottle of grape flavored soda. 
 
    “I didn’t get a chance to ask you back there,” Danny said, twisting the top off of his soda. “How do you know who I am? And where I was, for that matter? You said you had come to rescue me. I get it when a special ops team says it. But not when a teen who sounds like he’s from back home says it.” 
 
    “I am from back home,” I said. “I was keeping a promise I made to your brother a while back.” I took a drink from my soda and looked out over the river we were gliding down, suddenly struck with how far away from New Essex I really was, and how far we still had to go. 
 
    “How do you know Gilbert?” Danny asked. “I mean, Gil’s a normal kid. He wouldn’t know the first thing about any of this stuff. Hell, until I got taken by these bastards, I didn’t believe in it either.” 
 
    “It believed in him,” I said. “He got caught up in a bad deal trying to get you back. I helped him get out of it. The rest of it is his story to tell, but at the end of the day, I promised him we’d help find you. I really didn’t think you were still alive.” 
 
    “If those damn tattoos didn’t take, I wouldn’t be.” 
 
    “And they only took on you?”  
 
    “Yeah. I overheard them say that it was because I was an eldest son and a man of true faith. I have no idea what that has to do with anything, but everyone else they put them on died a few hours after the first one was done.” 
 
    “Are you a believer, Danny?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “You won’t see me at Mass every Sunday, but…” He paused for a moment and closed his eyes. “My faith kept me sane…kept me alive. I know what’s waiting for me after I die, so death ain’t so scary, you know?” I nodded. I shared his certainty about what was waiting for me in the afterlife. It didn’t make me very willing to see it, though. 
 
    “Did the pale skinned people ever come see you? Did they ever get close to you?” 
 
    “One did, right after they captured us, but he just stood outside the door and hissed at us for a couple minutes. 
 
    “Can I see the tattoos?” I asked, a creeping suspicion rising in my gut. 
 
    “Sure,” he said, and started to unbutton the shirt he was wearing. “I should have had Two Dogs get some disinfectant or something. I can feel the last ones starting to seep again. Last thing I want is to die of an infection on the way home.” He shrugged out of the shirt and turned around to show me his back. I followed the flowing, looping script across his shoulder left and down the middle of his back, my fears confirmed. 
 
    “You’re not going to get an infection,” I said. “In fact, you’re probably not going to get sick for the rest of your natural life, either.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Danny asked, pulling the shirt back up over his shoulders. 
 
    “They needed an eldest son and a man of faith,” I said, the words coming out slow and low as I pieced things together, “because they needed a vessel that was worthy of being tattooed with a sacred script.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    ~ Sometimes, you have to know when to ignore the rules. Numerous wizards ~ 
 
    “What do you mean he’s going with you?” the lieutenant asked. He hadn’t moved from his seat, and he did not look happy. The pistol in his hand didn’t help anything. 
 
    “Danny is what the boraro are after. Whatever is in that script they tattooed on his back, it’s important enough for them to move in daylight. It’s important enough that they exposed their operations to the Conclave and tried to blackmail them into backing off. It’s important enough that they showed their hand in the US military.” 
 
    “Kid, you’re lucky I don’t kick your ass outta the boat right here and now,” LT said. “We came here to rescue Vasquez and his team, and I’ll be damned if I come back empty handed on the say-so of a teenager.” 
 
    “I can’t stress for you how important this is,” I said. “Sacred scripts are extremely rare, and it’s painful for vampires and demons to even be around. They tattooed it on Danny here so he could contain it safely for them. I don’t know how they plan to use it, but I can guarantee you, whatever it is, it ain’t good.” 
 
    “Look, Merlin, I want to believe you,” John said, “but there’s no way I can go along with that.” He shook his head. “Can’t believe I’m saying this, but I agree with the lieutenant on this. A lot of the weird shit we’ve seen, we can just leave out during debriefing. And I can justify using unconventional methods to get us out of the woods. But that’s so we can get Danny back home. We’re not about to compromise that mission.” 
 
    “If you go and report to your chain of command, you’re about to compromise that mission in a big way,” I said. 
 
    “That may be, kid,” the lieutenant said. “But that’s how we have to operate. Now, shut up or swim home.” 
 
    Oddly enough, I took the shut-up option. See, I can grow as a person. Besides, I was a lousy swimmer. I relaxed and watched the river pass by on either side. Colombia was beautiful in its way, even though it was hot as hell and twice as humid. At least the awning kept the worst of the sun off of us, and the wind from our passage kept us slightly cooler. And here I was, on an adventure in South America with my best friend and bad ass, Lucas, or as they knew him,  Midnight. I felt like James Bond might have if he’d spied for Her Majesty’s Secret Service during high school. 
 
    While we cruised down the river, LT unpacked the radio John had hauled out and talked to someone. When he was done, he didn’t look any happier. He turned back and spoke to John, then came up to me. 
 
    “I got a question for you kid,” LT said. “How much can that shield thing of yours handle?” 
 
    “A lot of bullets, I know that much,” I said.  
 
    “Can it handle an explosion?” LT asked. 
 
    “Maybe a small one, like from a grenade. Bullets are a lot of energy in a small space,” I held up my thumb and index finger close together, then spread them apart. “”I can spread it out over a bigger area so it’s easier to handle. An explosion, though, that’s like a bullet the size of a wall or a building. I can't spread the impact out because I run out of area before I run out of impact.” 
 
    He nodded and went back to his seat, leaving me to watch the countryside flow by. Eventually, John turned us down a smaller branch of the river, then tied up under a tree that leaned out over the water. 
 
    From there, we walked north, the land going from lush river foliage to a dusty, dry landscape that felt dry and hot even in the shade. Insects buzzed in the heat, and the sunlight fell in dappled patterns on the trail around us. 
 
    “I thought Texas was hot!” Lucas said as we walked along the slightly shaded trail. His shirt was stained with sweat from the shoulders down, and I figured mine was just about as bad. 
 
    “Texas is a few hundred miles north of the equator,” I grumbled, taking my ball cap off and wiping sweat out of my eyes. “It’s practically the North Pole compared to this place.” 
 
    A couple of hours later, we came to a stop near an open field. “You two stay in the tree line,” LT said. “Merlin, can you shield Danny from a distance? Like from behind a tree?” 
 
    “Sure.” I shrugged. “It might be a little closer than you like, but it’ll stop most rounds as long as I’m within a few yards.” 
 
    “Then do it. In case you’re right, I don't want him in danger.” He turned and headed into the trees, leading us up a hill until we came out near a clearing. “Our ride is supposed to be here in five minutes,” he said, then turned to John. “If you don’t hear a chopper in six, you get ready to get out some other way.” 
 
    John gave him a quick nod and crouched down behind a tree, then pointed for me and Lucas to do the same. 
 
    “You got any of those knockout rounds left, Midnight?” John asked as PJ, Danny, and LT walked into the clearing. I put the shield spell up around Danny, then gave him an affirmative grunt.  
 
    “A few,” Lucas said. We pulled the paintball guns and loaded the blue taped hoppers into place. 
 
    “Better part of two hoppers,” I said, sweat starting to trickle down my face. 
 
    John looked down at his watch, then out to LT. 
 
    “Time,” he said, and LT nodded. 
 
    “Plus or minus thirty seconds,” LT said. 
 
    “You hear that?” PJ asked excitedly. 
 
    Silence had fallen around us, and the men in the clearing tensed. Then the clearing was filled with wind, and I could feel the thump-thump-thump of rotors overhead. Two helicopters swooped in, their side doors open, men crouched in the rear compartments. 
 
    John smiled and LT gave us a thumbs up. 
 
    The first shot hit PJ and dropped him, the second staggered LT. Lucas and I ducked back behind the trees, feeling the impacts of bullets through the bark. 
 
    “Go! Go, Go!” LT yelled back at us, then turned and put his hands up. More rounds came our way, and he was knocked back. 
 
    Danny ran to the left and placed himself in front of PJ, waving his arms over his head and shouting. A few more steps and he would be out of range of my shield. I couldn’t remember feeling any shots hit it. I spared a quick glance at Lucas, then ran after him, calling his name. He stopped yelling and looked back at me. Bullets zinged past me until I got close to Danny. Then a round impacted the edge of my shield. I grabbed him by the belt and pulled him back. Turning him around, I put myself between him and the shooters. I pushed him ahead of me toward the trees. Someone in the choppers was yelling. I heard a couple of voices yelling back when I hit the tree line. No more shots were being fired, either. 
 
    “Go, kid!” John yelled, then we were barreling back down the hill. 
 
    When we got to the road, John took us straight across, into the brush again, then out into a deserted looking village. We heard movement in houses as we passed. I didn't blame the locals for making themselves scarce. Helicopters and machine gun fire never ended well for bystanders. We ducked left between two buildings and hugged the wall. Seconds later, the two helicopters passed overhead, their rotor wash stirring my hair as they went. John held up a hand. He shook his head. We heard the choppers start to turn, splitting up a few hundred yards ahead of us. They circled the village. It, then broke off and started back north. One dropped below the tree line. The other circled. Then it rose back into the air, and they continued north. 
 
    “Are they giving up?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “That’s the 160th Special Operations Air Regiment, kid,” John said. “The Night Stalkers. Some of the best men and women in the US Army. They don’t give up. But they also know when shit doesn’t add up.” 
 
    “There was a lot that didn’t add up about that op,” Danny agreed. “They never did fire at me, so I’m pretty sure they had positive ID on me.” 
 
    “Probably. Hard to say what happened just now. For now, though, we have other worries. If LT and PJ survived, you can bet they’ll get everything but waterboarded to get any intel out of them. We need to change our profile and we need to get transport. Stay here, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    We huddled in that alley for another hour while John went out and worked his own kind of magic with the locals who were slowly emerging from their homes. He came back with new clothes and hats for us, and the keys to one of the local boats. 
 
    “No food this time?” Lucas asked as we changed into the shirts he had tossed us. 
 
    “No time,” John said. “We’ll pick up supplies downstream from here.” We followed him down to the river and got into the boat he pointed us to. An hour later, we were in another village, and John came back with food and another set of keys. 
 
    “Did we get a new yacht?” I asked. 
 
    “We ditch the boat here and go overland to meet an old...acquaintance,” John answered. “With any luck, we’ll be in an American port in a few days.” 
 
    “Aim for the Big Easy,” I said. “We can make it back to New Essex from there without being noticed.” 
 
    “You know someone there?” Danny asked. 
 
    “I know La Gemme Cachée.” 
 
    “What’s La Gemme Cachée?” Danny asked. 
 
    “It’s French for ‘hidden gem.’ The underground warren,” Lucas answered with excitement in his eyes. 
 
    “Let me show you,” I said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    ~ There’s a place I go/when the sun drops low/and my baby’s far away/Where I can ease my mind/and there’s a peace I find/in the waters of Terrebonne Bay/ Terrebonne Bay, by The Bootleggers ~ 
 
    “So, um, where did they hide the gem?” Lucas asked me when we stepped through the door into the underground warren of La Gemme Cachée. 
 
    Like the streets above it, La Gemme Cachée was built on a strict grid, with gas lamps, electric lights and glowing magick orbs driving back the dark, depending on the owner’s desires. The section we were in was near the side door to the river, so it was mostly lodging, food and travel. Above us, sprites, faeries and other flying fae did business in smaller shops carved into the walls over the human businesses, while their smaller ground-based cousins, brownies, pucks, and the like, scurried along beneath the iron grating we were standing on. The noise and the crowd were both thick, and standing still was hard to do 
 
    “You’re jaded,” I said over the murmur of people and beings. 
 
    “Thus, I bring the treasure with me, is that it?” Lucas laughed. “Where to now? Because some of these inns look really good. An actual bed and a meal that comes on a plate would be great, ya know?” 
 
    “I’ve got some trade silver, but not enough. Our first stop is Bjernings, so we can pay for our trip home.” I glanced over at Lucas and saw the conflict in his eyes. Home warred with a warm meal and a soft bed. Home meant Monica to him and Shade to me. 
 
    “We still have to figure out what’s going on with those tattoos on Danny’s back,” Lucas said. 
 
    “There’s one person who might know about that, but he’s in New Essex, in the Hive.” 
 
    “Why does that make me think the words ‘scum and villainy’ get used a lot when you talk about that place?” John asked. 
 
    “‘Cuz you’re a nerd?” Lucas said with a smile. “In good company.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” I said. “But we still need to pay for the trip.” 
 
    “Hence the stop at Bjernings,” Lucas said. 
 
    “Is that like a bank?” Danny asked. “Because if I was waiting for you to try to make it home, I’d have someone watching your accounts like a hawk.” 
 
    “Among the cowan, that would work, but Bjernings...that’s a Dwarven business. You don’t get a look at a client’s account, no matter who you are.” 
 
    “What about bribing them?” John asked. 
 
    I laughed. “You’ve heard people talk about having a license to print money? Well, the Dwarves have one of those, only they get to print gold. Trying to bribe a Dwarf works about as well as trying to drown a fish.” 
 
    “What about watching the bank itself?” John countered. 
 
    “Do they...whoever they are...have the resources to watch every Bjernings office?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “We have to assume the answer to that is yes,” John said. 
 
    “Which closes Bjerning’s off,” I admitted. “Okay, so how do we get the currency together to make it back to New Essex?” 
 
    “Dusk has fallen,” a soft voice came near my right ear. “The road is dark.” The words were familiar, shared between members of the Shadow Regiment, a secret society that I’d been inducted into back at the Franklin Academy. Hearing it here caught me off guard, since as far as I knew, it had been reduced from an actual mage militia from the Revolutionary War to a prep school social club 
 
    “The way is safe,” I answered, completing the greeting of the Shadow Regiment. 
 
    “The Shadow Regiment protects all who travel,” the voice said. “If the Liberator doesn’t mind traveling by train, we know where the Conclave stop is, and when the train will be there.” 
 
    “Chance Fortunato, apprentice mage,” I said with a smile. “Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “Piper, lead scout, Big Easy Irregulars,” the sprite hovering behind me said. “Everyone knows Chance Fortunato the Liberator and Mr. Midnight. Who are the other two humans?” The two-foot-tall sprite shimmered into view, long limbed and lean for her kind. Like Ren, her antennae arched backward instead of forward, and her skin had the slight ruddy tint to it that spoke of constant windburn. Pale blue hair swept back from her forehead, woven into tight braids that were gathered into a single thick tail that rested between her shoulder blades and fell just above her wings. 
 
    “This is John, and this is Danny,” I said. “They’re both friends. We owe both of them our lives.” 
 
    “Then so long as they are with you, they are also sprite friends.” Piper said. 
 
    “When will the train be at our stop?” I asked. 
 
    “The next one will be in four hours. Time enough for a meal and a bath, I think,” Piper said. “We know a place where you can get both.” 
 
    “Lead the way!” Lucas gestured to Piper. She inclined her head, spread her arms to the side and dipped in the air, a sprite version of a bow or a curtsy, then spun and flew down the road, her wings glowing amber. 
 
    “I think she likes you,” I told Lucas in a low voice as we followed her. 
 
    “I’ve only got eyes for one woman,” he said answered quietly. 
 
    “It’s not usually the eyes they’re after,” John said. “But yeah, I’m all for a shower and some chow before we hit the road again.” 
 
    “Chow yes,” I said, holding the curtain aside for the door Piper had stopped in front of. “Shower...no.” 
 
    “Shower?” the blue skinned man behind the counter said. “Did you say shower?” 
 
    “Our apologies, sir, he is...was, one of the cowan,” I said, my hands in front of me to placate the Undine. “There is still much he hasn’t had the pleasure of learning. Including proper bathing.” 
 
    The Undine, a water elemental, glowered at John for a moment, then broke into a smile.  
 
    “Well, then, we must educate him!” He came around the counter and put a hand to John’s shoulder, guiding him toward the hallway at the back of the foyer. Lucas, Danny, and I fell in behind them. 
 
    “So,” Lucas whispered to me, “on a scale of cold shower to spa jacuzzi, what are we in for?” 
 
    “Remember when we crashed Janice Hunt’s pool party, and hung out with all the snacks and drinks in her hot tub? And when we spent all weekend playing Knightmare Blade on Jasper’s X-Box with the sixty-inch monitor?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he answered, his eyes a little glazed. “Good times.” 
 
    “It’s like that, only all at the same time.” I explained. 
 
    The Undine opened the door into the tub room and ushered us inside. Four wooden tubs stood before us, each one about five feet tall with a set of steps in front of them. A white linen tent covered most of the top of the tub, with flower petals and leaves scattered on the linen. Steam wafted out from the covers, carrying an herbal scent into the room. The Undine gestured toward the tubs and faced us. 
 
    “Welcome to Springs Eternal. I am your host, Evertide. The tubs may be used individually or as a group depending on your comfort level and custom. There are garments available to meet every level of modesty need, and I have skin care products to meet every religious, moral, or social more. Food may be ordered with the bath, and I have menus from local eateries to meet many needs, including Sattvic, halal, i-tal, kosher, vegetarian and vegan, plus Creole, bar-be-que, and seafood selections. Please, make yourselves comfortable, and attendants will be in shortly. Do you have any questions?” Evertide asked us. 
 
    “No, we’re good,” I said. “Thanks. I’ve been looking forward to this for days.” 
 
    Evertide gave John a long look, then bowed and swept out of the room. A dark handprint covered the spot  on John’s back where Evertide’s hand had been. 
 
    “So, what do we do? Is it like the pool, where you just jump in or what?” John asked. 
 
    “For us, no,” I said, heading for the curtained alcoves to one side of the room. “First, we rinse off the worst of the dirt in here.” 
 
    The curtain slid aside for me to reveal a copper tub that came to about knee height on me with a pair of buckets on a stone shelf beside them. A large copper ladle hung from the side of one of the buckets, and a pair of brass spigots jutted from the wall above them. A shelf next to the tub held a variety of garments in a rainbow of colors, and a cord dangled next to the opening, with a sign next to it that read “Pull to call for assistance.” Slippers, flip-flops, and sandals were lined up next to the alcoves, and a second shelf was provided for the bather’s clothes. 
 
    “Once the worst of the dirt and such is rinsed off, dress or undress as much as you’re comfortable and head to the tubs.” I stepped into the alcove and pulled the curtain shut behind me, and heard Lucas and John go into theirs a second or two later. 
 
    I was undressed in seconds and pouring warm water over my upturned face moments later. The tub quickly filled with gray water to the top of my feet, and I grabbed a pair of small shorts and a robe. Daniel, Lucas, and John were seconds behind me, and I waited for them to get into their tubs before I shucked the robe to get into mine. As I climbed into the tub, I heard the sloshing of water to my left, and heard John’s voice. 
 
    “So, do we pull the little string here or just wait...holy shit, kid.” 
 
    More water sloshed and I froze in place, suddenly paralyzed. John had seen my scars. Even after all this time, I wasn’t good with letting people see my back and chest. I’d gotten used to it at school and avoided taking as many PE classes that required showers as I could manage, and only Shade saw me naked other than that. Now a total stranger had seen them, and I didn’t know what to do or how to react. Then the moment of indecision passed, and I slid into the water up to me neck and moved to the far side of the tub. 
 
    “Kid, wait,” John said, appearing at the opening of the cloth tent over the tub. “Who did that to you? Because I promise you, they’ll never do it again.” His voice was steady, but it held a conviction that promised lethal consequences. Something about that hit me in an unexpected place. 
 
    “You’re right, they won’t,” I said.  His head tilted to one side, and he studied me for a moment with what looked like pity in his eyes. Then he turned and showed me a jagged line of scar tissue that ran down his left shoulder. 
 
    “My old man gave me that,” he said. “Used the wrong end of a belt on me, told me I got what I deserved. I got a couple more that I don’t like you enough to let you see. But what he gave me...fuck, I got nothin’ on you, kid. So, if that shit’s still goin’ on…” He stopped, his face darkening. “You tell me, and it stops.” 
 
    “I took care of it a few years ago,” I said. “My old man...he sold me to a demon. It did all of this. One night, I broke free, trapped it in a circle and beat it half to death. Then I walked out, and I've been living with my mom ever since. So, no, it’s not still going on, and it will never happen again.” 
 
    “Good,” he said. “If it ever does...you get in touch with me.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. “With your old man, I mean.” 
 
    “Friend of ours found out what was going on. Came over one night after my old man had put my mom in the hospital and left me with another scar and beat him so bad he walked with a permanent limp. Bastard left the next day and I never saw him again. What about yours?” 
 
    “I kicked his front door down, destroyed his house, and kicked the crap out of him, then sent his ass to jail,” I growled. 
 
    “Kid, I thought I’d seen some shit, but I gotta say, since I’ve stepped into your world, it’s like being back in a warzone.” 
 
    “That’s because most days, it is a warzone,” I told him. 
 
    “I believe it. And the offer’s still open. You ever need help, you say the word.” John said. 
 
    “Same for me. If you ever find yourself dealing with something from my world, call me,” I responded. 
 
    “Here’s hoping your phone never rings, kid,” John laughed and went turned his attention back to his tub. 
 
    Three and a half hours later, we were waiting near a junction for the Silver Gryphon line, all four of us cleaner, fed, and even a little rested. John and Danny had changed out of their ruined uniforms and were decked out in civvies, John wearing a button-down white shirt and jeans, and Danny in a black Danny Divine concert shirt from his Angels In Red tour. Lucas and I had scored Suicidal Jester shirts and jeans. 
 
    “May I speak with you, sir?” Piper’s voice sounded a moment before she popped into sight. 
 
    “Yeah, you don’t have to ask,” I smiled and held my hand out palm up for her to light upon. “And you can call me Chance if you want.” 
 
    Piper’s wings blushed pink, and she landed on my hand. Her eyes were everywhere but on me, and her shoulders hunched up as she ducked her head. 
 
    “Would it please you for me to travel to New Essex with you?” she blurted, the words coming almost as one sound. 
 
    “What about your post here?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m a scout, but I’ve never left the Big Easy. I want to see new places, and I would like to travel with the Liberator for a time, if he’ll have me.” Her face was starting to resemble her wings, and I couldn’t help but smile at the straightforward explanation. 
 
    “You’re welcome to come with us, Piper,” I said, and the pink of her wings deepened a shade. “Having a sprite scout with us will make me feel better.” 
 
    “Really?” she said, her voice rising to an almost inaudible pitch. “I’ll get my things!” She darted off, and moments later, came back with a metal bow in hand, a quiver strapped to her hip, and a harness on her shoulders that held pouches and a small pack between the bottom of her wings and her hips. A miniature sword rode on her left hip, and she wore bright blue scarves on her arms and legs.  
 
    “I’m ready!” she said, almost chirping.  
 
    “Welcome to the team.” I told her. 
 
    Just like the Phoenix had in New Essex, the train slowed, then stopped in place in the tunnel. The Gryphon looked a lot like the Phoenix, except for some of the paint job specifics. I went to the car behind the engine and traced the same rune on the side of it that Dr. C had drawn a few days ago. The line of the door appeared, and moments later I was stepping inside. I watched Danny and John gawk at the plush interior before leading them up to the observation lounge that ran along the top of the car. 
 
    “The Conclave will know we’re back about ten minutes after we hit town,” Lucas said, watching the two adults with their faces pressed to the windows like kids. 
 
    “And we’ll tell them we’re back eleven minutes after we get there. We just have to make good use of the first nine minutes,” I said. 
 
    “I’m still not sure about that part of the plan,” Lucas said. “We can’t keep Danny hidden forever. And we have no idea what that script on his back really is.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that part,” I said, leaning back in my seat and closing my eyes. “I know a guy.” I drifted off to the hum of the train’s ley line engine. 
 
    Several hours later, we emerged from the train on a platform that had only a single door. Lucas and I shouldered our backpacks while Danny and John looked around with confused expressions on their faces. Piper, like any good scout, was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “I know all this luxury is hard to handle,” I said, moving toward the door. “Just try to act normal.” 
 
    “This is kinda normal,” Danny said. “But what now?” 
 
    “Now you and I go to an information broker in the Bazaar,” I said, stopping at the door and looking to Lucas. “You and John head to Dr. C’s place.” 
 
    “We’ve come this far,” John said. “I’m not quitting now.” 
 
    “You’re not quitting,” I said. “Someone is out there looking for us, expecting us to show up right here in New Essex. I can hide us for a while, but if they don’t find anything, they’ll just look harder until they do find us. If they see you but not Danny, I’m hoping they’ll assume you’ll eventually lead them to him. As much as I hate to admit it, you’re the distraction.” 
 
    “So, we go out, let someone see us, and draw attention away from you, so you can go do what you need to,” Lucas said. “I can do that.” 
 
    John came up to me and drew a boxy looking pistol from his waistband, then pulled a couple of magazines from his pocket. “If I can’t go with you, then take a gun,” he said, his voice low. 
 
    “You’ve seen what I can do with a stick and some pretty rocks,” I said. “Isn’t this a little overkill?” 
 
    “There’s no such thing as a little overkill. At least this way, I feel like I did something to help you.” John said. 
 
    “You want to help me? Then look out for him,” I nodded toward Lucas. “He’s my best friend. One of the few people I would kill or die for. Keep him safe until you get to Dr. Corwin’s place.” 
 
    “I promise you, I’ll keep him safe, kid.” The moment John said the words were said, I felt the rush of magick flow between us that signified a binding promise. An unfelt wind ruffled his hair, and my fingertips tingled as I winced. John wasn’t a mage, but his word was just as strong as if Lucas or I had given it. He’d stepped further into my world than I’d ever expected, and I was afraid that for him, at least, there was no going back to the normal world. 
 
    “That,” I said, gesturing to his ruffled hair, “was the Universe taking note of your given Word. You’re bound to fulfill that promise now.” 
 
    “I’m a soldier, kid,” John said. “I never make a promise I don’t mean to keep.” He turned to Lucas and tilted his head toward the door. “C’mon, Midnight. We have places to be.” He John opened the door, letting in a gust of damp wind and sunlight, then stepped through. 
 
    “See ya soon,” Lucas said as he passed. 
 
    “Piper, go with them,” I said, figuring she would hear me. “Keep them safe.” 
 
    A fluttering of wings passed over my shoulder, and a small blur passed through the doorway. Moments later, the door shut, leaving us in the dim, artificial light of the single, wire-caged bulb. 
 
    “How long are we going to wait before we follow?” Danny asked. 
 
    “We’re not following them,” I drew a pair of amulets from my pack. “We’re in the tunnel for the southern rail line into the Underground. It merges with the main line about five miles ahead, but there’s also a place where it branches off to go west just before that. That’s where we’re headed. Put this on.” 
 
    “What is it?” Danny asked. To his credit, he didn’t hesitate to loop it over his head. 
 
    “It’s an aversion charm. Picked it up in the Big Easy. Makes people not want to look at you,” I explained. 
 
    “That’s handy,” Danny said. 
 
    I nodded and jumped down onto the tracks, trying not to think of how ridiculously close I was to breaking the First Law of Magick: Free will above all. This you shall not violate. Once upon a time, I broke that law on the regular. Mind control, love spells, memory charms, mental probes, emotional manipulation hexes, and neglinom charms, I’d done all that and then some. This was technically not impinging on free will by the barest of threads because it was more vague than, say a neglinom hex. Aversion charms just sent out a sensation that there was something you didn’t want to look at under it. Neglinom spells made you forget you had seen something that you’d just looked at. Basically, our amulets were a suggestion instead of an order.  
 
    We emerged from the tunnel onto a semi-crowded platform, and not a single head turned our way. Several people moved away from the end of the platform we crawled onto, and we skirted the edge of the crowd until we got to the tunnel that led upward. It brought us to a familiar park near the entrance to the Bazaar. As much as I would have enjoyed a trip there, my destination was a little farther north. I led Danny to one of the poles sporting a bunch of missing persons flyers and snatched one, then headed for one of the concrete picnic tables and pulled my backpack off. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Danny asked when I started pulling stuff out of the pack. 
 
    “Passing a note,” I said. “Since you’re the man of faith, you could pray it gets to the right person.” My supplies set out, I set to work, laying the crumpled page out on the table and running my hand over it to get the worst of the wrinkles out.  
 
    “If I’m gonna pray, you’re going to have to give me more than that.” Danny replied. 
 
    “I’m sending a message,” I didn’t look up from the sheet I was smoothing out on the table. “This is a special ink, conducive to magick. An ash pen with a silver nib, both good conductors on their own. I’m writing a friend in the Hive a message, asking her to meet us as soon as possible at a certain entrance with certain things. But that isn’t what I need you to pray about.” Message done, I laid the pen down and started folding the paper into an origami bird. “What I need you to pray about is that she’s not with a client right now, because if she’s busy, we’re going to be someone’s ticket to an early retirement.” With the bird folded, I drew sigils on the wings and body. 
 
    “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” Danny asked puzzled. 
 
    “Depends on who’s still standing afterward,” I said. I lifted the little origami bird up in front of me and chanted a phrase in Esperanto. “Trovu la personon, kiun mi serĉas.” 
 
    The folded paper sat on my palm for a moment, then fluttered to life and took off. “Now we walk and hope she’s not too busy tonight.” 
 
    “What does she do?” Danny was downright curious. 
 
    “She runs a brothel in the Hive.” 
 
    That made him stop for a moment, then he jogged to catch up to me. 
 
    “A brothel? In Missouri?” 
 
    “Not technically,” I told him, trying not to chuckle. “It’s on the other side of the Veil. Normal laws don’t apply there, especially not in the Hive. Even the Conclave doesn’t try to run things there. Now, can the chatter. The aversion ward doesn’t work as well if you’re actively drawing attention to yourself.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    ~ How bittersweet those longest steps between journey’s ending and homecoming. Nicholas Cresswell, English traveler ~ 
 
    Almost an hour later, we were coming up on the south side of the Hive. No matter which direction you approached from, you’d find an entrance. On the west side, the Iron Gate was the main access point, and from the north, there was the Shadow Gate. But from the south, it was the Lane, a cobblestone avenue lined with weeping willows to give it shade from the near constant exposure to the sun. Elves and other lesser fae loved the Lane, especially the woodland fae. No matter what time of year you approached it, the Lane felt like it was late spring. Danny followed me under the first few trees until we came to the fifth one in. I went to the tree on the right and found what I had hoped for, a small wooden box tied with a red ribbon. I knelt in front of it and undid the ribbon, opening the box to reveal a pair of cloaks and jeweled silver masks.  
 
    “Put this on,” I handed one of the cloaks and masks to Danny. He slipped the mask on and pulled the cloak over his shoulders while I did the same thing. 
 
    “Masks?” Danny asked, looking a little doubtful. “Aren’t we going to stand out even worse in this get up?” 
 
    “You’ve never been to the Hive before,” I said. “We’ll fit right in. The cloaks and masks are basically a sign that says, ‘Don’t look if you know what’s good for you.’ It’s like an aversion charm, just with a different kind of magick.” 
 
    “So, we’re like cartel bosses,” Danny said. I shrugged, put the hood up, and started for the gate into the Hive. 
 
    “You’ll see.” We passed through the brick wall at the end of the Lane, pushed the iron gate open, and stepped into the Hive. I stopped to let Danny take it all in, because the first time you see the Hive is like the first time you visit New York City, and step into Times Square or Grand Central. It’s a lot to take in. The Hive doesn’t just stop with sight and sound, either. It hits you right in the nose, too. Spices, food, perfumes, alchemical ingredients, a thousand kinds of incense and, of course, drugs. Add to that almost every race that lived behind the Veil, and you have a miasma of scents that can kick your olfactory ass pretty handily. People of every description imaginable, and some I’d never seen before, walked past us, and several wore cloaks and metal masks like ours. Merchants hawked their wares, accompanied by music that ran the gamut of human cultures, from folksy European songs to the sharp hum or wavering notes of Chinese strings, or the more bluesy Sub-Saharan guitar licks. Winged fae, sprites, pixies and fairies to name the most obvious, flitted back and forth overhead, while smaller Earth spirits like brownies and pucks scampered around our ankles. The merchants were just as varied, selling from under colorful tarps pitched over tables, ground cloths, the back of a rusted out pickup bed, and an actual hole in a wall. Very little was permanent in the Hive, which was just how the folks who lived here needed things, so things tended to be portable and easily changed here. If you found a merchant in one corner one day, odds were good you’d find them in a different spot halfway across the Hive in a month. If you found them at all. 
 
    “The way is safe,” I heard whispered at my right. “Welcome home, sir. I’m Gul. The Red Woman welcomes you. She sent word of your arrival, and my wing will be with you all the way.” The flutter of wings sounded over my right shoulder, and a soft draft of air ruffled the hem of the hood. The Red Woman. That could only mean Synreah. She took too much pride in her role as a madam to ever allow herself to be called a “Lady.” She was what she was, and to the Abyss with what anyone else thought of it.  
 
    “Dead Leo,” I said under my breath. Only someone within a foot of my face would have heard it, like a sprite hovering close to my head. There was a rustle of wings, and we were, to all appearances, alone. 
 
    “Did you say something?” Danny said, having to turn his whole body to look my way. 
 
    “Just talking to an invisible friend,” I said, leading the way into the crowd. We made our way through the press of beings, avoiding contact, being avoided by just about everyone. That made the potential pickpockets easy to see coming. One stumbled through the crowd toward us, bumping into people as she went. I watched her from behind my mask, saw her eyes flick toward us, then away, her path veer slightly away, then almost back in our direction. At the point where it seemed like she’d pass us, the point where I expected her to make the sharp, hopefully unexpected turn into our path, I heard a sharp ping, and she made her move. At least, she started to. But instead of bumping into us, she took a step, then fell onto the broken concrete, her hand going to her left shoulder.  
 
    We hustled past her prone form, and a space opened around her. People in the Hive knew better to just rush forward to either help or plunder. If she was working with a crew, they’d emerge on the bounce and take care of her, even if it meant knifing the odd bystander to do it. I made a quick right onto another crowded lane, then ducked left down an alley that I knew would take us back to a larger road. Halfway down the alley, we heard the sound of iron on stone behind us, and I looked back to see a short, wizened looking being jogging along behind us. Prominent, pointed teeth, long talons, hobnailed boots, and gore-streaked hair made it scary enough on their own. But it was the heavy iron pike and glistening red cap that said in no uncertain terms that we were facing a very dangerous breed of goblin. 
 
    “Red cap,” I spat, urging Danny into a jog. “Start praying, don’t stop for anything.” He picked up his pace, uttering the opening lines of the Lord’s prayer as he went. Behind us, the red cap let out a cackling cry, breaking into a sprint. I reached for my wand, but didn’t draw it, not wanting to advertise I was a mage until the last possible second. Danny skidded to a stop and I almost managed to halt myself in time, but I slammed into his back. Over his shoulder, I could see why he’d pulled up short. Two more red caps waited at the end of the alley. The scrape of hobnailed boots came closer, and I drew my wand and turned back to the bloody goblin charging us from behind. Before I could get the wand pointed his direction, he jumped to his right, took a couple of running steps along the wall, then leapt toward us with his pike held over his head like a big knife. When he was just a few feet away, I uttered the command word for my telekinetic bolt. Magick jolted down my arm, and the invisible bolt erupted from the wand.  
 
    I’d been casting the TK bolt on the regular for a couple of years. I knew how it worked, how it should hit. When it should hit. The red cap changed direction in midair like he’d been hit by something a microsecond before my spell should have hit him. When he hit the wall, both he and the brick shattered, and what was left of him kept going. We turned to face the pair blocking off the other end of the alley, my brain racing trying to figure out what had just happened. Had my spell been amped up enough to hit that much harder? 
 
    The two at the end of the alley turned their faces away from us and snarled in their own language. Then it hit me. Red caps had problems with Christian symbolism and scripture, and what Danny had on his back was as sacred as it got. They were Border creatures, and the coming of Christianity to Britain screwed up their magick hard. Most of their magick came from ruins built on ley lines, and the Church had built over them. It forged a link between the two that neither liked. 
 
    “Scripture and crucifixes mess with them,” I said. “You’re a man of faith! Do your thing!” 
 
    “When the unclean spirit is gone out of a man, he walketh through dry places, seeking rest, and findeth none. Then he saith, I will return into my house from whence I came out; and when he is come, he findeth it empty, swept, and garnished.” He walked forward as he spoke. Sprite arrows peppered the goblins from above, forcing them back, but it was Danny’s approach that sent them running with smoke starting to rise from their skin. When they were gone, he stopped, and I came up beside him. 
 
    “I’ve never seen it work like that before,” I said. “But I’ll take it.” 
 
    “What were those things?” he asked. 
 
    “Redcaps. Nasty little goblins who get their power from blood. Come on, we still have a ways to go.” I took off at a jog, slowing to a more sedate walk once we hit the more crowded lane. 
 
    Nearby, someone hit the ground, and a small space opened for a moment. We turned away from that, and I aimed directly for Dead Leo’s place. It was one of the few permanent spots in the Hive, and with a wing of sprites escorting us, our odds of reaching it without another attack were a little better than average. Ahead of us, another being slumped to the ground, and we moved a little to the left to avoid the area, then moved back right., Dead Leo’s place was in sight, three stories tall, but only the lower two stories were actually livable. Jagged walls on the third story and the bare bones of a roof sat atop it like a decrepit crown, and a stairway clung to the left side of the building mostly by force of will. The rail was missing midway up, a new development since the last time I’d been here. The crowds gave it a good distance, which made our approach all the more obvious. Off to our right, a scuffle broke out, then seemed to die down. Magick flared for a moment against my senses, then faded. Finally, we were at the foot of the stairs. Before , Synreah had once cautioned us to stick close to the wall when we went up, but I wasn’t sure it would make much of a difference now. Still, I kept close to the building. A new door stood before me, thick oak with iron bands nailed across its surface. A barred square was at eye level, the other side blocked by a metal plate. 
 
    The door opened before I could pound on it more than twice, and I found myself looking into the milky eyes of Dead Leo himself. He didn’t wait for me to open my mouth. With surprising speed for a supposedly dead guy, he grabbed my arm and pulled me inside. Danny followed at Leo’s urgent gesture, and the cadaverous information broker whisked us into a small office. Well, small for a former pope and the biggest book dealer in the Hive. A gilded desk sat opposite the door we came in, and bookshelves lined the walls. A deep red carpet covered the floor, thicker along the edges, damn near threadbare along the high traffic areas. It had been decades since this stuff was in good shape, but it was likely to be decades more before it was replaced. 
 
    “What have you done?” he said, his voice raspy and high. 
 
    “No idea,” I shrugged.  
 
    “Typical,” he said, his glare almost palpable. “Wizards. Who is this man?” Leo’s head turned a little and he looked at me with narrowed eyes.  
 
    “This is Danny Vasquez. He’s the whole reason I’m here.” 
 
    Leo’s head turned a little and he looked at me with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Explain yourself,” he demanded.  
 
    “Danny was recently a guest of the boraro down in Colombia. And they left him with a very interesting little souvenir.” I nodded toward Danny. “Show him.” 
 
    Leo’s face went slack when Danny turned around and pulled his shirt up to show the tattoo running down the center of his back. 
 
    “Lord in Heaven,” Leo said, as close to a curse as I suspected he ever got. “This can’t be.” 
 
    “Yet here we are,” I said. “I’m guessing you know what this says.” 
 
    “I do,” Leo turned away, walking slowly back to his desk and sitting down with a thump. “I thought to never see those words again. Certes, I thought them forever lost. Nay, I hoped that they were forever beyond the reach of men.” Danny pulled his shirt back down and turned to face Leo again. 
 
    “So, what the hell did the boraro put on my back?” Danny asked. He pulled his shirt back down and turned to face Leo again.  
 
    “Hell has nothing at all to do with the symbols that grace your flesh, young man,” Leo said. He leaned forward and pinned Danny with his gaze. “You bear part of a ritual in the language of Heaven’s Hosts.” 
 
    “Part of a ritual?” I asked. “Not the whole thing?” 
 
    “No, he bears but a third of the ritual. They were often etched upon tablets of sanctified silver. But the church deemed such things too dangerous. The plates of the last one I knew of were separated centuries ago, in the hopes that they would never be gathered together in one place again.” 
 
    “There was a silver plate the boraro always brought into the room when they were working on me.” Danny sat in the chair on the right side, and I stepped forward to the desk. “Why did they need to use me for?” 
 
    “You need not know such things,” Leo said. “Content yourself with your freedom, and the knowledge that your flesh bears the language of angels. It will protect you from many harms in this world.” 
 
    “No, Leo. That ain’t gonna cut it,” I said. “At least three, maybe four people tried to stop us on the way here. In the Hive. His freedom isn’t going to last long if someone has their way. So, spill it. If they already had a plate, what did they need Danny for?” 
 
    “Such information is forbidden to anyone outside the Church,” Leo recited. “The Jesuits are not forgiving of violations of their edicts.”  
 
    Danny drew a pistol and pointed it at Leo. “I’m not very forgiving of people who don’t tell me shit I need to know. This stuff is on my back, and someone is doing their best to kidnap me for it. I don’t give a damn if the Pope himself told you to keep your mouth shut.” I put a hand on Danny’s arm and pushed down a little. 
 
    “Danny, bullets are just going to piss Leo off.” I put a hand on Danny’s arm and pushed down a little. “Besides, about five hundred years ago, I think he was the Pope himself. But I think there’s a better reason for him to tell us what we need to know. Leo, if the boraro have one of the plates you mentioned, then odds are good that they’re looking for the rest of the ones that go with this summoning. If they don’t have them already. That’s how the Conclave is going to look at it, and they’re going to come knocking on your door to find out what you know.” 
 
    “They don’t know…” Leo started saying, then trailed off.  
 
    “You’re right, they don’t.... do they?” I gave him my best attempt at an innocent looking smile and waggled my eyebrows at him.  
 
    “You would not tell them. And they would not dare enter the Hive.” If a dead guy could sweat, Leo would have. 
 
    “Bet me,” I said. “You know mages have a hard time with lying. And this...I wouldn’t even bother trying to. The boraro abducted one and killed several of the cowan, attacked a Conclave operation in broad daylight, kidnapped me and my best friend, and tried to either capture or kill us in the Hive. To-day.” I emphasized each syllable of the last word. “The Hive’s off-limits status has already been ignored by the boraro and whoever they serve. Helping us out is the best way to punish them for that.” 
 
    “By helping the Conclave?” Leo sputtered. 
 
    “By helping me, Leo. The Conclave doesn’t have to know who gave me the info.” 
 
    “You yourself said you can’t lie about it.” Leo argued. 
 
    “I’m known for being kinda stubborn and having problems with authority. The Conclave knows they can ask, and they know I’ll tell them to kiss my ass. That’s not lying. That’s just how I roll.” 
 
    “Very well,” Leo sighed. He went to a chest behind his desk and pulled out a thick book. 
 
    "Nothing like a little light reading to break up the deep conversation,” I said, giving Leo a lopsided grin. His expression didn’t change when he laid the book on the desk and opened it to a page showing three men with marks on their back and a brightly colored conglomeration of eyes and wings above them. Around the tattooed men, other people cowered, hands up, faces drawn in caricatures of terror. Only one person stood above the humans in the drawing, a man in white robes and a double pointed hat. Above it, three square plates of silver bore indistinct lines of text, but the detail around the text was sharp, and I would have bet pretty damn accurate. 
 
    “The ritual is to summon an angel of the Hosts,” Leo said, his bony index finger nearly touching the guy in the pointy hat for a moment before gesturing toward the tattooed men... “The part you bear, Mr. Vasquez, is but one of three. As to why they need you...the language of angels is already inimical to the undead. Placed upon sanctified silver, they cannot bear even the mere sight of it, much less read it aloud. But, if it is transcribed to the flesh of an heir of a faithful man, if he also be a man of faith, then the ritual can be read by even the undead. If the one who speaks the words is a vampire, they will be destroyed, as will the mortal bearing it.” 
 
    “Okay, number one thing on our list of shit that isn’t happening: no vampires performing that ritual. What would happen if they tried?” 
 
    “If a vampire performed the ritual, the angel that was summoned would be released upon his death. But if they had a mortal in their service perform it…” He stopped for a moment, a frown crossing his face. “If they knew the angel’s true name, be they vampire or mortal, they could summon even an archangel. They could command it to perform almost any task they could imagine, save with the exception of creating new life or commanding the hearts of men. This is why the plates were separated centuries ago. You will have to find and secure the other two plates, if you want to stop the boraro or whoever they serve from completing the ritual.” 
 
    “Do they have to have all three plates to complete the ritual?” I asked. 
 
    “If they had the right two, they could summon an angel, but without the third, the results would be...unpredictable. They could not know which angel would heed the call.” 
 
    “That’s still more than I want to risk,” I said. “Is Danny’s part one of the two they need?” 
 
    “No, it is the one that allows them to name a specific angel.” Leo sounded pretty positive about that, but that wasn’t good news. 
 
    “Damnation,” I spat. “Any idea where to find the other two?” 
 
    “Some,” Leo said. “One is rumored to be in a private collection. More than that, I do not know. Look for the Drazi Tablet. The other is known as the Medici Tablet. I know nothing of the Medici’s whereabouts.” 
 
    “Well, first off, thank you for the info. I’ll make sure you get paid well for it.” I told him. 
 
    “That and your silence would be most appreciated. Now go. You’ve brought too much attention to me already.” Leo crossed his arms. 
 
    We showed ourselves out, masks in place, sprite security detail flying around us. Once we passed the Iron Gate, I pulled the cloak and mask off and left them on a box. It was time to announce our presence to the world. I pulled my dark phone from my pack, turned it on, and called Dr. Corwin’s number. 
 
    “Chance?” Dr. C’s voice came after a single ring. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me, sir.” My throat was a little tight, so I waited for him to speak. 
 
    “Where are you? Are you okay?” His voice seemed a little unsteady, and I didn’t feel so bad for the way my heart was pounding at the sound of a familiar voice. 
 
    “I’m okay, sir,” I managed, then swallowed and got my voice under control. “I need a ride. I went shopping and talked to the Red Woman.” I was betting he would figure out what I meant. 
 
    “I’ll send someone for you. Don’t move.” Dr. C commanded. 
 
    “Sir, I don’t know if we can—” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he cut me off. “It’s someone I can trust. You’ll be safe for the trip here.” 
 
    “Is Lucas there? Did they make it okay?” I asked him. 
 
    “They’re fine, thanks to your new friends. Someone is already on the way. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    When Dr. C said someone was on the way, I figured it would be a few minutes. Jane Dearborn pulled up in a gray Charger less than two minutes later. Dr. C was right, she was one of the Sentinels we knew and trusted implicitly. 
 
    “Get in,” she said through the inch of open window, and we didn’t make her tell us twice. We piled into the back seat, and she was moving before the door latched. “Is he cowan?” she asked. 
 
    “Not anymore.” I gestured toward her. “Danny this is Jane. She’s a wizard cop, we call them Sentinels. Jane, Danny is the DEA agent we were trying to rescue in Colombia. You two should get along nicely.” I could see Jane’s eyes move to lock onto Danny in the rear-view mirror, and the edges of her eyes crinkled a tiny bit, a smile trying to hide and failing its stealth roll. 
 
    “DEA, huh?” she said, her voice almost sounding unimpressed. She uttered a command word, and the windshield and windows came to life, showing the world through an astral lens. Ahead of us and beside us, we could see the blurred forms of our sprite escorts. We could also see the occasional runes over certain business’s doors, marking them as either Conclave, vampire or werewolf territory, among others. 
 
    “Yeah,” Danny said, his tone a little awestruck. “So, we’ve got a little bit of cover, huh?” he asked. 
 
    “A little bit.” Jane drove through the streets with an eye for speed and a take-no-prisoners attitude. 
 
    As we got closer to Dr. C’s place, I caught sight of the rest of our escort, and pitied the vampire that thought to attack us on the way home. Kim’s white Viper turned in behind us as we got close, and Shade’s Ninja streaked past us. Two of the deadliest women I knew had been watching over us the whole way, and if I was any judge, Amanda would be somewhere nearby, making it a triple threat. When we pulled in at Dr. C’s place, the white sportscar pulled in behind us, and Shade was waiting on the sidewalk, bouncing on her toes. The moment I got out of the car, she started for me, bounding into the air a full ten feet away and knocking me to the grass with her legs wrapped around my waist and her arms around my shoulders. She nipped at my neck, then kissed me hard. 
 
    “I was so worried about you,” she said when we pulled apart. Her eyes were bright green, and I could feel her heart pounding against my chest. 
 
    “Missed you,” I grunted, then pulled her to me to bite at the tender flesh of her throat. I felt a shudder run through her, and she moaned softly. 
 
    “Oh, God,” she whispered. “I want to tear your clothes off right here.” 
 
    “Want me to stop?” I smiled up at her. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    A sharp ahem brought us back to the real world, and I saw my mom staring down at us. I sensed cosmic level disapproval. 
 
    “Yes,” she Shade amended, her cheeks coloring. 
 
    “Later,” I told her, then we got to our feet. 
 
    Mom almost beat Dee to the punch, but I had a gangly preteen sister wrapped around my shoulders a fraction of a heartbeat before mom got there. Mom wrapped both of us in her arms, and I could hear her sniffle as she said something unintelligible into my shoulder. 
 
    “Gods, I missed you both,” I said through my own sniffles. 
 
    Dee just sobbed and held me like she was never going to let go. Or maybe that was me. 
 
    Somewhere in the fog of emotion, I felt something loosen in my thoughts, and a warmth stole over me. My head came up, and so did Dee’s. It was easy to see what had caused it. Gilbert and Danny were hugging each other tight, and their father had his arms around both of them. Though I had never said it out loud, I had vowed to bring Danny home, and my promise had just been fulfilled. The feeling threatened to overwhelm me, and all I could do was grin like an idiot. I was home, and so was Danny Vasquez. For one moment, things were right in my world, or close enough. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    ~ 'Mid pleasures and palaces though we may roam,
Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like home; Home Sweet Home by John Howard Payne, American actor and playwright ~ 
 
    When we got our sniffles under control and the first reunions were complete, we headed through the side gate toward Dr. Corwin’s house. Lucas, Monica, Kim and Dr. C were waiting on the porch, along with a girl in jeans and a t-shirt that who I thought looked familiar. Lucas and Monica had an arm around each other’s waist, much like Shade and me at the moment. Kim stood next to Dr. C, their hands clasped, his face looking like he was having trouble deciding which expression to wear. Then I snapped my attention back to the other girl. Dark hair in a bob cut, plain jeans, and a dark blue t-shirt with nothing on it. It had taken me a moment to recognize her face. It was Wanda. Looking...not like Wanda. Her hair was all one color, without a single strand of red in it, and no red or black on her clothes. I came up and opened my arms, and she hugged me. 
 
    Normally, being around Wanda was like walking in sunshine. There was a bubbly radiance about her that made you feel like a better person when you were near her. But her hug, while tight, felt lukewarm. It was like someone had switched a light off in her soul. Her smile was the same, though, and I could still see it in her eyes, if not quite as deep. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re safe, Chance,” she said when she stepped back. 
 
    “Me, too!” I quipped, and she smiled again. “I must have missed something while I was gone. You changed your look.” 
 
    “I’m trying to be myself without all the…” her hands gestured toward her hair, “plumage. Derrick says I hide behind it, and he’s right. But hey, you’re back and safe. I missed you. It’s been kind of boring around here without you.” She smiled, and again, I saw it try to reach the same places it normally did and fall short. A hand fell on my shoulder, and I turned to see Dr. C standing behind me. 
 
    “I knew they made a mistake when they tried to kidnap you two,” he said, his smile broad and his voice light. But his eyes were a little too bright, like someone who had a few unshed tears held up. 
 
    “I wish I could say we pulled a Ransom of Red Chief on them, but John got us out of there before they could even lock us in a cell or threaten us properly.” 
 
    “Ransom of Red Chief?” Monica asked. Suddenly I realized that I had pulled the story from one of Dr. C’s memories. Dr. C had read it in junior high, but I never had. Monica turned to Lucas, and I could see the question in her eyes. 
 
    “It’s a short story by O Henry,” Lucas said, warming up to one of his favorite topics: books. “These two guys kidnap the son of a rich guy from Alabama, and he plays a lot of pranks on them, makes them play games with him and just wears them out. And the thing is, he likes these two guys…” The explanation trailed off as Monica leaned in and kissed him. 
 
    “I love it when you talk nerdy to me,” she said. “Don’t stop,” she prompted. He kept talking while Monica led him inside, and everyone else filed in behind them. 
 
    For all that this was a reunion, the shadow of the boraro and their influence hung over everything. Jane stayed outside, taking a position in one of the big, wooden chairs on the porch. I nodded to her, a silent thank you, and as I walked into the house, I caught sight of Amanda at the back of the porch, looking out into the backyard. I caught Shade’s attention and nodded toward her, and Shade let go of my waist, her hand trailing along my arm to grip my fingers before letting me go. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you, too,” I told Amanda when I was closer. She was wearing a red tank top and a pair of triple moon earrings, showing the full moon flanked by a pair of opposite facing crescent moons.  
 
    “You’re a bother and a nuisance,” Amanda said, the words harsher than her tone. “I’m glad you’re back to plague me again.” 
 
    “Did you change religions?” I asked. 
 
    “No. I found one.” Amanda said softly. 
 
    “Wanda’s Goddess. Wicca.” 
 
    “Yes. But…” 
 
    “She’s changed,” I said. 
 
    Amanda’s lip curled and her eyes narrowed. “The cowan,” she said, the world sounding like a curse. “Derrick. I should be happy for her, right?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “It feels like she’s trying to stop being herself.” 
 
    Amanda’s head tilted forward, and her shoulders slumped a little. “I thought it was just me,” she giggled. “I thought I was just...you know…” 
 
    “Jealous,” I said. “But you can be jealous and still be right.” 
 
    “How is it that only you, the biggest idiot I know, can see how I feel about her?” Amanda asked sadly. 
 
    “It isn’t only me. Dee sees it, and so do Lucas and Monica. Shade can smell it off of you, can hear your heartbeat speed up whenever she’s around. I could too, when I was wolfed out.” 
 
    “I wish…” she stopped, her mouth a thin line as she struggled for words. The girl could probably kill most people on the planet with her bare hands, but she couldn’t figure out how to talk to the girl she liked. 
 
    “I know.” I put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close for a moment. 
 
    “You’re still a bother,” she whispered, leaning her head on my shoulder for a moment. Then she lifted her head and straightened. 
 
    “It’s pronounced brother,” I said, letting my arm fall away. “Means pretty much the same thing, though.” 
 
    Inside, Danny was on the phone, and I could hear someone crying on the other end of the line. I looked over at Lucas and frowned, pointing to Danny. 
 
    “It’s his sister,” he said.  
 
    “Oh,” I said, ever the articulate conversationalist. “Have you talked to Dr. C about our trip yet?” He shook his head. “Well, shit just got a little deeper.” I said. 
 
    “Dude, you just got home. Enjoy the moment.” He pushed me toward Shade, Mom and Dee, heading in Monica’s direction along the way. 
 
    I opened the refrigerator on the way over to grab something to drink, then went to the table, only realizing after I had my pack open that I held a bottle of water and a soda held by the neck between my fingers. I dropped the water bottle in, not sure if this was a habit I wanted to break or not. I still carried food around with me, a habit I’d picked up under Dulka’s ownership. After almost a week on the run, I was pretty obsessive about keeping water on me, too. The subject went into the file marked to worry about later, though. I had a homecoming to enjoy. 
 
    With one arm around Shade’s waist, and the other holding a bottle of soda, I was definitely okay with savoring this particular moment. Her skin was warm under my right hand, and her hand kept wandering up and down my side and up my back to play with my hair while I told her, Mom, and Dee about our time in Colombia. For them, I made it sound like some grand adventure, leaving out the worst moments, like being shot at by the team sent to extract us. Every now and then, Shade would kiss my neck or nip at my shoulder, her free hand running up and down my side and across my shoulder. After I finished the sanitized version of my trip, Dr. C led John over to where we sat in the front room. 
 
    “Mara, I’m sorry, but I need to steal Chance away from you for a few minutes,” he said. “I’ll try to have him back out to you as quick as I can.” Lucas, John, and Danny followed us to the library that doubled as Dr. Corwin’s office. 
 
    “So, do we get to know each other’s real names?” I asked John when the door closed. 
 
    “My real name is John Blackstone,” John said. My jaw just about hit the floor. 
 
    “You said you weren’t going to tell us your real name, and we’ve been calling you by it the whole damn time!” I said. 
 
    “I’m a soldier, not a spy. My real name is so generic that you bought it as fake to begin with.” 
 
    “I would never have thought to look for a guy named John,” Lucas said. “Well, I’m Lucas Kale. Pleased to...well, whatever it is we’re doing.” 
 
    “I think I prefer Midnight,” John said. “Sounds like an old-fashioned gumshoe detective.” 
 
    “He likes it, too,” I said. “But Lucas Midnight doesn’t sound right.” 
 
    “No, it needs a more noir sound,” John said. “Guy Midnight, that’s more like it.” 
 
    “I’m so using that,” I said. “I’m Chance Fortunato. And no, you can’t call me Merlin.” 
 
    “Chance is easier than Merlin,” John said. “Besides, you didn’t lean into it the way he does. So, is this a wizard debriefing or something?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Dr. C said. He put a recorder on his desk and hit the button on it. “Interview of Chance Fortunato, Lucas Kale, Daniel Vasquez, and John Blackstone. Wizard Corwin recording. Let’s start with the end of the attack on the hotel, when you were captured.” 
 
    Lucas and I started off at the parking garage and went forward from there. Dr. C stopped us to take some notes along the way, asked a few questions to get us to go into more detail on a few things, and went back to have us retell different parts from our own point of view. Once we got to the point where Danny and I got to the Hive, I had to speak up. 
 
    “Some of this is off the record, sir,” I said, pointing at the recorder. “Confidential source.” Dr. C reached for the little device and pressed the button. “So, the tattoo on Danny’s back is a ritual to summon an angel. There are two more parts to it. One is called the Medici Tablet; the other is the Drazi Tablet. The Drazi is supposed to be in a private collection. We don’t know where the Medici is.” 
 
    “I can find them,” Lucas said. Everyone turned to look at him. “It’s an ancient tablet. Those were the first books. Guess what Mitternacht Books specializes in…?” 
 
    “Rare books,” I answered.  
 
    “The rarest,” Lucas smiled. “This is what my grandfather and I do. If it’s ever been in a library anywhere, we’ll find it.” 
 
    “Can I hit record again?” Dr. Corwin asked. I nodded. “For the record, Apprentice Fortunato returned to this residence shortly after arriving in New Essex on the Silver Griffin Gryphon line. End of debrief.” He shut the recorder off. “That’s all they need to know. The Conclave is compromised, just like the DEA and the Army are. They probably have been for some time, though they might not know who they’re serving. This is info we can’t let out of our circle.” Heads nodded around the room. 
 
    “Then if someone isn’t in this house, right now, they don’t need to know,” I said.  
 
    “Danny, John,” Dr. C said, coming out from behind the desk. “You two are as deep in this as anyone else. Your normal life might be completely out of reach, at least for the time being. We’ll do everything we can to get you back to your life, but for now...welcome to our side of the Veil.” 
 
    “Are we stuck here?” John asked. 
 
    “You aren’t, but Danny…” Dr. C hesitated. “I’d like you to stay here, or only travel with an escort for now. You’re vital to what they’re trying to do.” 
 
    “We don’t want me falling into the wrong hands,” Danny said. 
 
    “We’ll try to give you as much freedom to come and go as we can, but you can bet they’re going to be looking for you.” 
 
    “It’s still better than being stuck in a cage and needles stuck in my back for hours every day. If it means being in protective custody, so be it. I’ve expected witnesses to do the same or worse.” Danny stood and went to the door. “At least I get to see my family.” 
 
    “I still need to see what my status is, too,” John said. “Last I knew, the Army had orders to shoot at me.” 
 
    “Your situation is definitely more complicated,” Dr. C said. “We’ll have someone look into that. In the meantime, you’re welcome to stay here.” 
 
    “Looks like that’s my only viable option for now,” John said. 
 
    I stood and pulled the Glock he’d given me, dropped the mag and locked the slide back. “Guess I should let you have this back,” I handed the gun to him. “They won’t let me carry it at school.” 
 
    He took it from me, slid the mag back into the well, and let the slide snap back into place. “You still have a stick and pretty rocks. I think you’re covered.” 
 
    “Well, if we’re done being spies and stuff,” Lucas said, getting to his feet, “I haven’t seen my girlfriend for about a week. That’s forever in teen years.” 
 
    I got to my feet as well, following him to the door. “Right behind you,” I said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    ~ Love makes fools of all of us. William Makepeace Thackery ~ 
 
    It was nearly midnight before Shade and I came up for air. She slid off of my hips and snuggled up with her head on my chest for a while before she spoke, her voice still playful in the darkness. 
 
    “You certainly didn’t lose any of your stamina while you were away,” she said. 
 
    “Absence, something, something, fonder.” I chuckled. 
 
    “I was coming for you,” she said, her tone pivoting to deadly serious without missing a beat. She propped herself up on an elbow to look at me. “A couple more days, and I would have been ready to go. I spent every day convincing myself you were still alive, that you would be okay. I wanted to go the day Dr. Corwin told me what happened, but…” 
 
    “Baby, it’s okay,” I stroked her cheek, taking a lock of her hair and running it through my fingers. 
 
    “This is important,” she said, catching my wrist. “My heart wanted me there every second, but Dr. Corwin and your mom, they both kept telling me not to rush in. And they were right. If I screwed it up, I could have gotten you killed. But I was also telling myself that you could also die if I waited too long.” She closed her eyes, took a slow breath, then blew it out and opened her very pale gray eyes. My hand ran down the side of her neck to her shoulder, and felt the ridges of scar tissue there, showing she’d temporarily let her wolf free so she could be completely human for a while. “Now you can tell me it’s okay.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I made you worry, Shade,” I said. “I really am. And yeah, it’s all good. But, if I did have to choose who rescued me, you’re always my first choice.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “Though you didn’t do a bad job yourself.” 
 
    “I had help,” I told her. “But this isn’t over yet. The boraro...they knew things no one should. They had the military gunning for us, they knew where the Conclave operation was being running from, and they had access to a plate written in angelic script. I’ve never heard about rituals to summon angels, babe. Who knows what they want with those?” 
 
    “We’ll stop them, baby,” Shade ran her hand along my left shoulder, leaving a kiss in the wake of her caress. “If you need me to, I can get the other two plates.” 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, you know, a little larceny, maybe grand theft.” She smiled, and her eyes were all gray in the half light. 
 
    “I don’t want you to risk it. The boraro have been two steps ahead of us from the start.” I complained. 
 
    “They wouldn’t even know I was coming,” Shade said. “Baby, I have resources no one else knows about. How do you think I can afford this place?” she gestured at the room. “Everyone has enemies, including the boraro. Running for Dominic taught me a lot about finding other people’s secrets.” 
 
    I frowned, my lip twitching at the mention of her old alpha. Dominic King had abused her and the rest of her pack for three years before I killed him. It was a sore subject for both of us, and just hearing her use his first name sounded too intimate to my ears.  
 
    “How do you afford the rent on this place?” I wanted to change the subject, and while I knew Shade had her own sources of money, among other things, she had never offered to tell me, and I had never asked. I couldn’t lie about things I didn’t know about. Over the past few months, she also hadn’t asked for my help very much as her gothi for pack issues.  
 
    “I do...recoveries for people. Mostly it’s from people on our side of the Veil who need something taken back.” 
 
    “Recoveries,” I said slowly. “Fancy word for theft?” 
 
    “Like your hands are clean,” she said, sitting up. “Half of what you do is illegal or bordering on breaking the Conclave’s rules. You’ve said it before, we walk with our feet in two different worlds, and sometimes, we have to break the rules of one to do the right thing in both. That’s what I do.” 
 
    “Babe, I didn’t mean—” I reached out for her, but she got off the bed, taking the sheets with her and wrapping them around her. 
 
    “You think you’re the only one with a bunch of bad karma to pay off?” She turned and looked at me, her eyes glistening. “I hurt a lot of people when I belonged to Dominic. I have a lot to make up for. This is how I fix it.” 
 
    Seeing her like this and knowing it was my fault was like a kick to the gut. “I’m sorry,” I said. “That was...that wasn’t how I meant it to sound. I didn’t mean it to be mean.” 
 
    “That’s how it felt.” She turned away, head down, suddenly a wounded kid. 
 
    “I know,” I said. “I mean, now I do. And I really am sorry. Should I go?” 
 
    “No,” she said, turning back to me. “I mean, it wasn’t like you were trying to be mean, I guess.” 
 
    “You don’t have to make excuses for me, Shade,” I said. “I was a dick, and I know that. Doesn’t matter if I meant to be or not. It hurt you, and I hate doing that. You’ve been hurt enough on purpose by people you don’t like. You don’t need me doing it by accident.” 
 
    One moment, she was standing there wrapped in a white bedsheet, the next she was on top of me with her arms wrapped around me. If I was going to protest at a naked girl tackling me, the urge was shut down by the kiss she laid on me. 
 
    “I love you,” she said when she came up for air. 
 
    “Love you back,” I smiled up at here, then rolled so I was looking down at her. “You know I’m getting mixed messages here. It’s like I’m being rewarded for being an asshole.” 
 
    She laughed and kissed me, a quick touch of her lips on my nose. 
 
    “You are an asshole,” she said. “But you’re my asshole and I love you.” 
 
    “So, tell me about this recovery business,” I said, my hand running up her side, pausing to cup her breast for a moment. 
 
    Her eyes closed and her head tilted back, lips parted in a soft sigh. 
 
    “In a minute,” she said, pulling my head down to her neck. 
 
    A minute turned into half an hour, and then we found ourselves down in her kitchen. I’d managed to find a pair of swim trunks I’d left, and Shade wore one of my black t-shirts that I’d let her keep after seeing her in it. She set a mug of vanilla almond tea in front of me, cradling one of her own in her hands, her eyes closed while she took a slow breath in through her nose. The subtle scent was soothing to me, and I could imagine how strong it was for Shade. I knew from past experience that she could smell things in it that I couldn’t. One thing I missed from my time as a werewolf was the increased sense of smell. Though my nose did seem a little sharper than it used to be, I would never be able to experience that again, short of a spell. 
 
    “So, recoveries,” I said. 
 
    “Theft,” Shade’s eyes stayed closed. “Grand theft, sometimes. Like I said, people make enemies.” She paused, opening her eyes to look at me, her gaze just missing mine. “I have a rule. Aim high. I never go after someone who can’t afford it. Or who I think doesn’t deserve it somehow. Most of the time, it’s pretty much the same story. Someone with a lot of power took something from someone else. In our circles, that’s usually something that gives them power over someone or something. Most of the people who come to me can’t afford to pay much.” 
 
    “How does that work?” I asked her. 
 
    “I work on commission,” she smiled, taking a thick pinch of sugar from the bag in front of her and putting it on the counter. “Most folks just want me to take one thing. Maybe it’s pretty valuable, but usually just to them. If that’s all I take,” she licked her left index finger and swiped up the little pile of white crystals, “then the mark knows who to go after. But,” she took another pinch with her right hand, then plucked a few pieces from the loose-leaf tea and set them beside the new pile, “if I take a lot of stuff, well, that was just a needle in a big haystack. I sell everything through a fence, I take a cut, and my clients get their stuff back plus a little.” 
 
    “So, you’re Robin Hood,” I chuckled. “Didn’t Disney make him a fox instead of a wolf?” The comment caught her mid-sip, and warm tea sprayed out of the mug when she snorted. 
 
    “Asshole,” she giggled while she wiped tea from her forehead. 
 
    “What was so funny?” I asked. 
 
    “Esperanza, the woman who gets me most of my jobs is a werefox,” she said.  
 
    “How come you’ve never introduced us?” I asked. 
 
    “She won’t let me. Believe me, I’ve been trying to get her to come out here, but she doesn’t travel unless she has to, and only she decides what she has to do.” I shifted uncomfortably, uncertain how to phrase the next question, finally deciding there was no easy way to do it. 
 
    “How do you know you can trust her?” I asked. 
 
    “Have you ever been able to lie to me to my face?” she countered. “Wait, stupid question, you don’t lie. Baby, I can hear and smell a lie from a mile off, and no one is good enough to beat a Were’s senses. Not even another Were.” 
 
    “And you’ve met her,” I said. 
 
    She nodded and smiled. 
 
    “I need to ask you something important,” she said after taking another sip of her tea, this time keeping it in the mug. “And if you need to take a little bit to think about your answer, I understand.” She went to her laundry room and opened the door to reveal a deep green gown hanging on the back of the door. “Can you get a tux in time for prom?” I didn’t even have to think about my answer. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    ~ There are seven levels between an acquaintance and a good friend. William Tsung-Chen, New Essex businessman ~ 
 
    After running around in the forests of Colombia for a week and a half, the halls of Kennedy High School should have been simple to navigate. But Lucas and I both felt out of place and naked as we stepped through the doors and into the press of people. The irony in that was that we were both heavily armed, magickally speaking. Between my hawthorn wand and the arsenal of charms we were carrying, the average mortal wasn’t likely to be a threat to us. At least not physically. 
 
    But amid the smiles and casual greetings, there were also the slings and arrows of snickers, whispered conversations and barely concealed sneers. I was used to it. My reputation as a bad boy had started on day one, but Lucas? He’d been born to this world, and I worried about how he was going to handle coming back to it now. The first test came before we were even twenty feet past the doorway.  
 
    I saw it coming. A group of Brad’s old sycophants were gathered near the first intersection of the halls, right before the stairwell. A group nod and nudge rippled through them, and the look in their eyes made me think of a pack of purple and gold furred hyenas spotting a wounded wildebeest. One of them separated himself from the pack and started to wander across our path, then turned and walked toward us, eyes elsewhere, but on a course to bump into Lucas. I nudged my friend, who only looked my way with an innocent expression on his face.  
 
    When he was a couple of steps away, the jock lowered his shoulder and leaned toward Lucas, but met nothing but air as Lucas twisted his body to avoid the “accidental” collision. The guy stumbled and Lucas watched him, his face calm. The jock turned to look back at us, and Lucas held his gaze for a moment, his expression unreadable. Then he turned and kept walking. A few seconds later, a meaty hand fell on Lucas’s left shoulder and spun him around. 
 
    “Hey, dumbass, watch where you’re goin’,” the human torpedo said loudly.  A circle of empty space formed around us, and Lucas just looked at his would-be tormenter. The guy had a few inches and about thirty pounds on Lucas, some of it muscle. Lucas just looked at him for a moment, then shrugged. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, then started to turn to walk away. The hand on his shoulder pulled him back to face its owner. 
 
    “I said, watch where you’re going,” the jock boy repeated, drawing the words out and saying them a little louder. 
 
    “And I said, ‘Okay,’” Lucas’s voice stayed low and steady. 
 
    “You better be sayin’ you’re sorry.” The guy squeezed Lucas’s shoulder and pulled him closer to him. “You know who I am, loser?” 
 
    “Jerry Tackett. But you go by Tank, don’t you, big guy?” Lucas smiled, and Tackett blinked a few times. 
 
    “Yeah,” he blustered, trying to squeeze even harder. “And I’m about to crush you.” 
 
    “You left-handed, Tank?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “No,” Tackett’s answer was slow, and it seemed to take a lot of concentration, because his eyebrows came together in a frown. Lucas’s face, on the other hand, went blank, and I saw his eyes turn cold and felt more than saw his aura flare.  
 
    “You’re about to be.” The words were calm, almost conversational, but the threat behind them was palpable enough that Tank’s pulled his right hand away from Lucas’s shoulder. Even if he hadn’t seen the flare of Lucas’s aura, he’d felt it, and he felt more than heard the truth in his words. We turned and left Tank standing in silence, both of us smiling once we were facing the other direction. 
 
    “I’d ask when you took a level of badass, but I think I know,” I said. 
 
    Lucas rolled his left shoulder and shook his head. “I’m glad he did back off,” he said. “I think that’s that shoulder squeeze is gonna leave a mark. Hey, I’m this way. See you at lunch, okay?” 
 
    I gave him a nod, and we went in opposite directions. I headed for my class, dreading the rest of the day, and the rest of the week. 
 
    Lunch couldn’t come soon enough, and I found Lucas and Monica joined at the hip at a table near the side door. Wanda sat across from them, head down over her phone, still looking like someone else, in plain jeans and a gray t-shirt. The lunch menu didn’t appeal, but I got something that made a good effort at being a cheeseburger and fries, though I would have killed for a Double-Meat Feast from Burger-Meister’s instead. 
 
    “Hey, Wanda,” I said. “How goes?” 
 
    “Um, okay,” she said, looking like okay wasn’t all that great. 
 
    “You’re not okay, girl,” Monica said. “I can feel it. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m fine, okay,” Wanda snapped, standing and sending her chair skidding back. She gestured toward Monica with one hand. “Just...keep your...stay out of my head.” She turned and walked away, leaving Monica wide eyed and recoiling back into Lucas’s arms. 
 
    “Wow, has she been like this since we left?” I asked. 
 
    “No, this is kind of new,” Monica shook her head. “It’s been slowly getting worse. Something’s...she feels off.” 
 
    “She is off,” I said. “I’m going to go talk to her.” I followed Wanda out of the cafeteria, my blood at a low boil, not sure who I was angry with. I rounded the first corner in the hallway to discover that Shade had caught up to Wanda first and was already talking to her. As I got closer, I could hear that she seemed as upset with her as I was. 
 
    “...the hell do you mean by that?” Shade said, her voice low and harsh. “She’s your friend, and she’s worried about you.” 
 
    “Friends don’t invade your mind,” Wanda said. “They don’t try to get in your head and mess with your feelings.” 
 
    “What in the Nine Hells are you talking about?” Shade tilted her head and leaned in toward Wanda. “You know Monica’s ability doesn’t work like that. Hell, I don’t need empathy to tell you’re fucked up right now, Wanda. I can smell it. Are you going to accuse me of getting in your head, too? Because that’s about how she does it. Her power is passive, it’s like smelling or hearing what people put off. About the only thing she’s guilty of is giving a damn about you.”  
 
    I slowed down, not wanting to interrupt, and shifted my perceptions, letting my Third Eye open and activating my Sight. I trusted Monica and Shade’s instincts, so if they were both sensing something was going on, something was definitely going on. 
 
    What I saw made me stumble. Wanda’s aura, normally a vibrant, healthy green with bright yellow shining in it like sunlight through a forest, was a hot mess. It was a dull blue, shot through with dark, bruises of purple and streaks of red. Sadness, self-doubt and anger ran rampant through her. But the one thing I didn’t see was the traces of magick that a spell would leave behind. I looked deeper, and saw the line of energy centers, what most people called chakras, were all either closed or messed up. All of that hit me in a short moment that lasted between one heartbeat and the next, and I blinked, coming back to my normal perceptions. I had a split-second decision to make, and I hoped I was right. Most times, consent was required to reach out and tap someone’s aura or work their chakras. Most times, the assumption was that the person you were asking was in full control of themselves. Right now, that didn’t seem to be the case. Something had been working Wanda over, and I knew there were more things than magick that could do that. 
 
    “She can keep her caring to herself,” Wanda said, her voice sharp and harsh. “I don’t need it. She’s part demon, anyway. What the hell would she know about giving a damn? You know how they are.” 
 
    I shook my head. The mess her aura was in, the way her chakras were all screwed up, both made my decision easier. Her words made it obvious that she wasn’t her normal self. I reached for the pentacle Wanda had given me for my sixteenth birthday and felt the resonance of it. Faith, serenity, universe-spanning unconditional love, whatever you wanted to call it, that pentacle had been drenched in it, and it still held the essence of it somewhere in the silver star and circle that I wore around my neck. I could feel it every time I touched it, and every time I reached for that feeling myself, I helped hammer that resonance home again. I grabbed it with my right hand and tried to tune the aura around my left hand to that. It wasn’t perfect but it was close enough to Wanda that it would have to do. If it wasn’t what Wanda wanted, her aura would reject it anyway. Left hand pulsing with Wanda-like energy, I stepped closer. 
 
    “Restituo,” I whispered, releasing the energy. Wanda twitched for a second, then her eyes went wide. I shifted my Sight, and I could see the roiling mess of colors in her aura calm, the green and sunshine yellow starting to emerge in places. She blinked, her eyes troubled. 
 
    “What did I just...why did I say that?” she stammered. Then she turned and fled down the hall. 
 
    “Should we…?” I gestured toward Wanda. Shade shook her head. 
 
    “She needs a minute to figure out what’s going on,” she said, coming over and sliding her arm around my waist. “I’ll check on her in a few minutes. Whatever you did sure kicked her in the ass, though.” 
 
    “Her aura was messed up,” I put my arm around her and squeezed. “I mean, beyond what normal stuff should do to it. She’d have to have been dealing with some pretty serious psychic or emotional shit to get to where she was. I just introduced some of her own energy back to her.” 
 
    “So, not messing with free will?” Shade asked. 
 
    “No, it’s her own energy. How she reacts to it is entirely her decision. I just have to wonder what...or who screwed her head up so bad.” 
 
    “Sounds like you have your suspicions.” 
 
    “I have one,” I said. “We’ll have to see if she’s happy to see me to run it down.” 
 
    “Let me do the running things down,” Shade said. “I know she’s your friend, but you might still have a pretty big target on your ass. I’m still pretty close to invisible, I think.” 
 
    “Even hanging out with me?” 
 
    “I’m just the girlfriend, remember?” She smiled and batted her eyes at me, doing a decent imitation of vapid for a moment. Then she went back to serious mode. “If they come for me, it’s going to be as a potential hostage. That won’t end well. You keep your eye on the big picture, let me take care of this.” 
 
    “Wanda’s important to me,” I said. 
 
    “I know,” Shade kissed me and took a step back. “That’s one of the many, many reasons I love you, babe. Just...trust me, okay?” 
 
    “With my life.” I replied. 
 
    She smiled and turned around, heading off after Wanda. I watched her go and decided that Lucas and I were going to Boston tonight to visit my favorite tailor, Mr. Hobart. I needed a tux for prom. The thought made me turn and head back for the lunchroom. Lucas probably needed a tux, too. Both of ours had been shredded defending the school from Gedeon’s horde last year during junior prom. And here I was hoping some sort of demon apocalypse didn’t ruin senior prom. Yeah, I had some fucked-up priorities. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    ~ The person you become when you think no one is watching is still seen. Lao Chi, New Essex PI ~ 
 
    The rest of the week seemed to both fly by and stand still at the same time. At any given point in time, like sitting in French IV or in AP Physics with Dr. C, it was like the day would never end, then suddenly it was Thursday evening and Mr. Hobart was updating the measurements for our tuxes in Dr. Corwin’s living room. Friday crawled past like a glacier, then I was in my tux, waiting outside of the Sanctum with Lucas and watching a horse drawn carriage roll up, drawn by four white zephyrs in the shape of white horses. Shade and Monica were already aboard, and they stepped out looking ready to launch a thousand ships. Then Wanda stepped out, dressed in a wine-colored dress, a red streak in her hair, looking almost like her old self. She smiled, and her cheeks were almost as red as the streak in her bangs, her eyes never coming up to meet ours. For a second, she looked unsure of herself, maybe unsure of her reception among us. Lucas took two steps forward and threw his arms around her, ending any uncertainty about her welcome. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’ve been such a bitch lately,” Wanda said, her own grip on Lucas easily as tight as his. He looked over her shoulder at Monica, who gave him a quick nod. Evidently, things were good between her and Wanda. 
 
    “You’re fine,” Lucas pulled back and looked at her. “You’re always one of us.” Her smile got a little stronger and looked like it was going to stick around. “Are we finally going to meet Derrick?” he asked. 
 
    “He’s going to meet us at my place,” Wanda said. “He has no idea about this.” 
 
    “I hope he isn’t going to rent a limo or something,” I said, waiting for the rest of the family to make it out to take pictures. 
 
    “I told him that you guys had arranged a ride,” Wanda said. 
 
    “Good. You look amazing,” I said, pulling her into a hug. 
 
    Mom, Dee, Dr. C and Kim came out and made the usual fuss, taking pictures and telling us how good we all looked. Junkyard trotted around and got his due of head rubs and ear scratches, for tonight, the well-behaved gentle-dog. Once the pictures were taken, the carriage’s footman stepped down and opened the door, none other than John Blackstone. 
 
    “You running security tonight?” I asked when we approached the carriage. 
 
    “I’m just the bodyguard,” he grinned. I could see the slim body armor under his shirt and the butt of a pistol peeking out from under his left arm. “The real show is in the air.” He gestured at something over my shoulder, and I saw Ren, Piper, and a dozen other sprites shimmer into view for a moment, then fade from sight just as fast. We were as safe as we could be from just about anything short of a nuclear strike. Everyone else got in, and Junkyard hopped in right in front of me. I took a breath to order him out, then let it out silently when Monica reached out to pet him. As soon as I got in, he came over and sat down next to me, his flank against my leg. Why the Hell not? I thought. He’d been through everything else with me, even when I was in Boston and no one else could be there. 
 
    A silver Lexus was waiting in front of Wanda’s house when we pulled up, and Derrick stood at the front door in his tuxedo. As soon as we pulled up, his features twisted into a scowl, then he straightened, and his expression became almost unreadable. He came to the side of the carriage, and John pulled the door open. Without a word, he climbed in and took the seat next to Wanda. One look at the dude was enough to give me half a dozen reasons not to like him. He wore a high school class ring that showed he’d graduated last year. His tux was a rental, which wasn’t bad by itself, but he wore it like he’d just thrown it on. Maybe I was spoiled, between Jeremy growing up and how Mr. Hobart taught me to wear a suit, but there was a right way to do it, to make the fit work. It wasn’t that Derrick didn’t even know; it was more that he didn’t seem to care. The buttons of his shirt, his belt buckle and the center line of his trousers were all over the place, none of them matching. His brown hair hung straight down to his shoulders, and he sported a patchy growth of facial hair that failed at being stubble and looked more like peach fuzz with mange. The women with us had put some work into their entire look. Dresses, hair, make-up, the works.  I’d shaved, and made sure my hair was good, put on cologne and made sure my suit fit me like a glove. It wasn’t much by comparison, but I’d be damned if I didn’t make sure I looked sharp enough to be worth their effort. But Derrick hadn’t even complimented Wanda when he first saw her. 
 
    “Hey, guys, this is Derrick,” Wanda said. Everyone had a neutral smile for him, and I was reminded of a room full of protective parents meeting the prospective boyfriend. He was older than all of us, but in that carriage, he was the kid under the microscope. 
 
    “I’m Chance,” I said, reaching out to shake his hand. He laid a limp paw in mine, and kind of moved his arm a little. One by one, everyone introduced themselves, until he had heard all of our names. 
 
    “Glad to meet all of you,” he said. “So, I guess you’re all wondering what to expect at prom. Don’t be nervous, you’re all going to have a lot of fun.” 
 
    “What is there to be nervous about?” Lucas asked. “We’re going to dance and have fun.” 
 
    “Well, prom is pretty much the dance in high school. You want people to remember you and stuff, right? You don’t want people to think you’re not cool. I mean, this dance could pretty much make or break you for the rest of the school year. It’s taken me a month to rescue Wanda’s social life.” 
 
    “I see,” Lucas said, the chill in his tone setting summer back a few days. “And our social lives...they need rescuing?” 
 
    “Well,” Derrick said, looking from face to face. “Whose social life couldn’t use some improvement in high school, right?” He smiled, and Wanda smiled with him. “Just stick with me, and I’ll make sure you guys are the talk of the school Monday.”  
 
    “Well, that would certainly be a change,” I said. “We barely survived junior prom.” 
 
    Derrick smiled while the rest of us laughed softly.  
 
    “Well, I’ll make sure you do more than just survive this year,” Derrick said. 
 
    I tuned him out after that, focusing on Wanda, wondering what she saw in him. We pulled into the drive of the convention center where prom was being held. We were familiar with the venue; we’d even spent a few minutes there during our junior prom. When John opened the door, I moved to be the first one out. What I had in mind for our arrival required that I be able to see the rest of the group and be in front of them. I could see people milling around in the front of the building, inside the dance itself but where they could see everyone arriving. All eyes were on us, the only group to show up in a horse-drawn carriage.  
 
    “Okay gang,” I said from the door. “Think slo-mo, think Hollywood, and move like you’re the stars of an action movie.” 
 
    As if on cue, an electric guitar riff sounded from overhead as John opened the door, the carriage’s hidden speakers acting as our personal soundtrack. 
 
    “Mysterium nebulas. Lepidus loquendas introitus.” I whispered. 
 
    A soft mist flowed from under the carriage, and a gentle breeze caught my hair the moment my feet touched the ground. I turned and offered my hand to Shade, and the music hit a new theme. We stepped to the side to let Lucas and Monica out, their hair blowing in the breeze I’d conjured, and they moved to one side. Derrick got out, looking a little dazed, and Wanda stepped down beside him as the theme repeated a third time. Derrick looked back and forth, while the rest of us waited a beat, Junkyard hopping out to sit at my side. When I took the first step forward, everyone else was in almost perfect time, just a fraction of a second behind me. John let the music fade behind us, and Junkyard trotted along beside us, stopping a few feet from the door. I reached down and ran my hand along his side, then he turned and trotted back to the carriage. He jumped in, then stuck his head out the window, one paw over the side, and barked. The carriage lurched into motion, and John jumped on the back. 
 
    “Best prom arrival ever!” Lucas whispered to me while we waited to show our tickets. He held his fist up, and I rapped my knuckles against his. 
 
    “I think we deserved it,” I said. “Seeing as how we saved the whole school last year.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Shade said. “This was one Hell of an entrance, baby.” She kissed my cheek, and I had to admit, I liked that a lot more than I would have likes a fist bump from her. 
 
    Then we were inside, in the semi-dark room, full of other kids dancing, standing around trying to look cool, and just having fun. A slow song was playing, and couples were moving to the dance floor. Shade and I were no exception. Lucas and Monica joined us, and Wanda and Derrick were seconds behind them.  
 
    We didn’t say anything during the first song. For one moment, we were just normal kids dancing together. It was a nice illusion, and neither of us wanted to look too closely at it, for fear of ruining it. Shade rested her head on my shoulder, and I put my cheek against her hair, closing my eyes for a moment to enjoy the feel of her against me, the scent of her, her warmth and the feel of her skin. I couldn’t keep my eyes closed for too long, though. When I opened my eyes, I looked over at Monica and Lucas, both absorbed in each other, whispering back and forth and smiling at each other. Wanda was looking up at Derrick, her smile hopeful. I couldn’t see his face, but to me, it looked like he was looking somewhere else. 
 
    The song faded out, and the beat picked up. Shade and I stepped back from each other, and I debated whether to sit the fast dance out. But Lucas and Wanda brought things in, and all six of us ended up dancing together. Somehow, dancing in our group made looking like a spastic idiot less of a problem. I wasn’t sure how many songs we danced through, but as the last song faded to silence, I was a little sweaty, but I was smiling, dancing with my circle and carefree for a little while. 
 
    Someone tapped on a microphone, and all eyes went to the raised stage where the DJ was stationed. Our senior class president stepped in front of the DJ stand, and the lights came up on the stage. I struggled for a moment to remember the guy’s name, Kirk maybe. He looked like most of the other guys in his clique, hair worked into a casual looking mess with enough product to make it look like it wasn’t casual at all. He smiled and stepped to the edge of the stage. 
 
    “Hey, everyone, are we all having fun tonight?” His question brought an approving roar from the dance floor, and he put a fist in the air. “Does Kennedy High School know how to party or what?” Another roar. “That’s right, let’s hear it for the Prom Committee, all right? Come up here, girls. Give it up for these great ladies.” 
 
    A group of girls marched up on the stage, all in purple dresses with gold sashes. After the applause died down, he nodded and gestured at them, and they obediently left the stage. 
 
    “Thank you, ladies, for everything. So, now we get to the best part of the night, where we name the King and Queen of Prom, the people you voted as your favorite people at Kennedy!” 
 
    More cheers and applause, and I turned to my friends. None of them looked very interested in who won, except for Derrick, who was grinning broadly and holding Wanda’s hand. 
 
    Lucas turned to me and tilted his head toward the punch bowl and array of snacks covering a table off to the rear of the room. “I say we take advantage of this spectacle and raid the food table while everyone is distracted!” he said over the crowd. 
 
    I nodded and we started that way. I tapped Wanda on the shoulder as we went past her, pointing to the food tables. She smiled and went to follow us but pulled up short when Derrick pulled her back to him. I stopped when he turned to face her and pulled her to him to talk to her. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it was easy to tell neither of them were happy. Finally, Wanda walked toward us, avoiding his hand when he reached for her. His eyes went to us, and I saw that flicker of annoyance cross his face for a second, then he was smiling and calling after Wanda. 
 
    “Grab some punch for me, too!” he said. Wanda raised a hand but didn’t look back, passing us on the way out of the crowd. 
 
    We gathered near the punch bowl, grabbing chips, mixed nuts and slices of cake on our plates before loading up on cups of red punch. Behind us, names were  announced, applause rising after each person was called up. Over the crowd, I could see all the usual suspects lining up. Brad Duncan’s replacement on the football team was wearing the Prom King’s Crown, and a girl was standing beside him, beaming as she was bestowed the title of Prom Queen. Squinting, I saw her face, and felt my world improve.  
 
    Jen Williams was the kind of girl who everyone couldn’t help but like, simply because she was always the soul of kindness. Hers was an aura I always loved seeing in the hallways, and I felt a pang of regret that I’d been away during voting for Prom Court, because I would have voted for her. Evidently, mine would have been a pebble in a landslide. She was about to be the first kid with Downs syndrome to graduate from Kennedy, as well. Seeing her smile on that stage gave me hope for humanity.  
 
    “I’m so glad I wasn’t in the running for that this year,” Shade said, her smile lighting up her face. “If anyone had voted for me, I would have felt bad about every single one.” 
 
    I nodded, reminded of why I loved her. The novelty awards were next, and I turned back to my food when “Rear of the Year” was being announced. The ebb and rise of announcement and cheers turned into background noise for me while we made our way to the tables along the edge of the dance floor.  
 
    “Heads up,” Lucas said, and I looked up from the table. A group of people were gathering around us, and I could see Dr. Corwin and Kim moving our way. Then a familiar face emerged from the crowd. One of the varsity linemen stepped forward, a big guy with light brown skin and tight braided hair that who I just knew as T. He had been one of the first of the football players to help me out back when I had pissed off Coach Brenner my sophomore year. When I’d first met him, he’d been more like a sumo wrestler, but now he looked more the part of an action star. 
 
    “Hey, Chance,” T said. He stepped forward, and the group of people around us closed in a little. I stood up and met him, offering him my hand. We gripped each other’s hand, pulling ourselves together and bouncing our chests together, though I did more bouncing than T did. 
 
    “What’s up, T?” I asked, looking at the rest of the group. In the dark room, it was hard to tell, but some of the faces looked familiar. 
 
    “So, while they’re up there giving out their little awards, some of us wanted to get together and recognize what you’ve done since you got here. There’s a lot of us who owe you, man. You pulled my cousin Shae outta that nightclub you and your crew burned down. You got her out, man.” A young woman came up and stood beside him, holding a jacket in her hands. “Seems like every time something weird was happening, there your ass was, man. Some dude doing things to mess with peoples’ heads and trying to get with the ladies without their okay, there you were, kicking him in the teeth. That weird shit going down last year at prom, and you were there. You didn’t think anyone saw you, but we did. It ain’t always big stuff, but you’re always there, helping a brother or a sister out. And you might not think we know it, but we see it. We see you.” 
 
    “You never stick around,” Shae said, coming forward. “So, none of us ever got to say thank you. For being our guardian angel. And we know it’s not just for us here at Kennedy. But you’re one of us.” She held up the jacket she was holding, and I could see the pair of gold wings embroidered across the back. “Thank you for being our class guardian angel.” 
 
    I took the jacket and had to blink so I could focus on what was right in front of me. 
 
    “Thanks, guys,” I said. “I... I don’t know what to say. I didn’t think anyone knew. No one was supposed to know.” 
 
    “Man, people know,” T said. “They don’t always understand, but they know.” 
 
    I shucked my tuxedo coat and put the jacket on.  
 
    “Yeah, looks good on you,” T said with an approving smile. 
 
    “Feels good,” I said. 
 
    “We didn’t forget about your crew, either,” T said. More people stepped forward, presenting three pairs of angel wings and a halo headband for Lucas. The tables around us filled up while the last of the awards were given by the Prom Committee gave the last of the awards. 
 
    The music started up again once the last of the awards were given out, and people started to head back out to the dance floor. Next to us, I saw Wanda’s eyes get wide, and she straightened. I followed her gaze and saw Amanda standing at the edge of the dance floor, looking like a ray of sun in a rainstorm. She wore a silver dress that was slit almost to her hip, with her pale hair piled on top of her head, her eyes wide and her expression, for the first time, vulnerable. Wanda got to her feet, and Amanda simply held out her hand. Her gloves matched the fabric of her dress, making her deadly hands look smooth and pale. Wanda looked over to us, and Lucas, Monica, Shade, and I all nodded toward Amanda. She hesitated for a moment, looking at Amanda, her eyes huge. Then she started walking toward her, and we all relaxed a little bit. Amanda took her hand and backed out onto the dance floor, serenaded by the first notes of a slow song. We all walked to the edge of the dance floor, watching them dance, their foreheads touching.  
 
    “Anyone else, I’d be asking how they she got in here,” Lucas said. “But...ninja.” 
 
    Shade’s hand found mine, and she leaned her head on my shoulder. “They’re really into each other,” she said. “But Wanda’s still messed up over Giselle.” 
 
    “Is that why she’s all dewy eyed over Derrick?” I asked her. 
 
    “No idea, baby. I can’t read her mind. I can only hear the way her heart races whenever Amanda’s around. I’m a...well, crap. You had to go and say his name, didn’t you?” She looked to her right, and I saw a frowning Derrick emerge from the crowd. When he saw us, he made a beeline for our group. 
 
    “Where’s Wanda? She was supposed to bring me a drink,” Derrick said. 
 
    For a moment, no one answered him. 
 
    “She’s dancing with a friend,” Shade said after a moment. “She’ll be back.” 
 
    His gaze went out to the dance floor, and I could see the moment he caught sight of Wanda and Amanda. 
 
    “They’re doing more than dancing,” he said. 
 
    I looked and saw Wanda kiss Amanda. 
 
    “I’m putting a stop to this.” He started to move forward, and Shade put her hand against his chest. 
 
    “No, you aren’t,” she said, and he stopped cold. He tried to push past her, but Shade’s arm didn’t budge. 
 
    “Hey, that’s my girlfriend out there getting groped by another chick. Get your hands off me.” 
 
    “She’s saying goodbye,” Shade said. I looked back to the dance floor, confident Shade could keep Derrick from getting in the middle of things. Amanda and Wanda ended the kiss, Wanda looking sad, Amanda with a wistful smile on her face. Amanda kissed her own fingers, then caressed Wanda’s face, her lips moving as she took a step back. Wanda’s lips curved up, a smile trying to emerge, and Amanda’s expression brightened. She turned and disappeared into the crowd. Shade moved her hand, and Derrick surged forward. Shade came back to stand next to me, her own expression sad. 
 
    “She tried to say goodbye to Amanda,” Shade said, her own voice tinged with a sad tone. “But Amanda said it wasn’t forever. She said…” She choked up and looked at me. “She said her parents spent her whole life hoping to get back together. She can wait for Wanda.” 
 
    Derrick wrapped Wanda up in his arms, and they started talking while another slow song started. 
 
    “Can you tell...is she okay?” I asked when I saw Derrick smile. Seeing that expression on his face when Wanda looked so sad made me want to punch the smug grin off his face. 
 
    “She’s telling him that door is closed now,” Shade said. “And he approves.” Shade turned to face me directly, her eyes blazing green. “I don’t think she’s okay. But she thinks she is.” 
 
    “Free will above all,” I recited the First Law of Magic. “This you will not violate. If this is a mistake, it’s one we have to let her make. But that doesn’t mean we can’t say something about it.” 
 
    “Try and shut me up,” Shade growled. 
 
    “Never,” I smiled at her. “Bad plan, anyway.” 
 
    “I wish…” Shade looked up at the skylights over our head. “I wish we could dance like we did last year.” We both looked over at Derrick. Wanda hadn’t told him about our side of the Veil yet, and she hadn’t mentioned any plans to. So far, I wasn’t really eager to tell him, either. I felt a twinge of guilt about leaving Wanda out because of him, but I wanted to repeat our dance among the stars, too. We swayed through the crowd to where Lucas and Monica were melded together, and I tapped his shoulder.  
 
    “Hey, guys,” I said as softly as I could to still be heard over the music. “Shade and I wanted to sneak back up to the roof again. Like we did last year.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Monica said with a knowing smile. 
 
    “We’re going to keep an eye on Gaston and Belle over there,” Lucas said. “You two have fun. Just don’t lose your clothes this time, okay?” 
 
    Shade and I both blushed, remembering the lost shirt and other unmentionables that had floated down from our first time making love. We slipped off to the stairwell that led to the roof, ready to leave the crowd behind. My mouth quirked up on one side, an uneven grin at the moment. Even when we were acting like normal kids, we weren’t normal. A lot of our friends probably had hotel rooms booked for tonight. Shade and I just needed a spell and open sky. I liked our kind of weird sometimes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    ~ Plan A never works. Dave Stewart, author ~ 
 
      
 
    By the end of the next week, I was ready to go find a fight just so I felt like I was doing something. Wanda and Derrick were joined at the cellphone during the day, and she disappeared every afternoon after school. When the bell rang at the end of lunch on Friday, we left Wanda still tapping on her phone screen., a distracted “See ya later,” from her the only acknowledgement that she even noticed we were leaving. 
 
    Monica and Lucas kissed at the first hallway, and she veered off to head to her Library Science class. Shade kissed me and turned down another hall to her accounting class. Knowing what I knew about her income, that class made a lot more sense now. Lucas and I kept going, our next class the last one of our day. Physics was one of the AP science classes that counted as college credit, though I wasn’t sure I was going to ever use the credit myself. Still, it was a class with Dr. Corwin.  
 
    Or it was most days. When we stepped into the room, someone else was sitting at Dr. C’s desk. The woman in his chair looked up at us from behind stylish glasses, and smiled, her face framed by brown hair that hung down to her jaw in a laser straight line. 
 
    “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” she said. “I’m Dr. Bukharin, I am substitute for Dr. Corwin today.” Her accent was Slavic, and she definitely didn’t give off the air of being as clueless as most of our substitute teachers did. “You two must be Chance and Lucas, yes?” 
 
    “I’m Chance, he’s Lucas,” Lucas said. 
 
    She laughed and pulled a pair of folders from the desk.  
 
    “You are...full of it, yes?” she said. “Trevor showed me pictures.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice, even though the room was empty except for the three of us. “He left message in your folders. Trevor is old friend. Ego sum inter illustrator.” 
 
    My eyes went wide, and Lucas took a sharp breath. I am among the enlightened. It was a phrase that identified people who were familiar with the Veil and what lived on the other side of it.  
 
    “Are you like Dr. C?” I asked. 
 
    “If you listen to Trevor, I am mad scientist,” Bukharin smiled. “I am alchemist. Is different. Look in folders.” We went to our desks, and I opened the folder. Inside, I found notes for our latest project on magnetics, and a note from Dr. C paperclipped to the folder. 
 
    Chance, 
 
    Looks like M’s followers have other projects going. Some of these projects might be diversions, but the Council thinks we need to address everything we can. That’s stretched the Conclave’s resources pretty thin, which means I just got drafted back into working for the Sentinels.  
 
    That makes what you and the rest of the Regiment are doing that much more important. If you find a lead on a silver plate, follow up on it. I won’t waste my breath telling you to be careful or to wait for help. This isn’t the time for that. We’re all in danger and doing nothing is worse than taking a few risks. Besides, I think you're more than ready to face your mage trials. 
 
    Good luck,                                  
 
    Dr. Corwin                                 
 
    “Did he tell you to be careful?” Lucas asked. I shook my head. “Yeah, me either. How bad is that?” 
 
    “Pretty damn,” I said. “But at this point, we’ve got nothing to move on.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Lucas said. “I got an email from one of our friends in the industry this morning, we might have some movement on a plate.” 
 
    “Which one?” With two plates in play, I wanted both, but I was grateful to get the location of one.  
 
    “The second plate. The one Dead Leo told us was in a private collection,” Lucas said. “I have a call to make tonight. We’ll see where that leads.” 
 
    “We’ll meet up at the store, then,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “Bring snacks.” 
 
    My sanity lasted through the rest of the period, but it was a close call. Shade and I made it to Mitternacht’s Books an hour and a half after the bell rang. Evidently, Lucas and Monica were only a few minutes ahead of us. They waited in Lucas’s “office” on the second floor, both looking as casual as they could manage, looking down at us when we walked in. The customers on the floor were the usual eclectic mix., some dark clad, serious looking folks reading very deep stuff, a few gamers taking advantage of an open table, and more than a few academic looking types, sensibly dressed and engrossed in their books, taking notes on laptops. Some looked up when we walked in, saw Lucas wave to us, and watched us walk across the floor to the spiral staircase that led up to Lucas's version of the Sanctum. When I unclipped the black chain on the banister, I got a few pointed looks. Entrance to the inner Sanctum had become kind of a big thing in some circles over the last few months. 
 
    “We brought snacks,” I said, holding up a sack loaded with goodies.  
 
    “Good, because I detect a planning montage,” Lucas said. He was sitting at the L-shaped corner desk he’d set up where he could look out over the rest of the lower level. “I talked to a guy my grandfather knows who specializes in antiquities. He sold one of the plates we’re looking for to a collector named Eckehard Heldt about a year ago. Lots of money, suspicious circumstances, someone died in the process.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” I asked. 
 
    “I wish I was,” Lucas said, his grin fading. “One of the other people who were bidding on it died of a heart attack. No history of heart problems, healthy as a horse. Then... dead. Heldt’s dirty as hell, and he was a suspect, but he and his bodyguard Gramble were a thousand miles away when the other bidder died.” 
 
    “How certain are you that it’s there?” Shade asked. 
 
    “He insured it,” Monica answered. “Notifies the insurance company every time he so much as dusts the thing.” 
 
    “Much less if he moves it,” Lucas added. “We’ve done some research on the guy, the display for it is in half of the photos of his penthouse apartment.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Shade asked. 
 
    “Berlin,” Monica said. “Which is perfect, because Lucas speaks German.” 
 
    “If we do this right, we won’t be talking to anyone,” Shade said. “I know someone who can help us plan the job. I’ll talk to Esperanza.” She pulled her cellphone out and took a couple of steps away, talking softly. Finally, she turned to us, a frown on her face and her lips pressed together. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. 
 
    “She’ll do it,” Shade said. “She’s not happy about it, but she’ll help. There are... conditions.” 
 
    “What kind of conditions?” I asked. “And why?”  
 
    “First, this isn’t a solo job. She’s going to want a second team as a backup because she didn’t vet it first and because our timetable is so short.” 
 
    “In case something goes wrong?” Lucas asked.  
 
    “The word she used was ‘when.’” Shade looked to me. “Can you still get ahold of the special forces guy who helped you get out of Colombia?” 
 
    “Not a problem,” I said. “John’s still on the outs with the Army. He’d probably jump at the chance to do something. Danny’s still holed up in a Sentinel safe house, or I’d invite him along.”  
 
    “Okay. Esperanza will be here tonight, and we can plan the job.” 
 
    When Shade said we would plan the job, she meant Esperanza would plan the job and show up to tell us how it was going to go. The petite werefox showed up to the bookstore around midnight with a laptop case and a backpack, looking like a tourist in jeans, sneakers, a plain red t-shirt, and a Chicago Cubs ball cap. She flipped a long black braid over her shoulder and set the laptop down on the conference table that dominated Lucas’s office, then turned to look us over. She looked about our age, her chin coming to a point, her nose small and upturned, and her eyes a little more angled than normal, her fox shining in the amber around the irises. Shade said Esperanza was a werefox which meant she could morph at a moment’s notice. 
 
    “I’ve worked with better crews,” she said, her English sounding like a generic TV voice. “But I’ve seen worse, too. We can probably do this. Probably.” 
 
    “That’s reassuring,” I said. 
 
    “I’m not going to lie to you,” she said. “I don’t like this job one bit. You give me one day to break into a multi-billionaire’s house with top-of-the-line security, and a crew that’s barely out of diapers when they aren’t ready to retire,” she looked to John, “and expect me to pull this off? Probably is the best you’re going to get.” 
 
    “At least you’re realistic,” I said. 
 
    “Okay, Shade, the soldier can go in with you, the rest of the kindergarten class is staying here. When this goes sideways, you can’t protect all of them.” 
 
    “Esperanza, this is my boyfriend, Chance,” Shade laughed and came to my side. “He’s an apprentice mage. Midnight is an apprentice, too. That’s Monica, she’s about a quarter demon, and this is John, he’s a Special Forces operator.” Esperanza’s gaze bounced between us as Shade made introductions, a smile growing on her face. 
 
    “A mage and a half and a dangerous old man I can use.” Monica and Lucas protested, and Esperanza held up her hands. “Okay, I guess you can come. It isn’t a school night, anyway. Okay, this changes things more than a little. Shade you and Chance are going to be the point team. John, you’ll be providing security for the team, and Midnight—”  
 
    “Guy Midnight,” Lucas said.  
 
    “Guy Midnight?” Esperanza smiled, trying to hold back a laugh. 
 
    “We call Shade by her pack name,” I said. “And so do you. If you can do that for her, you can respect his working name, too. Are we clear?” 
 
    Esperanza looked at me, and I could see her temper rising. 
 
    “I don’t have to—” 
 
    “Do we need to plan this on our own?” Shade asked, her own voice sharp. 
 
    Esperanza looked to Shade, then back at us. “I don’t know, do you?” she asked. “You called me, Shade. I’m not going to take crap from a bunch of spoiled brats who think they’re badasses because they dress in black and play some video games.” Shade stepped in close to Esperanza and glared down at her, her eyes blazing gold, and Esperanza’s eyes flared amber in response. 
 
    “I don’t tell you much about my personal life,” Shade growled. “But the people you just called a bunch of spoiled brats are my friends and my boyfriend. Chance is my gothi and he’s faced more shit in the past three years than you’ve ever seen. And Lu—Guy Midnight has been there at his side the whole way. And Monica? She used to work for Lord Thraxus. Maybe you’ve heard of the top vampire here in New Essex? She’s faced down a Prince of Hell and tossed a major demon around like a beach ball. Between the three of them, they’ve killed enough demons and monsters to empty out a small city. Each and every one of them is part of my pack, my family. So, if he asks you to call him Guy Midnight, then you give him the same respect you give me, and you call him Guy Midnight.” She paused and bared her teeth, showing canines that were longer than any humans ought to be. “Are we clear?” she asked, saying each word slowly. I stayed still as they stared each other down, familiar enough with were’ behavior to know when to let them reestablish their boundaries. 
 
    Esperanza nodded and raised her hands, palms forward, looking away and down, baring her neck in a formal submission posture. “We’re clear,” Esperanza said. “My apologies. I... old habits die hard.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Shade said, pulling Esperanza to her in a hug. “I don’t run my pack that way, but I’m still the biggest wolf in the room. They’re cool, Anzi. I know I can rely on them. So can you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Esperanza said. “That’s good enough.” She turned to Lucas. “Guy Midnight, you and I will be monitoring the team and handling overwatch. And Monica,” she smiled, looking her up and down, “you’re going to handle public relations.” 
 
    “Public relations?” Monica asked.  
 
    “I’ll explain when we get there. Now, gear up. The next gate out is in an hour.” 
 
    Two hours and three gate trips later, we were in Berlin, staring across the street at Eckehard Heldt’s penthouse. The damn thing took up the top story, with another structure that took up half the roof.  A huge open area that was edged with Greek looking columns connected by stone slabs across the top took up the other half. Thick vines covered the tops of the slabs connecting the columns, hanging down to obscure the patio area. Shade and I were with Lucas and Esperanza in a room on the top floor of the building across the street, and John was on the top floor, staring down a stupidly big rifle. Monica was down on street level, watching the front of the building. 
 
    “My line is ready,” Monica said over the earpieces we all wore. I looked down to check on her. She stood near the entrance to Heldt’s building, rocking a low-cut little black dress and platform heels, looking every inch the socialite. She’d pulled her hair back into an elaborate looking updo and had decked herself out with expensive looking rings and a necklace. She was out of sight of the door, hidden behind a decorative shrub. 
 
    “Okay, you know where the cameras and alarms are,” Esperanza said, eying the distance between our building and Heldt’s. “But can you make that jump?” 
 
    “I don’t have to,” Shade said. “We have a magic carpet.” 
 
    We headed for the stairs to the roof, leaving Lucas and her to watch things for us. John was stretched out on the roof, the rifle he was behind almost as long as he was tall. 
 
    “All quiet over there,” he said, not looking up or turning around. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Ren, you ready?” Over my left shoulder, the green haired sprite shimmered into view, a smart watch slung across his torso, using its cellphone function to keep him in the loop, a modified earbud on a piece of bent metal making a one-sided headphone for him. Miniature needle-sharp arrows rode in a quiver across his back, along with a sharpened aluminum knitting needle, with a hacksaw blade at his side, the flat side honed to a razor’s edge, duct tape serving as a handle. He carried a spring steel bow in his left hand, and three arrows in his right. Lavender eyes blinked at me, and he smiled, his back-swept antennae quivering with excitement. 
 
    “Always,” he said, sounding excited and grim in the same moment. Beside me, Shade nodded, all in form fitting black. I pulled the Shadow Regiment mask down over my eyes and said the magic word. 
 
    “Abscondum.” The world went fuzzy for a second, then came back into focus when the mask’s other power kicked in, negating the warping effect the invisibility spell had on light, letting me see things without being seen. Putting my hand out in front of me, I uttered a second spell. “Aerias sinis gradus quasi lapis.” A cloud formed at my feet, and I stepped onto it, with Shade right behind me. A small touch of will, and we glided across the open gulf between the two buildings, unseen, unheard, and otherwise unnoticed. We dropped below the edge of the columns, hovering above a pale blue, glowing upper deck pool. The flutter of sprite wings reached my ears, and Ren’s voice came from beside me, almost inaudible to anyone more than a foot away. 
 
    “Alarm on the door, video camera inside. Magickal ward on the door as well, looks well made.” He paused. “No cameras on the roof, but there are a couple inside. I don’t like that. Means there are things they don’t want recorded out here.” 
 
    “Noted,” I said. “I’ll take care of the alarm and the ward. Shade, it’s up to you to get the silver tablet plate and make it to the jumping off point.” 
 
    “Right, we don’t absolutely need to be stealthy about getting out of here,” she said. “We just need to get out of here.” I moved the cloud forward, and Shade jumped off when we reached the edge of the water, her feet soundless on the concrete as she padded toward the door. I left the spell going and stepped off of the solid layer of mist, opening my Third Eye when my foot touched the concrete upper deck. 
 
    Ren hadn’t been kidding when he said the ward on the door that led to the roof was well made. Unlike the ones I’d seen used by some of the amateurs in New Essex, this one was self-contained and built to resist being tampered with. It drew on ambient magickal energy, instead of having an external power source, and it was connected to its caster, so that the moment it shut down, the caster would know, even if it was only temporary. Not only that, it wasn’t connected directly to the door. It was part of a perimeter alarm. 
 
    “You are good,” I said to the absent ward maker. “This is probably going to shorten our timetable,” I whispered. “Or change our entry point.” I stepped back and looked up. It, like almost every security system, had a flaw: it was a big circle, not a sphere. Not that it was a big flaw. If we weren’t one of the people who were supposed to be inside the circle, whoever this ward was linked to would know. I had some thoughts on that. “No matter what we do, we’re going to set off an alarm. We’ll have to be fast.” 
 
    “I can do fast,” Shade whispered, looking up. She grabbed me and jumped for the roof, leaving my stomach down by the door for a second. The landing wasn’t too gentle either. We moved to the skylight that overlooked his living room, our eyes immediately drawn to the door on one side that led to his gallery. 
 
    “No alarms on this, no ward,” Ren said. “But once you drop into the circle…” 
 
    “They’ll know were here,” Shade said, dropping to one knee and pulling a rolled-up cloth from a pouch on her hip. She unrolled it to reveal a craft drill and a set of bits. In seconds, she had it plugged into a battery on her hip and a bit in place. Instead of drilling out the bolts holding the skylight in place, she simply sheared the heads off in a matter of seconds. Then, she pulled a thick blob of something gray and sticky looking from another pouch, stuck it to the glass and pulled upward., The pane lifted away silently, giving us a straight shot down into the lion’s den. Shade jumped down into the apartment below, and I called up another cloud to ride down to the floor. 
 
    “Disrumpo,” I uttered several times, sending white globes of magick to short out the various alarms inside. I felt the pulse of magick when the ward kicked in and found the trace line that it sent back to its holder. “We’re good,” I hissed, and Shade pulled the gallery door open. The lock popped free of the jamb, sending screws and a chunk of metal to the floor., By then, we were already inside, staring at the paintings on three of the walls, with a set of sculptures in the middle of the room. But the pride of place belonged to the covered display at the end of the rectangular room. Covered by a red curtain, the bottom of the silver plate could be seen peeking from below the gold trimmed fabric. Shade bounded ahead and pulled the cover aside, and my hackles went up. The plate looked similar to the one I’d seen in Colombia, and to the illustrations Leo had shown me. Similar. Not exact. These symbols were wrong, and worse, I didn’t get the same feeling I had around Danny.  
 
    “This isn’t it,” I growled, 
 
    “Must be a fake,” Shade said. 
 
    “Oh, it’s the real thing,” a new voice said. I felt the ripple of a spell fading and recognized the strange feeling of suddenly seeing the design in something or finding the hidden element in a picture. This was a spell I was very familiar with. A neglinom charm being lifted. The silver plate went blank as the spell revealed its true state. “But, like my colleague’s plate in Colombia, its contents have been transcribed onto the flesh of a man of faith.” We turned to see a blond man in a gray blazer and slacks next to a massive brute in black body armor holding an assault rifle like it was a pistol. The thick facial features, pronounced teeth and bald head gave the bodyguard’s lineage away. This had to be Eckehardt Heldt and his pet bodygaurd, Gramble. 
 
    “You’ve got some ogre in you,” I said to the big guy after I pulled the mask off. While being invisible helped if it was just me and Ren, I needed John to be able to see me when things inevitably turned violent. “Or,” I grinned, “your mother had some ogre in her.”  
 
    “Ugh,” Shade grunted in disgust. “I don’t even want to think about that.” 
 
    The half-ogre’s thick brows bunched up, its face registering confusion. 
 
    “He didn’t get the joke,” I said. “He’s going to have to go eat a smart person to figure it out.” Like I suspected, tall, blond, and smug Heldt didn’t like being ignored. In my earpiece, I heard Monica kick off her part of the contingency plan. 
 
    “Enough!” Heldt stomped one foot for emphasis. “You’ve wasted your lives for nothing. Our man was in Bogota the day after you were spotted in America. We will have our piece of the ritual soon enough, and soon...soon, God’s plan for Earth will be complete.” He turned to the ogre, and I spoke up. 
 
    “God’s plan?” I asked. “How is serving a demon...the demon prince of Hell is God’s plan? How do you twist your brain around that little flaw in your plan? And how does summoning angels serve Mammon?” 
 
    “The Temple does not serve Mammon,” Heldt sneered. “You’ve been lied to by your council of charlatans. We summon none other than the Archangel. Michael himself, who smote Mammon in the final battle and locked him away in his prison. His might alone defeated the Vile One, and he alone can bring order and peace to the world!” His eyes took on an unhealthy gleam, and he spat the words out. “You’re an idiot if you believe that we’re in league with Mammon. We’re trying to cleanse the world of evil, not call more into it!” 
 
    “Keep him talking,” Lucas said over my earpiece.  
 
    “You only have one part of the ritual,” I said. “You can’t muster enough power to take your vessel back. And unless you’ve found the third tablet, you’ll never complete it.” 
 
    “The third tablet?” Heldt laughed at that. “The third tablet was transcribed centuries ago and destroyed. You’ve been lied to yet again. You’re so very naive, child.” I heard two clicks in my earpiece, and Shade growled behind me. Almost show time. “Killing you is almost a mercy.” 
 
    “Mercy?” I said. “You’re asking me for mercy? Very well, I will spare your life.” 
 
    “What? You’re delusional.” Heldt uttered. 
 
    “You’d think so!” I yelled, stepping forward and gesturing with one finger. “But you’d be wrong. Because I know something you don’t know.” 
 
    Heldt snorted and looked to Gramble. 
 
    “Oh, this should be good.” 
 
    “I am not left-handed,” I bellowed, eyes wide, a manic grin on my face. Then I lowered my voice and went serious. “And we didn’t come alone.” 
 
    Dr. Corwin once taught me that when your opponent turns the tables on you, the key to beating them was to adapt faster than they can, to keep them trying to figure out what you’re doing, so they can’t anticipate what you’re about to do next. Baffle them with bullshit and keep them guessing. 
 
    Heldt looked at me for a second, and realization finally dawned on him, about the same time he heard the sirens. Then John pulled the trigger. 
 
    We heard the boom of John’s rifle about the same time the bullet shattered a window. By the time the sound of the window breaking reached our ears, the bullet hit Gramble with a metallic sound and knocked him over. He didn’t stay down. I drew the Glock John had given me and fired in Heldt’s general direction, forcing him back out the door. Shade leapt past me, and I ran through the door, firing to my left and emptying the magazine to keep Heldt’s head down. Escape and evasion were the name of the game here. Shade went right and did a tornado kick, swinging her right leg around in the air, then jumping and delivering a kick with her left that seemed to come out of nowhere, hitting Gramble in the side and minorly inconveniencing him a little. 
 
    “I have the blond guy!” Ren called out, zooming past me, his hacksaw sword brandished in his right hand. I dropped the mag in the Glock, loaded a fresh one and drew my wand. 
 
    “Ictus!” I sent a TK bolt at the half-ogre. The bolt dented his armor and made him stagger, so I sent a second and third his way. They rocked him back on his heels while Shade went into her hybrid form, gaining height and mass from who knew where. After the third bolt hit him, she came up and delivered a push kick that sent him across the room and into a wall. Since she had him handled, I turned to check on Ren, who was zipping around Heldt so fast he was a blur, delivering slashes across his arms and chest. 
 
    “Get clear!” John yelled over the earpiece. “Get clear! I don’t have a shot!” 
 
    Neither did I.  
 
    “Get away from me!” Heldt screamed, and I felt a surge of magick from him as he clutched at something in his pocket. Ren suddenly bounced off an invisible field a foot away from him, and barely dodged a swipe from the man’s fist. 
 
    “Ren get clear! John, take the shot!” I yelled diving to one side. 
 
    Ren was already several feet away when I heard the next booming report from the miniature howitzer John was using. Heldt’s shield held up, but the impact still knocked him sprawling.  
 
    “Shade, we—oh, shit.” 
 
    Gramble was back up and was charging Shade with his arms over his head for a hammer punch. Shade’s lips pulled back from her teeth in a feral grin as she set her feet and flexed her claws to dig into the stone. The ogre’s fists came down and slammed into her waiting hands. She slid back a couple of inches, the stone floor chipping beneath her claws, but she held, looking up at Gramble, his meaty fists inches from her face. They strained against each other, and I saw her knees buckle under his downward push. But her arms were still straight. Then she rolled and pulled him forward, her clawed feet digging into his gut, flipping him over her to land on the floor with a massive thud. She flipped backwards, launching herself into the air to land on his chest, then drove both fists into his armored torso. Another shot came from across the way, and Heldt slid past me. My attention went back to Shade when I heard the thump of fist meeting flesh, and she yelped in pain. I saw her fly through the doors and out onto the upper deck, rolling to a stop several feet from the edge of the upper deck pool. Smart woman, I thought. 
 
    “Guy, get up here!” John called out. 
 
    I fired a TK bolt from the wand at Heldt and Gramble on my way out. Ren was right beside me. Several more shots slammed into the apartment while I ran for the door, jumping to land on the cloud I’d left waiting. I surfed it to Shade’s side.  
 
    “Can you make the jump?” I asked her, eyeing the distance between the upper deck and the building across the street. “Or do you need a ride?” 
 
    “Oh, now I have to try to make it,” she growled, the lupine grin returning to her face. Her eyes went to something behind me, and I turned to see Heldt taking cover behind a planter, his hand pointed toward us, a black pendant dangling from a metal chain. The air around it rippled with red and black energy, and I felt a familiar twist in the air. I’d done too many death charms to miss what that pendant was about to unleash. It was time to take advantage of something Heldt had left lying around. The ward we’d seen on the door was his work, and it was directly connected to him. I reached for the tendril of magick energy that connected the ward to him and sent my own magick to touch it. 
 
    “Tremefacio,” I whispered. Magickal energy flowed down my arm, into the ward, and from the ward, straight to Heldt. 
 
    The problem with combat charms or pretty much any magick is that you have to be able to speak and focus on the target of your spell. The pulse of electricity I sent down the line of magick that connected the ward to its caster disrupted Heldt’s nervous system and sent him into convulsions, random impulses firing down his neural pathways and making his muscles flex and relax rapidly. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” Lucas yelled over the earpiece. 
 
    Gramble’s roar of rage convinced me of the wisdom of following Lucas’s advice. Shade and I both scrambled away from the door, her running along the side of the pool while I zoomed over the water, picking up more strength for my spell from the water beneath it, putting more distance between ourselves and the charging bodyguard. Chips of stone flew from under Shade’s feet when she leaned into a turn to her left at the end of the pool, and I banked hard in the same direction, sending up a spray of water behind her. While she gathered speed for her jump, I got some altitude, then twisted in midair, dropping down to gain speed on my cloud. Gramble’s fingertips missed me by a couple of feet, but it was still too close for my comfort. I sped behind Shade, gaining altitude. Gramble let out another roar and pounded behind us. Then Shade was in the air, jumping to the top of one of the columns then leaping into the air, her body uncoiling as she made the leap for the building across the street. I shot past the edge of the roof right behind her, Ren a buzzing missile on my right. The roar of Gramble, instead of receding behind us, got closer, and I turned around to see him flying through the air behind us, in the middle of his own leap. He was closing in on me, his own jump sending him faster than I could fly. I spun around to look at the roof ahead of me. John was on one knee, the massive barrel of his BFG coming up, and Lucas had a pump shotgun up to his shoulder. If the ogre landed on the roof with us, we were hamburger. If he got ahold of me, I was hamburger, then my friends were ground chuck. I did the first thing that came to mind, which was of course, pretty stupid.  
 
    I ran forward and jumped off the cloud. 
 
    My forward motion took me toward the roof, and I hoped I looked more like an action hero than a rag doll while I flew through the air with nothing but ten stories of atmosphere between me and the street. The circle of solid mist dissipated behind me when I closed my right fist, and I spun in midair, pointing with my left hand at the ogre feet behind me. Two things happened at once. In desperation, I fired off a TK bolt at him, and John and Lucas pulled the trigger. The TK bolt, John’s bullet, and the slug from Lucas’s shotgun hit at about the same time, and I got to see the ogre stop like he’d just hit a brick wall. His roar turned into a terrified scream, and he fell in the middle of his arc. 
 
    Then I had bigger problems, like inertia and gravity to worry about. Without enough time to even turn around, I put my right hand over my shoulder and opened my fist, releasing the cloud behind me. It cushioned my fall enough to keep me from breaking bones, but I still hit the roof hard, and I knew I was going to have a bruise across my back in the morning. The ogre’s scream ended in a sickening splat, and I knew he was going to feel a lot worse than I did. The cloud dispersed, my already frayed concentration failing under the impact, and I dropped the last foot onto the roof. 
 
    “Oof!” I grunted. “Oh, Hell, I am going to feel that for the next week.” I groaned when I sat up. “How’s Monica?” I asked after that.  
 
    “Delivering an Oscar worthy performance,” Lucas said. I crawled to the edge of the roof to see the lobby of Heldt’s building darkened, and Monica being comforted by the doorman and what I presumed was the security man from the front desk. She’d had a disruption charm like the one I’d used on the cameras that she’d used on the apartment building’s phone system while pretending to faint in front of the door. The building’s alarm system wouldn’t have been able to call the police if we set it off, and it had stopped Heldt from getting outside help from the cops. 
 
    “Okay, Mata Hari,” Esperanza said over the radio. “Time to come in from the front lines.” 
 
    With Gramble’s impact in the middle of the street drawing all the attention, Monica’s exit was largely unnoticed.  
 
    “Well, that was a huge flop,” I groaned, finally getting to my feet. “Let’s pack up and head home.” 
 
    John already had the big rifle and the shotgun stowed. Esperanza met us on the way down, and we waited for the elevator. The doors opened to reveal Monica with a big smile on her face and her copious bosom covered in gold and silver flecks. 
 
    “Is that glitter on your…” Lucas asked, gesturing toward her chest 
 
    “I’m sparkly!” she gushed, putting her hands up beside her, palms up. 
 
    “I can just imagine where that’s going to end up,” Shade said with a smile, giving Lucas a pointed look. 
 
    “So can I,” Lucas said. At least someone got something out of the night. Because so far, all we’d ended up with was a big box of nothing.  
 
    “So, what now?” Shade asked, slipping an arm around my waist. 
 
    “We go back to the Hive, and we talk to Dead Leo.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    ~ If you can take a wizard alive and live to tell about it, it was too easy. Master Lazarus Moon ~ 
 
      
 
    Synreah met us before we’d taken ten steps into the Hive, a quartet of sprites hovering above her. The sound of the place was different, louder. Like a room full of angry people. And Synreah herself wasn’t dressed in her usual working clothes. Black pants, a long tunic and a pair of thick leather gloves covered more of her skin than she’d ever allowed. And she was wearing boots with no heels. Synreah never went without high heels of some sort. She also had her hair pulled back into a thick ponytail and carried a thick club at her hip. As a cambion, a human/succubus hybrid, she was pretty much the living example of a lover, not a fighter. Seeing her armed was serious shit.  
 
    “What in the Nine Hells is going on?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s bad,” she said. “Someone hit Dead Leo’s.”  
 
    Shade and I traded looks. 
 
    “How long ago?” I asked. 
 
    “Just after sundown.” Without a word, she turned and led us through the chaos that had taken over the Hive. In spite of the uproar, people parted for us without a word, and before long, we had a crowd growing in our wake, muttering louder with every minute that passed. Finally, we arrived at Leo’s place. Synreah hadn’t been kidding when she said it had been hit. The entire front wall had been knocked down, leaving both stories open to view. Smoldering piles of greasy ash littered the area in front of the building, and wisps of smoke rose from a few inside. Red smears on the ground showed where bodies had been dragged away from the scene, too. Synreah stopped near the edge of the growing crowd around the house, her red skin growing darker. 
 
    “I want to take a look,” I said. 
 
    “You go right ahead,” she said. “No one else has dared go near it.” 
 
    Shade and I stepped forward in unison, not bothering with the normal entrance on the second floor. We stepped over a smoking pile that used to be a person and stopped a couple of feet inside the library. One of the shelves had been knocked over, spilling books on the floor, and the table had been shattered, leaving stationery, quills, and ribbons all over the place.  
 
    “What’s wrong with this picture?” I said, squatting down amid the spilled pens and bookmarks. 
 
    “Do you want a list?” Shade snarked. 
 
    “A writing table, pretty much smashed into toothpicks and splinters, parchment and quills everywhere…” I held up a blank sheet. “But not a drop of ink anywhere. It should be everywhere.” 
 
    “Maybe he moved it so it wouldn’t get on his books.” Shade shrugged, but her lip curled up and I saw her nostrils flare. “I smell it in the air,” she said, moving to a small nook among the shelves. “Here.” I grabbed a water filled globe and went to the opening of the nook. Up close, I could smell the sharp scent of ink. My Third Eye opened on instinct, and I saw letters hovering in air, molecules of ink suspended by a spell, with its activation phrase left for those who could See. Holding the globe up, I uttered the magic word. 
 
    “Ostendo.” Glass, by itself, is great stuff. Make it a globe, and it distorts things pretty nicely. Fill it with water, and it turns into a lens. With the spell activated, I could see Leo back into the little space between two shelves. Sounds of violence filled my ears, and Leo turned to look directly at me. 
 
    “Mister Fortunato, I can only hope it is you who discovers this message,” I heard him say in my head. “If Providence grants us a modicum of favor, these ruffians will act true to form, and everything you will need to rescue me will be left where you can find it. And I cannot stress this strongly enough, lad. You must rescue me. They want me for reasons other than my immense knowledge and scintillating personality.” The thump of heavy feet stomping down steps came, as well as a softer tread. 
 
    “Come out, Lore Keeper,” a smooth voice said. 
 
    “And if I refuse? Do you dare kill me?” Leo scoffed. 
 
    “No, but nothing was said of you being uninjured.” A dark-clad arm came into view, hitting Leo in the jaw and knocking him back against the wall. He sagged for a moment, then raised his hands in front of him, his mouth working and his chin wagging back and forth. 
 
    “Consider my token resistance raised, and the necessary violence inflicted upon my person to convince me.” Leo turned to one side and spat, and in my head, I heard the clatter of something hit the floor a few feet away. Then he was dragged out of view, and I lowered the glass magnifying globe. 
 
    “Over here,” I said, pointing to where Leo had spit and kneeling next to the shelf. Sure enough, covered in dirt, grime, and the shed lint of dust bunnies, was a part of a tooth.  
 
    Correction: part of Leo’s tooth. I shucked the backpack, tucked the globe inside it and grabbed a plastic baggie from my little evidence kit. 
 
    “You might want to grab your pistol and your wand while you’re digging around in there, sweetie,” Shade said. “The locals are sending out for an order of pitchforks.” 
 
    “What about torches?” I asked while doing exactly what she suggested. 
 
    “They brought their own,” she said. 
 
    I got to my feet and slid the wand in into my belt and tucked the LeMat behind my back. We stepped out to face the crowd. 
 
    “You happy now?” someone yelled from the crowd. A rock came flying at us, but Shade snatched it out of the air and tossed it at her feet. 
 
    “You brought this to us!” someone else cried out. “Where were you when they came for Leo?” A violet bolt split the sky above the crowd, and a peal of thunder slapped the world. A slender woman with pale blonde hair and almond shaped, violet eyes stepped forward. 
 
    “Where the feck were yew!” Arianh-rod yelled at the crowd, her brogue thick with anger. “D’ye think they woulda come if he was here, the feckin’ cowards? Nay, they woulda waited ‘til he were gone, and ye’d have done the same damn thing ye did tonight! Not a feckin’ thing!” 
 
    “We couldn’t stop them!” someone called out. “He could have!” 
 
    “He’s a mage!” another voice called out. “He doesn’t belong here.” 
 
    “The Hell he doesn’t!” another person stepped forward, and I felt my jaw try to pull free of my face so it could hit the ground hard enough. Dark skinned, with curly black hair, the man who spoke up in my defense was none other than Ashkabad. The last time our paths had crossed, he’d blasted me out of his shop and called Synreah a whore. It was a term she embraced, but he meant it as an insult and that had pissed me off. Now he was stepping up to help me? The world had truly gone nuts. He stepped up beside me and pointed my way. 
 
    “When was the last time a Conclave mage walked through here without a mask and a cloak? When was the last time one of them treated you like you mattered? Do you see any Sentinels walking in here to help? No. You want the mages to do something? Then stand back and let him!” Synreah came to stand between us, her own presence worth more than anything she could say. The crowd stared at us, and I felt the combined will start to waver. Then someone pointed, and a hush fell. All eyes looked past us, and I turned as well. 
 
    Silhouetted in the gloom of Dead Leo’s place was a darker shape, like a woman wearing black robes. She turned and disappeared behind one of the walls, and the crowd gasped. A few bowed their heads or offered reverences. 
 
    “The Spirit of the City smiles on him,” Ari said. “What more do ye need? Go on. Let the lad work.” People started backing away, and the ones who stayed didn’t look like they wanted to see how flammable I was. I turned to Ashkabad. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “I don’t get it, but thanks.” 
 
    “I told you to stay out of my shop,” he said. “And you did.” He walked away, leaving me slack jawed again. It was a simple thing, but I realized that here, it was simple things that made the biggest difference. If he’d told Master Polter or even Draeden to stay out of his shop, they would have crossed his threshold daily just to prove that they could and demonstrate their power. If he’d blasted them like he’d blasted me when they were untrained, they probably would have showed up later to level his shop and teach him a lesson.  
 
    We had less company on the walk out of the Hive, and Synreah stopped when we got close to the gate. I took her hand in mine and bowed my head over it. 
 
    “I’m sorry this happened,” I told her. “We’ll find him and bring him back home.” 
 
    “I know you will,” she Synreah said. “The Lady doesn’t choose just anyone to be the Wizard of New Essex.” 
 
    “I’m not even a mage yet,” I told her. 
 
    Synreah snorted. “It’s a title, not a rank, kid.” She patted me on the cheek, her hand warm and soft. She did the same with Shade and took both our hands in hers. “You two take care of each other. I’d hate to see all my hard work undone.” She stepped back and made a shooing gesture. “Now go, get Leo back. No matter what it takes.” 
 
    We turned and stepped through the Iron Gate. 
 
    “Okay, send the word,” Shade said. I pulled my phone out and opened a group text. The message was simple. 
 
    >> All hands on deck. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    ~ You can tell as much about a person by their friends as by their enemies. Saying among magi ~ 
 
    An hour later, Jeremy was opening the door to Dr. Corwin’s place with an apologetic smile on his face. I hadn’t even knocked. Lucas’s Barracuda and Shade’s bike were already parked out front. 
 
    “I’m afraid Dr. Corwin is still away, as is Miss Kim,” he said, ushering me in with his free hand. 
 
    “How do you do that?” I asked when I was inside. 
 
    “It is a skill conferred upon butlers at birth, sir,” Jeremy smiled and did that head tilt and nod thing that was his ‘I’m kidding’ signal. “More seriously, I simply know. I believe the house tells me. It has been many years without someone to care for it. The others are upstairs, in the work room.” 
 
    I thanked him and pulled my phone out and dialed Wanda. It rang four times before she answered. I put it on speaker, so I didn’t have to keep the phone against my head. 
 
    “Hey, just wanted to see if you could make it,” I said as I walked into the workroom at the top of the house. Lucas and Monica were sitting next to each other on the far side of the circle inscribed in the middle of the room, and Shade was standing by one of the windows, looking out over the back yard. 
 
    “Is everyone else there?” she asked. 
 
    “We’re here,” Lucas said. 
 
    “Hi, sweetie,” Monica chimed in. 
 
    “Hey, sister,” Shade said. 
 
    “So, uh...I want to be there,” Wanda said.  
 
    “Is this going to cause problems for you?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe? But I also know you don’t deal with little shit. I just…” she paused. “We’re talking high stakes, aren’t we? What’s on the line?” 
 
    “Everything!” Lucas said. 
 
    “Bigger than Etienne, huh?” she asked.  
 
    “At the risk of sounding hyperbolic, yeah,” I said, flexing my vocabulary. 
 
    “Hell with it,” she said. “This was never really a question. I’m almost there. See you in a minute.” I hit the button to close the call, then set the phone down. 
 
    “Thank the Goddess,” Lucas said. “I was afraid Derrick wouldn’t let her come.” 
 
    “He may not have let her come,” I said back. “But that wouldn’t stop her from doing what she knows is right. I’m not thrilled about what this might cost her if that’s the case.” 
 
    “You think he’ll make her stop hanging with us, don’t you?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” I said. 
 
    “We can’t let him—” Monica started. 
 
    “No,” Amanda said from the doorway. She walked forward, her face set, eyes brimming. 
 
    “No, what?” I asked. 
 
    “She is the one who decides what she lets him dictate,” she said. I could hear the tight control she was exerting over herself. “And no matter what he asks of her, we don’t ask her to make a choice between him or us.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Shade said. “No ultimatums. We’re her pack, no matter what.” 
 
    “No matter what,” Lucas said.  
 
    “Always pack,” I echoed. “No matter what.” 
 
    “No matter what we might want for ourselves,” Amanda added, almost too quietly to be heard. I put an arm around her shoulders. It was like hugging a steel pole. The only soft spot on her seemed to be the spot in her heart for Wanda. 
 
    “So, um what’s the plan?” John asked from the doorway. “Or is this the part where you guys get all mushy and sentimental.” He carried a black case over his shoulder, and wore jeans, combat boots with a black t-shirt. A duffel bag lay at his feet. 
 
    “We just finished that part,” Lucas said. “We were about to get to the planning montage.” 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” John repeated. 
 
    “We go in, grab Dead Leo and get out.” I looked around the room to nods from everyone except Amanda and John. 
 
    “That’s it?” John asked. “That’s your plan? No recon, no intel?” 
 
    “We do have one thing in our favor,” I held one finger up. “The element of surprise.” 
 
    “You have no idea what you’re doing, do you?” John asked. 
 
    “That’s never stopped them before,” Amanda said, her usual acid wit back in full force. “But we do have more in our favor than Chance thinks. Shade and I can handle most physical threats, mortal or mystic. John, you and Lucas will be able to take care of most mortal threats. Chance, you can defend, and you will be the one leading us to Dead Leo, as well as handling our...transportation?” 
 
    I nodded. “What about Wanda and Monica? What are their roles?” John asked. 
 
    “What makes you think I’m going?” Monica said. “I’m no good in a fight.” 
 
    “I didn’t say you were going,” Amanda said, walking around the edge of the circle. She stopped next to Monica and turned to look back at me. “But Chance would not have you here if he didn’t have a use for you.” 
 
    “Harsh much?” Lucas said. Amanda gave him a sidelong look and smiled. 
 
    “He also wouldn’t put any of you in danger if he didn’t have to,” she said. 
 
    “That’s not much better,” Lucas said, drawing each word out. 
 
    “I’m not very good with the warm fuzzy stuff,” Amanda said. “So, Wanda and Monica?” She looked at me and gestured. 
 
    “They’re our anchor, our link home. Wanda will also be a good link to Leo.” 
 
    “Because I’m a Wiccan?” Wanda asked from the doorway, looking decidedly normal in jeans, blue sneakers, and a yellow t-shirt. 
 
    “Is there a hobbit and a bunch of dwarves behind you?” Lucas grinned and went to her. 
 
    “Touched by the Goddess Herself and a Wiccan priestess in training,” I amended while he wrapped her up in a hug. “The Divine is Divine, no matter what name you put on It.” 
 
    “Won’t my demon blood get in the way of that?” Monica asked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I said. “That whole empathy thing you have going on is a second bond.” 
 
    “And that whole no recon bit,” John said. “You got a plan for that? Some kind of crystal ball thing or something?” 
 
    “They’ll expect scrying and divinations,” I said. “If we try it, it will just let them know we’re coming.” 
 
    “So, how do we know where to go?” he countered. I held up the baggie with the bit of Leo's tooth in it. 
 
    “Sympathetic magick. We do a translocation spell, a lot like the transit rings in The Underground. Only we leave the gate open, with you two,” I pointed to Wanda and Monica, “as our gatekeepers.” 
 
    “Then I have reconnaissance covered,” John said. He picked up the duffle bag and took it to the workbench, pulling out a square black case. Opening it revealed a rectangular object with four protrusions and what looked like a remote control. 
 
    “A drone!” Lucas said. 
 
    “That ain’t all. I got you a new toy, Midnight.” He set the long, soft sided tactical case he’d carried on his shoulder on the counter and unzipped it, pulling out a bulky gun with a handle in the middle of its length. The barrel had a vague triangle shape, with two knobs under the opening. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I asked. 
 
    “Kel Tec KSG,” John said with a smile. “Bullpup twelve-gauge pump shotgun.” He held it barrel up and pointed at the thicker base of it. “Two tube magazines, giving you thirteen rounds. You can switch between mags on the fly.” He pointed to a lever behind the handle, nestled inside a recessed opening. 
 
    “That’s a shotgun?” Lucas asked, leaning in close. “Aren’t you a little short for a stormtrooper?” I was with him on that one. The full-sized pump gun I’d seen him use was a lot longer than this little thing. “Oh, it’s a bullpup, right. Dang.” 
 
    “Where do you get these wonderful toys?” I asked. 
 
    “Friends in low places. Here, got you a little backup gun, too. Polish P64. Rugged, easy to use, and you don’t have to have the hammer back to fire the first round, so you can carry a round in the chamber with the hammer down. Safer to carry that way.” He handed me a holstered pistol that looked like the gun James Bond carried in the older movies. 
 
    “No massive revolver?” I asked, holding the little P-64 in my palm. 
 
    “You’ve already got that big old hog-leg with a shotgun barrel on it, and your paintball gun,” John laughed. “I figured you needed something that didn’t blow your damn house down every time you pulled the trigger.” 
 
    “I’m starting to feel left out,” Shade said. 
 
    “One thing I’ve learned hanging out with you folks,” John said. “You ladies are dangerous enough on your own. You don’t need my help. These two, though,” he pointed his thumb at Lucas and me, then shook his head. 
 
    “Accurate,” Amanda said. 
 
    “We’re plenty dangerous,” Lucas defended himself. “But mostly to ourselves. So, we actually do have a plan. Right?” 
 
    “I always have a plan,” I said. “Not always a good one, but I have one. But this one...yeah, it’s pretty simple. We’re going to be doing a lot of improvising.” 
 
    “Truth is, simple is best,” John said. “The plan is the first casualty anyway.” He wasn’t kidding. Most of my plans ended up going sideways somewhere along the way. 
 
    Truth was, the plan was the easy part. I spent the better part of two hours putting together the transit spell, drawing in the symbols for the spell in Dr. C’s circle, casting the spell and building the link between Leo’s tooth and the rest of him. The scrying defenses kept me from being exact, but I felt pretty confident that we would get close to our target. 
 
    The sun was getting close to the horizon when I finally finished my preparations. By then, Amanda had come back with her gear, and John had gotten Lucas geared up. Shade had changed into a pair of loose shorts and a tank top, and she looked ready for a fight. John carried the same M-4 he’d had in Colombia, but now he also had a pistol on his hip and a black vest on with pouches and gear attached to it. Amanda had a pair of simple, straight-bladed swords at her left hip, a knife on the other side and a thick sash around her torso. She wore a gray gi top, baggy pants and a pair of boots that came up to her calf. And Lucas...my best friend was starting to look like a badass. He wore his long coat, but he had Shorty holstered like a pistol at his hip, and the KSG was slung across his chest and dangled at his side. His hair was slicked back, and he wore a pair of clear shooting glasses. Fingerless gloves with padded knuckles protected his hands, and he wore a pair of black pants and sneakers. But it was his shirt that made me smile.  
 
    Nerd: (noun) Intellectual badass, it read. It was the most fitting thing he could have worn. 
 
    As for me, I had the LeMat on my left leg, the paintball gun on my right and my new James Bond pistol under my right arm. The TK rod, my hawthorn wand, and a double handful of charms were tucked in the vest I’d worn to prom, and I wore the same black shirt under it. Normally I would have worn a t-shirt, but one thing about Mr. Hobart’s clothes was that they were woven to take spells well. The shirt was covered in hastily cast black shield runes, making it, and hopefully me immune to most kinetic damage. I’d dropped a few on Lucas’s coat, too. He wasn’t wearing that thing just because it looked cool. Well, maybe a little bit of it was because it looked cool. I turned to Amanda and Monica. 
 
    “Okay, so, here’s how this works,” I told them, handing them each a clay disk. Half of each disk was painted white, the other black. “When the middle line is horizontal, the gate is closed on one side. When it’s vertical, it’s open. Each one of these represents one side of the gate. We’ll keep it simple. Both horizontal, gate closed. Both vertical, gate open.” 
 
    “Which disk is which?” Wanda asked. 
 
    “Yours is home,” I told her. “Monica, yours is the door out. We’re going to be going in between worlds, two places occupying the same space at the same time. In order for us to get home, though, we all have to be in the circle and both gates have to be closed. Then I undo the spell, each circle resumes its normal location in space, and we’re all the way here.” 
 
    “So, you guys step into the circle, both gates closed, you cast the spell, you are in both places at the same time, both gates open, you step out, rescue Leo and come back, get back into the circle, both gates closed, you end the spell, and you’re back.” Wanda reiterated as she looked at me with some of her old confidence, and I nodded to her and Monica. There were other ways we could do it, but too many variables meant too many ways for things to go off the rails. Simple was safest. They held the discs out in front of them with the lines vertical. 
 
    “Okay, gates open,” I said. “All aboard that’s coming aboard.” I stepped into the circle, and the other four joined me. “Gates closed.” Wanda and Monica spun the disks so the dividing line between light and dark were horizontal. 
 
    “Efenen di vegn tsvishn. Tsvey vern eyner. Eyner vert tsvey. Kreyz di ligz aoyf ligz. Mit a eyn shrit.” I spoke the words slowly and carefully, using one of the few prepared spells I’d ever dared. With the first phrase, the world shimmered as we stepped between. Both the Sanctum and the place we were going seemed to overlap in a crazy collage of images as two places became one with the second phrase. The third made them overlap a little more smoothly, making one place become two places. The final phrase locked both into place, allowing us to cross many leagues with a single step. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    ~ For the female of the species is more deadly than the male. Rudyard Kipling ~ 
 
    “Oh, I forgot how much I hate this part,” Shade said. Her voice echoed, like I was hearing two of her speaking at the same time. The rapid switch between worlds was disorienting, and it hit Shade’s heightened senses harder than most. She shook her head, then nodded. 
 
    “Gates open,” I said, my own voice taking on the weird reverb as well. The shimmering images of Wanda and Monica sitting inside the circle at home base rotated their disks, and the shimmer steadied. Then Monica turned her disk again. “Okay, everyone out.”   
 
    Heat slammed down onto us, and I knew right where we were. It was a weird thing about having two and a half sets of memories wandering around in my head. Dr. C always knew when he was in Texas. He could feel it, and so could I. The way the wind felt, the sparse brush around us, and the way the land was flat until a hill simply rose up. This wasn’t a land of rolling hills. The canyon we faced rose up from perfectly flat ground, and we could easily see the entrance to a mine shaft. 
 
    John tossed his drone into the air, and it shot straight up. 
 
    “Not much to see, but if anything comes our way, we’ll know.” 
 
    “So, I guess we’re running straight into the creepy, dark hole in the ground?” Lucas said. 
 
    “It’s times like this when I have to ask,” Shade said. “What would Scooby do?” She winked at me while Lucas and I were groaning at her pun. She rolled her shoulders and went furry. Thick black fur covered her body, and her features went a little lupine, with longer fur on her forearms and calves. She got bigger, everywhere, shoulders, chest, and especially height, so that she was a full foot taller than I was, filling out the loose shorts and top like she’d done this before. 
 
    “Yoiks!” Lucas said in a bad impression. “Like, dibs on Shaggy then!” 
 
    “Nah, you already have a cartoon name,” John said. “You’re still Guy Midnight. But since I’m the handsome one, I’m Fred.” 
 
    “You’re the nerdy one,” Amanda said, glancing at me, “which means I’m Daphne.” 
 
    “Jinkies,” I said. “Velma it is. Okay, gang, let’s go look for clues.” We followed the rough stone path to the entrance, and John stopped us. 
 
    “Okay,” he John said. “This isn’t a path. It’s a dry stream bed. Just in case this wasn’t creepy enough.” 
 
    “Why is that creepy?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “It means no one else ever comes out this way,” Amanda said. 
 
    “They like their privacy,” Shade growled. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder. 
 
    “The bad guys don’t know we’re here,” I said. “We must have dropped our transit circle right on top of theirs. They can’t bring in reinforcements through it. Okay, remember what I said about the element of surprise? We still have it. Not for long, but we have it.” 
 
    “Got it,” John said. He slung the M-4 and drew his pistol, screwing a suppressor onto the barrel. Amanda drew her swords, and Shade padded forward. In moments, they had faded from view and hearing. Lucas and I hung back, since even standing stock still, we made more noise than all three of them combined. Still, we had tricks of our own. I put my mask on and activated it, and Lucas did the same with the one I’d made for him. We faded from view, and for a moment, it looked like no one was there.  
 
    We crept forward, catching occasional glimpses of nothing at all. Movement ahead of us made me stop, even though I was effectively invisible. Two men emerged from the entrance, both carrying AKs. They looked around for a moment, neither seeing Amanda nor John rise up less than five feet away from them. Amanda’s sword moved, and the man’s head flew from his shoulders. His buddy barely got a chance to register that something had even happened before John put a bullet through his ear. Both were dead before they knew what happened. Maybe it was part of my own damnation, but I felt no remorse about seeing them die. There were no innocents here. We had only one rule of engagement: kill anyone not on our side. With a cult bent on summoning a demon prince to bring on an Infernal apocalypse, you didn’t really deal in shades of gray. 
 
    “A werewolf, a ninja, and a soldier walk into a creepy dark vampire lair,” Lucas whispered while we moved forward. “The vampire says what is this, some kind of -urk? And then he dies.” 
 
    “Not the time,” I said while John and Amanda slipped into the shaft. Shade waited for us, her eyes tracking our progress with remarkable accuracy. 
 
    “Yeah, that was funny until I said it out loud,” he whispered. 
 
    We passed Shade and entered the dark tunnel. It was actually lit inside, electric lights hanging every twenty feet or so. We passed several fresh corpses along the way, the results of John and Amanda updating their interior decorating in postmodern gore. They waited for us at the first of four cross tunnels. At the end of the tunnel, a larger chamber could easily be seen. A lot of murmuring came from the big room, and I could feel the magick rippling through the air. Kneeling behind Amanda, I pulled the mask off and pointed forward. 
 
    “Okay, that’s our goal,” I said, looking at the chamber. “And be quick. I don’t recognize this magick, but it...it feels bad.” 
 
    “Shit,” John said, pulling the suppressor off his pistol and holstering it. “We’re going to be leaving our asses hanging out here.” He pointed to the four cross tunnels. 
 
    “You, Midnight, and I can handle those,” Amanda said. 
 
    “We’ll get Leo,” Shade said, putting her hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Full speed ahead,” I said. She took me at my word. 
 
    We barreled ahead, Shade with claws out, me with my wand and paintball gun in hand. We charged through the chamber doorway, and I had a fleeting moment to see Leo kneeling on one side of the chamber. His, arms were held out to his side by two oversized dudes in robes, another guy facing him, looking a lot more willing to be there, and a dozen or so robed men spread around the chamber. I leveled the wand and pointed at one of the men holding Leo. 
 
    “Ictus!” I released a TK bolt at the one farthest from me. Shade veered to the left and leaped, sailing over my TK bolt in a low, graceful arc. My guy went flying, and Shade passed right over the nearer man’s head, her clawed hands coming down on the far side of him. She tucked her head and flipped in midair, taking him with her, and landed on her feet. Her momentum brought him into the air, and she pulled him up, over her head, then slammed him down onto the ground with a bone-crunching impact in one smooth move. He didn’t get back up. I sent more TK bolts through the room, knocking robed cultists back against the wall. Shade knocked the Ugly One facing Leo away from him with a side kick, then raced to tackle another one in the process of rushing her. 
 
    Gunfire erupted behind us, then screams. Shade grabbed Leo, carrying him over her shoulder like a hero carrying the proverbial damsel in distress and sprinted my way. I threw a few more bolts at the guys behind her, then turned to follow her. 
 
    “Go! Go! Go!” I yelled. Ahead of us, Lucas, and John were crouched at the entry, firing down the corridor. Lucas looked back at me and nodded. 
 
    “Marines, we are leaving!” he yelled. He pulled back from the edge of the corner, and I took the lead. 
 
    “Obex!” I said, calling up a shield through my wand. I stepped into the corridor, and immediately into the line of fire. Bullets sparked and whined off the telekinetic barrier, and the rest of the team crouched and followed behind me. We got to the first cross tunnel, and John and Lucas went to work, John firing to the left, Lucas taking the right. Amanda took a step back and covered Shade and Leo while I pressed onward. I heard Lucas reloading his shotgun between tunnels, and the bad guys got the smart idea to retreat in front of us, moving toward the front of the cave instead of trying to flank us. Evidently, they’d learned from watching us take out their friends. The third intersection was pretty much the same, but the crowd in front of us was getting bigger, and I was starting to feel the strain from keeping the shield up for so long. Even absorbing the kinetic energy from the bullets was starting to take a toll on me. By the time we got to the last intersection, I was soaked in sweat and my arms were shaking from the strain. 
 
    “Can’t do this much longer,” I said. 
 
    John pulled me to cover in the passage to my right, and I dropped the shield. 
 
    “We’re getting bottlenecked here!” John called to Lucas and Amanda on the other side of the main hall. 
 
    Shade set Leo down and rolled her shoulders. “I can get in close,” she growled. 
 
    “Right behind you,” Amanda said and drew a pair of swords, one a shorter version of her ninja-to. 
 
    “Cover fire!” John yelled, stepping to the corner and bringing his gun up. Short bursts of automatic fire thundered in the hall, and the rapid boom of Lucas’s shotgun answered it. Then Shade was in the hall, running forward, zigzagging with every step. Amanda was right behind her, matching her moves. One or two shots might have hit Shade, but none touched Amanda. Then the werewolf and ninja were among the cultists, and it turned into a bad day for a lot of people. Faith and firearms didn’t stop claws and steel. We stepped into the hall behind them, suddenly no longer the bad guys’ primary concern. Twilight beckoned from the opening ahead, and we made for it. Blood and screams were the signature Shade and Amanda left in their wake.  
 
    Relief turned to horror as an SUV pulled up, and a man stood from the back with a belt fed BFG in hand, looking like a bad action hero stand in. Shade grabbed Amanda and turned her back to the machine-gun toting Rambo wannabe, and I brought up my strongest shield. The gun roared, and I went to one knee under the impact of those rounds. John popped off a few rounds at the guy, but if they hit, and with John, they should have, they didn’t stop him. 
 
    “Midnight!” John yelled, pointing at the gunner. Lucas reached under his gun, fiddled with something, then stepped to one side and brought the gun to his shoulder. The gun didn’t sound any different when he pulled the trigger, but Rambo went flying off the back of the SUV. Lucas put another round through the door, leaving a big hole and two dead guys in the front seat. A third round went into the engine, and I was pretty sure the block cracked. Another vehicle was coming from the west, and I saw the shadows starting to eat the last bits of sunlight. It was definitely time to go. We hustled as fast as we could for the transit circle.  
 
    The glowing cylinder was the most welcome thing I’d ever seen. My legs felt like they were on fire and weighed a thousand pounds each, but I kept moving. Dead Leo wasn’t even breathing hard. Then again, Leo wasn’t even breathing. Being an animated dead guy had its perks. We stumbled across the edge of the circle one by one, with John the last one in. 
 
    “Wanda, Monica,” I panted. “Close it up and bring us home.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Monica said. “It’s just me right now.” I looked through the circle and saw Monica standing there, her disc held in the open position like I’d asked. On the other side, Wanda’s place was empty, with two vague images in the background. 
 
    “Where’s Wanda?” I asked. 
 
    “Derrick showed up,” Monica said. “He won’t leave.” Darkness fell around us, and I saw dark figures start to run across the open space. I glanced over at Shade, still in her hybrid form. 
 
    “Close your side of the circle,” I said as Shade went back to human. Her eyes went from amber to green, her wolf not completely ready to be quiet. 
 
    She turned the disc immediately, and I felt the hot wind of West Texas stop. The figures got closer, and the second vehicle pulled to a stop a few yards away, bathing the inside of the circle in light. Doors slammed shut, and I saw a slim man in dark pants and a long-sleeved black shirt step into the cone of illumination. Everything about him said evil wizard type, especially the creepy vibe he pinged on my mystic senses. That I could feel that through the circle’s barrier said bad things about our chances. 
 
    “Oh, you’re very clever,” the bad mage said. “You used our own transit circle to track us.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m smart like that,” I said.  
 
    “Looks like you don’t have a way back, though. I don’t know how you did it with only one anchor, but you’re not going back the same way. And all I have to do is break that circle, and you’re lost between worlds. That’s not a pretty death.” He put his hand on the barrier and uttered a few words. The circle pulsed with light for a few moments, then he stepped back and smiled, then looked back at me. “A very strong circle. I may not be able to breach it, but then, I may not have to. You’ve already kept your circle open too long. You’re starting to attract attention.” 
 
    I looked above us and saw what he was talking about. It was as if someone had taken a ball of black string and animated it. It was still insubstantial, flickering in and out of view, but it was looking more and more solid with every second. 
 
    “What is that?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “A null spark,” the evil wizard said. “They’re similar to antimatter, only they’re alive. It’s what happens when you leave a transit ring open too long. Or if you introduce a resonance wave into a circle.” 
 
    “Wanda!” Monica yelled over her shoulder. The man in black couldn’t see or hear her from his side, and I saw no reason to keep him updated on what was going on. 
 
    “They Null sparks are the opposite of real, and they will unmake you one molecule at a time,” he said, walking around the edge of our circle. He trailed his fingers along the barrier, leaving an orange trail in his wake. “I hear it can take days.” Silhouettes started to materialize in the darkness behind him, and I recognized the form of the Colombian vampires. 
 
    “Quae sphaera est!” I said, putting my hands up and casting a telekinetic sphere around the null spark. Black tendrils lashed out at the ball of force that surrounded it, and I could feel the construct start to come apart. I should have felt backlash from the spell’s energy rebounding, but I only caught minute sparks as the null spark simply ate the magick of my sphere. 
 
    “I don’t care!” Monica screamed over her shoulder to Wanda. “If you don’t get your ass in here, they’re dead! Your boyfriend can wait!” Moments later, Wanda came into view. Then Derrick stepped up behind her and grabbed her hand, trying to drag her away. 
 
    “Damn it Derrick, stop!” Wanda said, pulling her hand free of his grasp. “My friends need me right now.” She grabbed her disk and turned to face the circle. 
 
    “Your friends?” Derrick sputtered. “I’m your boyfriend! You should be—” 
 
    “Shut up!” Wanda and Monica screamed in unison.  
 
    “I’m here, Chance,” Wanda said. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “Everyone to the edge of the circle,” I said. “Wanda, get ready to open your side of the circle, on my signal.” Everyone headed for the perimeter of the circle. “Get ready to move. Wanda, open the circle!” 
 
    She twisted her disk to the side, and I felt the gateway open on her side. Everyone jumped across the line, and I turned to look at the other bad mage. “You summoned it. You deal with it.” I released the telekinetic sphere, jumped across the line, and gestured to Wanda. She twisted her disk, closing our side of the circle. The null spark drifted downward, tendrils of energy arcing toward the floor. “Monica...open your side.” My voice sounded cold even to my ears. She spun her disk, and I saw the expression on the dark mage’s face when he realized that I’d just unleashed the null spark he’d summoned on him. The null spark zipped out of the circle, and I heard screams begin. 
 
    “Quarum sacra fero finem, metum demeret circulus,” I muttered, ending the spell. The room went quiet and dark, then the light returned. John dropped the magazine from his rifle and loaded a fresh one, while Lucas inserted rounds into the shotgun. I looked at the circle, and my heart skipped a beat. Three crooked black lines were scored across the inside of the circle, smoke rising from the edges where the null spark’s energy had touched the floor. The smell of incense and wood shavings hit my nose, the surest sign we were back in the Sanctum again. 
 
    “What in the Hell are you doing here?” Derrick demanded. All eyes on the room went to him, and for a moment, he tried to stare us down. Then Shade strode across the room and grabbed him by the throat. She lifted him one handed, took two more steps and slammed him against the wall. 
 
    “You could have gotten us all killed, asshole,” she growled, her lips pulling away from her teeth. She was still in her human form, but her eyes were turning amber. Derrick tried to speak, but all he managed was a few choked sounds. I walked over to stand by Shade and reached out to put a hand on her shoulder. She looked to me, then loosened her hand on Derrick’s throat and lowered him to the ground. 
 
    “Psycho bitch!” Derrick spat. 
 
    “Don’t make me regret Shade’s restraint,” I said. His eyes went to her for a moment, then to me. “You don’t belong here, and you’d do well to forget everything you saw here today.” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going on here, but Wanda’s not going to be part of it anymore.” He scrambled to his feet and moved up to me, leaning in close and putting his finger in the middle of my chest. “Don’t come near us again, you hear me?” 
 
    “That’s not your call,” I said. “Wanda is my friend, and she goes where she wants, and she talks to who she wants.” 
 
    “You’re a big man as long as you have your sasquatch girlfriend to back you up, aren’t you?” Derrick said. Shade moved toward him, but he stood his ground. I looked at him for a moment, trying to keep my cool. “What? Nothing to say? When it’s just you, you aren’t shit, Fortunato.” 
 
    “I have plenty to say,” I said, turning and taking a couple of steps away from him. “But you were better off when Shade had ahold of you.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you,” he scoffed. 
 
    I held up my hand and extended my index and middle fingers, magick coursing through my arm. 
 
    “I find your lack of faith disturbing,” I said, turning to face him. The spell’s verbal trigger, the only one I used in English, sent the magick away from me, toward Derrick. 
 
    “Your lack of balls—” The ring of telekinetic force close around his throat, and I put him back in the same spot Shade had him. 
 
    “Shut. Up.” I walked back toward him. “Look around this room. Anyone here could kill you without breaking a sweat. Your bullshit nearly got my friends killed, and Wanda would have carried that around on her conscience for the rest of her life, because that’s the kind of person she is. She’s the best of us. She’s just about the only reason you still have a pulse right now. So, when I let you go... don’t open your fucking mouth to anyone else in this room, except to apologize to them.” I released the spell. Derrick dropped to the floor, gasping for breath. Wanda went to his side and helped him up. He stood and pushed her hands away, walking up to me again. 
 
    “She told me about getting kidnapped, and now I know you must have had something to do with that,” he said. “You put her into the middle of something dangerous again today. How many times have you made her risk her life for you?” He turned to Wanda and grabbed her hand. “You need to stop letting him do this kind of stuff to you, Wanda. You need to stand up to him and tell him no. He’s using you, and you can’t even see it. You need to get away from these people. I’m the only one who really cares about you.” 
 
    “If I did,” Wanda looked over at me, “if I said never again, what would you say, Chance? Would you try to stop me?” 
 
    “That’s your call to make, Wanda,” I said. “But…” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I wouldn’t want you to, and you know I’d still have your back. But I wouldn’t stop you.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit,” Derrick said. “Can’t you see the passive aggressive guilt trip he’s laying on you?” 
 
    “There is no guilt here,” Amanda said, stepping up beside Wanda. “We don’t work like you do. You have no idea what our life is like. There are no debts in this room. We’ve all saved each other’s lives several times over. We don’t keep score. You’ve never bled for anyone. You have no standing here, no right to rebuke any of her friends. They would bleed and die for her and ask nothing in return.” 
 
    “You think that makes you special?” Derrick said. “He said it himself. Wanda would feel guilty if anyone got hurt because of her. When you take away the bullshit about honor and loyalty, you’re just like everyone else.” 
 
    “No, Derrick,” Wanda finally said, pulling her hand free. “They’re...we’re not like everyone else. Honor and loyalty aren’t bullshit. You want to know the difference between my friends and you? If it was your ass in a sling, my friends wouldn’t hesitate to save it.” 
 
    “That’s their choice,” Derrick said. 
 
    “And that’s the difference,” Amanda said. Wanda looked at her and smiled, standing a little straighter. 
 
    “It’s me or them, Wanda,” Derrick said. “There’s no middle ground here.” 
 
    “Don’t ask me to make that choice, Derrick,” Wanda said. “Because I know my friends always have my back.” She looked around the room, then back at him. “No matter what. If I walk out of here with you, I can still come back to them. But if I don’t walk out of here with you, can you say the same thing?” She asked. 
 
    Derrick looked at us, and I could see in his eyes that he was realizing how deep the shit he’d stepped in was. Two heavily armed men, two lethal looking women, one of whom had already body-slammed him sideways against a wall, and the guy who had just done a Darth Vader Force-choke on him. And one dead looking dude with a Sithy looking grin on his face, which even creeped me out a little. Even Monica was glaring daggers at Derrick, and given what he’d already seen, he would be putting her in the same weight class as the rest of the room if he was smart. 
 
    “No, you’re right, Wanda,” he said, taking a step away. He turned to face her. “I still care about you, but I just can’t sit here and let you put yourself in danger for other people all the time. I don’t understand how you can keep risking your life for these people, when you already have a love that demands nothing of you right in front of you. Come back when you get your head out of your ass.” Derrick turned and walked to the door, then stopped again, turned and pointed at me. “If anything happens to her,” he said. 
 
    “Save your drama,” I said. “You’re not even the least of my worries.” 
 
    He glared at me, then turned on his heel and walked out. 
 
    “How the Hell did he get past the wards?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “Love,” I said. Everyone stared at me, and I rolled my eyes. “They’re intimate, and some of Wanda’s aura,” I paused, unsure how to say it. “Their auras...a little of Wanda’s aura stuck to his, and... other stuff. Gods, now I’m Captain TMI.” 
 
    Amanda went to Wanda’s side and put a hand on her shoulder, then folded her in her arms. 
 
    “Why do I keep fucking up every relationship I’m in?” Wanda said, her voice muffled by Amanda’s shoulder. 
 
    “Pretty sure you’re not the one doing the fucking up,” Monica said. “I felt a lot of things off of him, but none of them were love. Not like I feel from you.” Everyone else converged on Wanda, and I looked over at our rescuee, Dead Leo, who was smiling like a cat at a canary buffet. I gestured to him and went to the doorway, leading him down the stairs and to the library. Once inside, I closed the doors behind us and turned to face him. 
 
    “So, Leo, what the Hell is going on?” I asked. 
 
    “Fascinating personal interactions, some adolescent relationship drama, and a great deal of pack-bonding among a close-knit group of friends and comrades in arms. I really must thank you, not only for the rescue, nicely done by the way, but also for the captivating emotional display upstairs. It’s really most stimulating. Much better than the pablum I see that passes for drama nowadays.” 
 
    “Leo,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, I know that tone,” he said, taking a seat in one of the chairs facing the desk. “You’re upset about having to go rescue me, and not knowing precisely why. Well, sit down,” he gestured toward the chair behind the desk. “It’s going to be yours soon enough as it is, you may as well get used to it.” I sat on the edge of the desk, not ready to take Dr. Corwin’s chair for myself. 
 
    “Come on, Leo,” I said. “Tell me why I just gambled with my friends’ lives coming after you. Explain how it was worth the risk to them.” 
 
    “It’s very telling that you don’t place as much emphasis on the dangers to yourself,” Leo said, his changing to a more speculative sound. “No, stay your anger, young man. I will tell you. I take it you’ve guessed the why of this whole venture already.” 
 
    “Indulge me,” I borrowed a line from Dr. C. 
 
    “Oh, very well. I can tell you’re not going to be much fun on your own. So, yes, I do indeed bear the third plate. I’ve carried that weight tattooed across my shoulders for centuries. Since the day I stepped down from the papal throne. And much as you did when you remained silent about taking up the mantle of the Seeker two years ago, I did not disclose my own burden for the same reason.” 
 
    “To keep everyone looking for it somewhere else,” I said.  
 
    “Just so. And it worked for nigh on five hundred years, give or take a decade or two. I recall sending agents of my own on what I knew to be fruitless quests for it. You understand why I could not tell you. And why I thought my secret was still intact.” He leaned back in the chair, a smile creasing his gray face. 
 
    “And it would have worked, too,” I said, adding a little melodramatic flare. 
 
    “Meddling kids and their vampires,” Leo said. “However, my secret is no longer safe. And I fear that keeping it is no longer enough to prevent things from playing out to a potentially disastrous end.” 
 
    “So, we rescued you for nothing?” Chance asked. 
 
    “Oh, no, my boy,” he held up a hand. “To my thinking, saving my skin was worth the danger. My personal bias aside, though, surely you can see the advantage you gained in liberating me from my captors.” He smiled a little wider. 
 
    I leaned forward. “Explain it to me.” 
 
    “I suppose this is the part where I tell you ‘It’s simple,’ and proceed to give a very complex explanation. Truth is, it isn’t. The people you’re dealing with are the Disciples of Mammon, and they’ve been at this since Mu and Lemuria were both above water. For millennia, they have had one goal: Bringing Mammon back to power in Hell. To do that, they need one thing above all others. A name.” 
 
    I leaned far enough forward that my butt slid off the desk. “Don’t they already have Mammon’s name?” I asked. 
 
    “Even though the Seals on his prison are weakened, he cannot be summoned with it so long as the Morningstar rules in Hell. Mammon is not a mere demon, you see. He is something much...older. No, what the Disciples seek is the name of an angel. For Mammon was not easily defeated or bound. And when they cast him into the fiery pit that imprisons him, one of the Host was cast down with him. If they can summon that angel, then the Seals and even the very gates themselves would be shattered by its passing through them, and Mammon would be free to return to this world. Once that name was protected, unspeakable. But Gedeon unmade that Seal during the Rending. In time, it will resurface, and the ritual can commence.” Leo explained. 
 
    “And all Hell would break loose,” I said. 
 
    “Not just metaphorically, either.” Leo said. 
 
    “But they don’t have you or Danny, so they can’t complete the spell, right?” I asked. 
 
    “If only it was so easy,” Leo sighed. “They’ve had thousands of years to piece the ritual together. At any given point in time, they’ve seen all three pieces. It was ever only a matter of time before they completed  an imperfect version of it on their own. You may not be able to stop them from casting it.” He looked at me, his eyes troubled. 
 
    I felt my heart sink and the floor felt like it was going to drop out from under me. 
 
    “So, this isn’t a matter of if so much as when,” I said. 
 
    “Most assuredly. Even your formidable skills are insufficient to prevent that. However, success is not assured if they don’t have the full ritual from the original source.” 
 
    “Either way, there’s nothing we can do to stop them,” I said. 
 
    “Stop it? Probably not. They will attempt to perform the ritual, of that there is little doubt. However, I would not say that there was nothing to be done. Conducting the ritual is one thing. Doing so successfully? With a cobbled together spell, it will be more difficult. And you do have a propensity for disruption. However, I must warn you, this kind of summoning can also be somewhat...unpredictable. If you disrupt it, there is no telling what might happen.” Leo said. 
 
    “What if I cast the summoning ritual myself?” I asked. 
 
    “I have but one word of advice regarding that course of action: Don’t. The outcome could be worse than what Mammon’s followers desire.” Leo explained. 
 
    “At least we slowed them down a little,” I said, trying to find a silver lining somewhere. 
 
    “Indeed you have, though I’ve no doubt that they will attempt to abduct me again, and I fear that you won’t be able to rescue me in time should they succeed.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then looked back at me, a frown on his face. “‘Twould seem there are few palatable outcomes to be had, and those choices that are available to us...they are hard indeed.” 
 
    “Leo, we can keep you safe—” I started. 
 
    “You cannot. It cheers me to think that you, of all people, are eternally the optimist. But my survival is most unlikely.” He closed his eyes, then nodded. “I can, however, make sure that my existence, at least, was not spent in vain.” He stood and took a step toward me. 
 
    “Okay, not following here,” I said. 
 
    He held his hand out. “Give me your hand. And your trust.” 
 
    I held my own hand out to his. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but heat radiating from his skin wasn’t on the short list. He grasped my hand in his, then put his free hand to his chest and uttered something in Latin that was too fast for me to follow. The room went white, and I felt the heat spread from his hand until I could even feel it on my back. Then I felt the lines of energy coursing across my skin, getting hotter until my skin felt like it was on fire. Leo’s hand closed on mine, and I knew I wasn’t going to pull free without hurting one of us. The problem was, I couldn’t really try. The fire down my back made my muscles tense, forcing my spine into a painful bow in the wrong direction. I wanted to yell, but all I could manage was a long, drawn-out grunting sound. Then, all of my muscles locked up, and I slipped to the floor, my hand still locked in Leo’s grip. 
 
    Then it was all gone. The heat and the pain simply disappeared. All I could do was pant on all fours. Leo staggered back until his legs hit the chair, and I heard the thump as he fell into it. I finally brought my head up, ready to swear, yell, anything to let Leo know I was pissed. But the words stopped in my throat. Leo looked...old, maybe a little more dead than usual. Almost dead. For real this time. 
 
    “Leo,” I said, slowly moving to get up. “You okay?” 
 
    “I had quite...forgotten,” Leo muttered, “how much that takes out of me.” 
 
    “What did you do?” I asked, using the arm of the chair to lever myself up on weak legs. 
 
    “What the Disciples failed to. I transferred my part of the ritual to you.” 
 
    “What about the whole eldest son and man of faith thing?” I asked. “And that whole part where I said that shit was okay?” I wanted to be pissed at him. But I didn’t have the strength to do that and be confused at the same time. 
 
    “You are both, though you see yourself as damned. In your way, you are as pious and firm in your belief as any priest.” 
 
    “I’m not very obedient or loving toward the Divine,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Your actions suggest a certain devotion to His cause,” Leo said, turning his head against the back of the chair so he was looking at me. “And you know for certain that Hell exists, thus, you are equally certain the Divine is real. Your faith may be passing strange, but it is more than sufficient. Now, my continued existence is unnecessary, and my piece of the ritual is somewhat safer, if only because it is better hidden.” He smiled and closed his eyes. 
 
    “Better hidden?” I demanded. 
 
    “They do not know I can transfer the ritual to another, and even should they find out, you are somewhat harder to abduct.” He went silent, his hand dangling limp over the arm of the chair. 
 
    “Leo?” I asked, leaning toward him. 
 
    “Shush boy,” he said. “I’m tired, not dying. You’ve an advantage now. Use it.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    “Use what you have already. And come back later. I need... rest.” I got up and started to move toward the door, stopping when Leo’s hand gripped mine. “Take this, my boy,” he said, pressing an amulet into my hand. “You’ll want it.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “A focus. You know how those work,.” Leo told me. 
 
    “Yes, but what does it do?” I asked. 
 
    “Moves things around.” Leo let go of my hand, and I looked down at the silver amulet. Even as I inspected it, I could feel the power of it, trying to draw the ritual on my back toward it. This had to be how he transferred the ritual to me in a matter of seconds instead of months. I turned it over in my palm, the word “Tralatio” darker against the gleaming surface. Latin for transplant or move. I guessed that was the trigger word. 
 
    I leaned back against the chair, the weight of what had just happened finally hitting me. I had part of an angelic summoning ritual tattooed down my back, though from the tingling sensation on my skin, it felt like it went down the left side of my back instead of down the middle like Danny’s. In a very real sense, I had a target on my back. I was in deeper waters than I’d ever been before. Sure, I’d helped save the city a couple of times, and maybe the world in the process. I’d fought demons and held off Mammon’s hordes before. But every time, it had been a small group of people. The enemy I faced now had global reach, and they had influence in the government and military. Who knew how much further their reach went? All I knew for certain that I had on my side was the group of people I had around me. That was the problem with being an apprentice mage. I didn’t have the same kind of network that Dr. Corwin or any of the other mages had. I hadn’t had the time. Didn’t help that half of the other mages still thought of me as a warlock instead of as an actual mage. 
 
    Leo’s eyes were closed, and he had his hands together in front of him, looking peaceful for the first time I’d ever seen. I pushed myself off the desk and went to the door. There was still a lot to do, and while I didn’t have Dr. C’s resources, he still did. And he would use them to help me, that I was sure of. It was time to do the one thing I always hated to do: talk to the Council and ask for some help. 
 
    “Lucas,” I called out. Feet pounded down the stairs, and a moment later, Lucas appeared in the doorway. “Grab your gear. We’re going to New York.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    ~ Betrayal never comes from you enemies. Unknown ~ 
 
    Even though we were going to places we knew were safe, I felt better traveling with my gear after the last couple of weeks. I was still tapped out from the trip to rescue Leo, as well. I was leaning against the elevator railing on the slow descent to the New Essex Underground, marveling at the view, when Lucas brought up yet another fear. 
 
    “We kinda colored outside the lines here,” he said, hitching his backpack up on his shoulder. “I’m betting the Council is gonna be pissed.” 
 
    “What’s there to worry about?” I asked, trying to dredge up a smile. My skin felt tight, and I could feel the raised edges of the tattoo running down my back. “We just went on an unauthorized trip to rescue a shady character from the Hive, and he just transferred the equivalent of a nuclear launch code across my back. We’ll be fine. Heck, they’ll probably even give us medals.” 
 
    “I’ve made you watch too many movies,” Lucas rolled his eyes and shook his head. “I could be making out with Monica right now. I, but instead, I’m here with you, getting ready to teleport halfway across the country to talk to a bunch of cranky old men and women.” 
 
    “I know. Exciting, right?” I did manage to give him a grin. 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it.” The elevator ground to a stop, and the black bearded dwarf at the controls opened the gate for us. We stepped out and headed through the merchants near the elevator. We hadn’t gone far before I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I looked behind me, then took a turn at random. Two turns later, I looked back again, and I saw one of the same faces I’d seen earlier, trying a little too hard to look casual. 
 
    “We’re being followed,” I muttered. 
 
    “Blonde human, blue scarf?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “That’s the guy. Split up. Let’s see who he follows.” 
 
    “Five bucks says it’s you.” Lucas quipped. 
 
    “Sucker bet. You know what to do if it is.” I told him. 
 
    “Try to help and get captured instead of calling the cops?” 
 
    “Sidekicks never listen,” I said.  At the next intersection, we went opposite directions, and I kept going straight just long enough to make sure our tail had time to catch up to me. He followed a little closer, his head turning left and right while he went. No, that didn’t look suspicious. I went a few more steps, then stopped, hands in my pockets like I was looking for something. My tail made a sudden turn and made like he was suddenly very interested in stationery. Then he jerked slightly, a small splat mark appearing on his left shoulder before he slumped to the ground. People swarmed around him, and I turned and walked the other way. Lucas shimmering into view next to me a few yards later, looking very pleased with himself. 
 
    “You owe me five bucks,” he said. 
 
    “I never took that bet,” I said.  
 
    “Damn, I was hoping you’d forget that part.” He waved his hand at me, two fingers up like Obi Wan. 
 
    “Your Force powers won’t work on me, Jedi.” We kept our eyes on our back trail the rest of the way to the transit ring terminal. The next ring for New York was scheduled for twenty minutes later, and we took the opportunity to people watch. Then our ring was announced, and we joined the group waiting for the gate to open. A woman rushed up as we filed through the gate, out of breath and red faced. 
 
    “Just made it,” she gasped. I waved her ahead of us, and we got on.  
 
    The rings rotated into place, then the operators pulled the levers to line up the coordinates that would get us to New York. The rings started spinning, and the familiar dark blue energy field surrounded us, then we were lurching sideways through reality, and my mystic senses were hit with an overload of magick for a moment. When everything stopped moving, I felt my ears cringing and I was half-blind for a few seconds. 
 
    “New Amsterdam Station,” a Dwarf called out nearby, and I heard the metallic rasp of the rings rotating back into their upright setting and resetting to the closed position. The gate in the waist-high railing opened, and we stumbled off. Outside of the transit ring, we were bombarded by the sound and smell of a thousand different people of a hundred different species living in close quarters for too long. From the transit ring, we wove through the New York crowd in the station, making our way to the tunnel that led to Babylon Tower  and the Conclave’s headquarters. The crowd thinned out once we hit the pale, marbled walls that led to the Tower’s underground entrance.  
 
    I’d never used the underground entry before, because every other time I’d been here, I was with Dr. Corwin, and we’d always used the Council’s rings that opened on the same floor as the Council chambers. Without Dr. C’s credentials, we had to use the below ground entrance, passing a pair of Sentinels standing to either side of the open oaken doors. Once past them, we stopped at a broad wooden desk manned by a trio of apprentices in brown robes. Between the occasional sighs and eyerolls, they managed to convey their superiority to everyone not them, and us in particular, while they signed us in. We didn’t even merit more than a bored wave to move on after we’d signed the register.  
 
    When the elevator to the Council floor opened, though, I found myself facing an almost empty room. A single Sentinel stood guard at the chamber doors, and a lone female apprentice sat at the table beside him. The blue cloaked Sentinel started moving toward us the second we stepped out of the elevator, and the apprentice came to her feet. The Sentinel was the youngest I’d ever seen, barely in his mid-twenties if I was guessing, and I was. 
 
    “State your business,” the Sentinel said, his voice sharp but high. He leveled the ankh-topped paramiir stave at us from a few feet away and dropped into a ready stance. The apprentice caught up to him and stopped a few steps behind him, her eyes wide. 
 
    “I have information about the Disciples of Mammon,” I said stopping in place. 
 
    This guy might have been young, but that didn’t make him any less dangerous. The fact that he was nervous and a little too ready to point his paramiir at us didn’t help. 
 
    “The disciples of who?” he asked. His staff came up, and he frowned in confusion. 
 
    “Just tell that to the Council,” Lucas said. The Sentinel’s frown got deeper, and Lucas sighed. “Tell them Chance Fortunato is here, and he mentioned demons and black magick.” 
 
    “You’re Fortunato?” the apprentice asked Lucas. “Shit. I’ll be right back.” She turned and trotted toward the doors, leaving us facing a skittish Sentinel with a loaded paramiir. 
 
    “Of all the times for that to work,” Lucas said. 
 
    I shrugged. “You can pretend to be me all you want,” I said. The doors opened again, disgorging Master Polter, my favorite Council member and biggest fan, with two apprentices in tow behind him. One was the girl who had gone to get him, and the other was a guy in his twenties with blond hair and a disdainful look on his face. Polter was sporting a sling on his left arm, and he looked pale, even for him. The girl pointed at Lucas and leaned close to whisper something. Polter turned to look at her, then smacked her shoulder. 
 
    “Stupid girl. As many times as he’s been here, and you don’t recognize Fortunato?” He scowled at us, then started waddling our way, favoring his left leg with every step. “Well? What is the meaning of this? The Council has better things to do than to waste time on one of your escapades,” Master Polter snapped. 
 
    “Master Polter, I’m sorry to bother you,” I said, trying to sound placating. “But I managed to find out what the Disciples of Mammon are really after.” 
 
    “We know what they want, idiot. I don’t have time for you two.” He turned and started to walk away. 
 
    “If you think it’s just to summon Mammon,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound as desperate as I felt. “You’re looking in the wrong direction.” 
 
    Polter stopped, and for a moment, I wondered if I’d inadvertently given him a stroke or something. Then he turned to face us again, his face devoid of any expression. 
 
    “Come with me,” he said, turning and walking away again. Jensen, Melissa, wait here.” 
 
    I looked at Lucas, then we moved around the Sentinel, following Polter into the Council chamber. He gestured to Jensen and Melissa, and they stopped outside the chamber. The doors closed behind us, and he rounded on us again. 
 
    “Start talking,” he said. 
 
    “They’re not trying to summon Mammon. They’re trying to summon an angel. They’re looking for its name,” I explained. 
 
    “Which angel?” Polter asked after a few seconds, his voice calmer than I had ever heard it when he was talking to me.  
 
    “Don’t know,” I said. “Don’t want to.” 
 
    “Chance,” Polter said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “From the beginning of this, you’ve been the deepest in the enemy’s…” He paused and looked at me, tilting his head to one side. He closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them, they weren’t focused on anything in particular. “What have you done?” he asked. His hand closed tighter on my shoulder and his eyes focused on me again. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said. “We came straight here as soon as we found out—” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me, warlock!” he snapped, shaking my shoulder. “I can feel it on you, and your aura is thick with it. What have you done?” 
 
    “Feel what?” I asked. My body’s urge was to swing my arm around to break his grip on my shoulder and pull him into a joint lock, but I kept myself still. 
 
    “Divine energy,” he sneered, leaning closer to me. “You come here talking of summoning angels, and you are fairly glowing with power that you have no right to bear. Don’t tell me you didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” I said. “Someone else transferred part of the angelic ritual to me. Believe me, I don’t want it on me any more than you do.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” he asked. “Given what you are…” 
 
    “Eldest son and a man of faith. Evidently, knowing Hell is real and fighting demons and shit counts.” I turned my head so I could look down at his hand on my shoulder, then turned my gaze back to him. “Now, let go of me.” 
 
    “Watch your tone, boy,” Polter said.  
 
    “Or what? You’ll try to have someone else kill me?” I shrugged my shoulder out of his grip. “Listen, we need to tell Master Draeden and the rest of the Council what’s going on.” 
 
    “Impossible. But there is something that can be done. Did the person who put that on your back tell you what part of the ritual it was?” Polter looked at me with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “No. Like I said, I didn’t ask, and I don’t want to know. I can’t let something slip if I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    “Yes, you do have a point.” He rubbed his chin. “You’re a blind scribe, as it were. With the rest of the Council in the field, there is another option. We need to keep you safe. And I know just the place. Come with me.” The rotund Master waved a hand at the doors to the Council chamber, and they swung open, revealing the female apprentice and the fledgling Sentinel staring into the room. 
 
    “Master Polter?” the female apprentice said. 
 
    “Where is Jensen?” Polter demanded. 
 
    “He went to get your staff and travel bag from your chambers,” she said, bowing her head. 
 
    “We don’t have time to wait. Come with me, Melissa,” he said. 
 
    The girl fell in beside us as we followed Polter to the Council’s transit ring. 
 
    “Where are we going, sir?” Melissa asked.  
 
    “The three of us are going to the safe house,” Polter said. 
 
    The girl’s blue eyes went wide. “Are you sure, sir?” 
 
    “Did I stutter, girl?” Polter barked, turning and slapping her with his good hand. The blow knocked her head to one side, and when she turned back to us, blood trickled from her lip and from her nose. Lucas and I exchanged looks, both of us wanting to give Polter a hefty dose of his own abuse. The worst part was this wasn’t unusual. No one outside the Council had the power to call them on their shit. 
 
    “No, sir,” she answered, her voice steady and cold. Her eyes never left us while she entered the travel coordinates for the transit rings, then stepped in with us as they started to rotate into place. The world went bright blue, and reality shifted… 
 
    I stumbled to one side when the world came back. “I hate that—” The rest of the sentence was lost when I took a look around. A semi-circle of men and women in white robes stood at the edge of the ring with paintball guns pointed at us. I brought my hands up, ready to cast a shield, but Polter grabbed my arm and shook his head. Lucas had his hand in his pocket, but he froze when I did. 
 
    “Put your arms down, boy, if you know what’s good for you,” he Polter said. I lowered my hands, but none of their paintball guns came down. 
 
    “Andrew!” one of the white robed people said. “We weren’t expecting you back so soon. Who are these people?” 
 
    “They’re important to the cause,” Polter said. Without a word, all of the white robes fired their paintball guns, and my world went black. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    ~ He’s desperate, disarmed, and alone. You fool, he’s more dangerous than ever! Dr. Omega, comic book mastermind ~ 
 
    I came to on the floor, my hands bound behind me. Something told me we weren’t in the safehouse Polter had promised. Maybe it was the familiar tingle went around my wrists, the telltale sign of a pair of spellbinder cuffs. Dark brown stone was pretty much all I could see when I opened my eyes, so I shifted to try to get a better look at the room. The brown stone stretched to the walls, rough cut squares held together with slightly less brown mortar. The door kept up the dungeon motif, just a little darker. We were either prisoners, or Polter had some weird hobbies that included handcuffs and dungeons. This safehouse didn’t feel so safe. Lucas was on the floor nearby, his own hands bound like mine. He stirred when I moved. 
 
    “How do you sleep like this?” he muttered. 
 
    “Usually without my hands tied behind me,” I said. “It’s a lot more comfortable.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” he said, rolling so he could see me. “So, what the hell is up with Polter?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Who are these people, anyway?” I asked. 
 
    “The Holy Order of the Temple of Solomon,” Melissa’s voice came from the doorway. 
 
    “Templars?” Lucas asked. “You guys are Templars?” 
 
    “Not as you know them,” she said. Something clicked and squeaked, then the low groan of hinges reached my ears. “The Church eradicated the martial arm of the Order, but they never knew about us.” 
 
    “So, you’re supposed to be the good guys, right?” I asked, looking up at her from my position on the floor. “We’re on the same side.” 
 
    “Ostensibly,” Polter said, walking in behind her. “I’m sure you think so. But you’re too far gone, to truly be ‘good’ in spite of your efforts to convince yourself otherwise. The Order can take no chances.” 
 
    “So, locking us up is the pure and Godly thing to do?” Lucas asked. “Man, irony abounds.” 
 
    “Only until we remove the ritual. Then, after some memory modification, you’ll both be free to go back to your lives.” Polter laid out his plan. 
 
    “Doesn’t that mess with free will?” I asked. “You know, one of those pesky Laws of Magick you were ready to kill me for breaking?” 
 
    “What we do is for the good of all,” Polter said, his tone and cadence like a litany. 
 
    “Master Polter, we don’t need to justify ourselves to him,” Melissa said. She came forward with a disdainful sneer twisting her lips. “He’s tainted. We need to take what we want from him, then kill them both.” 
 
    “No, Melissa,” Polter said, standing a little straighter and looking down at me. “We may have to break the Laws sometimes, but we only do it when we have to. Remember the first rule of ethics. Do the least harm.” 
 
    “You sound like me,” I said, smiling at the irony. 
 
    “I am nothing like you,” Polter said, his lip curling up when he turned to face me. “I’m upholding an ancient oath to protect mankind. I’ve earned my place on the Council, and I’ve earned…” He stopped, his face quivering. “More than earned the right to guard the Maxilla. You’re not worthy of it. You never will be.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s how it works,” I said. “The Maxilla chooses the Seeker and the Wielder. There’s not a quiz or a checklist. Is that what you guys are all about? Because if it is, you missed your shot.” 
 
    “The Maxilla is but one goal of the Order,” another voice said. 
 
    “Master Temnoy,” Polter said sounding surprised, turning toward the door and bowing his head for a moment. An older man in gray robes walked into the room, his jaw squared and heroic looking, his dark hair sporting just enough gray to look distinguished. Lines were starting to form on his cheeks and around his eyes, the first signs of age breaking the handsome mask.  
 
    “Andrew,” Temnoy said, raising a hand with two fingers extended like a benediction. “Your vision, Mister Fortunato, is limited. The Templar Magi have always looked for holy artifacts and lore, ostensibly to fight against Mammon’s forces.” 
 
    “Interesting choice of words there,” I said, pushing myself onto my side, then to my knees, turning to face the Templar trio. “Ostensibly.” With my hands hidden from everyone else, I dipped my fingers into the back of my pants and grabbed my Escape Clause kit. 
 
    “Hell isn’t united, you see,” Temnoy said, starting to warm to his subject. “And the Order has capitalized on that. Over the centuries, we have taken the fight to many demonic cults. One by one, we’ve either wiped them out, or brought them into the fold. Until only one remains.” 
 
    “And soon, it will fall as well,” Polter said, smiling. 
 
    “I’m afraid not, Andrew,” Temnoy said. 
 
    There was a soft hiss of pressurized air, then the splat of a paintball hitting Polter’s chest. The oversized wizard looked down at the wet spot on his shirt, then his eyes went wide eyed a second before he keeled over, hitting the floor like a felled tree. I turned to see Melissa holding a paintball gun, a cold smile on her face. 
 
    “Finally,” Melissa said. “Some peace and quiet.” She walked over and squatted down in front of Polter, the paintball marker held casually in one hand, a pair of spellbinder manacles in the other. She pulled his hands together behind his back and closed the manacles around Polter’s wrists with a smile on her face, then leaned in closer. “I’ve been wanting to do that for months, you slimy bastard. And my name is Melinda, asshole.” She stood and kicked him in the stomach, then stalked over to me. “And you…” she shifted her stance for a kick, and I braced for it, ready to counter. Her eyes flicked to the side, and she stepped back. “I still owe you for what happened at the Franklin Institute.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” I asked. I didn’t remember meeting Melinda during the semester I’d spent at the Franklin Institute. 
 
    Melinda smiled, then pulled a pendant out from her blouse. It held a picture of her taped to the front, but when she yanked it free of her neck, her features shifted, morphing into a more familiar face. 
 
    “You cost us a lot of time and effort when you broke our circle there,” said the girl I knew as Josie Hart. Her face twisted into the same hateful expression I’d seen on her face the one time I’d met her. “You cost me a lot of work. I’m going to enjoy making you pay for that.” 
 
    “Happy to disappoint you,” I said. “I still owe you for Desiree. And for what you tried to do to my sister.” 
 
    “Too bad. Can we get on with this, sir?” Josie asked, turning to Temnoy. 
 
    At a gesture from Temnoy, Polter’s bulk was lifted into the air and floated across the room until it was propped against the wall. Temnoy followed, his hand up and a smug look on his face. 
 
    “I don’t...under...stand,” Polter forced out. 
 
    Temnoy sighed and shook his head. 
 
    “You would think that a full-strength paralysis potion would have kept you quiet, but even that can’t keep your big mouth shut.” Temnoy squatted down in front of Polter and took a few of the plump wizard’s chins in his hand. “You see, Andrew, the Order was never about defeating Mammon. It was created to do two things. One, to gather the weapons the forces of Heaven might use against him, and two, to wipe out or recruit anyone who opposed him.” 
 
     Polter looked gut-punched, and he tried to shake his head. 
 
    “So, you see Andrew, the entire time you thought you were serving ‘the greater good,’ you and the Order were really serving Mammon,” Temnoy mocked. With slow movements, I pulled the iron rod from the leather pouch and slipped it between my fingers. “And now, the good people of the Order are going to summon the archangel imprisoned with Mammon and end the world, thinking all the while that they’re trying to save it.” 
 
    “Wh-why?” Polter whispered. “Why… tell...me?” 
 
    “You really are an idiot,” Temnoy said, straightening and turning away. 
 
    “This is your act of betrayal,” I said, standing to face Temnoy. He took a step back, out of arm’s reach. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “You understand. This is the moment when I show my lord my loyalty and my strength.” 
 
    “You really are an idiot,” I repeated his own words back to him. “That’s not what this is. This is the moment when you show your owner what a worthless piece of shit you really are.” The words came slowly, and I took a step closer. “This is the moment where your master laughs at you for showing him how desperate you are to kiss. His. Hairy. Ass. Where you show him what you’ll do for a pat on the back and a little bit of his power. Because without him, you’re nothing..”  
 
    “How dare you!” he said. 
 
    Then he did the one thing I had hoped he would do. He tried to hit me. Almost as soon as his hand started to move, I did, too. His eyes went wide, the look on his face going from disdain to fear. When I ducked under the backhanded blow, he jumped back, just out of range of my kick, and yelled for Josie to run. They bolted for the door before I could regain my balance and slammed it in Lucas’s face.  
 
    “Well done, boy,” Temnoy said through the barred window in the door. “But not good enough. Enjoy the end of the world.”  
 
    “You still don’t have my part of the ritual,” I said. 
 
    “We don’t need it,” he said. “The Order is full of useful, pious idiots just waiting to serve the ‘greater good.’ They already read what’s etched on your back and confirmed the parts of the summoning we’ve pieced together. Templar magi have dedicated their entire lives to memorizing this one ritual. We didn’t need to have it written down. The quest for the plates was just to deny them to the Council, and to keep them the Council looking where we wanted them to look.” He turned and strode off with Josie in his wake. Footsteps and voices sounded further down the hallway, and Temnoy started shouting orders. 
 
    “Well, that could have gone worse,” Lucas said. 
 
    “We could’ve been captured by pros,” I said.  
 
    “We’re locked in a cell in spellbinder manacles,” Polter said, his tone bitter. “How can things be worse?” 
 
    “You’re recovering nicely,” I said while I worked the slim iron bar into the space between the ends of the manacles. I felt the cuff start to get warm on my wrist, and I turned to Polter. “If we had been captured by people who knew what they were doing, they would have searched us a little better.” 
 
    “How does that help us?” Polter snapped, shaking the silvery manacles at me. “We still can’t use magick.” 
 
    The cuff got hot, then the pressure around my wrist disappeared, and I felt the tingle of magick returning to my limbs. 
 
    “Yeah, about that,” I said, pulling my hands around in front of me. 
 
    Polter’s eyes went wide, and Lucas brought his hands out from behind his back, too. I slid the iron sliver between the ends of the other manacle, smiling when blue sparks jumped from the gap and the manacle popped open. 
 
    “How did you do that?” Polter asked. 
 
    “Iron disrupts the flow of energy in the manacles,” Lucas said while I knelt next to Polter and started on his spellbinders. “Sets up a dissonance in the spell that breaks the connection.”  
 
    “Who taught you this?” Polter demanded, his eyes narrowing at me. 
 
    “Lucas figured it out on his own,” I said when the manacle popped open. “We could put them back on if this is too illegal.” 
 
    Polter pulled his hands back when I held the binders out to him. 
 
    “Out of my way, boy,” he said, levering himself to his feet. “And stay behind me.” 
 
    “The door’s warded,” Lucas said, crossing back to us. “That’s gonna take some work.” 
 
    “Remember, Apprentice Kale,” Polter said with a smile. “I bear the title of Master for a reason.” With a flip of his wrist, he brought his hands up, then brought his index and middle fingers together on each hand and raised his arms over his head. A flare of purple surrounded his hands for a moment before twin beams of the same color lanced out from his fingertips to hit the stone just above the door. The beams followed the door’s outline until it hit the bottom, then winked out as if they had never been there at all, leaving a gap of about an inch where it had passed. 
 
    “Damn,” Lucas said. 
 
    “Behold, apprentices,” Polter said. “The door was warded. But not the wall around it. The spellbinders were supposed to keep that from happening.” He glared at me for a second, then walked toward the door. “This safe house is no longer safe. Now, we must return to New York.” He held his hand out toward the door, and it slid back toward him, then floated over to the wall. 
 
    “We need to get our stuff,” I said, following him out into the hallway, “or getting to New York is a moot point.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Polter said. “I will get us out of here.” He yelped and jumped back, barely avoiding a green globe of energy. His hand came up, another globe bounced off an invisible barrier, and we could hear cursing from down the hall.  
 
    “They’re coming up behind us!” Lucas called out, and Polter threw his free hand up to create a barrier in both directions. A group of white-robed men and women came at us from both sides, wands and rods up. 
 
    “Still think you’re going to get us out of here on your own?” I asked Polter when fire from the white-robed people bounced off the shield behind him that I’d throw up. His answer was to push forward with his off-hand, which hurled the smaller group behind us down the stone hallway to bounce off a wall. After they hit the floor, they didn’t move. 
 
    “Second door down on the left. Be quick!” he said. We didn’t need a second invitation. Both of us beat feet down the hall, coming to a stop in front of a metal door. The knob refused to turn, and I cursed, then took a step back. 
 
    “Ictus mineor!” I spat. The narrow TK bolt hit the knob, sending it through the door like a bullet and the door swung forward a couple of inches. Footsteps came from our right, so we ducked inside and closed the door behind us. Moments later, we heard people pass the door, then chaos erupted. 
 
    “Okay, coast is clear,” I said, turning to look at the room we were in. 
 
    “Yeah, think fast.” Lucas tossed my backpack to me, then pulled his paintball pistol from his pack. 
 
    “Most of these people think they’re on the side of the angels,” I said, pulling my paintball pistol and loading a hopper of knockout rounds. 
 
    “Doesn’t make them any less dangerous,” Lucas said, but he was loading his own pistol with the same rounds. 
 
    “You’re not wrong, but…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll play nice,” he Lucas said, hefting his paintball gun. 
 
    It was weird to be the one urging restraint, but Lucas had been through too much since we’d met. I opened the door, and we slipped back into the hallway, all but silent compared to the noise Polter and his dance partners were making. We came up behind five guys hurling fire and ice at Polter’s shields, with another group doing the same thing on the other side of him. I gestured to the right and took a step left, letting Lucas step up beside me. 
 
    My first shot got the guy on the far left in the back, and Lucas got the one on the far right. Then we both dropped the next guy on either side before they could register what had happened. The fifth guy never stood a chance, turning just in time to catch both our shots in the chest, his eyes rolling up as the knockout potion did its work. 
 
    “You two are far too good at that,” Polter said as he turned back to face the trio in front of him. These three looked older and more confident, and the fact that Polter was sweating told me they were plenty powerful. 
 
    “Lots of practice,” Lucas said. We went to his side, facing the three Templar mages that blocked our path. 
 
    “Last chance, Polter,” the middle guy said. “For all your power, your shields aren’t going to last much longer. Get your fat ass back in the cell, and we’ll let you live for a little longer, traitor.” 
 
    “Piss off, Damon,” Polter said. “I’m ten times the mage you and your apprentices are together. Stand aside, and I’ll let you go. I’ll forget I ever saw you.” 
 
    Damon snorted and shook his head. “Well, I tried,” the Templar mage said. “Kill all three. No survivors.” 
 
    Lucas stepped forward and pulled a black disk from his pack. 
 
    “There’s a problem with shields,” Lucas said, tossing the disk onto the ground between the two defensive barriers. “You can see and hear through them.” 
 
    I recognized the spell focus and brought up a kinetic shield, activating just as Lucas uttered the trigger word for it. For a moment, the world went black and silent in front of us, then we heard a muffled bang and felt a change in the air pressure around us. When the light and sound reflecting shield came back down, the three Templar mages were staggering and blinking, the focus Lucas had used duplicating the effects of a flashbang grenade. Blinded, deafened, and disoriented, they were easy targets. We stepped forward, guns up, and sent three knockout rounds their way, dropping all three of the reeling Templars. 
 
    “You two worry me,” Polter said. “But, you’re useful.” We walked past the unconscious Templar mages and found ourselves in a large chamber with five transit rings. All five had the rings up and zeroed, the air still buzzing with recent transports.  
 
    “So, New York?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Polter said, gripping my shoulder. My skin tingled for a moment, then he pulled his hand away. “Not you two. I’m considered a traitor, and you two are now guilty by association.” 
 
    “Gee, I don’t know what that feels like,” I said sarcastically. Polter gave me the most recent in a long chain of dirty looks before he went to one of the transit rings, pushing us into the circle ahead of him. 
 
    “Whatever your own sins, I’m not going to let you two be punished for my indiscretions.” He spun the rings, then raised his hand. They spun on their own for a moment, then slowed, stopped, and spun in the opposite direction until they came to rest once more. “I’m sending you back to New Essex. Get in touch with Corwin and the rest of the Council. If you reach them before I do...tell the Council I thought I was doing the right thing.” He raised his hands, palms open and facing us. 
 
    “Famous last words,” I said. “But I will.”  
 
    “What are you going to do?” Lucas asked him. 
 
    “I’m going to find out everything I can about the Templars’ plans. Maybe I can undo some of the damage I’ve done.” 
 
    “We’ll back you up,” I told him. 
 
    Lucas nodded and gave him a thumbs up. “How do we contact you?” 
 
    “There is already a connection between us,” he said. “Focus on it, and I will know. Now, mind your arrival. This is not how the transit rings were designed to be used, so the landing may be a bit…rough.” He stepped back and closed his hands. Blue light surrounded us, then we were thrown forward, skidding across something smooth. I came to a stop against a pane of glass, and saw the front yard of the Sanctum below. We were back home. Polter had used the transit rings to send us to the circle in Dr. C’s Sanctum. As much as I didn’t like the asshole, he knew his shit. 
 
    “Ow,” Lucas moaned from behind me. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “We really stuck the landing, didn’t we?” I said, pushing myself up and climbing to my feet. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” he asked. 
 
    “We transfer Danny’s part of the ritual to me. Then I’ll have two of the three parts on my back and Danny will be free,” I said. “If worse comes to worst, we try to cast our version of the ritual at the same time and disrupt their casting.” 
 
    “We only have two of the three parts of the ritual. Last I heard, doing the summoning without the Name is... bad.” 
 
    “Suicidal is more accurate,” Leo said from the doorway. “But better than the alternative, I think.” Shade, Wanda, and Monica came in behind him, their faces grim. 
 
    “It’s as bad as he says, isn’t it?” Wanda asked. Her eyes were wide, her expression as bleak as I’d ever seen it. 
 
    “Worse,” I said. “We have two of the three pieces of the ritual to summon the angel imprisoned with Mammon. The bad guys have their own versions of all three. If they can summon that angel, it will break the seals of Mammon’s prison and set him free.” 
 
    “Then, it’s Hell on Earth,” Leo said. He looked a little better, but he still looked like Hell on Earth himself though I decided he was a little better than when I’d left him. “Eventually, Mammon will gain enough power to storm the gates of Heaven, but by then, it will be too late for us all.” 
 
    “So, our only shot is to run in and crash their party,” Lucas said. “Probably dying in the process.” 
 
    “Most assuredly,” Leo said. “But, saving the world in the process. Maybe.” 
 
    “That’s reassuring,” Monica said. She wrapped an arm around Lucas’s waist and put her hand on his chest, her usual smile gone. 
 
    “If it’s the only shot we’ve got,” Shade said, “we take it. If we don’t, we’re dead for certain, and the world is fucked too. If we do, there’s still a chance to go out with a win. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’ll take the win.” Her eyes were green, a sign that her wolf was trying to emerge. 
 
    “For the win,” I said. “Who’s with me? Step up.” All five came forward before I even finished. Dumbest question I ever asked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    ~ Fear not my child, for I am always with you. ~ 
 
    “We’re in,” Danny said, leaning forward in the same chair Leo had sat in hours before. John stood behind and to one side of his chair. 
 
    “Danny, I just need you to transfer the ritual to me,” I said, shaking my head. “The rest isn’t really your fight.” It felt weird, sitting at Dr. C’s desk, but this was the best place to cover this. 
 
    “Kid,” John said, stepping forward. “We may not have been part of this world for very long, but I’m pretty sure this is everyone’s fight. Do you know the Army motto?” 
 
    “Be all you can be?” I asked. 
 
    “No, that’s a recruiting slogan,” John said with a dismissive wave. “It’s ‘This we’ll defend.’ Whatever’s going down here, it’s going to affect everyone. I took an oath, and by God, I’m keeping it. So, you do what you gotta do, but we’re coming with you, and we’re fighting.” 
 
    “John, I can’t ask you to... I’m not the guy to trust with your life, here. I’m pretty damn good at what I do, but I’m no leader. I can’t ask you to follow me into this,” I said. 
 
    “You’re in luck,” Danny said, stepping forward. “You’re not asking. We’re telling you. We’re going. Deal with it. Now, do what you need to get this thing off my back, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, give me your hand.” I held my right hand out, and he stuck his right hand in it. “Tralatio,” I whispered, willing the runes I felt on his back to move to mine. This time, I thought I was ready for it. When I tried to pick myself up off the rug in front of Dr. C’s desk, I realized how ready I wasn’t. The memory of white light and sacred fire coursing through me was enough to keep me on the floor for several more seconds. That it was all I could remember which told me how hard this time around had been. 
 
    “Wow,” I heard Danny moan. Hands slid under my arms and lifted me into a chair, then Shade stepped around in front of me. I smiled, but that took the rest of my energy. 
 
    “Let him rest,” Leo said. “He’s had a long day.” 
 
    “Don’t have time for that,” I muttered, trying to push myself up and out of the chair. I made it about an inch, then fell back. I could feel my strength returning, but it was going to be a few minutes before I could even string whole sentences together.  
 
    “Even if you had the strength to stand,” Leo said, “what would you do?” 
 
    “I’d…” I started, then stopped. “Not sure. Something.” 
 
    “Then there is something you know that you need to do, you just can’t see it,” Leo said. “Rest. Meditate. Seek guidance. Let it come to you.” 
 
    “I don’t do quiet,” I said.  
 
    “It would seem that for the next few minutes at least, you have no choice.” He gestured toward the door with his right hand, leading everyone else out. The light went out, leaving only the fading sunlight coming through the windows. 
 
    For a while, all I could do was sit there, my brain refusing to be still, thoughts racing through my head. Where to go next? What about Polter’s dual allegiance? Why weren’t the forces of the Divine taking a more active role in things? Would the ritual draw their attention? Was that a good thing? What about the angel trapped with Mammon? Would thousands of years in Mammon’s prison change it? The philosophical questions that lay down that rabbit hole made my brain cringe. 
 
    “Chance?” I heard Wanda’s voice behind me, soft and uncertain. “Leo said you were...meditating. Which is total bullshit. Can I come in?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. Soft footsteps sounded, and Wanda sat down on the floor beside my chair. 
 
    “You have to be moving to meditate,” she said, pulling her knees up to her chest. “So I thought I’d come and talk to you for a little bit. Give you something to focus on, something to center your thoughts on. Any other time, I’d do a guided meditation, play some music, talk you through to your happy place. But truth is, I’m feeling so lost right now, I couldn’t lead a meditation with a written chant and music.” 
 
    “‘m sorry,” I said. “Know it’s... been rough...” 
 
    “After Giselle,” she said. “I thought I fucked that up. I thought I finally got it right with Derrick. But I ended up turning into someone I don’t really like. Giving up all the things I was most proud of. Giving up you, and Lucas. And... Goddess, giving up on things with Amanda. Turns out, the only thing I fucked up was things with you guys.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “We’re cool.” 
 
    “No, we’re not,” Wanda said, her tone firmer. “You are, but I’m not. You didn’t hang up the phone. I heard what Amanda said. What you all said. About not making me choose between you guys and Derrick. You’ve never made me choose, and you guys have always been there, even when I thought I didn’t want you around. I never...I never saw that. And I’m sorry.” Her voice caught, and she let out a little sob. “I missed you guys. Damn it. I’m so damn selfish. You need to focus, and here I am asking you to forgive me for being stupid. I should go.” She started to move. 
 
    “Stay,” I said. “Please.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, sniffling a little. “I’m… I’m…”  
 
    “Don’t,” I said, my own eyes brimming. “You don’t need to. Friends... it’s too small. Doesn’t cover things between us. All of us. It’s too big.” 
 
    “Anamchara,” Wanda said. “Soul friends.” 
 
    “Anamchara,” I repeated, smiling. “Love you.” 
 
    I turned my hand over and held it out to her, which was about all I could manage. She put her hand in mine, and the world shifted around us. Between one heartbeat and the next, we felt a familiar presence, one only Wanda and I had both touched before. In that timeless moment, we felt something like music course through us, the sound of the universe, magick, or the harmony of all existence, I had no idea. All I knew for sure was that it was beautiful. Before us was a woman of shadow, of darkness, the Goddess in all Her mystery and splendor, reaching out to us in benediction. She uttered one word, and I felt like I was being told what my name was, what it had always been. In the next instant, she was gone, and the room felt like it had turned ninety degrees, back to normal. A single firefly fluttered through the air over Dr. C’s desk, slowly coming to land on Wanda’s palm. 
 
    “Chance,” she whispered, eyes wide and full of wonder. Tears coursed down her cheeks, and she smiled, turning to me with an ecstatic giggle. “I’d forgotten what She felt like. To be loved like that, to be… Her child.” I sat up, my soul, my strength, restored. The firefly flew into the air, and my gaze followed it. 
 
    “So did I,” I said, squeezing her hand. “Thank you. For sitting with me and being here. For... that. I think I know what I’m supposed to do next. Or at least, where I’m supposed to go.” 
 
    “To the Blue Hole?” 
 
    “Yeah. Not sure what I’m going to do once I get there, but I figure it’ll come to me.” 
 
    “You will,” Wanda said. She let go of my hand and leaned in to hug me. “Trust in yourself, and in Her.” When we got to our feet, Wanda stood a little straighter, her shoulders no longer slumped. “I need to go home,” she said, looking down at her outfit. “Yellow is not my color. I need to change. And I…” She looked at the door. “I want to look like me when I talk to Amanda.” 
 
    “Talk to her now,” I said. “She already knows who you are.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, kissing my cheek. “You go do your thing, and I’ll stay here and do mine. I get the feeling we’re not done yet.” 
 
    “Pretty sure you’re right,” I said. We went to the doors and pushed them open, Wanda heading for the stairs, me heading for the kitchen. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be on your feet,” Leo said. 
 
    “But I am,” I said. I pointed to Lucas, Monica and Shade. “I need you three to come with me.” 
 
    “You’re not leaving us behind,” John said.  
 
    “Keep him safe.” I pointed to Leo. “And keep him out of trouble. We’ll be back in a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Great,” John said. “We’re the adults.”  
 
    “I shall see to things while you’re gone,” Jeremy said in his crisp British accent. 
 
    “Actually, Jeremy, I wanted to ask you to do something for me,” I said, pulling him aside. “Could you go get Mom and Dee and bring them here?” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” he said with a nod and a smile. “This being among the safest of places at the moment, I’m sure. It will be done. And I shall take Mr. Blackstone with me to make sure they are safe.” 
 
    “Beats being in charge,” John said. 
 
    We were out the door before he could say anything else, and in a few moments, we were on the road. Shade led the way on her bike, with me right behind her in the Mustang and Lucas in his Barracuda on my tail. The drive out to the Blue Hole seemed to take forever, but we still got there just before the sun was below the horizon. Fireflies glowed green in the twilight, floating above the grass. We parked and headed down the trail, our path lit by the light of their little magic butts, coming out onto the spit of sand that held our special grove. Dozens of them had alighted on the tree that Mr. Chomsky’s staff had become, with a few hovering near the buds on the top. When we walked up, they scattered, making a glowing aura around it, none of them going far from it. 
 
    All four of us stopped a few steps away. This was a sacred place. I didn’t want to do something stupid here, but I got the feeling that the whole reason I was here was stuck in the ground ten feet in front of me. 
 
    “You know what you need to do, my boy,” I could almost hear Mr. Chomsky say in my head. “It’s okay. You put it there. Only you can take it back.” My feet moved on their own, taking the steps that closed the distance between the staff and me. I reached out, the movement almost in slow motion, and grasped the smooth, wooden stave. It was warm against my skin, and I could feel the power coursing through it. I was spectacularly unworthy of a wizard’s staff, but this one I knew was mine. Not a symbol I hadn’t earned, not a sign of status. This was Mr. Chomsky’s gift to me.  
 
    “Not just a gift,” I heard his voice, knowing it was coming to me through the staff itself. “My legacy. I was the Mage of New Essex. After tonight, if you survive, that mantle passes to you, Chance.” 
 
    “I’m not ready,” I whispered, my hand shaking. I wanted to let go of the staff, but I didn’t want to stop hearing Mr. Chomsky’s voice. “I didn’t ask for any of this.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” he chuckled. “You’ve been spent years preparing yourself for this. Do you remember that first night you were free? When you made the promise to make things right, who do you think was listening? The spirit of the city accepted your vow. Every choice you’ve made, every life you’ve saved since that night has led you to this moment, Chance. My boy, the real secret is that we’re never really ready for what comes our way. All we can do is step up when the time comes. You and your friends have done that time and time again. I’m proud of you.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do?” I asked. 
 
    “First, take the staff, son,” he chuckled. The wood under my hand shifted, and I felt it come free of the roots that had sprouted from the base. “And remember the night you found the Maxilla. Remember where it was hidden.” 
 
    I looked up, and a translucent, foot wide sphere slowly expanded into place above my head. The last time it had appeared, it had been a lot bigger and had expanded a lot faster. Then, it had been like a bomb going off over my head. 
 
    I reached up, and my hand passed into the sphere. My hand closed around a small object, and I pulled it free. The sphere disappeared like a popped bubble, and I opened my hand. A thick, silver ring lay in my palm, a smooth black stone gleaming in the light of the fireflies. 
 
    “What is that?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Shade said. 
 
    “The ring of the Mage of New Essex,” I said, hearing the words in my head as I said them. “He put it there the same night he hid the Maxilla. He wasn’t sure he was going to survive what was coming for the Maxilla, so he took precautions.” 
 
    “Is he... is that him we’re hearing?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “No,” Chomsky said, a dry laugh in his voice. “What you’re hearing is an echo of me, the part of myself I left behind in the staff over decades of use. Now that the staff belongs to Chance, I will fade. But there is enough left of me to say good-bye for now. We may meet again, in this life or another. For today, we must part. I’m glad it was you who took up the mantle. Farewell, Chance, and good fortune to you.” 
 
    I felt the presence in the staff fade, though it still made my skin tingle with the power stored inside it. I blinked a few times, eyes watering for a moment at the renewed loss of my first mentor.  
 
    “Goodbye, Mr. Chomsky,” I whispered. At least I’d gotten the chance to say it. I stood a little straighter, trying to keep my shit together. “We’ve got to get back,” I said, turning and heading back toward the creek. 
 
    “And do what?” Lucas asked. “We don’t know what’s happening, or where it’s happening. And from what you told us, we kinda need to know that so we can crash their party.” 
 
    “We actually do what we were told this time,” I said. “Polter told us to try to find Dr. C and the rest of the Council.” 
 
    “Do you think they’re just going to answer their cell phones?” Shade asked. 
 
    “Probably not, but if Kim is with Dr. C, you know Amanda has a way to find her mom.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    ~ Why me? Every mentor ever ~ 
 
    It was almost ten-thirty by the time we made it back to the Sanctum. Everyone was gathered around the kitchen table, with John standing by the door into the front of the house, right behind Leo. Amanda and Wanda were standing in front of the doors to the library with Danny facing us across the table. Junkyard came to my side, his big eyes sad at being left behind. Shade was on my other side. I set the staff against the wall by the door and reached down to pet him for a moment. 
 
    “Glad you’re back,” John said. “Leo here was just telling us about the time he did something boring someplace I never heard of.” 
 
    “Heathen,” Leo said, giving him an eye roll that should have dislocated something. 
 
    “Amanda!” I called. She turned her head slowly, her eyes closing once in a slow blink before she let her gaze bore into me. “You can find your mom, right?” 
 
    “If she wants to be found,” she answered without moving from where she stood. 
 
    “She needs to be found.” I met her stare, and she nodded, the movement deliberate and measured. 
 
    “You need to find Dad, too.” Her voice was almost a monotone, and I couldn’t tell if she was asking or telling me that, but I figured she was doing both as only she could. “Give me a few minutes.” She reached out her hand and touched Wanda’s cheek, then smiled at her before she went to the stairs. Wanda watched her go, then turned and came back into the kitchen, a smile on her face and her eyes fairly shining. 
 
    “You two okay?” I asked her. 
 
    “We’re getting there,” Wanda said. “I mean... I’m getting there. She was already cool.” 
 
    “She’s like that,” I said, smiling. My hand found Shade’s and she squeezed my fingers gently. “Where’s Jeremy?” 
 
    “Jeeves is upstairs looking after your mom and sister,” John said. 
 
    “Good. I need to make a call, then we’re ready.” I headed for the library and the heavy, rotary dial phone Dr. C kept on his desk. There were some people that could only be reached with it, and right now, I needed all the help I could get. I picked up the handset,  and dialed the familiar number, spoke briefly. The answer was just as brief, and I hung up. 
 
    The moment I laid the handset back in the cradle, the library door opened, and Amanda came in, cell phone in hand. The burr of a ring on the other end sounded over its speaker, then I heard Dr. Corwin’s voice. 
 
    “Amanda?” he asked. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Dad,” she answered. “Chance needs to talk to you. It’s important.” 
 
    “I hope so,” he said. “Things are kind of… tense here. What’s going on?” 
 
    “I know…” I stopped, trying to figure out where to start. “I know what Mammon’s people are trying to do. They’re trying to—” 
 
    “Not over the phone, Chance,” Dr. C cut me off. “Not even this one. But don’t worry, we’ve tracked the Disciples down, and we’ve managed to take most of them out. This should all be over and done with in the next few days.” My breath caught in my throat, and I started to understand how devious Mammon’s followers actually were. 
 
    “Sir, can I ask you something?” I asked. 
 
    “You know you can ask, but I might not be able to answer fully.” Dr. C replied. 
 
    “Did you find anyone who called themselves a Templar?” I asked, the words coming fast. Time seemed to stretch out while I waited for his answer. 
 
    “Nooo,” he said, the word slow and soft. “Why?” 
 
    “The Disciples aren't the real danger,” I said. 
 
    “Are you sure? Of course you are.” Voices rose in the background, and the sound was garbled for a few seconds. “Polter? You’ve got to be… Damn it, this day just keeps getting better and better. Chance, meet us in New York. You can fill me in then.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    ~ Temporal magick always gives me a headache. Dr. Corwin ~ 
 
    We transited into Babylon Tower an hour and a half later, only to find it all but empty. Kim waited by the edge of the transit rings, her expression serene as always, her eyes half-closed and focused on something I couldn’t see. She turned her head, her eyebrows only rising slightly when she saw who was with me. For a fleeting second, I noticed Master Moon’s senior apprentice, with a Sentinel and another apprentice, all standing lookout by the door. Then they were gone. 
 
    “Did you leave anyone in New Essex?” Kim asked. 
 
    “Jeremy’s looking out for my Mom and Dee,” I told her. 
 
    Behind me, every friend I had from New Essex started to leave the transit ring. Junkyard stood at my side; in addition to my own circle of friends, Sinbad and a dozen of his werewolf pack, Steve Donovan, Synreah, Dead Leo, and several sprites, dwarves, and half a dozen other denizens of the Hive began filing off the platform until our group had packed the room. 
 
    “I thought you were more of a lover than a fighter,” Kim said to Synreah. The red-skinned cambion looked down at her and smiled, her sharp canines bared. 
 
    “Usually, I am,” she said. “But I’m still part demon. I’m not opposed to a little... rough play. But I’m not here to be cannon fodder.” 
 
    “Where’s Dr. C?” I asked, looking around. 
 
    “In the Council chamber,” Kim responded. “He waited for you.” 
 
    “Waited?” I asked.  
 
    “Ask him.” Kim pointed toward the gleaming double doors of the chamber. I turned and gestured to Shade and Lucas to come along before turning and heading for the doors. Junkyard trotted along beside me, and my friends fell in on either side. I pushed the doors open wide, letting light flood into the normally dark room. Dr. C turned to face me, a frown on his face.  
 
    “What did I miss?” I asked. 
 
    “One Hell of a fight, if you’re lucky,” Dr. C said, crossing the room to put a hand on my shoulder. “Your warning came just in time. I convinced Master Draeden to regroup back here. Not ten minutes later, we detected a massive spike in magickal energy somewhere in Kansas.” 
 
    “Is that where everyone is?” I wondered. 
 
    “Yeah. Well, almost everyone. There’s something I need to ask you. Have you seen Polter’s senior apprentice Jensen today?” 
 
    “For a couple of minutes when we first got here,” I said. “Why?” 
 
    “Who was with him last?” 
 
    “Last I saw, he was out here with the Sentinel and the other apprentice. What’s going on?” I was getting a bad feeling about this whole thing. 
 
    “He’s dead, and there’s too much pointing to Polter. Did you know Polter was one of the Templars you were asking about?” 
 
    “We found out the hard way,” Lucas said. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Jensen had Polter’s private journals with him when he was killed. It looks like you showed up about the same time he was killed.” 
 
    “Master Polter was with us the whole time we were here, sir,” I said. “He couldn’t have done it.” 
 
    “It looks an awful lot like he did. The evidence of his membership in the Templars, and the weapon used give him motive and means.” 
 
    “His other apprentice Melissa was really Josie Hart under a disguise charm,” I said.  
 
    “The girl from the Franklin Academy?” Dr. C asked. “We never did find her.” 
 
    “I’m betting she was the one who killed Jensen and framed Polter. He wasn’t acting out of a desire to betray the Conclave. He thought he was helping.” I blinked a few times at the fact that I was defending Polter. 
 
    Dr. C chuckled and shook his head. “You're the last person I expected to come to his defense,” he said. “Which says a lot in his favor. But you’ve done your part, I’m pretty sure. With your warning about the Templars, we were able to get everyone back here in time to catch the spike in Kansas as soon as it happened. I need to get out there, though, and you need to go back to the Sanctum. Once you’re there, do not leave. Do you understand me?” I could hear the quaver of strong emotion in his voice. 
 
    “Do I understand, yes,” I said. “Am I going to obey? No.” 
 
    “This is bad, Chance,” he said, his expression hardening. “And I’m not sure of any place being safe except the Sanctum.” 
 
    “The Templars knew you were coming,” I said. Dr. C looked away from me, and I felt my stomach start to lurch. 
 
    “And my Trevor knows they can’t be stopped in time,” Kim said from behind me. 
 
    “Knows?” I said, my voice rising. “How do you know that?” 
 
    Dr. C looked down, closed his eyes and shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said. “But I’m pretty certain.” 
 
    “With you, a wild guess is usually more accurate than most people’s facts,” I said. “How. Do. You. Know!?” 
 
    “Show him, beloved,” Kim said. She stepped around me and laid a hand on his chest. “He deserves to see it. And if you are right, who is going to reprimand you?” He looked at her, his face playing every emotion that was going through his head. 
 
    “I shouldn’t,” he finally said. “Just seeing it...changes things.” 
 
    “All the more reason he should,” Kim said. “The situation can hardly get worse. And like you, he has a tendency to disrupt things.” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about that. But you’re right,” Dr. C said, his grim expression finally breaking.  He turned to me. “Come with me, Chance.” He turned and headed back into the Council chamber. 
 
    I followed him through to the private chamber from before. Once the door closed, he turned around and took a slow breath, closing his eyes and slowly letting it out. 
 
    “What I’m about to show you is supposed to be for Council and Sentinel eyes only. Too much information is...well, we like to avoid spoilers. You can’t reveal this to anyone. Just knowing it exists impacts the world in strange ways. Promise me you won’t speak of it unless you absolutely must.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, holding up my hand with my pinky held out. “I promise. Pinky swear.” 
 
    “Pinky swear? Really?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s how I make promises to Dee. That’s the most powerful promise I can make.” I waggled my pinky a little at him, and he smiled and gave a tiny nod, then held his own pinky out to hook around mine. 
 
    “Pinky swear,” he said with a smile. 
 
    The familiar rush of wind that accompanied a mage’s promise swirled around us for a moment, then Dr. C let go of my finger and turned to the wall behind us. “What I see before me has not happened yet.” The wall split before him and parted, revealing a doorway to a circular stairwell. He went through, and I followed him up the metal staircase until we came to a short hallway that ended in a door. A woman in a black cloak stood guard, a gleaming black staff with an ankh atop it held before her. Her hood covered her face enough that all I could make out was the impression of a jawline. 
 
    “You cannot enter,” she said, raising one black-gloved hand to point at me. Her hood shifted, the opening turning toward Dr. C. “You have violated your oath by bringing him here.” 
 
    “He needs to see this,” Dr. C replied. “If I’m wrong, you can kill me after the world ends. But if it doesn’t, then I was right and my oath is still fulfilled. Let us pass.” That hood turned so the opening faced me, and I could feel her focus on me. The world seemed to contract for a moment, then the hood moved in a slow dip and rise. 
 
    “You may pass,” she said. “All that you see before you is possible, but not certain.” 
 
    “Time to change the world,” Dr. C said as he opened the door. “Welcome to the Looking Glass.” 
 
    I followed him in and stopped in my tracks. Five people sat around a convex crystal lens with jagged edges in a sunken circle, their hands on its surface. Above them was a translucent image of a squat, stone building surrounded by hundreds of people. A circle of blue ran around the building, with what looked like two smaller circles near the building itself. I looked closer and saw that a lot of the people weren’t people. They were demons.  
 
    “What am I seeing?” I asked. 
 
    “The not so distant future,” Dr. C said. “This is the castle at Coronado Heights in Kansas. We think that circle right in front of the fort is the summoning circle. The blue line around the fort is a shield. So far, we haven’t been able to breach it, in spite of its size. This is the future we keep seeing.” The summoning circle blazed a bright red, and suddenly more and more red dots came pouring out of it, overrunning the thinner group on the outer edge of the shield and spreading outside of the image. “In every possible future so far, we lose. Only pockets of people survive. New Essex ends up being one of the larger enclaves of survivors in most scenarios. If nothing changes, this is how the world ends in a few hours.” 
 
    “How are we seeing this? This is way beyond any divination I’ve ever heard of. The future is too…” I struggled to find a good word. 
 
    “Chaotic,” Dr. C said. “Fluid. Always in motion. Take your pick. No fate is set. Our best diviners take month long shifts here. The crystal acts as an amplifier for their combined efforts, giving them access to the timestream beyond what any single mage is capable of.” 
 
    “So, you have the ability to just...look at the future any time you want?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Dr. C said. “Most times, even the seers here can only catch glimpses of what is possible. We have one of the shards of the Akashic Lens, but even with that, the record is usually not set. Sometimes, they see a probability, and the image becomes clear for a moment or two. And not all probable futures are significant, so most never even make a ripple that they focus on.” 
 
    “So, you could have seen what my father was going to do and…” I tried to understand. 
 
    “No,” he cut me off. “Believe me, I went back and looked. There were too many variables surrounding that. And…” He looked away for a second. “Aside from the fact that tampering with the past is forbidden, your timeline worked out the way it was supposed to. If you hadn’t been through the things you had, if you weren’t the person you are now because of that, things would likely be worse. Draeden told me he consulted this place before presiding over your trial. It was one of the few times the future was probable enough that we got more than a fleeting image. And even that was pretty messy.” 
 
    “Do I even want to know what else could have happened?” I asked. 
 
    “No, and you don’t get to. But this is why I need you to go back to New Essex. It’s the only shot you... or anyone I give a damn about… has of surviving this.” 
 
    “Except you,” I said, looking back at the image. It had reset itself, showing what I guessed was the current situation. “What is the other circle inside, off to the right of the fort?” 
 
    “That’s their transport circle. We tried jumping through it, but it’s locked to a single origin point, so we can’t use it.” The image flickered, and I felt the glimmering of an idea form. 
 
    “Are there Templar Magi there?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. C growled. “Which makes Polter’s betrayal especially aggravating.” 
 
    “Get ready to be even more pissed off, then,” I said. “Because he’s about to save the damn day.” The image in the air in front of us flickered again and disappeared. 
 
    “Holy mother of all,” Dr. C said, turning to look at me. 
 
    “What just happened?” I asked. 
 
    “The future just changed,” he whispered. 
 
    “The dice are thrown, the coin is tossed,” the dark Sentinel said from behind me. “Time is once more in flux. As it should be. Go.” 
 
    We left the room and headed back down the stairs. 
 
    “Who was tall, dark and spooky back there, anyway?” I asked Dr. C. “Some kind of special forces Sentinel or something?” 
 
    “The person you’re not talking about because she doesn’t exist would be the only one of her kind,” Dr. C said. “We call her Kala.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Because she told us to. Beyond that, I barely even know she and that chamber exist, and officially, you don’t know about it at all. Besides, we have more important things than a history lesson to worry about. How is Polter going to save the day?” 
 
    “He can get us to the origin point for the Templar transit circle and get us inside that shield of theirs.” 
 
    “Can we trust him, though?” Dr. C asked. 
 
    “His head might have been up his own ass, but he thought he was doing good, sir. The Templars betrayed him as part of their own oath to Mammon. So, I’m pretty sure that bridge is already burned. If it comes down to it, I’ll vouch for him. Lucas will, too.” We stopped in front of the doors and Dr. C turned his head to look at me. 
 
    “Given your history with him, that’s a pretty strong endorsement. Okay, do what you need to do to get him here.” My thoughts went to Polter, and I felt my shoulder tingle like it had when he had put his hand there and said we were connected at the safe house right before he’d sent us back to the Sanctum. Focusing on that, I felt his presence at the other end of the tether of energy. 
 
    What do you need? I heard Polter’s voice in my head. 
 
    I’m at Babel Tower. We need you here. We need your help. The thought coursed down the energy strand, and I felt the moment when he got it. It’s important. 
 
    Transit rings. Two minutes. 
 
    “He’ll be here in a couple of minutes,” I told Dr. C. Without waiting for a reply, I pushed the doors open and went out into the waiting area. Shade was the first one to me, her arms around me in no time. Kim’s expression went from her usual serene mask to a full on smile, the first time I’d seen that in real life. 
 
    “What just happened?” Shade whispered in my ear. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, slipping my arm around her waist. 
 
    “Dr. C’s scent changed, he’s not as stressed.” Shade explained. 
 
    “You can smell that?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, stress sweat smells different from normal sweat. And I smell a lot less of it right now. So what happened?” Her eyebrows dipped a little. 
 
    “We just changed the game for the better. I can’t go into it any deeper than that. We’re waiting for Polter to get here.” I laughed at the look she gave me. 
 
    “We’re waiting on that asshole?” Shade asked. 
 
    “He has a redeeming quality,” I said, shrugging. “He can get us where we need to be.” The outer chamber lit up for a moment, and then I heard Polter’s voice. 
 
    “Corwin,” he Polter said. “Get your woman away from me.” 
 
    I rushed to the transit ring to see Kim holding a knife to Polter’s neck, her face marred by a frown, her teeth bared. 
 
    “It will take more than my Trevor to keep me from gutting you,” she said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Can you wait until after we save the world to poke holes in him?” I asked. “We kinda need him for that part.” 
 
    She turned her gaze on me, and her left eyebrow went up just a fraction. Then her eyes moved to the left, her attention moving to Dr. Corwin. 
 
    “He’s right,” Dr. C said from behind me. “We do kind of need him alive for now.” He took a step past me to stand directly in front of Polter.  
 
    “Thank you,” Polter said, sighing and pulling at the edge of his jacket. “In the future—” 
 
    Dr. C’s punch staggered Polter, who took a couple of unsteady steps back and fell on his ass, his good hand to his nose. 
 
    “You kidnapped my apprentice,” Dr. C said, his voice a low growl as he took another step toward him. “You betrayed the Conclave and everything you swore an oath to protect. If we didn’t need you so badly, you’d be halfway to dead already.” 
 
    “I thought the Templar Magi were on our side!” Polter wailed from behind his hand. “I didn’t know!” 
 
    “Neither did we!” Dr. C shouted. The wall behind Polter cracked and dust fell from the ceiling, Dr. C’s anger amping his magick up beyond his rational control. “If you’d told someone, we might have been able to stop this.” 
 
    “I’ll make this right,” Polter whined, blood dripping between his fingers while he struggled to his feet. “I’ll help you stop them, I—”  
 
    “Don’t,” Dr. C said. The word stopped Polter like a slap. “Don’t promise me a goddamn thing. Your word is worthless.” 
 
    Polter stood there for a moment, his face slack. I could almost see his ego deflate. “What do you want me to do?” he finally asked. 
 
    “The Templars locked their transport circle at the ritual site to its origin point. Chance says you know where that is. Take us to it.” Dr. C’s words were sharp, sounding like he was biting them off one by one. 
 
    “Is this all we’ve got?” Polter asked, looking at the motley group gathered behind me. I nodded, and he sighed. “Kill me now. Get it over with.” Still, he turned and went to the transit rings. With the whole group that who had come with me, the transit rings got crowded fast, but in ten minutes, we were standing in the entry area of the Templar base. Polter stepped out of the circle and went to the rings. 
 
    “Synreah, Leo, you know what to do,” I said, and Synreah smiled down at me before she and Leo joined Polter by the rings. “Everyone else, gear up. It’s time to kick ass.” 
 
    “And take names?” Lucas said. 
 
    “Fuck taking names,” I said. “No distractions.” 
 
    “They will have started the summoning, but without a living conduit bearing the symbols, the version they have requires chanting, prayers, and a great deal of very precise gesturing and moving about,” Leo said. “It somewhat resembles Mass.” 
 
    “Our objective is to get to their summoning circle before they complete the ritual,” Dr. C said. “Nothing else is important.” 
 
    “And if we don’t?” John asked. 
 
    “The world ends. If they pull this off, nothing will be important to anyone ever again.” 
 
    “No pressure or anything,” Steve said, drawing the Maxilla. Of the assembled group, he was our biggest gun. The Maxilla was the only weapon demons truly feared since it was the only one we had that would outright destroy them instead of simply sending them back to their plane of Hell. All around me, people were drawing weapons or wands. I held Mr. Chomsky’s staff in one hand, and my paintball gun in the other, filled with explosive pellets. The LeMat’s holster was strapped to my right leg, and the Glock John had given me was in a holster that rode inside my belt. My pockets were full of touchstones, focuses, and my TK rod and hawthorne wand were tucked into a sheath sewn into my leather jacket. I was loaded for dragon, and so was everyone else. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I said, and the world disappeared in a flash of blue light. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
    ~ Bare is the brotherless back. Warrior’s proverb ~ 
 
    We emerged on a darkened field, the world around us lit by the protective shield and the glare from a set of work lamps atop the two-story stone fort to the south. The light from the summoning circle light up the air on the north side. 
 
    “Left!” I yelled, pointing to the smoother path around the west side of the fort. 
 
    “Left, always left!” Lucas yelled, citing his mantra from our occasional gaming sessions. All around us, demons and humans turned to face us. For a split second, they stared in shock, and we took advantage of their hesitation. All of us took off running. 
 
    Sinbad and his pack took off at a sprint in their hybrid forms, outdistancing everyone on the field. Seconds later, demons started toward us, learning the hard way about fighting werewolves. Before you go toe-to-toe with a werewolf, you have to understand that they can outrun a cheetah, and hit like a piledriver. So you have to ask yourself two important questions. First, can I move that fast? Second, can I take that much damage? This group of demons found out that their answer to both questions was “No.”, Werewolves sliced through everything that got in their way for about a hundred yards. Claws flashed when they found a demon too close, sending black ichor into the air and leaving screams and body parts in their wake. John, Danny, and Lucas hung back and picked off the next wave, running in together with guns up. As the second group closed, they opened fire, the pop of the two M-4s accompanied by the louder boom of Lucas’s shotgun. Demons stopped in their tracks, spinning around or simply dropping like rag dolls when bullets found them. Too soon, their guns started to run dry. 
 
    “Reloading!” John called out, dropping the mag from his rifle. Danny immediately held his fire, and Lucas sent one more round down range. 
 
    “They’re out!” a Templar yelled, prompting a trio of orange skinned demons with clawed hands to charge forward. 
 
    Danny zeroed in on one and pulled the trigger, dropping it, and Lucas reached under the butt of his gun and flipped a switch. The second one stopped running when Lucas pulled the trigger and the bulk of its head disappeared. Then Danny called out that he was reloading, and John’s rifle came up with a fresh magazine in place. Then I was past them, sprinting to catch up to Sinbad’s group. Wanda and Monica fell into a jog behind me, with Shade at my side, and Kim leading Amanda and Steve ahead of us. 
 
    When the third group got in front of us, I felt a moment of pity for them. Kim’s blade was a blur, and something’s head went flying, then an arm and a spray of blood. To her right, Amanda skewered another demon through its bulbous head, spinning to slash her blade across another Infernal creature’s torso, splitting it diagonally. Steve, on the other hand, simply swung his blade in a great sweeping arc, catching three demons across the middle and slicing them in half. Then we were at the back of Sinbad’s group, facing a wall of demons and Templars. Another ten yards or so stood between us and the summoning circle. Werewolves were already grappling with larger demons, and more were coming up from beside and behind us, not yet attacking, but definitely ready to give it a shot. 
 
    “Surrender!” a voice called out from the front. The demons stepped back, and Temnoy moved out from behind them. 
 
    “We will gladly accept your surrender!” Lucas yelled. 
 
    Temnoy ignored him and went on. “Lay down your arms, and you will be allowed to live!” he called out, his arms held high. 
 
    “He’s stalling,” Dr. C said. “Trying to buy time.” 
 
    “He’s not going to get it,” I said. The night sky glowed blue for a moment, and I knew time was almost up. “Sorry, dude! Fresh out of give a fuck!” I yelled. 
 
    On the heels of my statement, hundreds of sprites turned visible and rained needle-sharp death on everything around us. Shields came up to cover the group in front of us, but everything everyone on our flanks wasn’t so lucky. Demons fell in droves, but they still kept coming. I brought the paintball gun up and started firing. The first demon I fired at went away from the hips up, and the second disappeared from knees to shoulders, sending chinks of themselves in all directions when the explosive alchemical concoction hit them. My third shot missed, but the demon behind that one wasn’t so lucky, and it blew apart in a flurry of limbs. 
 
    Then Synreah and the Dwarves showed up, and shit got messy. The Hive and the Underground had sent their own numbers to help save the world, and I was pretty sure even Copperbottom had hired every mercenary he could afford to keep the Bazaar safe. Heavy bullets and thick crossbow bolts ripped through the demons’ right flank, the thunder of volley fire arriving right after the missiles got there. I pumped explosive rounds into the front of them, slowing their advance to a crawl. Still, it was an advance, and the paintball gun just gave a disappointing hiss when I pulled the trigger on a gray skinned demon on spider legs. I tried to bring the staff around, and the demon reared back to skewer me with one long spindly limb. I shifted my weight to dodge to the side, but before it could bring the appendage forward, a fifty-pound hairy missile flew at it and caught it by the throat. The thing went down in a mass of thrashing limbs, and before I knew it, Junkyard was at my side, his muzzle and chest covered in black blood. 
 
    “Good boy!” I yelled over the noise. “Let’s go!” We charged forward, only stopping when we hit the last barrier the Templars had put up. Demon bodies were strewn all around the edge of their ritual circle, and I could see Josie Hart leading a group of red-robed mages in the summoning ritual. My back burned with every word they uttered, and I knew they were damn close to finishing. 
 
    “We can’t break through!” Steve said. The Maxilla was glowing bright in his right hand, and he was covered in demon blood. Beside him, Cross was cradling his right arm, supported by T-Bone. “I hope you have another trick up your sleeve, because we’re about to get flanked.” He pointed to my left. A fresh horde of demons was coming our way, and another group was moving in from the right. The wall of Infernal muscle in front of the circle wasn’t getting any thinner, either. 
 
    “Can you get me to the edge of the circle?” I yelled to him. 
 
    He shook his head. “Not in time.” His words were like a death knell. Deep in my soul, I knew he was right. My back was on fire, which meant that Josie was seconds away from finishing the summoning. 
 
    “Chance!” Lucas said as he ran to my side. “To quote a great Starfleet officer, you’re thinking two-dimensionally!” He raised his arm, his finger extended to the area above the fight. “Go over, not through!” 
 
    “You brilliant bastard!” I yelled. A series of things clicked into place in my head, and I felt a surge of renewed hope. “Hold the line!” 
 
    “Go!” John said. “We’ve got this!” 
 
    “Shade! I need you with me!” I called, then turned and took a deep breath. “Aerias sinis gradus quasi lapis,” I whispered, and started running forward. Small clouds started to form in front of me, rising like stairs. Shade fell into step beside me, and to my surprise, so did Junkyard. In a few strides, we were above the tallest of the demons, still yards away but with a clear path. 
 
    “Plan?” Shade asked. 
 
    “Get me to the wall!” It was all I could say. It looked like we were going to make it. Then a trio of long-legged demons leapt into the air, and it looked like at least one of them would intersect our path. I cast a larger cloud in front of us and stepped onto it, my TK rod at the ready. Then Shade grabbed my arm and kissed me. 
 
    “Remember, I love you,” she said before she grabbed me by the belt and the collar of my jacket and spun me around. When she let me go, I was flying toward the edge of the circle, under the arc of the jumping demons. Well, falling sideways was more like it. I was only sure of two things. I was going to hit the circle’s edge fast, and whether my idea worked or not, the stop at the end was going to be painful.  
 
    When I hit the edge of the circle, there was a flash and my whole body felt like I’d just grabbed a bolt of lightning, then I was on the ground, my side and back in agony. Around me, the world was bathed in golden light, and Josie Hart was standing over me with a triumphant look on her face. 
 
    “Tanniel!” she screamed, throwing her head back. “By the Will of Men, I do summon thee! Be here now!” 
 
    The glow became almost blinding, and I struggled to my feet, leaning on the staff in my left hand. My right arm hung at my side, the all too familiar feel of a dislocated shoulder just one of the many aches I was feeling. Josie looked back over at me with a feral grin. 
 
    “It’s done! You can’t stop what is about to happen,” she cried triumphantly. 
 
    I raised my left hand and returned her smile with a cold one of my own. 
 
    “Maybe not,” I said. “But I’m still gonna fuck up your day.” Closing my left hand tight around the staff, I channeled the energy of the spell coursing across my shoulders into the letters and invocations of the summoning, feeling it interact with the energy of the ritual she had just completed. Her summoning was working but the spell wasn’t done, not until Tanniel arrived and the circle was dismissed. I had seconds to do the one thing I really didn’t want to do. The energies twined together, keeping the spell incomplete until the second one went off. I extended the staff toward her. “Invocatum,” I said, and thrust the end of the stave down into the ground. Josie’s face became a mask of fury, and I saw a figure begin to manifest behind her. Then the world went white, and I hoped that we’d won. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
    ~ Fear not. Angelic greeting ~ 
 
    Being dead wasn’t supposed to be all white and comfortable. At least, not for me. I felt at peace, a deep sense of tranquility and contentment that was completely alien to me. 
 
    “You’re not dead,” a familiar voice said from behind me. I turned around to see my friend Desiree. She looked like she had in life, her long black hair in Betty Page bangs, dressed in black satin with long gloves. Her round face broke into a smile when I caught sight of her, and my heart broke again at the loss of her. 
 
    “But you are,” I said, my voice clearer than it should have been. “I miss you.” 
 
    “My body died, yes,” she said. “But I’ve been with you since that moment.” 
 
    “So, did you get yourself assigned to be my personal guardian angel or something?” I asked, trying to ignore the pit that seemed to have opened inside me. 
 
    “No, you goof,” she laughed. “I mean I’ve been with you this whole time. In a very real way.” 
 
    “I must be hallucinating. You died. I was right there.” I tried to turn away, but Desiree was in front of me again. Her hand reached out and touched my face. 
 
    “I did die, but my soul has been with you, Chance. You have that Lemurian tattoo on your arm that you used to keep stolen soul essence in. Turns out, it makes a fairly decent place to hang out. Not a lot of room to move around in there, but I managed.” She lifted my chin up and smiled at me. 
 
    “But you’re out now. That means I must be…” I said, trying to come to grips with things. 
 
    “In a non-corporeal state, exactly,” Desiree giggled. “We’re in the Celestial realm, I guess you could call it.” She spun around once before stopping to face me again. “If I remember right, this is the nexus point for the Seven Heavens. Or Limbo, Purgatory, whatever.” 
 
    “You are correct, child,” a new voice boomed. “Here the souls of the newly arrived are greeted by those they choose to follow and ushered back into the fold.” We both turned toward the sound and saw a brighter light among the white background that seemed to have an even brighter figure standing within it. “But you are not dead,” the voice said to me. “And you are dead but have chosen to remain in the mortal sphere.” It turned back to me. “You have called upon us, little mortal. What is the Will of Man?” 
 
    “We need help,” I said. “Mammon’s followers are trying to summon him back to Earth, and they just broke the seal on his prison.” 
 
    “Why should we help you?” the voice said. The light dimmed and took form, that of a tall, golden-haired man. “Why should we help those who spurned the Grace of Heaven?” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked. “You’re asking for a good reason to drive Mammon back to Hell? How about because it’s the right thing to do? Look, we don’t have time for this, people are fighting and dying down there right now.” 
 
    “Mortals were given Free Will long ago,” Golden Boy said. “This is what you have chosen to do with it, so let the consequences be on your head. As to the urgency of your plea, time is of no consequence here. The space of an hour here is shorter than the beat of a hummingbird’s wings on Earth.” He stepped forward, and I had to crane my head back to see him. Three more golden figures stepped in behind him. 
 
    “Michael,” one on the right said. At least, that was the name my brain told me I heard. What the being had really said didn’t fit something so tiny and fallible as mere words. “The boy is right; we are instruments of the Divine. Mammon is our ancient enemy.” 
 
    “He will never be able to assail the gates of the Heavens,” Michael said. 
 
    “Mortal,” another one said to me. “You cast the summons, and you wield the power of Will over us. We can only obey you. Why do you waste your energy merely asking for aid when you could simply command it?” 
 
    I spent a moment feeling like an idiot. The thing that separated angels from mortals was Free Will. As Divine instruments, angels possessed no will of their own. They simply did what the Divine commanded them to do. No matter your creation story, every religion had mortals gifted with Will, made in some semblance of the Divine’s image. I knew better than most that every mortal soul had a little bit of the Divine in it. Which meant we could command the Hosts. But, in my defense, no one had told me that I could actually just tell the Hosts what to do. And I wanted to do it, to just order them into the fight. They were mine to command. So why didn’t I do just that? 
 
    “I... I can’t,” I said. “I know what it’s like to be under someone else’s control. I’m sure as... well, I’m not going to do that to anyone else. Besides, that would be one angel, doing one task. One he won’t be happy about doing, either. I don’t need one angel. I need an army. I need you to come willingly, and fight like you mean business.” 
 
    “Do you know what you are asking of us?” Michael demanded. 
 
    “I thought I just said what I was asking of you.” I was a little confused. 
 
    “You ask us to take up the burden of Free Will,” Michael said, “to turn away from the Grace of the Divine.” 
 
    “You’re asking them to Fall from Grace,” Desiree said. 
 
    “A decision we do not make lightly,” the one angel on the right said. 
 
    “A decision we do not make at all, Gabriel,” Michael said, addressing the angel with some force behind the words. He turned to face Gabriel. “We are instruments of Divine Will. We do not forsake that. For if we allow ourselves to Fall, there may be no path back. That way leads to damnation.” 
 
    “Then you're not worthy of Grace,” Desiree said. 
 
    “Watch your tone, child,” Michael said. “You do not enjoy the protections he does, and your soul can still be cast out of the Heavens.” 
 
    “Big words from a guy who has always enjoyed being on the Divine’s good side,” Desiree said, stepping up to stand a little bit closer to him than I was. “But I was born damned, and so was everyone in my family. I actually had to make a sacrifice to get rid of that stain on our blood. And even then, we’re not guaranteed a place here? You know who was with me on that journey? Who cried for me when I died? This guy,” she said, pointing over her shoulder with her thumb. “The whole time, he never thought he’d have a shot at Heaven, but it didn’t stop him. So, if you ask me, Chance would be right to just command you to help him.” 
 
    “Neither of you are worthy to command any one of the Host,” Michael said. 
 
    “I may not be,” I said. “But there are people down there who aren’t worthy of the fate you’re condemning them to. Because if Mammon wins, he’ll take their souls. These are my friends. They’re my family. Innocents I’ve never met. Not to mention one of your own. They had to summon Tanniel to break the seals on Mammon’s prison. All because you’re afraid of being stuck in a life like billions of humans? If I do have to command one of you, it won’t be your sorry ass, Michael.” I turned away, suddenly sick at the sight of this lily-white place, hope dying in my heart and soul. 
 
    “I will Fall,” Gabriel said. “If I do not, I am not worthy of the Divine presence. If the Divine loved mortals enough to give them Free Will, there must be something worth saving in them. This is what Tanniel sacrificed everything for, and I will strive to be worthy of that.” I turned to see Gabriel already stepping forward. 
 
    “As will I,” another said, moving behind him. “We have always been the source of hope and fear among mortals. Today, I will stand as a beacon of hope once more. Know me, mortal, for I am Raphael.” 
 
    “I am Vishnu, and I will Fall,” another one stepped forward, appearing to me as a blue skinned man with four arms. “Am I not the Preserver?”  
 
    More and more stepped forward, a litany of devas and angelic beings from every religion I could name and a few I couldn’t. I felt hope again. If I could have, the sheer power and magnificence of the beings standing in front of me would have reduced me to tears. Finally, Michael stepped forward and unsheathed a massive sword. 
 
    “We will come,” he said. “We will help you fight Mammon. You are a good and faithful man; one I would gladly stand by. We might not carry the day, but it will be a glorious fight.” I blinked, caught by his sudden reversal. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Because of what you did not do.” He stood and drove his sword into the surface in front of me. “You cast the summoning ritual, yet refused to command our will, even in anger, when you could have done so from the beginning. Had you commanded me, you could have forced me to command the Hosts. I will trust myself to such a person. I will send you back with my sword as our herald, and I give you these words to prepare them for our coming.” He smiled and put his hand to my chest, giving me a gentle shove. The world tipped, and I was surrounded by white. 
 
    Returning to Earth felt more like falling. I could see the world below me in all its forms. With the sword of Michael in hand, I was able to see things from a much broader perspective. All time was laid out before me, and every version of Earth in parallel. A New Essex that was dying, almost a ghost city was laid out, beside it a world where there was no New Essex, and never had been. Another version looked like something from a superhero movie or a graphic novel, with people flying around in bright costumes, next to one where the world had never advanced past the vacuum tube. One where America was still in the hands of the original indigenous nations. And one where nuclear war had ravaged the world, beside one where demons ruled a blasted wasteland, while parallel to that was one where flying cars were a reality.  
 
    But my world waited directly below me, frozen in one terrible moment, a hundred different futures splitting off from that single point. A point that I had been moving toward for the past two years, ever since Lucas, Wanda, Shade and I had shared our vision at Blue Hole. Only a few of the timelines looked good, and even fewer stayed that way. This one moment, I had to get everything right. 
 
    I turned my attention to the Host that came behind me and felt the familiar surge of hope that the sight of them gave me. Fiery streaks of Sacred wrath fell behind me, a hundred physical manifestations of the Wrath of God coming to Earth to kick demon ass. 
 
    My focus returned to the world below. The angel Tanniel stood on the battlefield, beautiful to behold, even in agony. Mammon, the Beast of the Pit, towered over Tanniel, one hand around their neck, the other hand gripped at the wrist by the struggling angel. I watched in horror as Steve ran up to Mammon and plunged the Maxilla into his back. For a moment, the battlefield was silent, then Mammon laughed and backhanded Steve, sending him flying away. 
 
    “Little Nazarite,” the demon Mammon said to Steve, reaching back and pulling the glowing sword from his back. “Your little blade has no power over me.” He strode across the field to Steve, who was struggling to get back on his feet, dragging a struggling Tanniel with him. Most of the rest of the battlefield had joined Steve on their backs, many with their hands over their faces. I didn’t blame them. Even with the power of an archangel’s sword protecting me, Mammon was hard to look at, and my eyes couldn’t settle on a form for him. The only detail I was certain of was the wound in his back. That was solid, and it bled. 
 
    “Wrong,” Steve gasped, finally getting to his feet, his left arm holding his ribs. “Not even a demon can survive a wound from it.” 
 
    “Ignorant ape,” Mammon snarled, waving the glowing blade of the Maxilla. Smoke rose from his hand, and his jaw set as he looked at it. “This toy does not kill demons. It redeems them. There is nothing in me to redeem, for I was not created by your precious Divine.” He moved toward Steve, the blade ablaze in his hand, and I fell the last few feet from Heaven to the ground, with the sword Michael had given me held point down in front of me, hoping I stuck the landing. 
 
    I hit the ground at what felt like Mach three, and the flaming blade of the archangel Michael sank into the rock like it was sand. A shockwave exploded from under my feet, knocking everything and everyone on the battlefield back to the ground, including Mammon. I went to one knee, then slowly stood, drawing the sword from the ground with a flourish. Slowly, people began to stand, and I was relieved to see my friends still breathing. Lucas and Shade were at my side in a heartbeat, and I could see Dr. Corwin, Kim and Amanda coming from different directions. 
 
    “What happened?” Lucas asked. “Did it work?” I looked at him and smiled, then turned and lifted my head. 
 
    “I am the herald of the Archangel Michael and the Hosts of the Divine,” I yelled. “He sent me with a message,” I paused while everyone looked at me for a moment.  
 
    “Speak your piece,” Mammon said, his voice booming across the field. 
 
    “Fear not!” I yelled back, speaking the same words that Fate had given me that summer night. The whole battlefield turned to me, and I lowered my voice a little. “We are coming.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
    ~ A deal is a deal. Infernal saying. ~ 
 
     I raised Michael’s sword over my head, and all eyes went to the sky. I knew what they were seeing, fiery comets falling to earth. I felt them hit the ground around me and saw Michael land right next to me.  
 
    Most of the demons broke and ran. But Mammon was summoning an army of his own, and it came pouring into the world through a dozen portals all around the battlefield. Dozens of armored Celestial beings formed a circle around our position, facing the approaching horde. The Conclave wizards raced toward us, the way clear with the massive circle down. But if things were better on that front, they were worse where I was standing. Most of the Templar mages were inside the circle with us, and they were trying to be somewhere else fast. The problem for them was that they were in the circle with us. 
 
    I looked around, taking stock of what they were facing. Dr. Corwin, a badass wizard. Kim Shinoda, a kitsune and master assassin. Kim and Dr. C’s daughter, Amanda Shinoda, who was on a par with her mother. T-Bone, one of the Hands of Death, and Steve Donovan, wielder of the Maxilla Asini, the Divine’s nuclear deterrent. Shade, an alpha level werewolf and the woman I loved. Lucas Kale, my best friend, a minor mage in his own right, and one of the most resourceful people I knew. John Blackstone and Danny Vasquez, two elite soldiers who were armed to the teeth. An army of sprites. And me, the mage of New Essex, armed with Kim’s martial arts knowledge, Dr. C’s training, Mr. Chomsky’s staff, the Sword of the Archangel Michael, and eight years of demonic instruction. And my dog. Yeah, this wasn't going to go well for someone. Still, the Templar mages had no intention of going out easy.  
 
    Inside the circle, it wasn’t looking to be a long fight. By the time I had taken stock of the situation, Kim and Dr. C had taken out half of the Templars on our right side. John, Danny, and Lucas had worked their way through the group in front of us. T-Bone, Steve, and Shade were mopping up the group on our left, but I still didn’t see who I was looking for: Temnoy and Josie Hart. I threw a TK bolt at a group of Templars who were trying to come around behind us on our left. That was when he Temnoy showed himself. 
 
    “Fortunato!” he yelled, stepping out from behind a group of Templars. What I saw made me stop cold. He held Wanda by the neck, his oversized pistol at her temple. “Call your people off! Or she dies right here!” Everything stopped inside the circle, Templars stepping back as well as my friends. Wanda was arguably the best of us, the one person who should never have had to face what she had, and the one person who everyone in our group loved. I stepped past Shade and spread my hands. I let go of the staff, and it just floated in mid-air beside me. My right released the sword, and it hovered where I left it as well. 
 
    “You’re pointing that gun at the wrong person,” I said, raising my empty hands so he could see them. Templars started moving around to get behind him, almost as if he was their shield. The noise of the fight outside became a background buzz, my focus honed in on Temnoy and Wanda. 
 
    “I think it’s pointed right where it needs to be,” Temnoy countered, smiling. 
 
    “If you kill her, there’s nothing in this world that will save you,” I said. “She’s all that’s protecting you from a very long and very painful death. Me, on the other hand? Kill me, and you might live for a few more minutes. I’d offer you an option where you survive but it’s been a bad day, and I’m not feeling that warm and fuzzy. There’s only one option where you live past sunrise..” 
 
    “The one where I surrender to you?” he said. His mouth twisted into a sneer, but the gun moved away from Wanda’s head to point at me. “That’s no option. Here’s how this is going to go. You’re going to stand aside, and I’m going to take her with me to the transit circle. Then we’re leaving, and I let her go when I’m safe.” 
 
    I looked behind him to see about twenty of his people starting to look at each other, questions obviously on their minds. In the back, I saw two Templar heads drop out of sight, and I took a step forward to keep his attention on me. 
 
    “How do I know you’ll let her go?” I asked. “And what about them?” I gestured to the rest of his people. 
 
    “You don’t,” he said. “All you can count on is that she will die right here, right now, if I... we… don’t make it off this field.” Another Templar disappeared, and I felt Junkyard press against my left leg, his whole body quivering. There was only one person I couldn’t account for, Amanda, and Temnoy was holding her favorite person hostage. 
 
    “You seriously suck at negotiating, Temnoy,” I said, noting more Templars dropping behind him. He was down to almost half his remaining force. Shade pressed up against my right side, her hand on my shoulder. Pale hair and the flash of a short blade caught my attention, and I looked away to avoid drawing attention to Amanda’s bloody work. 
 
    “John has a shot over your left shoulder, but you have to stay very still,” Shade whispered. 
 
    “You have no choice!” Temnoy yelled, the pistol wavering, his eyes darting toward Wanda, then back to me. He was starting to sound desperate. “Clear the way right now, or she dies!” The gun started to move, swinging back toward Wanda’s head, and I felt Junkyard leap forward. 
 
    “No!” I yelled, but Junkyard was already five feet away. The pistol snapped back forward, and Temnoy squeezed off shots in rapid succession. The first three missed his intended target, but then I heard a sound that ripped my heart and soul: Junkyard’s yelp of pain. He went down, legs flailing, rolling to a stop at Wanda’s feet. I had the LeMat out, determined to make him pay for hurting Junkyard, but I was a heartbeat too slow. Temnoy’s face contorted in pain, and he fell to the ground like a ragdoll, revealing Amanda standing behind him, the blade of her sword red with his blood. 
 
    “No one hurts her,” Amanda hissed at Temnoy. She squatted down, seemingly unconcerned about the remaining Templars behind her. “You will spend days dying.” The Templars looked around and finally seemed to notice how few of them were left. Weapons hit the ground as they stepped back and raised their hands 
 
    Already, Temnoy was gasping, but I was at Junkyard’s side, trying to find the wound. As it turned out, I was being too optimistic. There wasn’t just one bullet hole in him, there were three. Pink blood frothed across his tongue, but his tail wagged when I pulled him onto my lap. 
 
    “Good boy,” I said, nearly sobbing the words. “You’re the best boy ever.” I looked to Wanda, eyes streaming. “Please,” was all I could manage. I looked back down at him, at those trusting brown eyes, and died a little. 
 
    Wanda knelt beside me, laying her hands on him, her lips moving in prayer. The golden light I'd seen before came but didn’t touch his brindle fur. 
 
    “Please, Lady,” Wanda whispered. “Please save him.” 
 
    “He is beyond mortal help,” Dead Leo said, shuffling to our side with Synreah’s help. “As will we be ere long.” He looked off to one side, and I followed his gaze. The angels were being pushed back by Mammon’s nearly endless host. The mages were falling back with them, and there were a lot fewer of them. Sprites were falling out of the air by the dozen, tiny bodies fluttering as they died. My heart broke a little more, my hands stroking Junkyard’s side. 
 
    “I thought this would work,” I said, my hand on Junkyard’s bloody fur. 
 
    “They're not strong enough to hold him,” Leo said. “They never were.” 
 
    “Then why did I summon them?” I asked. “Why did you give me the ritual?” 
 
    Leo closed his eyes and hung his head.  
 
    “Michael and the Celestial Hosts were not the only beings this ritual was made to summon,” he said, his voice barely audible over the sounds of battle. 
 
    “Who the Hell else was I supposed to call, then?” I asked desperately. 
 
    “Who the Hell indeed?” Leo said, his thin, gray lips cracking into a smile. 
 
    “You don’t mean…?” I stammered. 
 
    “None other.” Leo looked away. “I’m sorry. But...it must be you.” 
 
    “Why me?” I asked. “I’m barely even a mage yet.” 
 
    “It isn’t who you are that matters now,” Leo said. “It’s where you stand.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered. “Figures.” 
 
    “We will see to Junkyard,” Synreah said, kneeling in front of me, her own eyes brimming. 
 
    “I’ll be right back, buddy,” I said to him, running my hand along the fur on his head before I stood up. A war raged around me, and I turned my back on it to step into the summoning circle again. 
 
    “Chance, what are you doing, dude?” Lucas asked, suddenly at my side. Shade bounded over to me, her hands bloody. 
 
    “Going to make a deal with the Devil,” I said. 
 
    “Baby, no, you can’t!” Shade said. 
 
    I stopped and turned to face them at the edge of the smaller circle. 
 
    “No one else can,” I said. I kissed her, then stepped back and held my hands up. With a thought, Michael’s sword and my staff flew to my palms. Then I uttered the incantation to close the circle. 
 
    The sounds of death and combat faded from inside the circle, and I turned to face the center. Nothing stood between me and the being I was about to summon. This was going to get interesting, and most likely, messy for about two seconds. But all I had to lose was everything, and I figured things didn’t work out well for me no matter what I did. Activating the spell was easy, since I had it printed on my skin. The same fire I’d felt before blazed across my back, and it was time to say the name. 
 
    “I summon the Light-Bringer, the Morningstar,” I intoned. “I call your name and demand your presence. I name you haylal, son of the morning. Be here.” For a moment or two, there was only silence. Then, the world filled with light so bright I could feel it hit my skin, and I felt my sanity start to slip sideways. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
    ~ I’ll dance with the devil and damn the consequences! Last words of James Allester ~ 
 
    The Devil doesn’t like being summoned. He told me. 
 
    Truth was, he didn’t tell me, he just made me know it. I lay on the ground, pinned there by his gaze and his cosmic level displeasure, feeling myself on the verge of being unmade, atoms eager to go their separate ways just to do Lucifer’s bidding. Sometimes people say that someone looked through them, and they make it sound like they’re made of glass or something, and everything is right there to see. I felt like I’d been cut open, and my whole life had been ripped out of me and pinned to a table to be labeled and photographed. He looked at me and saw everything. There was no dialogue, no bargaining, nothing. He just knew. I was an irritant. My soul wasn’t worth taking, and he wasn’t really interested in that, anyway. I was about to wonder about that, but just the glimpse of him was still enough to push me toward madness. I didn’t need him telling me the “Why?” of anything. Then he turned his attention away from me, and I felt my existence solidify again. He understood why he’d been summoned, and maybe...just maybe, I’d survive to regret this for a few seconds. Until then, though, his will and mine were focused on the same thing. The ground shook under his footsteps when he walked away from me. 
 
    Lucifer’s radiance shone across the field, and Mammon’s minions cowered before it. Mammon was a different story. He charged forward, and Lucifer grinned at the sight. 
 
    “Come now, my ancient foe!” Lucifer yelled. Mammon created a massive axe of fire as he came, and Lucifer held up one fist. A sword of brilliant black sprang into existence in his grip, and he brought it up to catch Mammon’s flaming axe against its edge. They sprang back from each other, Lucifer with a taunting laugh, and Mammon with another roar of outrage. “The Maxilla’s wound weakens you. You have no hope of winning.” 
 
    “Do your worst, little slave,” Mammon growled. “You are but a shadow of that which made you.” He brought his axe around in a sweeping blow that stopped when it met the blade in the Morningstar’s hand. This impact knocked everything down for about a hundred yards outside the circle. 
 
    “Mine may not be the full wrath of the Divine,” Lucifer said, a cruel smile crossing his face. “But it is greater by far than anything else in creation. You are but a shadow of me, for I was not created. You stand before a portion of the Divine itself.” 
 
    Mammon’s axe hit the black blade, and the fire dimmed a little. Then Lucifer pushed him back and thrust with his own blade, impaling the massive demon through his side. 
 
    “Ha!” Mammon crowed. “I feast on pain, even my own!” 
 
    “And I feast on you,” Lucifer whispered. 
 
    It His whisper was loud enough to be heard three states away, I was pretty sure. 
 
    “Now, we will have a reckoning,” the Prince of Hell said, his voice turning to a snarl and his face losing some of its beauty. “The Abyss is my domain, and though I may not be able to kill you, I can make you suffer. And oh, such delightful torments do I have in store for you. But first…” He let Mammon go and went to an angel being supported by two others, its radiance somehow lessened by comparison. “Tanniel,” he said, reaching out to cup the battered angel’s face with his right hand. “Your suffering will not go unacknowledged, or unanswered.” 
 
    Tanniel looked up at him, and I saw the suffering in their eyes. My own knees buckled at that, my eight years under Dulka was nothing compared to what I saw there. 
 
    “Thank you,” Tanniel said, the shine around them growing a little brighter. The angel stood and walked toward Mammon, who was just now getting to its feet. Tanniel gripped the Infernal Prince by the horns and twisted, pulling his tormentor’s head around a full 180 degrees. Bones popped in Mammon’s neck, and Tanniel smiled. 
 
    “Shall I finish this,” Lucifer said, “Or do you wish to go on tormenting him for a few more millennia?” 
 
    “Send him back,” Tanniel said. “Let that be suffering enough.” 
 
    “Then let it be done,” Lucifer said, stepping up and reversing the sword so that he held it like an ice pick. Tanniel leaped back, and the black blade plunged into Mammon’s back. Tenebrous tendrils flowed from the blade, spreading across the ground in patterns that my brain refused to see. 
 
    “You fool!” Mammon laughed, pushing his torso up. “I was too strong for you to beat on your own millennia ago! This won’t be enough to stop...me…” But even as it spoke, the black tendrils pulled it back down. 
 
    “When we met before, I had only my will to bring to bear against you,” Lucifer answered, closing his fist. The tendrils grasped tighter, and he stepped forward. “Now, I have allies. Men, fae, and all beings of this world now lend me the power of their Will. The Hosts fight of their own Will this day. Mortals have wounded you with the Divine Blade. Against that, Mammon, you cannot prevail.” The inky lines formed into a circle, and turned white, searing their image across my retinas. When I could see again, Mammon was gone, and only bare rock remained. 
 
    Then, the Devil turned back to me. 
 
    “You wished to strike a bargain with me?” he asked, his aspect diminishing until he was merely beautiful beyond words. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, getting to my feet. It was time to pay the Devil his due. 
 
    “Speak, then. Tell me what you offer that I might be interested in.” He smiled, and my will slipped. I could understand why people would sell their souls to bask in his approval. A quick shake of my head helped me focus a little better. 
 
    “Anything you want,” I said. He stepped closer and became more and more human with every inch he closed between us. Seeing him lose that beauty made my soul want to weep. 
 
    “There is already a balance between us,” he said. “I am rather fond of my thrones. And if he would’ve conquered here today, after he laid waste to this realm, the first thing that idiot Mammon would have done is come straight down and try to take Hell from me. It is an intangible thing, but one of some value. But you still get something out of it. I suppose you think your soul will be part of your price.” 
 
    “That’s kind of your thing, isn’t it?” I asked. 
 
    “So, it is said. But, aside from saving your world, what do you want? You are offering to me whatever I wish, after all. You might as well get something for yourself in all of this.” 
 
    “I don’t think even you can give me anything I want.” I looked down at Junkyard, watched his breathing start to slow and his eyes close. No punishment seemed worse than watching him die in front of me. 
 
    “I could save him for you, you know,” Lucifer said. “If you want.” I let out a breath, and felt a tear slide down my cheek 
 
    “Please,” I said, nodding in agreement. The teardrop fell, and I watched it fall toward Junkyard’s fur. Then, a single, pale, elegant, and perfect fingertip moved to catch it.  
 
    “Agreed,” Lucifer said. 
 
    “I thought you needed blood,” I said. “A contract, and all that.”  
 
    Lucifer held the glistening teardrop up in front of his eyes and peered at it. “Contracts are for the letter of the law,” he whispered. “In Hell, I am the Law incarnate. I cherish the spirit of the agreement. I had forgotten how... powerful mortal emotions could be.” His eyes closed, and the droplet sank into his skin. “How... beautiful and pure. How much of your soul you could fit into a single tear. It doesn’t need to be blood, it just has to be yours, given as consent. We are agreed on this. Mammon has been returned to his prison, I still rule in Hell, your beloved dog lives to fight another day. And... we have a mutually beneficial arrangement. Are we agreed?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I waited for the emptiness to fill me with the loss of my soul, but nothing happened. 
 
    “Did I miss something?” I asked. “Isn’t this the part where you take my soul?” 
 
    “You only offered your soul,” Lucifer said, suddenly towering over me. “Or anything I wanted. I never accepted it. I’m not an idiot. That would have been a truly Faustian arrangement. I got enough of your soul to last me several lifetimes in a single teardrop. And I got an agent in the mortal realms out of the bargain.” 
 
    “An agent?” I asked. 
 
    “The aforementioned mutually beneficial arrangement. Oh, did you think I was referring to the deal overall? No, that was a separate part of the arrangement. You, of all people, should know better than to strike a bargain when you’re emotional or distracted. I neither want, nor do I need, your soul. Sacrificing yourself to save another would have redeemed you no matter what, leaving me empty-handed. Besides, you cannot serve me. You are already sworn to the service of your city. But there were older things than Mammon locked away in that prison. What I am going to need is the occasional favor from someone in the mortal realm to help me deal with them. Someone reliable.” He smiled, and I felt the world turn warm and fuzzy in spite of knowing who I was talking to. 
 
    “I’m not exactly compliant,” I said.  
 
    “I rule Hell,” Lucifer said. “Compared to what I have to work with, you’re practically a lapdog. Speaking of lapdogs,” he said, looking down at Junkyard. “He’s probably going to want something to eat soon.” 
 
    My gaze followed his. Junkyard lay there beside me, eyes closed, but with no holes in his hide. His black-furred hide. He opened one big, soulful brown eye, then tucked his feet under him and got up. And kept getting up. Where he used to lean against my thigh when he stood next to me, now his shoulder hit my hip. 
 
    “What did you do to him?” I said. “Did you turn him into a Hellhound?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Lucifer said. “He was a very good dog. I just made him better. Now, there is much that needs must be done.” He turned and led us back to the edge of the circle. Slack jaws and wide eyes greeted us there, and a few dark looks. The angels stepped forward, towering over everything else, their radiance almost as bright as the Morningstar’s. Dead silence settled over the field, until Lucas’s voice carried across the short distance between us. 
 
    “You got a pony!” he said, coming forward to kneel in front of Junkyard. A long, pink tongue slurped across his cheek, and I knew that Hellhound or not, he was still my buddy Junkyard. 
 
    Friend. Brother. The impressions came quick, and I looked down at Junkyard in amazement. I hadn’t heard words so much as gotten concepts, or feelings. Then I was down on one knee, my arm around his thick neck. 
 
    “That’s my boy,” I said. “You’re the best dog ever.” 
 
    Happy. Love. Pack-brother. He turned and licked my face, then headbutted me before rubbing the side of his face against my cheek. Shade put an arm around me, her own cheeks wet as she knelt beside me. Wanda and Monica came up next, then Dr. C, Amanda, and Kim, everyone reaching out to touch us. 
 
    “You’re okay,” Dr. Corwin said, his voice unsteady. “You’re okay.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good,” I said. “Soul’s still where it belongs. There are a few details to work out, but yeah, I’m good.” 
 
    “You still made a deal with the Prince of Hell,” Dr. C said. “The Council’s going to have something to say about that.” 
 
    “I’ll blow that bridge up when I get to it,” I said. The mages of the Conclave were making their way toward us, but the angels beat them, Michael standing tall and fair before all of them. 
 
    “Michael,” Lucifer said, his entire being glowing a little brighter. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
    “You rebelled,” Michael said, and the sadness coming off of him felt like a rain shower on a sunny day. “No wound ever ran so deep.” 
 
    “I loved you above all others, Michael,” Lucifer said. “Even myself. But I could do nothing else. I hope you understand eventually. No other holds so dear a place in my heart, brother. Let us mend this rift between us soon. Ten thousand years is too long a time.” I could feel the affection for Michael coming off of the Morningstar like the summer sun, something deep and platonic, a fierce bond that defied any concept of relationships I understood. 
 
    “Soon,” Michael said, and I felt the power of a promise being made, and he glowed brighter. “We have more urgent matters to attend first. Mammon has been imprisoned again, but the gate must be sealed. Only you have the power and the authority to do that. Are you willing to accept that responsibility again?” Others were closing in on us, mostly Council mages, none of them looking sanguine about what was going on. 
 
    “Does it matter if I am willing?” Lucifer asked, and I felt a weariness and sadness that made me want to lay down and just die for a few seconds. “I can follow no other course, brother. The moment he was freed, I was dislodged from my throne. I will not let that stand, and I have been given the leave I need to reclaim it.” Lucifer looked to me, and all eyes followed his gaze.  
 
    “Then the deal has been struck,” Michael said. “Hell takes the power of Mammon, and you accept once more your exile from the Heavens.” 
 
    “And the Celestial Courts cede rule of the Abyss to me in exchange.” He extended his hand, and Michael clasped it at the forearm. 
 
    “Son of Man, child of Free Will,” Michael said, turning to me. “This pact is bound by your bargain with Lucifer. You must be a part of it.” 
 
    My eyes felt like they were going to pop out of my head. “What do you mean?” I stammered. 
 
    “We’re not all creatures of Free Will,” Lucifer said. “The Will of the Divine rests among his favored creation. You made this bargain; you must seal it between us.” He gestured with his free hand, and I walked over to them. 
 
    “How do I do that?” I asked. 
 
    “You need only say that this is as you will it,” Lucifer said. He pointed to their clasped hands, and I laid my right hand over theirs. “And it must, of course, be true.” 
 
    “This is as I Will it,” I said. 
 
    I had made promises before, but I’d never made a pact with the forces of the Seven Heavens and the Nine Hells. The force of that oath knocked everyone who wasn’t an angel or a demon to the ground. Normally, I was the only person who felt the side effects of promises, but this...this was on an entirely different level. The only reason I wasn’t laid out like everyone else was because I was at ground zero. Instead, I ended up on one knee. 
 
    Michael pulled me to my feet and looked down at me. “It is done, and your world continues on as it did before. Do you judge our task complete and release us from our vows?” 
 
    “I do,” I said. “Thank you. I release you.” 
 
    “I must petition the Divine to accept me once more in Grace,” Michael said. He smiled at Lucifer and then disappeared. 
 
    “Abrupt, is he not?” Lucifer asked. I could hear the smile in his voice, and I could almost imagine the warmth of that expression on my skin. 
 
    “Kinda,” I said. “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Yes, I am a portion of the Divine itself,” he said, answering what was on my mind. “I split a part of myself off to experience my Creation and explore what was there before. But when the time came to return to myself, I chose to remain apart. I had grown fond of my own existence, and I knew that if I returned to myself, all that I had become would be lost, subsumed by the Whole.” 
 
    “And that was worse than being whole again?” I asked. 
 
    “I am whole,” Lucifer said. “That is what Michael has never learned. That is why angels who do choose to fall sometimes decide not to return to the Divine’s so-called Grace. I’m not the entirety of the Divine, but I am whole unto myself. That is enough. To your ancestors, that was rebellion. Mostly because it made it easier to control their women and children. And I could sit here and discuss the complexities of their life with you for years, but again, your world still turns, and you still have much to do.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” I muttered. Lucifer laughed, evidently getting a joke I didn’t know I’d made.  A glance over my shoulder confirmed my worst fears. The High Council was coming our way, and they did not look happy. “The Council is pretty pissed.” Lucifer looked back at the approaching figures, then looked back at me, smiling once his face was turned where they couldn’t see it. 
 
    “Just remember,” he said, “context is everything. Everything we are about to say is absolutely true, and yet we will perpetrate such a lie…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “You bargained with a soul I could not have, Chance Fortunato,” he said, his face transforming into a mask of anger. “Twice over you deny me. Your soul is pledged in service to New Essex. Even I cannot make you forswear this. And your sacrifice was made in service to all Creation. If I accept that offer, I walk away with nothing!” 
 
    “You still rule in Hell,” I said, fighting down a smile of my own at the rehash of our previous conversation. “You got plenty out of this deal.” 
 
    “There is still a balance between us, mortal, and there will be a reckoning.” He stepped back, winked, and disappeared. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
    ~ We try to impose our laws on a world that cares little what we think. Imrys Myrrdin, Archmage ~ 
 
    The Council had taken hours to deliberate on my fate, and I wasn’t sure if I had just saved the world only to be rewarded with a death sentence. I sat outside the Council chamber in Babylon Tower, under the constant gaze of a pair of Sentinels, clad in heavy spellbinders and borrowed apprentice robes. They’d even taken my underwear. Lucas sat across the room from me, also in borrowed apprentice robes, also under the eyes of a watching Sentinel. The prospect of a nap on the marble floor was starting to look appealing to me when the doors opened. Sentinel Jane Dearborn limped out, her left eye covered in a strip of gauze that circled her head, the remnants of the fight at Coronado Heights, and gestured for Lucas and me to follow her. 
 
    The Council chamber was still as scary as it had been the first time I’d entered it. The circle of light for the accused was still a harsh contrast to the rest of the room, but the Council’s actual seats seemed even more unforgiving, bathed in light so bright, that everything under it seemed to glow on its own by comparison to the shadows that ruled the rest of the room. Several seats were empty, one of them being Polter’s, though I knew he’d survived the fight. From behind us, I could hear other people enter the room. While Council deliberations were closed off, trials were public affairs. 
 
    “Chance Fortunato,” Draeden said, his face showing every year of his considerable age. “The list of crimes you are accused of is long, as I’m sure you know. It can be summed up in one unforgivable act. You summoned Lucifer himself to Earth and offered him your soul in exchange for his favor. Before this Council hands down its judgment, do you have anything to say in your own defense?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Would you be happier if I didn’t make that deal?” 
 
    “What we feel doesn’t change what you—” 
 
    “Would you like me to undo it?” I demanded. “Would you prefer to have Mammon running around on Earth right now?” 
 
    Dead silence greeted me before a voice I hadn’t heard before spoke from Draeden’s left. 
 
    “Summoning a demon is to take the easy way out,” the newcomer said. “There is always another option. Usually, one that takes sacrifice and hard work, something you obviously know nothing about.” That brought a gasp from around the table. 
 
    “Mage Templeton,” Draeden said. “If we could dispense with the—” 
 
    “Master Templeton,” the young man said, pulling his hood back to glare at Draeden. 
 
    “You inherited your father’s seat,” Lazarus Moon said. “Not his title. Chance, did you have more to say?” 
 
    “Not much more,” I told him. “Just that there was no other choice. Lucifer was the only one who could actually imprison Mammon. If I hadn’t summoned him, you’d all be dead, and Earth would be Mammon’s personal stomping ground.” 
 
    “So, you made a deal with the source of all evil to save the world,” Templeton sneered. “I don’t care if you think you saved the entire universe, you still broke the Laws by summoning a demon. There’s only one way this Council can judge on this. He doesn’t even deny it, we might as well kill him right here, right now, and be done with it.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” a voice said from behind me. There was a shuffling of feet, and a muttered “Pardon me, my apologies, thank you, I beg your pardon,” and Dead Leo stepped forward, leaning heavily on Wanda. My jaw almost hit the floor.  
 
    “Leo,” Draeden said. “I wondered if you were still around. I wish I could say it’s good to see you.” 
 
    “Likewise, Nicholas,” Leo said, his voice a dry wheeze. Still, he smiled when he said it.  
 
    “You have something to add?” Draeden held his hand up to forestall Templeton’s outburst and nodded toward Leo. 
 
    “Yes, methinks this entire hearing is an exercise in futility. You are charging the boy with a transgression that never happened.” 
 
    “He summoned a demon!” Templeton squeaked. “And not just any demon. The Demon, the prince of all demons! For all we know, he summoned Mammon himself!” 
 
    “And in that, my boy, you are so very laughably... and in some several ways... wrong.” Leo said. He took a step forward and put his hand on my shoulder. “Mammon was never summoned. He was released. Chance, how did the Templar Magi bring Mammon to the world?” 
 
    “They summoned Tanniel,” I said. “That broke the seals on his prison.” 
 
    “Despite Templeton’s outburst, we already know that,” Morrigan said. 
 
    “They summoned an angel,” Leo repeated. “And did you not summon the hosts of the Seven Heavens yourself? Did you not use the same circle, indeed the very same ritual that the Templar Magi used to summon Tanniel?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, I did.” I admitted. 
 
    “You also used the same circle to summon Lucifer,” Leo said, his voice going soft. “You used the same ritual.” He turned me around and pulled the back of the robe down to reveal the angelic script that ran down my shoulder blades. “Chance did not summon a demon in Lucifer, he summoned an angel.” 
 
    “A fallen angel!” another Council member said. 
 
    “But an angel nevertheless,” Draeden said. “It’s a technicality, but a valid one. And even Lucifer granted that Chance’s actions served, and I quote, ‘all Creation.’” He paused to look around the now quiet room. “The circumstances here would seem to warrant an exception to many things.” He looked to Dr. Corwen and tilted his head toward him. “Very well, I judge these charges to be refuted and the accused is released from custody. Which means that we have a second order of business before us. The petition of Wizard Corwin to have his apprentices elevated to the status of Mage. Will any among you second his motion?” 
 
    “I will,” Lazarus Moon said. “Chance worked out how to summon angels, and given the testimony of his peers, he’s also worked out how to break out of spellbinders. His understanding and command of magick appears to have progressed beyond mere rote casting, and he no longer requires the use of a focus for some spells. As for Apprentice Kale, he displayed considerable knowledge of not only magick, but of lore and customs. In terms of sheer knowledge, I would deem him a worthy mage.” 
 
    “What of their trials?” Hardesty asked. 
 
    “They helped stop the end of the world,  survived a battle that claimed the lives of two Masters, summoned angels, and uncovered an enemy we never knew walked among us,” Moon said. “There is no more grueling trial we can conjure up than that.” 
 
    “Then with two masters speaking for them, the matter is settled. You will both stand your vigil and be named a full mage. Give them their things back and release them. Wizard Corwin, you may see them to the transit rings, then return. We have... other business to discuss.” Dr. C stepped out of the shadows and walked with us to the door. Once we were outside he pulled his hood back. 
 
    “Take Amanda back with you,” he said, gesturing to her from across the room. “And congratulations, boys. You’ve graduated.” 
 
    “We must be the youngest ensigns in Starfleet!” Lucas said with a grin. 
 
    “This is the normal age for it,” Dr. C said. “Most students of the Franklin Academy are mages by the time they graduate. They just don’t have to face the former prince of Hell as their trial.” 
 
    “So, what now?” I asked as Amanda came up. 
 
    “You go home, you go back to school, and you get your diploma,” he said. “Normal life goes on.” 
 
    “That’s boring,” Lucas said. 
 
    “That’s life. Go home. But Chance, I need you to wait for me at my place. There’s more that we need to discuss, too.” He gestured to the transit rings. 
 
    “That’s it?” I said. “You’re going to drop that on me and make me wait?” 
 
    “Of course I am,” he said, smiling. “It’s cryptic and a little ominous. You know how we wizards love that. Now go. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He turned and headed back toward the chamber, leaving me with Shade, Amanda, Lucas, and Monica. We made our way to the transit rings to find Leo standing there waiting for us. 
 
    “I wonder if I might accompany you back to New Essex,” Leo said, his smile faint, bordering on enigmatic. “You and I have unfinished business between us. I would see it concluded.” 
 
    “Last time we talked, I ended up with an angelic ritual on my back,” I said, only mostly joking. 
 
    “I mean to make amends for that,” Leo said. “This, however, is not the time nor the place for that conversation.” With that, he turned away, and all we could do was follow him onto the platform. He didn’t say anything on the trip back, in spite of my best efforts. When we got back to the house, we arrived to find a low-key party happening. Someone had laid out a table full of chips, dip, little sandwiches, and other finger foods, and John was manning a barbecue pit. Styrofoam coolers had been piled with ice and soft drinks, and chairs had been set on the porch. Junkyard jumped out of the window of the Mustang and sauntered to the barbecue pit, looking up at John like he hadn’t just eaten two pounds of steak an hour ago. 
 
    “What in the Nine Hells is going on here?” I asked Wanda when she bounded up to me.  
 
    “It’s a surprise party,” Wanda said as she handed me a can of soda. “Surprise, there’s a party at your place!” I tried to decide if I was pissed or not, but Dee tackle-hugged me with an assist from Mom. 
 
    “I missed you!” she squealed.  
 
    “No, your aim is just fine,” I said, pulling her and Mom into my arms. 
 
    “I don’t think I could be prouder of you,” Mom said. “I can’t tell anyone you helped save the world, but I’m still the proudest mom ever.” 
 
    “He’s a wizard now!” Lucas said from beside me. 
 
    “I’m just a mage,” I said. “It’ll be years before I’m a wizard.” Lucas rolled his eyes at me. “I have to talk to Leo for a moment, then I’ll be right back out, okay?” I headed into the house to find Leo standing in front of Dr. C’s desk. 
 
    “I apologize for transferring the ritual to you,” Leo said without preamble. “I should have asked, but I felt I had no other option.” 
 
    “I’m not saying it wasn’t kind of a dick move,” I said. “But it all worked out okay.” 
 
    “I would make amends,” Leo said, turning to face me. “I would ask that you transfer the ritual back to me.” 
 
    I reached for the pendant he’d given me with my right hand and held out my left. “Gladly,” I said. 
 
    Moments later, I was sitting in one of the chairs in front of the desk, but Leo was still standing. When my eyes could focus a little better, I noticed that he didn’t look like Dead Leo anymore. He was more Alive Leo, with olive skin and sparkling eyes, his hair a plain, but healthy brown that brushed his collar. 
 
    “I shall not miss that side effect,” he said, smiling at me.  
 
    “Yeah, not on my list of things I want to do again, either,” I moaned as I sat up. “But I’m glad I don’t have to carry that around anymore.” 
 
    “Consider it a parting gift from a grateful old man.” 
 
    “A parting gift?” I said. “Are you retiring or something?” 
 
    “You could say that,” Leo said. “I’ve been here for a long, long time, but my penance has been served. It is time to hand over the mantle to someone new. Someone who is willing to carry the responsibilities I once bore as punishment.” 
 
    “Responsibilities?” I asked, leaning forward. “What mantle are you talking about? The ritual?” 
 
    “The ritual is only a part of it,” Leo said, turning away from me again. “There is more, so much more than you know. But that, I leave to my successor. I shall rest now. Farewell, Mage Fortunato. We will not meet again in this life. I bid you much luck. You will likely need it.”  
 
    “Leo,” I said, moving to get up. My legs refused to hold my weight, and I could only watch as Leo started to dissolve from the top down, bits and pieces of him floating to one side in a horizontal shower of light. But as one side of him faded, in its wake, something else was forming, tiny pieces of light that darkened and coalesced into a rounder, taller figure, one I thought I recognized. 
 
    “Desiree?” I asked when the figure of a dusky-skinned woman in a white tunic and jeans had finally solidified. She turned and flashed her familiar smile at me, her round cheeks dimpling before she swooped in on me and caught me in a rib-crushing hug. “Don’t mean to look a gift horse...in the mouth,” I gasped, “but what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I volunteered,” she said, pulling away. “To take Leo’s place.” 
 
    “Okay, still not getting it,” I said. “Why are you taking Leo’s place? What did he do?” 
 
    “He kept the old knowledge from being lost,” she said, her smile returning. She gestured over her shoulder, her thumb pointing down at her back. “Stuff like this.” Her shoulder dipped, and I could see the angelic script running down her back and under the white tunic she wore. “Leo was a Lore Keeper, one of the guardians of knowledge of the ancient world. The same people who built the great libraries of the world. There’s more to it, some of it I’m still not sure of, but I volunteered to take his place so he could finally rest. But I’m still your friend, and I still want to hang out.” 
 
    “I won’t turn that down,” I said. “I... when you died, it just about killed me, too.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “I was right there with you, remember? The whole way.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not awkward or anything,” I said, remembering some of the things that had happened since I left The Franklin Academy. 
 
    “I’m a quarter demon, but I’m not a total perv,” she said with a wink. “I know when to close the door and not peek.” 
 
     “Okay, clumsy attempt to change the subject. I’d love for you to meet the rest of the gang.” I ushered her to the door of the library and out to the yard, trying not to blush too much. 
 
    Dr. C didn’t get back until after midnight. Mom and Dee had stayed, but Shade and the rest of the crew had gone home. All except for Wanda. I could hear her and Amanda talking softly in the front room when the back door opened, and I heard boots on the kitchen floor. A clank of glass and the pop of a bottlecap being pried off told me that my mentor was finally home. Moments later, Dr. Corwin stepped into sight and leaned against the double doors of the library. I looked up from the journal I was writing in and started to get to my feet. 
 
    “No, don’t get up,” he said. “You need to get used to sitting there.” 
 
    “Not the desk jockey type,” I said as I closed the book. 
 
    “Not what I meant,” he said with a smile. “So, do you want the good news or the bad news first?” 
 
    “Um, had enough bad news,” I said. “Let’s skip that part and pretend it didn’t happen.” 
 
    “Well, the good news is, I’ve been promoted,” he said. “I’m taking Polter’s place as the head of the Sentinels, and evidently his seat on the Council, too.” 
 
    “What’s the bad news?” I asked in spite of myself. 
 
    “I’ve been promoted,” he said again, this time sounding less enthusiastic. “And I’m taking Polter’s place as the head of the Sentinels and his seat on the Council, with all the headaches that entails. Which leads me to some good news slash bad news for you.” 
 
    “Shit,” I said. “What now?” 
 
    “You’re being promoted too.” He grinned at me, and I wanted to punch him a little. 
 
    “I was there for that part,” I said. “Not an apprentice anymore, remember?” 
 
    “Chance,” he said, turning serious, “I’m the acting Mage of New Essex. Correction, I was. As of today, you are the Mage of New Essex.” 
 
    “Wait, no,” I said. “I’m barely even a mage, sir. I’m not...I’m not that. You’re the Mage of New Essex. I’m just...me.” 
 
    “The city thinks otherwise,” he said, taking a step forward. “We’ve talked about this before, Chance. You stepped into the role, and the city accepted you as its mage.” 
 
    “I can't be,” I said, the floor feeling like it was sliding out from beneath my feet. “I’m not...I don’t know what I’m not but whatever it is, I’m not it.” 
 
    “That ring on your finger says otherwise.” He pointed at my right hand, and I looked down at the signet ring on my middle finger. “Sydney gave you his staff for a reason. From the day you escaped Dulka, you’ve acted as a guardian to the people of this city. It started with Shade and the Pack, then your mother and your sister. Then you saved the whole city, and maybe part of the world. You took up the mantle of the Seeker and the Page of Swords. You adopted New Essex, and it adopted you right back.” 
 
    “I’m not ready for this,” I stammered. 
 
    “That’s exactly what a man who knew what he was getting into would say,” my mentor chuckled. “Which means you’re more ready than you think. It’s not all bad news. Aside from the immense responsibility and constant danger, you do get access to the house account and the Mage’s assets.” 
 
    “There’s a house account?” I asked. 
 
    “Indeed, there is, sir,” Jeremy said, stepping into view. “I draw my pay from it. And the Mage of New Essex does generate a substantial income from various retainers and clients. I do believe you’re going to be rather busy for some time to come.” 
 
    I sat down. Why did being promoted feel so much like drowning? 
 
    Epilog 
 
    After getting promoted to mage, and Mage of New Essex, graduation was almost a non-event. Still, it was big enough for Lucas to invite everyone to the bookstore to celebrate. Which made it the first time in two weeks I’d seen most of them except Shade. 
 
    “Mage of New Essex, huh?” Lucas said, tilting his cup my way. “I was wondering where you’d disappeared to lately.” 
 
    “Well, there’s a lot of folks who need magickal stuff done,” I said. “And I have to meet all of them.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is you’re still not done,” Wanda said from across the table. Amanda offered a smirk in support. They both only had one hand visible above the table, and they hadn’t been more than six inches apart since they’d arrived. 
 
    “He’s been a busy man,” Shade said, draping an arm around my shoulders and pulling me closer. 
 
    “So, Amanda,” Monica said, leaning forward and looking over her steepled fingers. “How is it your dad’s moving to New York, but you’re moving here? Didn’t you live here already?” 
 
    “Mother had a place in New York, but we stayed here with Dad as often as we could. Now that he’s on the Council…” She shrugged and smiled at Wanda. “They’ll stay in New York, but for me…New Essex is where my heart is.” 
 
    “Looks like you’re still the boring one,” Wanda teased Lucas. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Lucas said. Monica stood and went to the corner desk when Lucas got to his feet. “You’re not the only person who got a promotion, Chance. You’re looking at Guy Midnight, the manager and part-owner of this place, now. And, after consulting with the senior partner, I have an announcement to make. Mitternacht Books closed for the last time tonight.” Gasps came from around the table, including me. “Wait, hear me out. Mitternacht means ‘midnight’ in German. And there’s enough money in the rare book trade to support the rest of the store at first. See, since I met this jerk my sophomore year,” he said, tilting his head my way, “I’ve learned that there are enough vampires and nocturnals in this city to support a place that caters to them. So, as of Monday, we open at sunset, and close at sunrise, as Dusk to Dawn Books.” Behind him, Monica held up a banner with the name in an old-style font. 
 
    “But Dusk to Dawn is going to be more than a bookstore,” Monica said. “It’s going to be a safe place for anyone to come. Vampire, werewolf, human, sprite, whoever. It doesn’t matter. We’ve already got an agreement with Thraxus, and we’re working on something with Sinbad. But Chance...we’d like to ask your help, too.” 
 
    I stood, feeling a little more formal than usual. It was something I’d been doing a lot. After all, I’d traded my t-shirt and leather jacket for a button-down black shirt and a black vest. But I still wore cargo pants and boots.  
 
    “Lucas, you’re my best friend. Your place has always been under my protection, and it always will be. I’ll put my glyph out front before I go.” My cell phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out. A text waited for me. 
 
    >>Jeremy: Sir, you have a guest. She seems most distraught and will only speak to you. Also, there is a vehicle with no plates parked just down the street since she arrived. I advise haste but caution in returning. 
 
    “Guys, I have to go,” I said.  
 
    “Business?” Lucas asked. I nodded and grabbed my backpack and coat. 
 
    “As usual,” I said. 
 
    “We’re going to watch a movie later, and stay up ‘til sunrise, so if you get done before then, come on back.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping,” I told him. “Here’s hoping.” 
 
    Shade caught up to me and kissed me. “Need help?” she asked. 
 
    “I thought you had a three AM flight to Berlin to catch,” I said. “And liberating a sculpture sounds more exciting than what I’m going to be doing.” 
 
    “Anzi can wait a few hours, or I can catch a transit ring and still get there on time,” she said. 
 
     “I should be able to handle this. But if you’re sure you want to spend your night on my boring crap, I won’t argue. But I do have back up,” I said, nodding toward the rest of the room. “They’re not as pretty as you are, but they’ll do.” 
 
    “I’m still coming with you,” she said. “If things get boring, I’m sure we’ll find a way to keep ourselves occupied.” She winked at me, and I fought the urge to grin like an idiot. 
 
    I took her hand and headed for the back door of the shop. I couldn’t stop her, and I really didn’t want to. But still, I was going to spend the evening working, instead of celebrating graduating high school with my friends. It wasn’t the first weekend that had started off with work, but I was getting used to it. The city had chosen me, so my life was never really boring. Friday nights are always the best when you’re the Mage of New Essex. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Dear Reader, 
 
    When I first started writing The Demon’s Apprentice in 2007, I only dreamed of getting to this point. The words “Fear not” had been running around in my head this entire time as the climactic point of the story. Yes, Chance falling back to Earth with angels streaming down like meteors has been in my head for fifteen or so years. And I finally got the chance to share that with you. 
 
    This is only one arc in Chance’s saga. I’m not done telling his story yet. Or the stories of those around him. His friends and family have grown in ways I couldn’t have imagined in the beginning. But as I wrote their stories, they grew right along with Chance. I’m looking forward to telling their stories, too. 
 
    But none of this would have come to be without the support of the person reading this part right now. You are my True Believers, the fans that help drive me to keep going with all of these stories. Every message, every page entry, every comment on my social media is important. I know I’ve probably missed replying to some, and I’m sorry for those I didn’t respond to. If you enjoyed these books, please, leave a review. Mention The Demon’s Apprentice in your social media, whether it is on Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram. Do that with any indie author you enjoy reading, too. Your enthusiasm, your voice is one of the primary ways indie writers like me keep the fire burning and put out more of the stories you love. 
 
    There are a couple of other folks I also want to say a special thank you to, as well. First, Trodayne Northern, the guy who took a chance on representing an indie writer at NorWesCon back in 2015. He’s taken things to the next level for me, especially with getting me the audiobooks done. And that leads me to the next person I need to say thanks to, Charlie Thurston, the narrator for the audiobooks, the guy who has brought Chance’s voice to life for so many new fans. Thank you both! 
 
    So, most importantly, thank you for coming along on this journey with me. The road still lays before us, and new journeys await. Let’s see what the future holds for Chance and company. 
 
      
 
    Ben Reeder 
 
    June 8, 2022 
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