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Author’s Note:

I struggled with the opening to this one, given what

happened this February. I wrote it some months ago, before

the events in Florida. I sought the advice of others,

wondering if I should rewrite it. The response was almost

unanimous: keep it as is. And in the end, I decided to keep

the opening, because it let me create something the real

world was lacking: someone standing between kids and

danger. And truth be told, that has always been what

Chance is, an ideal, a metaphorical guardian for the

innocent. Because in the end, he represents something to

me that we always need more of: hope. I wish things like

that never happened, but they still do. Barring that wish,

then the opening scene is the next best thing: someone who

can do something about something terrible, a guardian

angel in a troubled world.

 



 

Chapter 1

~ Strike from hiding, and never let the enemy see your

true numbers. Uncertainty turns one man into an army in

the mind of the enemy ~ Shadow Regiment saying

Someone was going to die if we didn’t make it to school

in time. Dr. Corwin sped through a stop sign and swerved

around a slower moving car, dropping expletives like candy.

Up ahead, I could see the rear of Truman High School, my

old stomping grounds back when I belonged to Dulka. So

far, no one was pouring out of its doors and there were no

strobing red and blue lights from emergency vehicles. Our

target, a white van, was pulling into the back parking lot.

“That must be them,” I said, pointing. Dr. C nodded and

coaxed a little more speed out of his Range Rover. With his

brown hair trimmed into a respectable style and neatly

trimmed Van Dyke beard, he looked more like the teacher

he claimed to be than a wizard chasing bad guys.

“The ride’s going to get a little rough. When we stop, I’ll

take care of the driver. If any of them can actually do

magick, he’s probably the most powerful one. That leaves

whoever gets out of the van for you to handle.”

“And they’re most likely just a bunch of scrubs or

cowans with guns,” I grumbled. “How come you get to have

all the fun?”

“Because I’m the wizard,” he said, then he yanked the

wheel to his right. The truck bounced over the curb and sent

dirt flying as we hit the grass. We bounced across the

landscape, then flew off the curb and back onto the asphalt

of the parking lot. Most of the windows at Truman faced the



front of the building, so we weren’t easily visible coming up

on the back lot.

The white van pulled to a stop and four people got out,

all in black. Two looked like they were trying out for the

Trenchcoat Mafia clique, while the other two looked like

they’d watched one too many action movies, sporting bulky

tactical vests and drop leg holsters. And big ass guns. Big

ass black assault rifles, big ass shotguns and big ass pistols.

We sped down the driveway, but the four gunmen made it

through the doors, and the van was starting to pull away. Dr.

C and I both let out some harsh language. We were

heartbeats too late.

“Hang on,” Dr. Corwin said, and hit the gas. Wards lit up

across the dash and the windshield the instant before he

plowed into the van, and I felt most of the kinetic energy of

the impact flow past me and through me as things inside

the truck started to move in slow motion. It was a variation

on one of the spells I’d been learning, one that took the

kinetic energy of an attack and dispersed it. This version

focused our energy into the heavy bumper guard on the

front of the Range Rover, turning the truck into a massive

battering ram, protecting it and us from the damage of the

impact at the same time.

The other guy wasn’t so lucky. Dr. C hit him doing

almost fifty. With the kinetic ram, it was like we were doing

seventy-five. When everything started moving at normal

speed again, the rear wheels on the van sat at an angle,

and the back half of the vehicle was crumpled in like it had

been hit by a semi. The Range Rover hadn’t even gotten a

scratch on the paint. I had my seatbelt undone and was out

the door as soon as we stopped moving.

“Chance, wait!” Dr. C barked, unbuckling his seat belt as

he spoke. I didn’t slow down. We couldn’t afford to wait for

him to finish off one set of bad guys while the dudes with



guns ran around in the school. I figured there was a whole

school full of kids who would agree with me.

“Ren, where are you?” I said aloud as I pulled a black

domino mask down over my eyes.

“Five and high, overtaking,” I heard over the earpiece of

my Bluetooth. “Where do you want me?” I looked over my

right shoulder to see the little green haired sprite zoom

around the corner of the building, his antenna swept back

over his head and his lavender eyes dull from the protective

lens that came down from under his eyelids. He wore a

small cylindrical backpack between his wings and a

miniaturized version of a headset with a microphone. One of

Mom’s aluminum knitting needles was slung beside the

backpack, and duct-taped hacksaw blade rode in a duct-

tape scabbard at his belt.

“I’m taking the inside,” I said. “I saw four. I need you to

make sure I find them before they get a shot off.”

“I will,” he said.

“Abscondum,” I whispered as I grabbed the door handle.

The world went fuzzy around me for a moment, then popped

back into focus. Light flowed around me as my repurposed

chameleon charm that I’d worked into the mask went active,

with the eye holes in the mask offering me a clear view of

things even as it hid me from sight. Ren flew past me when I

opened the door, fading from view as he flew away. A

security camera mounted at the corner was pointed at the

door. I pulled my hawthorn wand from its sheath at my belt

and pointed it at the camera, envisioning the circuit that

powered the entire system.

“Disrumpo,” I whispered. A tiny white ball flew from the

end of the wand to the camera, and a second later, the red

light next to the lens went out. I figured I had about fifteen

minutes before the spell that disrupted electricity to the

circuit faded and the whole thing came back online. As



spells went, it was a hundred times more subtle than my

usual work, mostly because Dr. Corwin had helped me

design it.

One of the Tacti-cool dudes was standing guard at the

first hallway junction, facing away from me. He looked left

and right, but never over his shoulder. Ren fluttered past

him, barely drawing a glance toward the sound of his

passing. The heavy tac vest made a knockout ball a bad

idea, so the paintball marker stayed in its holster. The

trench coats would probably provide similar protection. I

pulled a new toy from the pouch at my hip, a crystal

bedecked copper contraption that wrapped around my hand

and wrist like a gauntlet.

“Induendum,” I whispered, activating its magic. The

crystal gauntlet wrapped itself around my hand with a soft

click as the ends adhered to each other. Once it was in

place, the battle glove sent a tingling sensation up my arm

as the crystals in it tapped into a nearby ley line and sent

Elemental Air energy coursing through me. Tacti-cool turned

my way but didn’t see me. I raised the battle glove and

pointed it at him. The tingling sensation became more of a

numbing buzz.

“Enervo,” I said. Thin tendrils of white electrical energy

shot from the crystal on the back of my hand and struck

him. For a split second, he looked like he was going to

scream, then he fell to the floor, his arms and legs twitching

slightly as the spell jolted all the neurons and nerve

pathways in his body with a micro-volt charge and made

most of his voluntary muscles go limp at the same time. The

beauty of the enervation hex was that it hurt like hell but

did almost no lasting damage. The spell didn’t have to be

painful, but I was an asshole like that.

His eyes searched for the cause of his current agony,

but he didn’t see me until I stopped beside him and pulled

another charm from my pouch, a triple banded ring that Dr.



C had given me, courtesy of the Sentinels. “Relligo,” I said,

dropping it. The ring turned liquid and expanded into three

heavy iron loops that snapped into place around his

shoulders, chest and hips. When they closed into place, the

guy let out a grunt from how tight they were. He wasn’t

going anywhere unless I wanted him to.

“One down,” I whispered. “Ren, where is the next one?”

I scanned the halls as I waited for Ren’s answer. Something

about all of this felt off.

“Two of them are together. Third hall up, on your left.

Hurry, they’re coming up on another intersection.”

I took off at a dead run, and I could feel the chameleon

spell flicker around me, taxed to its limits by my rapid

movements. At the third hallway, my boots squeaked

against the slick stone floor when I broke left, and I had to

push myself off a locker to keep moving. I could see the two

guys up ahead, one Tactic-Cool Redux, the other a

Trenchcoat Mafioso. They looked over their shoulders at the

sound of my footsteps, so I slowed down enough to let the

spell keep up with me. They exchanged a look and a nod,

then split up. I sped up.

“Ambush!” Ren hissed a few steps before I hit the

intersection. I dropped into a slide and brought the glove

and my wand up, pointing in opposite directions. Tacti-Cool

Two came into sight on my left, his gun up and his eyes wide

as he looked across the hall for an opponent he could hear

but not see and saw his fellow wannabe-murderer right in

his line of fire. Amateurs. .

“Enervo!” I said, then turned my head to my right.

Trenchcoat Mafioso had raised a pump shotgun, but his

expression was one of confusion. Like his friend, he realized

too late that he couldn’t fire without endangering his fellow

gunman. “Languido!” I said, and a thin white beam lanced

out from the wand’s tip to strike him in the chest. Like the



paralyzing hex, the knockout spell hurt like hell, since it

shocked the nervous system into submission. Both guys

dropped and twitched on the ground as I slid to a stop near

the other side of the intersection. I scrambled to my feet

and pulled out two more binders and uttered the activation

word.

“Ren?” I asked as I tossed the binders at their targets.

There was still no gunfire, and as grateful as I was for that, it

still didn’t track.

“Library, hurry!” Ren said, his voice high with worry.

“He’s got a girl cornered!”

My boots were pounding against the stone floors before

he started the second sentence. If he had a target in sight, I

might already be too late. My breath came in short puffs

with each step, desperation driving me to move faster than I

ever had before. I pushed open the doors to the library in

the hopes that the noise would distract the last of them.

Ren flew past me. “C’mon!” he called out. His wings

were clear, and he banked hard to make a left turn around a

bookshelf, then I saw him bank right, almost clipping

another shelf as he went. I followed him around the second

shelf to see the last gunman, a Trenchcoat Goomba, leveling

a shotgun at a girl who was cowering under a table.

“Are you a good girl?” he taunted her, pointing to the

gold cross she wore around her neck. “Do you believe in

Jesus and all that?” She turned her eyes up at him, and I

saw the fear turn into a sort of resignation. She nodded, and

he laughed. “Where is your God now, huh?” But before she

could answer, I laid a hand on his shoulder.

“Ligato!” I whispered, and the neuron hex went off a

little differently. Where the first version disrupted the

muscles and made them go limp, this one locked every

muscle in place. Between the magic and the touch, the

chameleon charm flickered and gave out for a moment.



“Wha!?” he managed before the spell kicked in

completely. I leaned in close, now fully visible, if a bit blurry

around the edges.

“God’s kinda busy. He sent me to handle the little shit,” I

hissed softly. Goomba’s eyes locked on me and he let out a

squeaky little sound. When the binder ring snapped into

place, the squeak turned into a high-pitched wail. The girl

looked up at me, her blue eyes wide.

“I do believe,” she whispered.

My arm moved slowly, and I put my finger to my lips.

“Mysterious ways. Don’t tell anyone.” She nodded, and I

grabbed Goomba. “Caecus,” I whispered, and he shimmered

out of view along with me. The grip that protruded from the

middle of the back of the binders was smooth and warm

under my hand, and when I twisted it, the paralyzed,

whimpering Goomba became almost weightless. When I got

to the two in the hallway, I activated the tether system so

that all three floated along behind me while I headed back

to where I left the first guy. He was already gone, and I

hoped Dr. C already had him. From there it was a short walk

to the back doors.

Ren was hovering a few feet above my head when I

came out into the April morning light. Dr. Corwin was

waiting at the back of the Range Rover with the tailgate and

rear hatch open.

“Is the way safe?” Ren asked, intoning the ritual

greeting of the Shadow Regiment.

“The way is safe,” I answered. I pulled the mask off as I

got to the back of the Range Rover.

“Who protects the way?” Dr. C asked when I got close

enough.

“A bunch of badasses,” I said, breaking from the ritual

exchange. The driver was lying next to another guy in the

back of the Range Rover. The second guy was the sniper



who had been lying in wait across the street from the front

of the school. He had been the first catch of the day. The

first guy I’d nailed was laying beside him. I stacked the last

three guys like cordwood in the back of the truck, then we

closed it up and went to the wrecked van.

A dark-haired Dwarf had hooked it up to the back of a

flatbed tow truck and was pulling it onto the tilted bed. At

five and a half feet tall, he could pass for a short, stocky

human with a broad face and a thick beard if you didn’t look

too closely or make certain assumptions.

“Whyeer d’ye wan’ me ta take it?” the Dwarf asked, his

accent thick. Dr. C handed him an index card and a handful

of silver trade coins.

“This address. Just leave it inside the main section.

There should be plenty of room.”

“Awright,” the Dwarf said with a broad smile. “Always a

pleasure to be doin’ business with ye, Doc. ‘Tis good to have

ye back.”

“It’s temporary at best, Gam,” Dr. C said. The Dwarf

shrugged as if dismissing the idea.

“As ye say, Doc. As ye say.” He turned and climbed onto

the bed of the truck, securing straps to the demolished

vehicle. We headed back to the Range Rover and got in.

“So, we drop these fellows off at the warehouse, then I

need to get you to school,” Dr. C said.

“I just nailed four psychos with guns, and you’re worried

about me making it back to school before second period

starts?” I asked.

Dr. C looked across the front seat at me and laughed.

“Chance, you’ve taken on demons, werewolves and rogue

vampires.”

“Don’t forget the warlocks in Boston,” I added. “There

were a lot of those assholes.”



“And warlocks. The point is, four normal guys with guns

is a walk in the park for you. Hell, we should have caught

this group before they rolled, and been done before first

period even started. So, yes, you’re going to second period

and all the rest today. And the rest of the week, if you want

to go to junior Prom.”

“You’re worse than my mother,” I muttered as he turned

onto Lakeshore Avenue. Resigned to the inevitable boredom

of another day at school, I reached down and unbuckled the

gun belt from my hips and undid the holster from around my

leg.

“That’s why she doesn’t have to ride you about this kind

of thing. In fact, I’m going to drop you off first. I can handle

the bad guys.”

“You’re not going to interrogate them before I get out of

class, are you?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it. Besides, I have to be at school,

too, you know. It’s kind of my job.” He turned west and

before long, we were pulling up in front parking lot of

Kennedy High School. Dr. C came to a stop behind my black

Mustang just long enough for me to hop out, then he took

off.

Ren floated down as I opened the driver’s side door to

grab my backpack. “Is that it?” he asked.

“For now, yeah,” I said as I slung my backpack across

one shoulder. “Rest of the day is pretty much yours.” I

started toward the doors.

He smiled at that. “I can finish weeding the herb garden

and work on my house a little. What about this afternoon?

Can I help then?”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. I stopped at the base of

the steps up to the doors. “I’d feel better if you were flying

the perimeter, but you’ve done more than your share. And…

I don’t think this is something you need to burden yourself



with. This is the first chance we’ve had to get to some of

these guys before the cops do. And we owe Collins plenty

for letting us get them first.”

“Okay,” Ren said with a broad smile. “Is it okay if I do a

couple of runs around here, today, though?”

“Sure. Why don’t you do a quick scan before you head

home?”

“Okay! See you after school!” he said, his words getting

faint as he sped away, leaving me to face the tedium of the

rest of the school day on my own.



 

Chapter 2

~ We do great things in under the cloak of night, but in the

light of day, we are still but men and women among the

cowan ~ Grandmaster Phineas Mobray, 16th century

Council head

 

School hadn’t gotten any easier while I was away at the

Franklin Academy. Blowing up a three-hundred-year-old

building hadn’t helped things, and news of that had

travelled fast. After two periods of whispers behind my back

and snickers every time I spoke up in class in English Lit and

French, I was more than ready for Art class. I pulled my

sketch book out of my bag and turned to the piece I was

currently working on, a line drawing using vanishing point

perspective.

“Here we see the aspiring nutjob in his natural

environment,” someone said from behind me in a bad East

Coast accent. “Note his posture, the hunched back, the

intense stare, and the crappy drawing. Among freaks and

weirdos, this is known as ‘working on my art’ and is often an

excuse for not getting a job or having a real life.” Half the

class erupted in laughter, and I turned to face my

tormentor, Jake Riley.

“What’s the matter, Jake?” I asked. “Did mommy forget

to pack your crayons today?”

Jake stood up, all six feet, two inches of testosterone

fueled beef slowly rising from his seat with a dark look on

his face. The leather of his letter jacket creaked as he flexed

a little. “You better watch yourself, freak,” he said.

“Or what?” I asked, letting a smile creep onto my face.



“Or bad shit is gonna happen. Karma’s a bitch, right?”

His groupies laughed in unison, their hair not moving a

millimeter.

“And so are you,” I said before I thought about it. The

laughter stopped, and a wall of jocks closed in around me.

“Watch your mouth, freak,” Jake said, holding a thick

black marker in front of my face. “It’s gonna get the crap

beat out of you someday.” He tossed it over my shoulder,

and the rest of the jocks started shoving me around,

laughing the whole time. A few seconds later, the crowd

evaporated, leaving me disoriented for a few seconds.,

When I got my bearings, I saw that my drawing had several

thick black lines drawn through it.

“Something wrong, Mr. Fortunato?” Mr. Weber asked as I

grabbed the sketch pad and bit back a curse. I looked up to

see him approaching his desk.

“Nothing I can’t fix,” I said, casting a glare at Jake and

his cronies. I sat down and flipped the page to start working

on something new. It was hard to forget that I’d just taken

down four heavily armed men with nothing more than a

stick and some pretty rocks in a glove when I had to let Jake

and his gaggle of clowns push me around. I wanted to see

the look on their faces, though, after I magicked away the

marks they’d left on my first drawing.

The bell for lunch couldn’t ring soon enough. Before the

sound had stopped echoing through the halls, I was out of

my seat and halfway to the door. Lucas was waiting by my

locker, his canvas lunch bag slung over his shoulder. He

stood at eye level to me, something he had only been able

to say for a couple of months, since he’d been growing both

upward and outward. Neither of us were varsity linemen,

but we’d both started to show some muscle. On Lucas, it

showed up in definition. The black concert t-shirt he had on

was stretched across his chest like it was a half-size too



small. He’d taken to wearing his hair longer and combed

back while I was away last semester, and it looked damn

good on him. Pale white arms wrapped around his chest

from behind, and Monica’s face popped up over his right

shoulder. Even Lucas’s new bulk couldn’t hide the

dangerous curves of that girl, and she had more than

enough of them pressed up against his back. I let myself

grin a little at how good they looked together. Monica had

certainly blossomed after she’d gotten away from Thraxus’

vampire den. She certainly smiled more often, especially

when Lucas was around. For that matter, the same was true

of Lucas.

“Hi, Chance,” Monica said. She’d dyed her hair black

and had gone with a nod to Morticia Addams with her make-

up, leaning toward darker shades on the eyeshadow and

blood red lipstick. Her hair was the same color as Lucas’s

was, straight where his was wavy. “Hey, baby,” she purred

in Lucas’s ear. “You still takin’ me to prom?” Blood pressures

went up in every guy and even a few girls within earshot of

her voice. In my locker, I found a brown paper bag with

Mom’s handwriting on it. It hadn’t been there this morning.

Mentally, I thanked Ren and made a mental note to get him

a whole jar of peanut butter and honey. Or honey peanut

butter. Or honey peanut butter and honey.

“Of course,” he said, his own voice dropping an octave.

“It’s only the biggest dance of the year, and I’ll be there

with the hottest girl in school.” She giggled, and he turned

and kissed her cheek.

“I’m gonna need insulin or something,” I said while I

grabbed the bag from my locker and closed it. “You two

need a room… or a cold shower.”

“Yeah, now you know what you and Shade are like,”

Lucas laughed. “So, how did your uh, errand go this

morning?”



I turned away from the locker and we headed for the

cafeteria. “We were almost too late. Something must have

spooked them into kicking off early, because they hadn’t

even finished with their biggest party favors.”

“Party favors…as in plural?” Lucas asked, his eyes

getting a little wider.

“Yeah, the usual fireworks, covered in putty, then

wrapped in chains and covered in nails, broken glass, you

name it. Maximum damage dealer. The other one was some

kind of chemical thing. Dr. C is going to look it over tonight.

He thinks it’s either a chemical explosive or maybe some

kind of poison gas.”

Lucas pushed the doors open to the cafeteria and

stepped inside, turning back to face me as we walked

toward our table. “But you caught them, right?”

“Yeah, he did,” Shade said from behind me. She

wrapped one lean arm around my chest and thrust her cell

phone out in front of me.

“False alarm at Truman High School?” the caption read

below a fuzzy pic of the four gunmen running toward the

door.

“Who took this?” I asked.

“Couple of seniors who didn’t have class until second

period,” Shade said. I turned around to face her and kissed

her, only allowing myself to grab her hair for a second to

give a gentle tug. Her chin lifted, and her eyes closed as she

let out a soft sound from the back of her throat.

“Hi there,” I said.

“Hello to you, too, mister.” We pulled away and headed

for the table. Wanda was already there, her head bent over

her cell phone, the hair all black for a change. She looked up

when she heard us coming and tossed the phone down on

the table.



“Hey guys,” she said, her tone flat. The screen on her

phone displayed a photo, but it was too far away for me to

make out. Not so for my werewolf girlfriend.

Shade leaned forward and hit the button on the cell

phone. “Wanda, you need to stop obsessing over Giselle,”

she said. “It’s been three weeks, sweetie. It’s time to stop.”

“I know,” Wanda sighed. “And she’s been with her new

girlfriend for two weeks. I kinda hoped it would take her

longer to get over us. Is it really too much to ask for her to

pine away and die without me?”

My lips pressed hard against each other to keep from

showing my amusement at her snark. “Maybe a little,” I

said.

“Well, I wish her and the new love of her life the boring

existence she craves,” Wanda said.

“Not everyone deals well with the stuff we do,” Lucas

said. He looked over at Monica for a moment and his smile

got a little brighter. I struggled to keep my poker face on

and not look away. Being my friend had cost Lucas and

Wanda terribly over the past couple of years. Wanda had

been abducted and beaten by a group of vampires, and

Lucas had lost his family and been threatened by the city’s

most powerful vampire.

“Dating me is not like dating a cop,” Wanda said. “And

I’m not an adrenaline junkie. New Essex is just a dangerous

city sometimes.”

“Most of the time, these days,” Lucas said. “Now that

you’ve had us looking for it, Chance, it’s like someone’s

turning New Essex upside down. Someone even tried to

break into the store last night.”

“Is your grandfather okay?” I asked.

“He’s fine. It’s the guy who tried to break in who needed

a doctor. Grandpa put a round of birdshot in his ass. And I’m



not being metaphorical or anything. I checked our rare book

side, too. He’s been getting requests for some books we’ve

never heard of before. He found one of them, and if he can

get it, we can shut the doors for the rest of the year and not

worry about going broke. He’s just not sure he wants to.”

“What about the admin side, Wanda?”

“It’s nuts,” Wanda said. “I looked up the numbers here

and all through the district, and it’s like there’s something in

the water. Fights, drop-outs, expulsions, they’ve all spiked.

Most of them coming from the fringes. The Nordic groups,

the black magic crowd, the wanna-be Kabbalists and Golden

Dawners. All of them are acting like someone put a cattle

prod to their butts.”

“And evidently, they’re going out to the woods to do

their ceremonies,” Shade said with a curl to her upper lip. “I

can’t tell you how many stray dogs and cats the pack has

saved from groups of idiots in the woods with black robes

and sacrificial knives. Sad thing is, I don’t think we stop

more than a third of them, judging from the sites we find

after they’re done. I know you don’t want us to kill anyone,

Chance, but I’m this close,” she held up her thumb and

forefinger touching, “to crippling the next piece of shit who

thinks gutting some poor dog is going to summon a

tentacled Elder God or Cthulhu.”

“I’m not sure I wouldn’t help you,” I told her.

“Something’s going on, but I’m not seeing a pattern.”

“If what you stopped this morning is part of where all of

this is heading,” Shade said, pointing to her phone and the

article on its screen, “then we need to find that pattern

fast.”

“Faster than fast,” Lucas said. He pulled Monica to him

and kissed the top of her head

“Dr. C and I are doing what we can, but this is the…” I

stopped as my cell phone buzzed in my pocket. The number



on the screen started with a California area code, so I put it

back in my pocket.

“Aren’t you going to check that?” Shade asked, her

voice a little too casual.

“Nah, it isn’t as important as what we’re talking about,”

I said. She raised one eyebrow as she caught the half-truth.

“So, where was I?”

“You were about to tell us all about your thrilling heroics

this morning,” Lucas said.

“Yeah,” I said. “That nearly went sideways fast. When

we got there, they had already left. Ren helped us find the

sniper, but that delayed us long enough that they got to the

school and almost got shots off.”

The rest of the story took up most of lunch, but in the

back of my head, the things we’d talked about first were still

churning, and the text I’d received was still waiting. Once

the bell rang, I kissed Shade and headed for AP Forensics. At

least in that class, Dr. C had my back, and I could take a

moment to make a quick call on the way, since Shade had

to go the opposite direction for tennis class. Most of our

classes were on different sides of the school this year, and it

made for a long time between study hall and lunch, and

from lunch to Sociology II, which we had together. Once I

finished with my call, I hustled to catch up with Lucas and

Wanda, and at least give the appearance of being on time to

class.

An infinite number of seconds later (I counted), I quick-

stepped through the door to Sociology a microsecond before

the bell rang, my hair still wet from the showers after

Weight Training. Mrs. Bendis had us work in small groups on

maps of Egypt for the last half of class, and we got assigned

agricultural resources.

“Damn you smell good,” Shade whispered to me while

we were cutting out the map symbols with Sasha Morgan,



one of Shade’s friends from cheerleading. “Whatever you

showered with, I have to get you more of it.”

“Just whatever is in the shower dispensers,” I whispered

back. “And not much of that. I think I still smell like a locker

room.” Her eyes got distant, and I could tell she was

thinking sweaty thoughts when she licked her lips and

leveled a smoldering, green-eyed look at me. Monkey brain

hooted happily in the back of my head, and I didn’t

disagree.

“God, you two,” Sasha Morgan moaned. “Get your

minds out of each other’s pants.”

“We didn’t say anything,” Shade said in a chilly tone.

“And we’re not all over each other.”

“You’re mentally undressing each other,” Sasha

chuckled. “Why don’t you two just do the deed and get it

over with? It’s not like you’re virgins or anything, right?”

Shade and I both looked away at that. Neither of us were,

but that had never been a choice we’d been allowed to

make. My cheeks burned at the memories that brought up,

and I could see Shade’s face turning red as well.

“Well, it’s not really…” I started.

“I mean, we’re technically…” Shade said at the same

time.

Sasha’s mouth fell open and her eyes went wide. “Oh,

my Goooood,” she whispered. “You’re both… Brad has been

lying his ass off this whole time!”

“What has he been saying?” Shade demanded. If her

tone was chilly before, it was subarctic now.

“Just the usual stuff ex-boyfriends say about their con…

er-girlfriends. I mean, the way you two were all over each

other, everyone just assumed you…and you,” she turned to

me. “I mean, no one figured you for a virgin, either. But it

totally makes sense!”



“We’re…not,” Shade said.

“You’re not?” Sasha said. We both shook our heads. “But

you haven’t…?” We exchanged a look. I wasn’t sure how

much we wanted anyone else to know about our

relationship, and I could see the same uncertainty in her

eyes. “You haven’t! Why not?”

“Can we not talk about this?” I asked.

“Sure,” Sasha said in a tone that said to me that while

we weren’t going to talk about it, she sure as Hell intended

to, even if it wasn’t with us.

When the bell rang, both of us were out the door before

anyone else had cleared their seats. We ended up standing

next to my Mustang, Shade leaning against me while I

leaned against the side of the car.

“What a damn day,” I muttered. She nodded, her

forehead against mine.

“Yeah,” she said. “And you keeping things from me

didn’t make it any easier.”

“Keeping things from you?” I asked.

“I can tell when people are lying, Chance. I saw you

calling someone after lunch. And there was that text. Are

you going to tell me who it was?” She pulled back from me

and looked me in the eye.

“No,” I said. “Not yet. All I can tell you is that it isn’t

anything bad. There’s nothing to worry about.”

“Even you don’t believe that,” she said.

“That it isn’t anything bad? Of course, I do.”

“You’re worried. Chance I can smell it, I can hear your

heartbeat change and I can feel the way your muscles tense

when you’re not being honest with me.”

“It’s for a good cause,” I said.



“Fine, keep your secrets,” she said and stepped back

from me. “It better be worth it to you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“That I don’t like being played, and I really don’t like it

when you don’t tell me what’s going on.”

“Shade, I’m your gothi, not another Were. You might be

an Alpha, but I’m just as stubborn as you are. And I’m not

stupid. Certainly not stupid enough to break your trust.”

“Maybe not,” she said. “But neither one of us is very

bright and shiny in the morals department. Even now.” She

turned and headed for her car before I could say anything,

but then, I didn’t know much of what to say anyway.

“Love you,” I finally said when she was about fifty yards

away. She stopped and turned, the brought her right hand

up. In rapid succession, she flashed her pinky, then formed

her thumb and index finger into an L shape and finished

with her thumb and pinky up, the American Sign Language

letters I, L & Y. Then with a half-smile and a sigh, she turned

back and kept going. I got in my car, certain this day

couldn’t get any worse.

 

My day got worse the minute I pulled up to the

warehouse Dr. Corwin and I had been working out of.

Outside the main doors waited a semi-circle of blue cloaks,

and I couldn’t see Dr. C. What I did see was a bunch of

parimiirs in staff mode.

“Gentlemen, ladies,” I heard a smooth, familiar voice

say. “I cannot allow you to take custody of my clients, nor

can I allow them to languish in captivity for a moment

longer.” I only knew of one person who could stand in front

of a crowd of Sentinels and pull off a line like that.



 

Chapter 3

~ We go to dark places and witness fell and terrible things,

so others need not. ~ Sydney Chomsky, wizard

 

“Vortigern,” I growled. Half of the Sentinels turned to

face me, and a few leveled their staves at me. I did my best

to ignore the glowing ankhs that were being pointed my

direction and walked through the opening in the semicircle.

Dr. Corwin stood next to Vortigern, his own staff held beside

him.

“Ah, Mr. Fortunato,” Vortigern said. “So good to see you

outside of police custody for once.”

“Wish I could say I was happy to see you,” I said,

gesturing at the Sentinels with my open right hand. “But it

seems like we have bigger problems.”

“Namely, why these blue-cloaked representatives of the

Council’s oppressive policies are even here,” the Infernal

lawyer said. “Which of the Laws do the gentlemen inside

stand accused of?”

An older Sentinel with gray streaked brown hair and an

action hero’s jawline lowered his paramiir. “That’s what

we’re here to determine, if they’ve even broken any laws,

but more specifically, we’re here to find out why Wizard

Corwin and his apprentice captured them.”

Dr. C. stepped forward and pulled out a slim metal tube.

“Everything you need is here, Sentinel Carter. I’ve been

working on this for a while, at the request of Master

Draeden. Even my apprentice isn’t aware of the full scope of

the operation, per the Council’s order.” Carter took the tube

and pulled the slip of paper protruding from its side to



reveal the rest of the document. He scanned it, then let it

roll back into the tube before he handed it back to Dr. C.

“It looks authentic, but I’ll have to verify it.”

“Please do, Carter.” As the big Sentinel walked away and

pulled out his cell phone, Dr. C. motioned for me to come to

his side. He’d moved a few feet further from Vortigern and

out of easy earshot of Carter.

“So, now that he mentions it,” I said in a low voice as I

stood beside him, “Which of the Nine Laws did they break?”

“The Third Law,” he answered, matching my tone.

“Make no Pact with Infernal Powers.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Is Kyle Vortigern standing here claiming that they’re his

clients?”

“Solid call,” I said. “So, now we just have to prove it.”

“That’s where Detective Collins comes in. But let’s wait

to talk more about this until after Carter tells us he’ll be

leaving.”

“Sentinels,” was all Carter said, and the group of blue

cloaked figures retracted their staves before retreating.

“That has to be disappointing,” I said.

“This whole situation is more disturbing than

disappointing,” Dr. C said. “The whole reason I was put on

this particular case is because Master Draeden was afraid

there was a leak somewhere in the Conclave as a whole.

The Sentinels showing up so fast points toward him being

right.”

“Because you didn’t tell anyone what we’d done,” I said,

only half meaning it as a question. He shook his head. “So,

it looked like we went off the rez when we captured this

crew.”



“When it shouldn’t have looked like anything to anyone.

No one should have known about that. But,” he turned and

crossed to Vortigern, “someone else decided to show up,

and I’ve got something of a quandary as to how it was you

got here first. And on top of that, I’m left trying to figure out

if there is a connection between your arrival and the

Sentinel’s. So, riddle me this, shyster. How did you know

about these guys, and how did you even know to look for

them, much less where to find them?”

“I’m afraid I can’t reveal the nature of my relationship

with my clients. Attorney client privilege.”

“You realize we’re not cops, right?” I asked.

“You may not be, Mr. Fortunato, but Wizard Corwin is, or

is so close to it as to make no difference. As a member of

the Conclave, he is bound by the same strictures that the

Sentinels are. And as fearsome as your reputation is, my

boy, even you will not make me break the sanctity of a

sworn oath. Now, what I can tell you…” He broke off at the

sound of a screech in the distance.

“Vortigern, get out of here,” Dr. C. said. “We have

enough to deal with without having to worry about

protecting you. Chance, inside, overwatch on my six.” He

turned to the double doors and pushed them inward.

I spun to face outside and backed toward the doorway,

drawing my wand and the battle gauntlet as I went.

“Induendum,” I said along the way, feeling the ley line

energy course down my arm. Vortigern sprang into motion a

second later, jumping behind me and putting his hand on

my shoulder.

“Your pardon, Mr. Fortunato,” he said, pulling me toward

the door.

“Get the Hell out of here!” I growled.

“Would that I could, but the safety of my clients is of

paramount importance to me,” he said. “Careful, the



threshold is raised. One step back. There we are.” His hand

left my shoulder after I passed the door. It closed too slowly

for me, but nothing came screaming through it. Once the

latch clicked shut, I activated the ward on it.

“We’re in, wards are up!” I called out. My voice echoed

in the warehouse’s main room, and I turned to make sure

nothing else had gone wrong behind my back. Another

screech came, this one muted by the walls.

In spite of the fact that we’d technically kidnapped six

people, we were trying to treat them relatively well, even if

they had gone in with mass murder on their minds. They

were all locked into separate, soundproof pods that Dr. C

had bought from a local contractor. Six faces appeared at

the small windows of each door, all of them looking curious.

“Stay ready,” Dr. C. said. “If we’re facing what I think we

are, the wards will barely slow them down.”

“What? I thought your wards were some serious shit!”

“They are, unless they’re trying to stop something…” he

paused as three winged creatures blasted through the glass

along the top of the wall. “Righteous,” he finished as light

sparkled off the falling shards.

Three ancient looking women sporting leathery wings,

dog-like heads with thick, writhing ropes of hair and coal

black skin hovered near the ceiling, their faces drawn into

vicious snarls. Each held a long whip with several tails, each

tail a strand of bronze with knots along its length, like a

scourge.

“Furies,” I whispered. Suddenly I understood what Dr. C

meant. Furies were just one of the punishments for oath

breakers. And if this bunch had sworn an oath against the

wrath of the Erinyes, someone was in deep shit. They were

one of the few beings who worked all three sides, Infernal,

Celestial, as well as the Mortal realms. It didn’t matter who

you were, if you invoked them in your oath, they were



justified to come after you no matter where you were. Wards

weren’t proof against them because the oath was

considered the same as an invitation. Which meant our only

option was to fight.

“Vengeance!” one of them croaked when she dive-

bombed Dr. Corwin, forcing him to dodge and roll. That was

about as far as she got, because Dr. C rolled to his feet and

hit her with a red beam and sent her spinning with black

smoke billowing from her side. Another one swooped down

at me, and I raised my left fist until the crystal mounted on

the back of my hand was right between her blood-red eyes.

She straightened her body out, presenting a much smaller

target while she zigzagged her way toward me.

“Ictus! Ictus!” I called out, and a pair of telekinetic bolts

streaked past her on either side. She turned a sideslip into a

banking dive, flipping her body around feet first at the last

second to bring her taloned feet to bear. “Obex!” I barked at

the last second, and she flattened herself against my shield.

Bones snapped on impact, eliciting a scream of rage and

pain as she slid off the invisible hemisphere with her legs

and arms bent at painful angles. The third was engulfed in

black flame, and I could smell brimstone. Aside from me, the

only one of us who could cast Hellfire was Vortigern. I

followed the streak of Infernal fire back to the lawyer, then

looked back to the Fury. No sound was coming from inside

the shadowy fireball, which was wrong to me on so many

levels. Hellfire was pure hate and wrath, and it seared the

soul more than the body, though it could cause terrible

physical damage, too.

The gout of Hellfire died, and the last Fury floated free,

apparently unhurt. She threw back her head and let out a

hideous, ululating shriek, which was what I was guessing

passed for Fury laughter. “Ignis!” I yelled. A stream of bright

yellow flame erupted from a point about six inches from my

knuckles and whipped out toward her. She turned my way,



ready to dodge, but caught another red beam in the back

right about the time my fire reached her. A charred black

lump fell from the fireball a few moments later.

“Well, that just complicated things,” Dr. C. said.

“Why is that?” I asked.

“Because our boys must have taken some kind of oath.

The Erinyes showing up just made keeping that promise a

high priority again.”

“Doesn’t it mean that at least one of them actually

broke that promise?”

“Maybe they intended to,” he answered. “The question

is, do they still mean to do it?”

I mimed shaking something, then looked between my

hands. “Magic eight ball says...Sources say no.”

“Your picking up new pop culture references,” he said.

“Actually, that one was yours. I still don’t exactly get it,

but it kinda makes sense. Lucas says the one I really need

to get into is some kind of space western.”

“He’s been trying to get me into that one, too. But we

can go into that later. First, take a moment, look over their

files and the evidence,” he pointed to a table in the middle

of the semi-circle. “Get a feel for things, so you know what

we’re looking for.”

The files weren’t very thick, but it still took me a few

minutes to go through all of them. Details were important.

Each guy had carried very little. No wallets, no identification

on any of them, but all of them carried a handgun, a heavy

revolver. A couple of magazines each or a handful of

shotgun shells. And pictures. Each guy had three or four

printed pictures in their pockets, each one sporting a social

media web address on the bottom of the page. The other

thing they were carrying only made things seem weirder. All

of them carried two pairs of military grade zip ties. The kind



you use when you don’t want someone to get away. Odd

choices for a bunch of guys just looking to shoot up a

school.

“Sir?” I said. “Did you notice this?” Instantly, Dr. C was

at my side, with Vortigern on his heels.

“Tell me what you’re seeing,” he said.

“All of these pics…the girls are blonde, and I think

they’re all the same age. In the same graduating class. They

brought zip ties, too. It looks like they might have been

looking to abduct, not kill.”

“This level of precision is more often found in

kidnappers and serial killers than mass shooters,” Vortigern

added.

“I noticed the zip ties, too. Let’s see if we can convince

at least one of these guys to talk. Remember what we

discussed for interrogations.”

“Bad interrogator,” I pointed to him, “Sidekick who

stands there and says nothing.” I put my thumb to my

chest.

“Precisely.”

“And my role in all of this?” Vortigern asked. “They are

clients, after all.”

“Your objections will be duly noted. But seriously, we’re

not demons. We have rules, and we follow them. It won’t be

pleasant, but we’re not going to hurt them, and we won’t

mess with their free will.”

“I will see to that,” Vortigern said. Dr. C rolled his eyes

and led me to the first white cube.

As we approached it, he gestured to it, and the face

disappeared from the eight-inch window set in the door. The

sounds of industrial metal were a faint vibration from

outside, which meant the music had to be blasting pretty

loud to make it through the soundproofing. Dr. C reached up



and pressed one of the glowing green buttons on the panel

to the left of the door, and the music stopped. Then he

pressed a couple of buttons below that and the interior

dimmed a little.

Warm air rolled over us when he opened the door and

stepped in. I followed him and shut the door behind me,

doing my best to maintain the same casual air he did. The

driver was player number one, a guy maybe a year out of

high school sitting in the one chair in the room. Sweat

soaked his shirt and hair, and his eyes were red and puffy.

He sniffled, and I could see the trails of snot running under

his nose.

“Well, I hear you’re Mr. White,” Dr. C said.

“You’re not a cop,” ‘Mr. White’ said. “I ain’t gotta talk to

you. I got rights.” He sniffled again.

“You’re right, we’re not cops. Which means, you ‘ain’t

gotta’ talk to us at all. But see, that’s where you’re wrong.

You know cops read you that little card. You have the right to

remain silent. If you say anything, we’ll screw you with it in

a court of law, all that crap?”

“Yeah. You ain’t read me my rights yet. You gotta let me

go.”

“Remember how we’re not cops?” Dr. C smiled. “There

are no rights, there will be no court of law. There’s just you,

and me, and this cube. Oh, and him.” He pointed at me.

“Who’s he? Your boyfriend?” White smiled, revealing

decaying teeth and inflamed gums.

“Better you never get formally introduced to him.

Besides, you have bigger problems, and he’s just as happy

to let them kill you as do it himself.”

“Let who kill me?” White said.

“Didn’t you see them attack just a few minutes ago?”

Dr. C asked.



“Those flying things? What the Hell were they?”

“Furies,” Dr. C said. “The very things you inflicted on

yourselves when you took your oath to serve whatever

demon it is. They were here to kill you.” I gave an amused

grunt, and Dr. C nodded. “Well, to rip your intestines out and

then kill you. Maybe. Sometimes they like to flay all the skin

off your body first. They’re big on torture. It’s kind of their

signature thing.”

“But…we didn’t break our oath!” White said. “I know I

didn’t!”

“See, that’s the problem. It depends on the wording of

the oath. If any of you said the word ‘we’ during the oath,

you’re all just as screwed if one of you breaks it as if all of

you do.”

“And at least one of you broke it,” I added. “Or else the

Furies would never have showed up.”

“Well, they weren’t after me,” he said. “I didn’t break

my oath.” My eyebrows dipped a little as he confessed to

taking an oath by denying he had broken it. It was the kind

of thing that would have guaranteed him an instant death

sentence with the average Sentinel. But we weren’t the

average Sentinel, and Dr. C was playing a longer game.

“Uh-oh,” Dr. C said. “I don’t like the looks of that.” He

came over to me and made sure he was standing so I had to

face away from our prisoner to look at him. “Are you sure?”

he asked, then lifted his chin at me. I nodded and leaned

forward for a few seconds before straightening up. “You’re

right. It can’t be traced back to us. Okay.”

By now, the first trickles of sweat were starting to inch

their way down my back. I’d gotten used to West Texas heat

the summer before, but in a closed in room, it was hard to

cool off. Adding to that the bits of dog and cat hair that were

being pumped in through the vent, and this guy was in

worse shape and a teamster with a hangover and the flu.



Dr. C went over to the chair and undid the manacles.

Instantly, White rubbed his shirtsleeve across his nose.

“You’re free to go.”

“What?” White asked. “But what about the Furies?”

“You’re not talking, so you’re useless to us. And you said

it yourself. You haven’t done anything to put yourself in any

danger…have you?”

“No,” White said almost as soon as Dr. C asked the

question.

“Then go.” He gestured at the door, and it swung open.

Vortigern was visible a few feet from the opening. “Good

luck. You also might want to thank your lawyer before you

go.” White got to his feet slowly, and Dr. Corwin put an arm

around his shoulders, guiding him out. Five faces were

framed by the windows in the doors, all eyes on White as Dr.

Corwin led him to the door.

“What are you doing?” Vortigern demanded.

“What you wanted,” Dr. C said with an insincere smile.

“I’m letting him go.”

“You can’t let him go!”

“Dude, I thought you were supposed to be my lawyer,”

White said. “Isn’t that your job, to make them let me go?”

“You don’t understand the danger you’re in, sir,”

Vortigern said. “Right now, those cells are the safest place

for you and your friends.”

“No way, man,” White laughed. “I didn’t talk, so I didn’t

break my oath.” Vortigern winced at the casual admission.

“If you leave, know that you are doing so against the

advice of legal counsel.”

“Whatever, man. Some lawyer,” White scoffed before he

left. Vortigern shook his head.



“I have a fool for a client,” Vortigern said, shaking his

head.

The next four, Green, Brown, Blue, and Gray went pretty

much the same, and an hour later, we were down to the last

guy, who had given Dr. C the name of Mr. Black. He looked

out of his cube at us with a troubled expression on his face.

“We need this guy to talk,” I said. “We’re running out of

bad guys.”

“We’re also running out of colors,” Dr. C. said. “But

there’s a method to this. Recognize which one he is?”

“Last one I caught,” I said.

“And according to what you told me, the only one

anyone else saw. He’s the guiltiest one of the bunch, in

terms of how close he came to committing the actual crime.

So, we put some real pressure on him. All of what went on

before…”

“It was just for show,” I picked up. “We let everyone else

go and let him see it.”

“And now, here we are, taking our time, looking pleased

with ourselves…try to look pleased with yourself… talking

about how we’re going to put the thumbscrews to this guy.”

Thumping reached our ears, and we looked at the cube

to see the last guy pounding on the glass. “You think he’ll

talk?” I asked.

“Not yet. You head home. I’m going to get him

something to eat and some water, then I’m going to put

more industrial metal on, and grade some papers while I let

him stew and decide on how we should handle him.”

“You’re staying here? What if the Furies attack again?”

“They will not,” Vortigern said. He smiled, somehow

grim and smug at the same time. “The Erinyes are creatures

of torment, not of battle. They seek victims, not opponents.

Aside from that, they can be patient and cunning. They



know that this place is well protected, now. They’ll be wary

of attacking it again without good reason. It is the others I

worry about.”

“Well, since they didn’t talk to us, they’re actually the

only ones who are relatively safe from the Erinyes. If there

was an oath, they didn’t break it.”

“So, they’re going to get away with it?”

“Oh, Hells no,” Dr. C said. “We uncovered enough

evidence for the police to charge them with conspiracy to

commit a lot of murder. Once they get far enough away

from here, Collins has the cops waiting for them. I don’t

think they’re going to see the outside of a jail cell for a

while. Also, Collins was going to follow the driver and see

where he went before he reeled him in. If anyone was going

to run to the next level of the chain of command, he’s the

one who would do it. So, for now, we wait. And you go

home.”

I didn’t need to be told twice. If everything was cool,

then I had more time for the fun things in life. In less time

than it took them to convince me to leave, I was out the

door and in the Mustang. The rumble of her V8 engine was

like a lullaby, soothing away the rough edges the day had

left on my soul while I drove home. And if I overshot my exit

on the freeway to enjoy the speed my trusty iron horse

could build on a straightaway, no one else had to know

about it.

Eventually, I pulled into the driveway beside Mom’s not-

quite-new van. She’d traded her old VW van in for a more

modern mini-van with sliding doors on both sides that

opened with the push of a button. She had praised the

Goddess for those doors more than once. The screen door

slammed closed while I was getting my backpack and gear

out of the trunk, and I had a sneaking suspicion that I was

about to fall victim to Dee’s favorite new game: the jump



scare. Sure enough, she leaped at me from behind the van

when I rounded the corner, letting out an incoherent yell.

“Gah!” I said. I jumped and threw my arms up, going for

melodrama but actually coming down more in slapstick

territory.

“You weren’t surprised,” Dee said. She came all the way

out, in her black jeans and her BBC t-shirt, clutching her

sonic screwdriver toy in her left hand.

“No, you really scared me,” I said. “I jumped and

everything.”

“Liar. How’d you know I was there?”

“Heard the screen door slam, little Miss Jump Scare,” I

said. “And, you’ve tried to scare the past five nights.”

“It worked the first couple of times,” she protested. We

walked toward the door, her little hand in mine.

“Well, yeah, but you have to change things up after

that. So, what’s for dinner?”

“Maggots and brains!” she answered as she opened the

screen door.

“My favorite! Did Mom at least put toadstools in it?”

From the kitchen, I could smell the rich aroma of Mom’s

cooking, and it didn’t even come close to the vile concoction

we were describing with such enthusiasm. More like beef

tips over rice.

“Toadstools and green slime!” Dee said.

“Stop that, both of you,” Mom said from the kitchen.

“Dierdre, go wash your hands. And put that sonic thing

away. I don’t want to see it at the table.” She let go of my

hand and started up the stairs, then turned and pointed her

sonic screwdriver at me. It buzzed in her hands.

“Take that, alien shapeshifter!”



“What kind of Time Lord are you?” I said, tapping at my

temple. “Don’t you know that thing doesn’t have a setting

for wood?”

“I’m not a Time Lord, I’m a Time Lady. And I was just

making sure you weren’t an alien in disguise. I guess you

really are my brother. I was kind of hoping for the

shapeshifter.” She turned and bounded the rest of the way

upstairs, and I headed into the kitchen.

“How was your day?” Mom asked from the stove. Our

kitchen was the heart of the house, done in pale green with

lots of dark wood and decorated with potted plants in every

window and corner. The entire room smelled like a spice

cabinet, since my Mom didn’t just grow decorative ferns.

Sage, mint, thyme and a dozen other herbs grew in this

room, not to mention in her garden.

“Heroic, aggravating, terrifying, frustrating and I’m glad

I’m home.” I stopped to give her a quick peck on the cheek

before I went to the back door.

“Wow, that’s a lot of adjectives,” she said. “You’ll have

to tell me the details a little later.” I nodded and opened the

back door.

As soon as I stepped out on the back yard, a pair of

brindle paws landed on my chest, followed by a long, wet

tongue across my cheeks. “Hi, Junkyard,” I laughed. He

dropped back down on all fours and turned in a circle, then

let out a short bark. “I’m happy to see you, too,” I said while

I opened the lid on the plastic food container and grabbed

the plastic container I’d recycled for his food scoop. Kibble

hit the pan, and his nose was buried in it.

“Hey,” Ren said as he flew down from his tree. I looked

up from petting Junkyard’s flanks and nodded to him. “Did

you find anything out?”

“Not really, but we think we have a couple of leads to

follow. Everything cool here?”



“Mostly,” he said. “There’s a tribe of faeries that moved

in down the street at that little park, and they’re getting

bold. Had to run a couple of them off when they started

trying to bully your brownies.”

“Good work,” I told him. “Not a fan of the little pukes.

How’s your tree house coming?”

“Just finished the last of the roof today. But I need a few

things for my workshop.” His voice softened a little and he

bit his lip. Purple crept into the edges of his wings, a sure

sign he was embarrassed.

“Sure, you know I’ll get whatever you need.”

“I just don’t want to be a burden.”

“Ren, you more than carry your weight around here. You

already take care of Mom’s garden, you’ve kept all the

vermin out of the garden and the house, plus you take care

of Junkyard when I’m at school. And today makes…well, at

least the second time you’ve saved my ass. Anything you

need is yours, man.”

“Thanks,” he said, the purple turning to a pale pink. “I

try to be a good servant. And you treat me better than

anyone ever has.”

“We’ve gone over this before, Ren. The servant thing

this is just a necessary fiction. As far as anyone in this house

is concerned, you’re not a servant; you’re family. If it wasn’t

for that stupid treaty, you’d be free for real.”

“It’s hard to remember that sometimes,” he said,

dropping to perch on Junkyard’s back. “It’s been more than

seventy years since the treaty was signed, and … well, it’s

been a long time, and no one has ever treated us like you

do.”

“Let’s just say I know what it’s like to have everyone

think you’re something you’re not. Do you have a list of

stuff you need?”



“Just a few more hacksaw blades and a couple of files.

Oh, and could you get me a couple of those cheap little

solar yard lights and some copper wire?”

“Sure thing,” I said. “I’ll pick some up tomorrow.” I stood

up and opened the door. Junkyard gobbled up the last of his

kibble, crunching it as he went in, and Ren took to the air

and headed for the little cupboard he’d built and installed

next to Mom’s spice rack. Dee was already at the table, her

plate made, waiting for the rest of us. I waited as Mom

made her own plate, then let Ren flit over and fill his own

small bowl, a miniature green Tupperware bowl he’d dug up

at a thrift store. Once he had some rice and some

vegetables, he zipped over to his chair, leaving me to take

pretty much whatever was left. We didn’t have much in the

way of leftovers most nights.

There was a moment of silence once I sat down. We

didn’t say grace over our food, but we were all thankful for

it. Even after a year and a half of living with Mom, I still

remembered what it was like to go hungry most nights. After

hearing my stories about living with Dulka, Mom and Dee

were certainly more aware of how much they had to be

grateful for. And Ren…sprites were, after all, legally slaves

in the Veiled world, ever since the Unseiligh, or UnSeelie

Court had thrown them under the bus after the Second

World War. He’d seen more years of hunger and abuse than

I had.

“Blessings,” Mom said, which was our cue to eat. Beside

me, Ren used a small measuring spoon and a shrimp fork to

eat. He’d cut down an old high chair and replaced the

plastic tray with an insert from an antique table, giving

himself a table of his own that was the same height as the

regular table.

After the way my day started, I was really glad to have

moments like this, and to be self-aware enough to know how

good they actually were. I imagined there was a girl from



Truman who knew exactly how good life was, and I tried to

imagine what she might be doing with her night.

After Dee went to bed, Mom turned to me from her chair

in the living room. “I saw the news today,” she said, her

tone casual. “Something about a report of men with guns

going into Truman High School, but almost no one saw

anything. Was that you?”

“Yeah,” I said, and I told her everything that had

happened that morning and after school. “Dr. C thinks the

last one will talk tomorrow.”

“Then the Furies attacked before you talked to any of

them?” Mom asked. I nodded. “That’s curious. In Greek

mythology, you had to actually do something that broke an

oath, not just think about it or be willing to break it. I guess

it depends on the oath, but it’s still strange. Maybe one of

them did something to tip the authorities off or something.”

I gave that some thought. We had been assuming the Furies

were attacking because of something related to us catching

them, but what if one of them was already trying to blow

the whole deal?

The line of thinking kept my brain busy until it was time

for bed. With Mom in her room and Dee sleeping the sleep

of the innocent, I crawled out my window with my dark

phone and texted Shade. Moments later, my phone was

buzzing in my hand.

“Hey, beautiful,” I said.

“How’s my sexy man?” Whatever my problems, the

sound of her voice was enough to make them all fade away,

and for a while, we could be something like normal.

“Looking forward to Saturday night. We’re going to look

so damn good.”

“You have your tuxedo?”



“I pick it up Thursday after school. How did the dress

thing go today?”

“It was good. It fits like a glove, and it looks so hot.”

“You could make burlap look sexy,” I said.

“Should I go with burlap instead of satin and lace?”

“You already went to all that trouble to get this one,” I

said. “Maybe next time.” She laughed, and the night got a

little sweeter.

“If you’re good, I’ll wear something nice under it,” she

purred.

“And what if I’m bad?”

“Then maybe I won’t wear anything special under it.”

“Nothing at all?” I asked with a grin on my face.

“That isn’t what I meant,” she purred. “Maybe.” Yeah,

just then, it was good to be me. In the back of my head, a

dark thought wormed its way across my awareness. Some

part of me knew that things were going to get hairy, and

soon. Enjoy it while you can, I told myself.



 

Chapter 4

~ Not all of the demons we fight are our own. ~ Kyle

Vortigern

 

Tuesday started off with a text from Dr. Corwin.

>> Crime scene. Be ready. >> I looked up from my

phone and across the lot to the tree where we all met in the

mornings before the bell. Lucas was already there, leaning

against it, with his arms around Monica. Wanda sat on the

other side of the tree, her head down over her phone. I saw

Shade’s silver Mustang pull into a parking space in my

rearview mirror.

Might as well get as much time in with everyone as I

could. I grabbed my backpack and waited for Shade to make

it to me. Our arms slid around each other’s waist and we

kissed for a good minute or two.

“Good morning,” I said. She lifted her chin and looked at

me with a languid expression. My teeth found the sensitive

spot at the base of her neck, and this time, I did a little more

than graze. Her body stretched against mine and she let out

a satisfied little sigh.

“Somebody’s glad to see me,” she growled.

“Every day,” I whispered back. Both our cellphones

buzzed in our pockets, and we pulled them out in unison.

Lucas’s name appeared above a text that made me laugh.

“Lucas?” Shade asked. “Me, too.”

“‘Save it for prom’,” I quoted his message. “Come on. If

he can pull himself out of Monica’s grasp, we can make like

normal people, too.”



“It’s about time you two stopped playing kissy face,”

Lucas mocked as we walked up. His back was still to the

tree, and Monica’s back was against his chest, his hands on

the ample curves of her hips.

“Well, we didn’t want you to feel left out or anything,” I

said.

“Well, I wish everything we found was as funny, but it

isn’t. You got the message from Dr. C.?”

“Yeah. You too?”

Lucas nodded. “I’m his apprentice now, too. But I guess

for me it’s going to be a learning opportunity, and for you,

more of an expert thing, if he calls for us.”

“I have a sneaking suspicion he will,” I said, and Lucas

nodded. “Especially with the Forensics internship.”

“I’ll be quick, then,” he said. “After Dr. C called me last

night, I went through the NEPD databases, looking for

victims of violent crimes who were seventeen years old and

blonde. I expanded it to a few other categories, too. I went

back a year, and I found a spike starting in February. More

than thirty blondes dead in New Essex between car

accidents, murders, drug overdoses and other causes of

death. And those are the ones reported to the police. None

of them had enough in common for anyone to find dots to

connect between them. But, when I went back through them

for other points of similarity, I couldn’t find much, except

that most of their birthdays were within the same month.”

“Damn,” I grunted. “That’s definitely a pattern.”

“But only if you know what you’re looking for going in,”

Wanda said. “Otherwise, it’s like looking for a needle in a

needle factory.”

“Are they looking for a particular person or is it a witch

hunter’s dunk test?” Shade asked



“And is killing this person the point, or are they just

making sure there are no witnesses?” I asked.

“Congratulations, Lucas, you found a treasure trove of more

questions.”

“I aim to confuse,” he replied. “What did you find on the

school front, Wanda?”

“Nothing good,” she said. “Lots of stalking, victims were

almost all blondes, all by students with some kind of

connection to the occult somewhere, if you knew what you

were looking for. Lots of fights and suspensions, even a

couple of assaults on teachers. Seems like the black hat

crowd is getting kind of brave.”

“Seems like it, yeah,” I said. “So, our main goal is to find

whoever it is that they’re looking for before they do. Which

means we have to find out who it is, first.”

“Way easier said than done,” Monica said. “Especially

when even the bad guys don’t know either. But they have to

have more than a hair color and an age, right? Some way to

tell if they grabbed the right girl?”

“Yeah,” I smiled. “And we have a bad guy. Now we know

what to talk to him about this afternoon.” The bell rang, and

Lucas reluctantly let Monica free of his embrace.

“It’s good to have something to look forward to,” Wanda

said as she got to her feet. The words should have sounded

upbeat, but her tone was anything but. Shade and I watched

her go for a few seconds before we headed for first period.

“She’s taking this break-up hard,” Shade said, her hand

tight around mine.

“I think it’s her first.”

“Her first?” Shade’s pale eyebrows arched.

“Well, she didn’t figure out she liked girls until she met

Giselle. She must have fallen hard.”



Shade shook her head. “I can’t even imagine what she’s

feeling.”

I looked over at her and remembered how my world

seemed to fall apart without her almost a year ago. “I have

an idea. All I have to do is think about what life would be like

without you. Then the world sucks until I see you again.”

She ducked her head and laid it against my shoulder.

“You did okay while you were in Boston,” she said.

“No, I was a total loss. I just put up a good front.”

Shade rubbed her cheek against my shoulder a couple

of times before she looked up at me. “Me, too.”

During third period, an office aide stuck her head in the

door of Mr. Weber’s class and held a sheet of paper out to

him. He took it, then went a little pale and turned to me.

“Mr. Fortunato, you’re excused from the rest of class,”

he said as he held the page out to me. I took it and looked it

over. The thing that stood out was the Essex County

Sheriff’s department letterhead, and the words “Homicide

Division – Special Crimes Unit.” It read like a lawyer’s

excuse note.

“Should I be worried?” Mr. Weber asked me softly at the

door.

“No, sir,” I said. “It’s part of the AP sciences program.

It’s an internship thing.” He nodded and opened the door for

me. I walked through the quiet halls, taking a moment to

text Shade and let her know I might miss lunch, or even the

rest of the day. Even my normal life was weird, it seemed.

Lucas was already in the attendance office, waiting with

a uniformed deputy whose nameplate read “M. Hanson” at

the front desk. The deputy was chatting with the secretary

and her gaggle of aides for the period. They reluctantly let

him sign us out and asked if he was going to be the one to



bring us back later. Lucas and I didn’t wait to see what he

said.

“We’re going to go get our cars and we’ll follow you,” I

told Deputy Hanson. “Good luck.” He gave me a nod and

smile that I was sure he was going to regret later. It was a

full ten minutes before he came out and got in his cruiser to

lead us to the crime scene out near the edge of Diamond

Lake. We passed signs notifying the public of biohazard

waste products, and then federal warning signs. All in all,

not the place I figured I’d be taking my date to go make out,

or for any other late-night fun. Coming through during the

middle of the day wasn’t all that appealing either.

We pulled up next to a tan brick building that had seen

better decades back before electricity was all the rage. All of

the windows and doors were gone, most likely to join the

absent roof. The stench of dead things hit my nose when I

opened the door, but the silence was what sent the chill

down my spine. Hanson handed us both shoe covers and

gloves, and I pulled my hair back and put it in a thick tail.

Lucas’s hair wasn’t quite long enough to pull back, so he

tucked it up under a ball cap before he put his gloves on and

we headed for the forensics team gathered at the back of

their van.

Dr. Corwin and Detective Collins were talking to a tall,

dark haired woman in coveralls who stood with her back to

us, his face set in an expression that I found very familiar. It

was the look he got when I insisted on doing something he

thought was, in his words, ill advised. Which seemed like

was most of the time.

“I don’t care if they came in with the clean-up team, I’m

sure they screwed up my DNA evidence,” the woman was

saying as we came within earshot. “Even if I know they

didn’t show up until after we released the scene, what I

ended up with was a jumbled-up mess. The only saving

grace here was that this wasn’t going to trial. But when I



use words like inconclusive too often, Corwin, do you know

what my bosses hear?”

“Incompetent?” Dr. Corwin asked.

“No, they hear incompet-… I mean, yes, that’s exactly

what they’re seeing and hearing. This city is already hard

enough on forensics chiefs. I do not need a bunch of

adolescent interns making things any harder for me. So,

yes, I am going to supervise this scene from start to finish

and that includes your interns and the cleaning crew. Who

knows, they might actually learn something for a change!”

Dr. C looked at us over her shoulder and smiled. She

turned to see us, then let out an exasperated sigh.

“Last time,” Lucas said enthusiastically, “we learned

how to be ninjas!”

“All right, you two,” the woman said, narrowing her dark

eyes. “I’m Dr. Chambliss, chief of forensics for the Sheriff’s

department. I’ll be supervising while you’re working with the

clean-up crew at our crime scenes.”

“Did we do something wrong?” I asked.

“Something screwed up the samples we collected at the

Moretti scene. For now, consider this an attempt to rule you

out as the problem.”

“Ah, the benefit of the doubt,” Lucas said. “How

refreshing.”

“Can the attitude. Which one are you?”

“Kale. Lucas Kale,” he said in his best James Bond

imitation. At least, I thought it was James Bond.

“So, you must be Fortunato.”

“Most days.”

“Well, I don’t care if you are at a scene that has been

released, I don’t think you belong here.”



“I think they do,” Collins finally said. “Look, Chambliss,

you released the crime scene. Your techs are gone. Far as

I’m concerned, your job is done here. Lay off the kids. This

ain’t about them, and you know it.”

“Do I have to make it official, Collins?” Chambliss asked.

“No one’s around to hear you,” Collins said. “You can

still keep this on the DL. But let’s at least get this shit on the

table. Your problem ain’t with these kids, it’s with me.”

“Damn straight it’s with you, Collins,” Chambliss

stepped closer to him and put her finger in the middle of his

chest. “Because every time I get DNA I can’t identify, or a

body with unusual characteristics, it’s from one of your

cases. And don’t think IA hasn’t noticed. Someone comes

asking around every time something funny turns up in one

of my reports. I’d bet they have a file on you thick enough

to choke a horse.”

“If they do, no one’s said ‘Boo’ to me,” Collins said. “You

got a problem with me, Chambliss, you keep it between you

and me. Don’t go jumping on a couple of kids.”

“You want to keep it between us, Detective, fine,”

Chambliss growled. “We’ll keep it between us. But if

anything about this case comes up the slightest bit off, I

swear I will bring IA down on you like a ton of bricks. Are we

clear on that?”

“Crystal,” Collins said. “Now step off. These kids have

work to do.”

Chambliss stalked off, but I could hear her muttering

under her breath. As she crossed the dirt road, a familiar

panel van drove up and stopped on the far side. The side

read “Clean Scene” with a mop bucket behind police tape

painted below it. Chambliss stalked toward it and stopped

when the driver got out. The woman who stepped down

from the van was taller than Chambliss, with auburn hair

tucked into a ponytail and wearing a pair of blue coveralls.



They talked for a few seconds, then Chambliss stalked off,

and the woman in the coveralls crossed the road and

stopped next to us.

“Trevor,” she said, “Am I going to regret letting you talk

me into this whole intern thing?”

“No,” Dr. C and Collins said in stereo.

“Her problem ain’t with you, MacBride,” Collins said.

“Maybe not, but I have no desire to catch any collateral

damage from the shrapnel, you know?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Collins said. “You just take care

of the scene, I’ll handle Chambliss.”

“Are you two my unpaid slave labor…I mean, interns?”

MacBride asked with a grin.

“No. ma’am,” Lucas said. “We’re not slaves. We’re

indentured.”

“Well, I see you have the smart side down. I’m Blessing

MacBride. I own Clean Scene. Today, because my chief tech

is out sick, your butts are mine for the next three hours.

Follow me, and we’ll see if you’re smart or just smart-

asses.” She led us through a taped off path to the door of

the dilapidated building and stopped as the coroner and an

assistant pushed a gurney out with a body bag strapped to

it.

While the coroner pushed the gurney by, I shifted my

vision and cracked my Third Eye. The girl’s aura was gone,

but more importantly, only a little lingering psychic energy

floated around her. Death was traumatic, and it generated a

metric ton of free floating energy wherever it happened.

People in general don’t like dying, so they’ll fight hard to

keep from doing it. That tends to leave a mess in more ways

than one. I looked at the building and didn’t see any

residuals in there. Wherever she had died, it wasn’t here.



Beside me, Lucas was making a choked sound, and his

face was turning a delicate shade of green as the smell of

copper and death hit our noses. “Oh, God,” he choked out,

then turned and ran for the edge of the yellow tape. To his

credit, he made it before he heaved up his breakfast.

“Do you need to go throw up, too?” MacBride asked.

“There’s no shame in it. Most rookies toss it at their first

murder scene.”

“No, ma’am,” I said, looking back at poor Lucas as he

wiped his mouth. This was far from the worst thing I’d ever

seen. Lucas staggered back our way and joined us at the

door.

“Sorry about that, Miss MacBride,” he said.

“Don’t be,” she said, and I almost bought that she

meant it. “Every forensics tech and rookie cop has their first

moment. The trick is to keep your wits about you. So, let’s

go on and take a look at the scene.” She led us into the

building, and if the outside was barren, the inside was just

as stark. The only details were the markings on the walls,

symbols and images done in thick, crude lines across the

walls and floor. Fat black candles were set around a taped

outline on the floor. I raked the room with my eyes, and

nothing seemed to fit together.

“Can we go into the room?” Lucas asked.

“Yes, but be careful where you step. I want to go over it

while it’s still almost intact to make sure nothing was

missed. If you see anything even remotely out of the

ordinary, tell me.” MacBride watched as he made his way

inside and looked around, moving around the outside of the

circle before stepping in and kneeling next to the body

outline.

“So, boys,” she said after a couple of minutes. “What

are your impressions of the scene?”



“We’ve got a lot of work to do,” I said. “And I have some

questions.”

“So do I,” Lucas said.

“Ask him,” MacBride said, pointing to Collins.

“You get three,” Collins said. “We’ll start with you,

Chance.”

“Were the girl’s ankles bruised? Like her feet had been

bound?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said. “Lucas?”

“I see a lot of little numbers on the floor. Does one of

them belong to a knife with a serrated edge?”

“No. Fortunato?”

“Were the candles still burning when you found the

scene?”

“Yes. Lucas?”

“I’m good. Chance?”

“Do we know time of death?”

“Best estimate is at least fourteen hours ago. Beyond

that, we’ll have to wait for the coroner’s report. Your turn,

Lucas.”

“I’m still good,” he said.

“Only going with one. Interesting. Okay, what’s your

impression?”

“There’s probably another crime scene,” Lucas said. “I

don’t think she died here. No blood spatter, not enough

blood on the floor, and nothing to hold her up over the floor

while the blood drained. That should have caused some

spray, but the only blood I see is right here.” He pointed to

the small brown puddle near him. “That would be my first

impression.”

“Okay. Fortunato?” she asked.



“I’d say the same thing, for a different reason. If she

really was killed for a ritual, this isn’t the ritual space,” I told

her, pointing to the symbols. “For one thing, these aren’t

real symbols. They just look funky. They’re not precise, and

there’s no… sense to them, no pattern or consistency.

Second, these candles. It smells like at least one of them is

scented. And, judging by the amount of wax, they didn’t

burn for more than four or five hours.”

“And do you think she was killed for a ritual?”

“The scene is very ritualistic, and there is no blood here.

Seems like too much trouble to go to for no reason. So, I

wouldn’t rule it out, no.”

“Interesting observations,” MacBride said. “Now, I’m

going to clean this scene up, and you two to get to help. At

this point, you’re glorified, unpaid labor. You carry gear, you

scrub, rinse or scrape where I tell you, and you do whatever

else I say when I say it. Got it?” We nodded. “Okay then.

Let’s get to work.”

We spent the first half hour following her around the

scene as she inspected it. When she had covered every

square inch of the scene, she led us to her truck and had us

unload her cleaning supplies. From there, we spent the next

hour or so with a sponge, brush or scraper in hand,

removing any sign that a crime might have taken place

there. Finally, she straightened up and ordered us to load

her van back up. After we put the last bucket into the back,

Dr. Corwin called us over.

“They don’t sound very enthusiastic about this one,” he

said while we pulled our gloves off. “I think we’re going to

have to come back tonight and do a divination using the

energy traces that are left.”

“That’s something I can pull off,” Lucas said.

“If you feel comfortable coming back and doing it,” Dr. C

said after a moment’s thought.



“Yeah, definitely. I just want to pull my own weight, you

know?”

“You always do,” Dr. C said. “But for now, you both still

have classes to go back to. And I expect you to make sure

you take care of any homework for the classes you missed

today.” We both grumbled something that sounded like a

yes and headed for our cars.

During the trip back to school, I let my mind go back to

the girl from the crime scene. She had a name, but I didn’t

know it. A life. Friends. Family who would miss her and

grieve for her loss. Dreams she’d never get to even try to

shoot for. My hands tightened on the steering wheel, and I

blinked back tears. The rumble of the Mustang sounded like

the sound my soul would have made just then, a low growl

of barely contained rage. One of the laws of magick was to

never use it to kill, but in that moment, I was tempted to go

rogue. I knew several spells that would kill from a distance,

and a few of them took several agonizing days to work. In

my rearview mirror, I could see Lucas’s face through his

windshield, his shoulders shaking as let his own feelings out.

His cheeks were glistening, and his expression was dark,

both hands clenched on his steering wheel. What we’d seen

had been played out at least thirty times or more in

different ways, and if anyone was able to understand that

the same way I did, it was Lucas.

Whoever was doing this had just earned two determined

opponents. Sure, we were seventeen-year-old kids, but we

also seventeen-year-old kids who had killed more evil shit

between us than some Sentinels. And if I also saw myself as

an avenging force for thirty some odd dead girls, I at least

knew I was, at best, a black knight with tarnished armor.

The thought was cold comfort, but it was the only thing I

had.

We pulled into the lot at Kennedy, and Lucas came over

to my car, his cheeks and eyes red. “I don’t know about



you,” he said with a tight voice, “but I intend to make this is

the last girl who dies because of this.”

“At the risk of going all knight in shining armor on you,

so do I,” I said.

“Not so shining,” he said. “Not us. We’re not that pure.

But yeah, I’m saying ‘No more’ here.”

“Right there with you, brother,” I said. “No more.”



 

Chapter 5

~ Make no pact with Infernal Powers ~ Third Law of Magick

 

“You have the basics down for air ley lines,” Dr. Corwin

said. His footsteps were soft on the floorboards behind me

as he paced around the outside of the working circle in his

attic. A pale red circle shimmered in the air between us,

maintained by my own will. The runes to cast it were

suspended in the air before me, and I was concentrating on

forming them into a mental lattice. “Since summer starts in

a couple of months, we’re going to lay the groundwork for

fire lines now. Fire lines tend to run east-west, or along the

south side of ridges and mountains. Any place where the

sun casts its warmth for extended periods of time.”

“I’m good with fire,” I said. “But there’s one thing I don’t

get. Why are we doing this instead of questioning

contestant number five?”

“Because the driver lost Collins last night. Vortigern

convinced me that the best way to smoke the driver out was

to let Mr. Black escape.”

The construct in my head burst, the runes shattered into

thin air and the circle around me dissolved. “He convinced

you to what?” I demanded.

“I let him talk me into looking the other way at the right

time, and he advises his client not to do something he very

much wants to do. We figured the first thing he’s going to do

is head for the driver. Now, focus. You almost had the fire

line circle memorized. Try again.”

“Fine,” I grumbled. The red circle almost snapped into

place, and the glowing runes arranged themselves in the air



before me as I made the passes with my hands that laid the

focusing matrix for the spell itself. My hand movements

were quick and hard, the passes ending with abrupt stops.

The last rune slammed into place, and I reached out with

my left hand and twisted my wrist to seal the spell with a

little more force than was absolutely required. I did a double

take as the matrix remained in place, glowing brighter and

clearer than the last five failed attempts.

“Perfect!” Dr. C said. “Fire is all about passion. Anger,

lust, love, aggression, any strong, forceful emotion.”

“Isn’t that kind of Dark Side?” Lucas asked from the

workbench off to my right.

“Does electricity have a Dark Side?” Dr. C asked.

“No,” Lucas said. “But electricity isn’t linked to

emotion.”

“What about when it’s used for capital punishment? Is

the electricity dark or light?”

“It’s still electricity. It’s just… energy.”

“And so is magick. Darkness and light, good and evil…

those don’t come from the magick itself. They come from

the mage. Assigning motive to energy is, at best, an

incorrect assumption. At worst, it’s a cop out, like saying the

Devil made you do it. If there is darkness to be found,

whether it’s magick or the Force, you’re going to find it in

the heart of the person wielding it, not the energy they’re

using.”

“So, hate,” I offered. “Rage, fear, those are part of my

darkness.”

“No, Chance,” Dr. C said with a quick shake of his head.

“You have a lot of anger, but you have a lot to be angry

about. But, it never truly controls you. It influences you, but

you’ve never let it sway you to do anything that was

outright evil.”



“Not even what I did to Talbot for killing Desiree?”

“No,” he said, his voice soft. “That was harsh, and cruel,

but…I can’t argue that it was more than he deserved. He

used magick to kill. You would have been within your rights

to kill him for that. You punished him, and it was a hard

punishment, but it wasn’t evil. You aren’t evil. Neither is

anger or aggression. Those are feelings. It’s what you do

that makes you good or bad. Now, drop the circle and we’ll

try it as a-” he stopped as his cell phone rang.

I dropped the circle while he talked on the phone, but I

stayed inside its bounds. Likewise, Lucas stood and waited,

but he stayed quiet, which for Lucas saying something.

Finally, he finished up and put his phone away.

“Gentlemen,” he said, his voice taking the formal tones

of ritual. We stood a little straighter. “Well done, today. Both

of you. Training is done. Return to the world of men and

carry this knowledge with you. You are its guardians now.”

“We will use it well,” we said in unison. Dr. C gave us his

usual smile and bowed.

“Thank you, sir,” I said. Lucas repeated it a heartbeat

after. It wasn’t part of the ritual, but Dr. Corwin didn’t seem

to mind.

“You’re welcome, boys,” Dr. C said. “That was Collins.

Our boy got out, and he went straight to an old, abandoned

motel out on Highway 71. Chance, we’re going to go see

what he’s up to. Lucas, go take care of your divination. We’ll

meet here by nine.” We all headed for the single stairway

that led to the rest of the house.

“You need poles or something to get downstairs fast,”

Lucas said as we tromped down to the first floor.

“Then I’d have to start wearing a cape and have a

secret lair in a cave,” Dr. C said. “The cave wouldn’t be so

bad, but I draw the line at capes. Besides, only Adam West

could pull off wearing a cape and make it look good.”



Half an hour later, Dr. C was pulling up next to an

unmarked police car in the parking lot of a convenience

store on the edge of town. A little way down the road was an

old U-shaped motor hotel with several semi-trucks and cars

parked in the lot. Detective Collins rolled his window down

as we pulled up.

“Your guy pulled in and went into room fifteen,” he said

without preamble. “So far, I haven’t seen any movement,

and no one’s gone in. Is he full on magickal and shit?”

“Enough to draw Furies for a broken oath,” Dr. Corwin

said, getting out of the car. “Enough that I figure we need to

be the first ones in.” I got out and grabbed the holster for

my paintball marker.

“No argument here,” Collins said. “Brave don’t mean

stupid. You need me on your six, or should I wait for you to

clear this one?”

“Wait,” we said in stereo. He chuckled at us as I buckled

the drop-leg holster over my belt and strapped it to my

thigh.

“If he draws a Fury,” Dr. C said, “that’s attention you

don’t want. It’s usually attention you don’t survive, but…

well, you might. Righteous man and all that.”

“Yeah, I’ll wait, all the same. I get the feeling silver

bullets won’t work on Furies.”

“Good idea. We’ll give you a yell in a moment.” He

turned and started across the street.

“So, magick only?” I asked, dodging a pothole.

“Yeah, hopefully. I doubt we’re going to need more than

a couple of basic spells.”

The wind shifted to bring the smell of mossy water to

us, and I could see the dark green of the sludge in the

swimming pool. Beige paint that probably started out closer

to brown peeled away from the sides of the building, and



rust dotted the V-shaped supports that ran along the edge

of the concrete walkway. More than half the rooms were

either boarded up or missing glass completely, with tattered

drapes swaying against the dark interiors. Great if you

wanted to hide a few captured girls, maybe hold them for a

day or so before you killed them.

“We have got to upgrade to a better class of bad guy,” I

said. “More James Bond, less Mickey Spillane, ya know?”

“I wouldn’t mind a few more exotic island hideouts,” Dr.

C said. We slowed, and he lowered his voice. “I’ll check our

plan at Thug-Mart. Maybe we can afford the Ninja Special

Plan. I hear they’re having a sale.”

“Ninjas are good,” I said. “I’d be happy if we just went

from the Basic Thug Plan to the Minion Package. At least

that way…wait, do you feel that?” I asked when the hair on

the back of my neck began to stand on end.

“Feel wha-…oh…that’s weird,” he said with a frown. I

felt a pricking sensation in my head, and I started running

for the door. Only one thing gave me that kind of harsh

reaction.

“Chance, wait!” Dr. Corwin yelled.

“Someone just opened a Hellgate!” I called back. My

hand came up and I called out “Obex!” the moment before I

leaped into the air, twisted to one side and tucked my knees

under me.

The door splintered under my shield when I hit it, but

the sound of breaking wood barely registered over the

blood-curdling scream that was cut off in a wet sounding

gurgle. The moment I landed, black fire hit my telekinetic

shield and blocked my view of the room. Fortunately, it also

blocked my attacker’s view of me. While the sulfur-smelling

gout of Hellfire covered my shield, I pulled my paintball gun

and thumbed the release catch for the magazine that ran

along the top of the gun. Sweat from the heat beaded on



my forehead as I shoved the hopper of explosive rounds into

my pocket and grabbed the third one back in the mag pouch

on my right leg, giving a quick glance down to make sure I’d

grabbed the hopper with the white tape on it. Once it

clicked into place, long hours of practice had a round in the

chamber without a thought.

The last of the black flames flickered out and I saw my

attacker. Bright red and even brighter yellow streaks ran

along chitinous, double-articulated arms that looked like saw

blades along the outer edge. The extra joint gave it an

insectoid look, as did the similarly segmented legs. But that

was where the bug metaphor stopped. Its body was bloated

like a tick, and the arms and legs disappeared into funnels

of brown and red striped flesh. Oversized, lidless eyes

ringed its bulbous head, and tentacles writhed around a

mouth that opened four ways to reveal rows of teeth and a

beak that opened to make way for a barbed tongue.

The thing’s arms were plunged into the would-be killer’s

torso, and its tongue was thrust into his mouth and

protruding from the back of his neck, the tip quivering. An

extra pair of smaller, more human arms jutted from its

sides, one hand still flickering with the aura of Hellfire. I

didn’t know exactly what kind of demon it was, but I knew

an Infernal foot soldier when I saw one.

Half of its eyes, or at least, all of them that I could see,

focused on me. The shield spell dropped, and I raised the

paintball gun.

“Good shot, ugly,” I said. “My turn.” I pulled the trigger

three times, and three minor explosions blew chunks out of

its torso. The demon screamed and pulled its various limbs

and appendages out of the dead guy with a slurping sound.

Then it spun and turned all its attention on me. Boy, did I

feel special just then.



More Hellfire came at me, this time just a ball of it that I

could dive under. Using my momentum, I rolled to a crouch

and came up with the gun pointing a little higher this time.

More holy water filled balls broke against his unholy form,

and each time, the reaction was more spectacular than the

one before. One of the human arms was blown off by the

last blast, and the demon let out a howl that shattered the

few bits of glass that were still in the room, and nearly

ruptured my eardrums. I decided it was time to shut this

thing up for good, so I took a moment to aim before I pulled

the trigger. The ball went straight down its throat.

For a couple of seconds, it stared at me, then made a

gagging sound as it tried to spit the ball back up. Then, all

of the eyes went wide as its throat worked, and I could see it

swallow. Its eyes turned back to me, and I pulled the trigger

again. One of the tentacles around its mouth lashed out to

bat the round aside, but it still burst and splashed across the

right side of its face. Several eyes burst and ran down its

sizzling face. I dove right again, getting further into the

room and avoiding the bolt of Hellfire that flew from its

remaining hand. It raised a shield, but suddenly found its

right side bathed in fire. Dr. C stood in the doorway with his

staff leveled at the demon. A line of white hot fire stretched

from the tip of the staff to the soldier demon’s exposed

flank. A quick shift brought its hand around to block the

flame attack. With the wall at the back of the room behind

me, I pulled the trigger and splattered chunks of his torso

onto the carpet.

It raised its clawed arms and shifted its weight forward,

then stopped when its torso bulged out in the middle. Both

sets of knees buckled under it, and it caught itself on one

clawed arm. The rounded head turned to most of its

remaining eyes to face me as it pushed itself back to its feet

and started forward, half of its attention on the paintball

gun, the others on me. The eyes that focused on me started



to glow, and I felt a demonic push against my mental

defenses. It put its palm toward Dr. C and brought up a

shield as it advanced, blocking another column of fire.

“Stay out…of my…head,” I growled, my teeth clenched.

I dropped to one knee and put my right hand to my temple.

“Yes, fight it,” it hissed. “You know you will lose. The

outcome of this contest is all but foretold.” The demon

stepped forward, its face twisted into what must have been

a smile. When it was only a few inches away from me, I

looked up and rose to my feet.

“It was never a contest,” I said. It reared back in

surprise. “I just needed you to get close enough so I could

do this.” I shoved the paintball pistol into one of the wounds

I’d already made. A dozen eyes looked down and went wide

the instant before I pulled the trigger.

Demons don’t die well. This one managed about half a

second of screaming before it blew apart. The scream gave

me just enough time to raise a shield before it exploded,

and it still threw me back against the wall with enough force

to make me see stars for a second. When my head cleared, I

found myself in the middle of one of the few clear spots on

the wall. Demon bits covered most of the room, and what

wasn’t gooey was either on fire or damn close to parts that

were. My knees fought me when I tried to get to my feet,

but after a couple of tries, I got my feet under me and

pushed myself upright.

“Chance, come on,” Dr. Corwin called to me through the

smoke that was filling the room.

I nodded and staggered to the bloody body of our last

prisoner. Humpty Dumpty had nothing on this guy. Most of

what was supposed to be inside of him was outside, now. A

charred book was clutched in his right hand, which ended

about three inches below his wrist. It took a couple of

shakes to get the hand free of the binding. I went to grab



the duffel bag beside him, but it was half burnt already. Only

the blood on the other half had kept it from burning away

completely. A quick glance at what was left revealed a

laundry list worth of summoning components before I

stumbled through the smoke toward the bright spot that I

hoped was the door. Dr. Corwin emerged on my left and

pulled me toward him. A few seconds later, we emerged in

sunlight, coughing and sucking in lungfuls of fresh air.

Something very flammable went up behind us and we

stumbled onto the asphalt.

“Definitely,” I wheezed, then coughed for a moment.

“Definitely have to get better bad guys.” We heard feet

pounding up, but neither of us moved. Moments later,

Collins stepped into view over us, gun in one hand, his

expression watchful.

“Magick, huh?” Collins grunted, holstering his pistol.

“Lots of magick,” Dr. C said. Sirens sounded in the

distance. “And a demon.”

“Come on, you two,” Collins said. “We better get some

distance from this place, in case a gas line goes up.”

Already, people were running toward the parking lot and

starting cars. We jogged across the street, dodging flying

gravel from speeding cars as they left the motel’s lot.

“So, what about our guy?” Collins asked.

“A dead end,” Dr. C said. “A really dead end.”

“I managed to grab his grimoire,” I said, hold up the

charred book. “It’s a little charred around the edges, but we

might find something useful in it.”

“Someone sent that demon to kill our guy,” Dr. C said.

“My bets are on the driver, Mr. White.”

“Sucker bet,” I said.

“You two better get the Hell out of here,” Collins said.

“I’ll be by later to see what you figure out from the



nonexistent piece of evidence that you didn’t take from the

scene you weren’t at.”

“Right,” Dr. C said. “We were never here, we had

nothing to do with this.” He led the way to his truck, and we

climbed in.

“You know, I’m curious,” I said as he pulled onto the

road. “If the driver did send a demon…who were the Furies

after?”



 

Chapter 6

~ A good teacher knows when to be a harsh one ~ Proverb

among wizards

 

The grimoire was a little charred around the edges, but

a lot of it was still readable. Dr. C had banished it, and me

along with it, to the scriptorium in the basement with

instructions to read the whole the, front to back and no

skipping to the end. Flakes of charred paper fell off the

edges when I turned the page, a few sticking to the thin,

white cotton gloves I wore to protect the pages from the oils

in my skin, and my own tender hide from whatever might be

on the pages. “For the summoning of a Daemon of Might,

Whose Name is Malek-” the top of the page read. I shook my

head. Most demons could do whatever people needed them

to do. The problem was that Hell was one big bureaucracy

that made the DMV look pretty damn efficient. Major

demons didn’t like their underlings being able to amass too

much power, so they assigned them specific jobs to do.

Most were dead end little tasks and were hardly worth even

a sliver of someone’s soul. Lifeforce from an animal was

usually the most they could ask for a favor. And since most

demons were prone to addiction, anything intoxicating, be it

tobacco, liquor, or harder drugs like cocaine, was a pretty

desirable commodity as well.

I swept the blackened flakes into the collection tray at

the base of the reading desk and turned the page. Another

spell to summon another demon, this one for knowledge of

the future. Another page, another demon and more carbon

flakes. As often as I got into fights, blew up buildings and



killed evil shit, being a mage was still pretty boring most of

the time.

Once I hit the first blank page, I knew I was getting close

to pay dirt, though. Once I ran out of demons to summon,

the next section was likely to be the group’s journal. Just like

Dr. C told me to, I flipped the pages one at a time, and

stopped when I came to an activation rune. It glowed under

my Third Eye’s gaze, and I carefully traced its construction

until I found the rune that drew magick into it to keep it

going. A tiny adjustment closed the link, and the rune went

dark, like a lamp I’d just switched off. Whatever they were

trying to protect, I’d just pulled the plug on their security

system.

Like Wiccans, demon summoners usually kept a record

of specific rituals, how they went and what results they got.

And when demons spoke to them? This group was

absolutely meticulous about writing that down, getting both

sides of the conversation. They even wrote the demons’

words in red ink. Most of it was the usual stuff, coercing

reluctant demons to do what they were going to get paid for

anyway. A few entries talked about where to find people and

one was on where someone kept drug money. But the last

entry was guarded with some kind of warding rune,

something I might not have seen if I’d looked at the last few

pages first. The activation rune from the first page was

linked to it, and even though I’d bypassed it, there was still

a danger that I might set it off. Before I turned that last

page, I bound the rune to keep it from going off.

The last page was almost all in red ink, and it read like a

demonic Book Of The Revelation. Behold, this, and lo, that

with more than a few ‘verily’s’ thrown in for good measure.

The first part mentioned something called The Rending, and

the second paragraph…cut off kind of suddenly, since it was

at the bottom of the page, nearest the charred section.



Seek ye the Half-Caste Chylde, for She is the ke- the last

line read, but the rest was cut off by the blackened edge. I

turned the page, but all that waited for me there was a

single word: assured. Yeah, that was helpful. But the

Rending? That term sounded familiar, but I was having a

hard time placing it. I trudged upstairs, stripping the cotton

gloves from my hands along the way.

“Dr. C?” I called out when I got to the kitchen. Raised

voices came from the study, so I kept my lips together and

padded as quietly that way as I could. Lucas was already

outside the door, and he put one finger to his lips as I

approached.

“Lawyer dude,” he whispered when I got closer, pointing

at the door.

“No, I don’t understand your position,” Vortigern said,

his voice muffled by the closed doors. “You captured them,

which compromised them, and then you released them, with

the full knowledge that they were in mortal danger. Their

well-being became your responsibility the moment you

abducted them.”

“Abducted them?” Dr. C said. His voice seemed to move

as he continued. “If I hadn’t acted when I did, every single

one of them would already not only be dead, their bodies

would. Never. Be. Found. Not to mention, they would have

killed who knows how many kids in the process. That might

not mean a damn thing to you, Vortigern, but to me, to most

beings with a soul, the lives of innocent children are

important. I was not only within my rights to kill these

pieces of shit you call clients, I was two days late in fulfilling

my duty to do it. So, don’t you come into my house and tell

me I have some kind of obligation to protect would-be

killers.”

“But, thanks to you, they never-” Vortigern started, but

he stopped with a thump against the door and a gurgling



sound.

“You are done here,” Dr. C said. “You don’t talk. You get

the Hell out of my house, and you don’t look back. Nothing

else.”

“Sucker,” Vortigern choked out a moment later.

“What did you just call me?”

“I ask…I humbly plead for your protection, Wizard

Corwin, on behalf of those I represent. I ask for succor and

sanctuary from the Wizard of New Essex in their names.”

Lucas and I traded wide-eyed looks at that. Definitely

new information. On the other side of the door, Dr. Corwin

cursed, and we could hear footsteps moving away from the

door.

“Acting,” he said.

“I’m sorry, what?”

“I’m the acting Wizard of New Essex. The role hasn’t

been permanently filled. And I will…do everything in my

power to protect your people. Now, open the door and let

my apprentices in.” The pocket doors slid open to reveal a

surprised looking Vortigern. He pulled at the hem of his

shirt, then straightened his tie before standing aside.

“What do you have, boys?” Dr. C asked after we stopped

in front of his desk.

“I found the other crime scene,” Lucas said. “But I didn’t

go there, I just know where it is. Roughly.”

“I found out who the black hats are all looking for, and

what their deadline is. Or at least, what it’s called. I need

more info, though.”

For a moment, Dr. Corwin just sat there staring at

something only he could see. Then he focused on me.

“What’s the deadline and who are they looking for?”



“It’s called the Rending, and their target is the Half-

Caste Chylde. The Rending sounds familiar, but I’m not sure

what it’s all about or when it is.”

“Fortunately for you… and for me… I happen to know

what the Rending is, and when it will occur.” We all turned to

face Vortigern, who had a smile on his face that looked like

he’d eaten a king-sized canary.

“Well?” Dr. Corwin prompted.

“Oh, that knowledge comes at a price, Corwin. And

while I’m sure young Mr. Fortunato could eventually find

what he’s looking for, time is not a currency you possess in

abundance.”

“You want protection for a bunch of assholes who were

going to shoot up a school. No deal. We can find the info

within hours. A day or two on the outside.” Dr. C came

around his desk and grabbed his jacket from the back of the

chair. “Right now, we have a crime scene to get to before

the cops find it.”

“Saturday night,” Vortigern said as we all turned away

from him. That stopped everyone in their tracks. “You do not

have hours to waste, Corwin. Much less days.”

Dr. C’s jaw was clenched as he turned to face Vortigern.

“Fine. Protection for five scumbags. I’ll see what I can do.”

“Six, Wizard Corwin. I may need that protection as well.”

“Six, then,” Dr. C said, and I saw his fist clench. “Now,

the Rending. Short version.”

“The Rending is just as it advertises on the tin, as it

were,” Vortigern said. “It is part of the Faustian Bargain. One

night every thirteen times thirteen years when any Infernal

agreement may be rendered null and void with no

repercussions. Provided certain conditions are met.”

“And this is happening Saturday,” I added. Keeping my

hands at my side was an act of sheer will.



“Roughly, yes,” Vortigern said. “And obviously, this Half

Caste Chylde is part of those conditions. I would wager too

that she is part of someone’s contract. So, you get her

safely out of the picture, you guarantee the safety of

countless other young blonde women at the same time.”

“And some demon gets screwed on a contract,” Lucas

said. “You know, I’m not really seeing a down side here.”

“Except the part where a demon tries to rip our heads

off to get her back,” I said.

“Dude, someone’s always trying to kill you or

something,” Lucas countered. “How is this any different?”

“Dr. C, a little help here?”

“He’s not wrong,” my mentor said with a smile. “And it

isn’t like you were going to say no anyway. Now, do you

have anything on this Half-Caste Chylde?” All the humor left

his voice at the last question.

“Half-caste would indicate that she is illegitimate, and a

half-breed,” Vortigern said. “Normally, such a child would

not be found among the cowan, and she certainly could not

hope to hide among them. The physical differences alone

would make anonymity impossible among them. Unless…”

“Vortigern,” Dr. C said, making his name sound like a

warning.

“She may not be aware of what she is,” Vortigern said

absently. “She may not have manifested any of the physical

characteristics of her bloodline. And if she’s not manifested

anything obvious at this late stage in her development,

there is hope that she never will.”

“So, dumb question from the new guy here,” Lucas said.

“How do they even know she’d be hiding out with the

mundanes, anyway? Maybe she’s kicking back somewhere

in the Hive or the Underground.”



“If she’s part of a contract, then they would have the

blood of one of her parents on the agreement. They could

use that to trace her indirectly. They could tell certain things

in general, but nothing specific because she would be a step

removed from the sympathetic bond they were using. Hair

color, surroundings, things of that nature. So, gentlemen,

I’ve more than fulfilled my end of things. I expect swift

completion of your terms.”

“We’ll have something for you by the end of the night,”

Dr. C growled. “Come on, boys. We’ve got a lot to do.”

The first thing on our list was heading to the actual

crime scene that Lucas had scried out. Junkyard and Ren

jumped into the Mustang while Lucas rode with Dr. C to

navigate. I followed them south through town, until we hit

the border where the Pittsburgh district ended and the old

Joplin district started. Along the northwest edge, it was

mostly old houses, neighborhoods with names like Oakview

and Blue Creek, where none of the things they were named

for had been since the Sixties. Once upon a time, they were

nice homes, the kind of places couples without kids moved

to in order to have them. But time and crime had slowly

turned this area into an urban desert. Lawns tended more

toward brown than green, and windows were often boarded

up. Where plywood wasn’t doing double duty for glass,

ragged blinds held sway, looking like a vertical version of a

gap-toothed grin on either side, with drooping sections

showing up in the middle in some windows. Small, lighter

colored patches about the shape and size of bullet holes

showed on some walls, and every window was covered in

bars. Siding nearly doubled the value of a few homes, but

mostly, the exteriors were wood, with paint peeling from

them in strips. Graffiti marked several buildings, most of it

gang tagging. In a neighborhood like this, though, a tag

wasn’t just a territory marker. It was a warning. When cops’

response time was measured in hours, if not days, and other



emergency services waited until after the cops cleared a

scene, people turned to the only thing they had. In the Split,

it was gangs like the Falcons and the Warlords.

Even with an arsenal of spells, my TK wand and my

paintball gun loaded with explosive rounds, I found myself

wanting to reach under the seat for the gun case that

wasn’t there. The LeMat would have at least given me a

little more intimidation power than the Ariakon. Still, the

Warlords had a street shaman on their side. My magickal

arsenal might be more than enough firepower.

And, I remembered as I got out of the Mustang, we had

a wizard on our team. Ren buzzed into the air, and I heard

my phone buzz as he called me. With a tap on the

headpiece, he was in my ear. Beside me, Junkyard growled

low in the back of his throat and his hackles came up.

“Okay, I think we’re there,” I said. “What say we go in

the scary house and check it out?”

“We should split up, too,” Lucas said. “So we can cover

more ground.”

“Only one problem with this scenario,” Dr. Corwin said,

leading the way to the chain-link fence that surrounded the

front yard. “You have an adult with you. So you’ll probably

find nothing of interest and I’ll dismiss all your concerns and

warnings until it’s too late.” He stopped at the gate and put

his hand out, muttering something under his breath. A set of

glowing red runes materialized in the air above the gate and

at the other three sides of the property. “Or not.”

“Whoa,” Lucas breathed.

“Pop quiz time, boys,” Dr. C said. “What are we looking

at here?”

“That big one is a standard anti-curse shield,” Lucas

said. “The one to the right of it is a basic entry ward, but I

can’t tell if it’s the fry-intruders-to-a-crisp kind or the more

friendly barrier type. Not sure what that other one is.”



“It’s a neglenom spell,” I said. “Dr. C hasn’t shown us

those runes. They’re illegal magick because they break the

First Law.”

“Free will above all. This you shall not violate,” Lucas

quoted. “So, how do we get in?”

“Sentinels would usually just ward up and kick the door

in,” Dr. C said. “They don’t have to worry about things like

pissed off bad guys showing up. Usually, they’re looking for

a fight, anyway. But we need to be more subtle. Lasting

runes like this are usually woven into the fabric of a

structure, anchored to a wall or something. In this case, the

fence. And like any security system that is on twenty-four

seven, it needs a power source. All we need to do is find it.”

“And unplug it,” I said. “If the security system has no

power, it can’t sound an alarm.”

“Watch and learn boys,” Dr. C said. A faint blue spot

showed up on the barrier, and we watched as he probed the

weave of the wards. After a couple of minutes, the probe

moved along a particular strand that curved down into the

ground. “There’s the power source. Now, the trick is to sever

it just outside the ward proper…” he said. He closed his

eyes and moved his hands down an unseen line, then

twisted them in opposite directions. The glowing wards

faded and vanished.

“That’s the most complex warding we’ve seen in this

whole case,” I said as Dr. Corwin opened the gate. “Do you

think this group might be the ones behind it all?”

“I think they might work for someone bigger,” he said as

he ushered us in. “But without more to go on, I can’t begin

to guess if they’re the Big Bad Wolf we’re looking for or not.

So, let’s go find out.” We followed him up to the front door.

With a wave of his wand and a few words, he had the locks

open. He used the same spell I had at Truman to disable the

electronic alarm system, and a few minutes later, we were



standing inside the lair of a bunch of demon worshippers.

The front room was no big surprise. Liquor bottles, needles,

a few bongs and lots of takeout food boxes covered the

mismatched couches and bare mattress that were set

around the electric altar of three television screens. The one

on the far left had multiple game systems attached to it,

and it seemed to be the cleanest part of the room. The

middle one was showing a soap opera on mute, and the one

on the right displayed the title screen for “Spring Break

Sluts XV.”

“Obviously the masterminds behind this whole thing,”

Lucas said, his tone dry enough to make me thirsty. Beside

me, Junkyard sneezed, but he didn’t seem to be focused on

anything in particular. My nose was assaulted by the

combination of stale smoke, spilled booze, body odor and

spoiled food. If it was bad for me, I could just imagine what

Junkyard’s much stronger sense of smell was being hit with.

“Ren, what does it look like out there?” I asked.

“It’s a wasteland out here,” he said over the earpiece.

“No fae of any kind; nothing wants to be here. Even the

strays would be somewhere else if they thought it was any

different. No one is moving on your position. Hell, no one

seems that interested, outside of a few guys eyeing your

vehicles.”

“Understood.”

“Okay, we clear this place one room at a time, then we

do a more thorough sweep,” Dr. C said. He drew his wand,

and I slipped on the gauntlet and drew mine, while Lucas

pulled his paintball gun. The first room off the living room

was the kitchen. The mess from the living room spilled over

into this room part way, with an overflowing trash can and a

table covered in partially eaten food.

The garage was a bit of a surprise. Made for one car, it

was dominated by a workbench that took up one wall.



Storage shelves were built high on the back wall, and a

small summoning circle had been painted onto the floor

near the main door, which had been insulated and blacked

out with spray paint over the windows. It was more of what

we expected, but it still wasn’t a crime scene.

That was waiting for us in the master bedroom. A set of

hooks and pulleys set in the ceiling were fitted with bloody

ropes, and gore streaked the walls in broad swaths. Even

without opening my senses, I could feel the residual aura of

pain and despair the girl’s death had left in this room. My

stomach went sour at the sensation, and Lucas’s face went

a shade lighter. The carpet had been pulled up and the floor

sanded down to paint another, bigger circle in the room, this

one in a brown substance that didn’t require much

guesswork.

“I’m sorry, Lucas,” Dr. C said, his voice tired and beyond

sad.

“What for?” Lucas asked.

“Because I knew you’d find exactly what we were

looking for. And I asked you to do it anyway.”

“It needed doing sir,” Lucas said after a moment’s

silence. “And I need to see this kind of thing. Even if I don’t

like it much.”

“Maybe so. It still doesn’t sit easy with me. Okay, let’s

check the other bedrooms out and get the hell out of this

place.” The next bedroom only had a couple of twin

mattresses on the floor. Discarded condom boxes littered

the floor, and clothes were tangled up in the sheets and

blankets that lay on the bedding.

“I sure as Hell wouldn’t want to see this room under

Luminol and a blacklight,” Lucas said. I shuddered at the

image that left, then we followed Dr. C to the last room. The

door was locked and warded.



“Well, this is different,” Dr. Corwin said. He pulled his

wand and dismantled the ward at the power source before

he opened the flimsy lock. The room beyond was almost a

shock after everything else we’d seen. An old roll top desk

sat against the far wall, with a low bookshelf set beside it.

We stepped in and saw a narrow cot against the wall closest

to the door, and three milk crates doubling as drawers

beneath it. Thick, leather bound books lined the lower shelf

of the bookcase, with more modern looking works on the

upper level. The desk was neat and organized, with nothing

left on its surface. But the drawers had locks on them.

Shiny, new locks that weren’t nearly as old as the desk. A

quick glance at it with my Third Eye told me the locks

weren’t the only defenses on the desk.

“Desk is locked and warded, sir,” I said.

“Then it’s time you learned how to defeat a tapped

ward,” Dr. C said. He flicked his fingers at the desk, and the

wards showed up as glowing red symbols. “Oh, they’re all

linked. How disappointing. You only have to unplug one

power line. Now, I’ve been running from the inside out. But

finding the power tap outside the wards is easier. We’ll start

with that. Do you see where it’s tapped into the earth?” I

concentrated, and sure enough, I found a tendril of energy

that snaked down from the wards and slithered into the

ground.

“I see it,” I said.

“Follow it down a little and close it off.” I followed his

instructions and felt a little jolt when I shut the tap line

down.

“That was too easy.”

“It was sloppy spell work, that’s what it was,” Dr. C said.

“Most demon work is. The assumption is that anyone who

might trip the ward doesn’t know the first thing about

magick. But a good ward will have a reserve battery set up



so that it will alert you when its power source is cut off. That

way it doesn’t shut down right away. The really subtle ones

lay dormant and don’t drop a tap line until they have to. By

then, whoever set it off has other problems. So, let’s go

through this guy’s drawers, shall we?”

“Holy invasion of privacy, Batman,” Lucas said. We

started on the bottom drawers, and if I was over twenty-

one, I would have counted myself a pretty lucky guy. A

crystal bottle of something amber rested next to two

glasses. Very little else went in that drawer, and I gave

whoever it was points for a little style. The middle drawer

held a stack of folders, each one with a name on it, and a

picture paper-clipped inside it. Each one had a profile sheet,

and below that, a gray sheet signed in blood. My fingers

tingled unpleasantly when I touched the gray page.

“Infernal contracts,” I muttered, and my eyes

automatically went to the other party’s name. I let out a low

whistle and handed the folders to Dr. C. “and check out who

they’re with.” He glanced at the page, then looked up at

me.

“That changes things a little,” he said as he tucked a

slim tome into his messenger bag. This place was going to

be crawling with cops soon, and if I had my guess right, he’d

just snatched the groups summoning book. The one thing

the Conclave didn’t want getting entered into evidence. He

slid the folders in beside the book. “Okay, time to go. We

have miles to go before we sleep.”

“What else do we have to do?” I asked.

“We still need to ask the Sentinels to protect Vortigern’s

clients,” Dr. C said.

“Can’t you just make a phone call?” Lucas asked.

“That isn’t the kind of request one makes by phone. But

hey, you get to see New York and be home by curfew. How

cool is that?”



 

Chapter 7

~ Sometimes, the safest places are also the most

dangerous. ~ Killian Moon, mage & gothi to the Branson

pack

 

“When he said we’d get to see New York,” Lucas said, “I

didn’t think he was being quite so literal.” We stood looking

out over Central Park from a lot of stories up. And as far as

we knew, this was as close as we were going to get to

anything. Behind us, the Council transit ring was spinning

down and folding itself back into the floor. New York City was

a brilliant carpet of light, and Central Park, an oasis of

darkness sprinkled with a few sparkling gems. An irregular

shaped pond reflected the indigo of the night sky, and a soft

haze reached upward from the horizon, as if warding against

the darkness of the rest of the world. It was beautiful but

alien, and for all that we might be able to experience it, it

might as well be on the other side of the world.

“I was hoping to get a real New York hot dog,” I said.

Beside me, Junkyard’s tail swished across the floor at the

mention of food.

“Maybe next time,” Dr. Corwin said from behind me.

“Come on. It’s easier if you don’t dwell on it.”

“Easier said than done,” Lucas muttered. I chuckled and

checked out the room behind us in the reflection against the

glass. People stood around in suits and designer clothes, all

looking like they’d just stepped out of the tanning salon

after getting their hair styled just so. Gem bedecked staves

decorated several hands, though in one case, stave and

owner didn’t touch, but moved in unison. By comparison,

Lucas, Dr. C and I were all still in our gear, with holsters



riding low on one thigh and a pouch on the opposite hip. In

my case, I also had the combat gauntlet still wrapped

around my left forearm. We turned and walked into the

crowd, looking like fighter pilots or soldiers at a ball.

“Aw, look, the mother Sentinel is leading her two cubs

out on their first hunt,” a young man in a pale green polo

shirt said when we drew even with the group around him.

“Here we see the baby Sentinel playing make-believe, trying

to pretend that his mutt is actually a real familiar.” Laughter

rose from the crowd around Polo Shirt guy, and Junkyard

gave a low growl.

“Hey, baby Sentinel,” a kid beside the first guy called

out. I looked over at Lucas and snorted in mock amusement.

“Hey, wanna-be, I’m talking to you!” A hand landed on my

shoulder, and I willed my arms to relax as someone spun me

around. This was not the place to dislocate a shoulder or

break and elbow.

“I said I’m talking to you, scrub!” A darker haired guy in

a pale blue button-down shirt and khaki shorts looked down

at me from a solid inch of height advantage.

“I heard you,” I replied, tilting my head forward slightly.

“I just don’t care.”

“Who’s your Master?” Button Down guy asked. “I’m

going to make sure he hears about this.”

“Wizard Corwin. Who’s yours?” I countered. Button

Down did a bit of a double take at that, then pasted a fresh

sneer on his face.

“I’ve heard of him,” he said.

“He’s weak,” Polo Shirt said.

“Chance, no,” Lucas said. He laid a hand on my arm and

nodded toward Dr. C. I stopped and looked down, trying to

do the right thing and move on. But I couldn’t make ‘moving

on’ equal ‘the right thing’ in my head. Another moment



passed, and Polo Shirt took a step closer, ready to say

something. “Dr. Corwin,” I said, my voice soft, “is a

powerhouse. Dragons owe him favors. Vampires avoid him.

Even demons beg him for mercy. He’s the guy the Council

goes to when they think the Sentinels need help. He’s the

Wizard of New Essex. Who was your master again?”

“Whatever,” Polo Shirt said and turned away, just a little

too casual.

“If you’re too ashamed of your master to tell me who he

is,” I said, “he must be pretty pathetic.” I saw Polo and

Button Down start to turn my way and turned my back on

them with a dismissive gesture. A few seconds later, I felt

something hit my mental shields. Since the first Law of

Magick was not to violate Free Will, magi don’t teach their

apprentices mind control. But other kinds of mental attacks

are just fine, I had learned. The Franklin Academy

specifically forbade them, but outside those hallowed, ivy

covered walls, mind spikes, psi-drains and psychic attacks

were fair use for magi and warlocks alike. For me, fine

control is twice as hard as it should be, and my magick

might be rough enough around the edges to grind

diamonds, but after spending eight years learning to keep a

demon out of my head, my mental shields are damn near

impregnable. So, when I say I felt a mental assault hit my

defenses, it was kind of like what a semi feels when a bug

splats on its windshield. Short, high speed attacks like that

were likely mind spikes designed to disrupt neurons and

leave the victim with a bad headache for an hour or so

afterward.

“Yellow alert,” I muttered to Lucas as we walked away.

“Raise shields.”

“Raising shields, aye,” he responded. “Oh, I felt that

one. That’s nasty.” He concentrated for a moment, then he

gave me a sidelong look. “That’s going to get irritating.”



“If that,” I said.

“Yeah, you have like, Cap’s shield around your head

though,” he said. “I’m not quite so bullet-proof.” I felt his

shields flare, then his eyes narrowed slightly.

“What is it?”

“They switched it up. It’s a sustained attack now, and I

can feel my defenses getting weaker.”

“Psi-drain,” I growled. “It’s like a leach, draining the

energy from your shields so the other guy can feed on you.”

“Is he feeding on the shields, too?” Lucas asked. When I

nodded, his face lit up.

“Then let’s give him something to chew on.” Lucas

brought his hand up and made a series of gestures I

recognized, then added a couple of new ones. The part I

recognized was to raise a full combat shield. I cracked my

Third Eye open a little to see what the little additions on the

end had done, and I saw a slight reflective sheen on his

shield. When I turned my head a little more, I could see the

psi-drain hit it, then rebound back in a slightly different

color. Lucas had made his shields toxic to feed on, as well as

sending the original attack back with the extra oomph.

Someone was in for a nose bleed and a headache.

Dr. C was still waiting outside the door to the Council

chambers when we caught up to him.

“I take it you met some of the locals,” he said after a

quick glance at us.

“Yeah, I’ve been making friends left and right,” I said.

“So, you think Polter’s going to help us out?”

“Do people in Hell have ice water? He’d turn me down

for just about anything he could.”

“What about Master Draeden?” Lucas asked. “Couldn’t

he order Polter to do it?”



“He could, but he’d burn a lot of leverage to do it.

Frankly, it’s not worth the political capital to him.”

“Then why are we wasting time here?” Lucas asked.

“Because I have to,” Dr. C said. “As the acting Wizard of

New Essex, I have to at least try to follow the official

channels first, even if I think they won’t pan out.”

“I have an idea,” I said. I pulled my cellphone out and

scrolled through my contacts, then hit the call button when I

came to the one I wanted. “Hey, it’s Chance,” I said when

the line opened. “I need to ask for a favor.”

Moments later, the oak double doors swung open, and a

young apprentice in brown robes came out and bowed to Dr.

C.

“They will see you now, Wizard Corwin,” the apprentice

said. He gestured to a table beside the doors. “If you and

your associates would please disarm before entering the

Council Chamber?” he asked. He watched us set the

paintball guns, our wands and my gauntlet on the table

before he turned and ushered us in. I didn’t like it, and from

the frown on Dr. Corwin’s face, he didn’t either, but I figured

we were going to be hanging out with Council members. All

of them were Masters, which meant they were more

powerful than Dr. C was, and under the complex laws of

hospitality, as long as we were disarmed on their turf, by

their request, they were obligated to protect us. I might not

have had the warm fuzzies for most of the Council, but I

knew I was safe enough from outside threats while I was in

their house. The Council might have wanted me dead at one

point, and they didn’t mind throwing me in harm’s way

when it suited them. But if anyone else tried to kill me,

they’d probably take it kind of personally.

The chamber we were led into was a mix of darkness

and light, with an oval of light shining on the center of the

room. The walls I could see were white marble with an inlay



of gold in the floor. The wall at one end was covered in white

banners that had black symbols embroidered on them. Five

people sat in the center of a crescent shaped table made of

the same white marble as the walls at one end of the lit

area, looking down at us. The whole set up gave a sense of

isolation, with the rest of the room shrouded in shadow.

Polter sat to the left of a Master I remembered as Hardesty,

and the oldest looking person there, Master Moon, sat on

the right end. The one on the far left and the one to the

right of Hardesty were unknown to me. Polter still looked like

a mutant frog to me, with his thick, wet lips and broad, puffy

face. Hardesty’s narrow face looked a little less severe, but

there were no soft lines to it. Her cheekbones stuck out

sharply, and the outside of her eyes came to a narrow point.

I didn’t want to get too close to her for fear that I might cut

myself on her face. Even her gaze felt sharp, and I

wondered if she was going to leave a pair of holes in Dr. C’s

shirt from the long look she gave him. Moon, on the other

hand, was looking like his day had just taken a turn for the

better, with a slow smile spreading through his white beard.

He looked to Polter and Hardesty, and the smile reached his

green eyes. The Master next to him was a woman with pale

blonde hair and stunning looks. Full red lips pursed as she

looked us over, and I could just imagine that she was

wearing something perfectly fashionable and outrageously

expensive under her white robes. One elegant hand came to

her face, and she touched her lower lip with a finely tapered

red nail, the other three fingers curled up but not so far as

to hide a fist full of gold and jewels. A tennis bracelet

sparkled on her exposed wrist, just so. But the look in her

eyes was not one of distaste or disappointment. No, she was

seeing everything that was happening between everyone in

the room. She just happened to be able to look damn good

while she did it. The Master on the left end, however, struck

me as the one to look out for. Perfectly styled dark hair

turned into a trimmed beard that framed his face and



emphasized exactly how square his jaw line was. Pale blue

eyes looked down at us, and so help me, he brought one

hand up to cup his chin. I saw the Franklin Academy ring

glinting on the middle finger of his right hand, and the thick

leather band around his wrist. Our eyes met for a split

second, and I felt the beginning of an udjat or Horus Gaze

begin. I tried to clamp down on it and stop it, but it went for

a microsecond longer before I felt him release me. In that

moment, we both got a glimpse of the other. Just the fact

that he could force a Horus Gaze on me scared me more

than a little, since I was one of the few people who could

stop one at all. More than that, I had seen the force of will

behind this man. That alone didn’t scare me. It was that I

could see nothing else.

I blinked and tried to sneak a look at his expression, but

there was no sneaking around. He was looking straight at

me. His expression was unreadable, and he tilted his head

forward a fraction of an inch before he looked elsewhere.

Whoever this guy was, he was strong, he was calculating,

and, I suspected he was heartless. My eyes went wide as I

recognized something even worse.

Everyone has a little bit of darkness to them. Most

people don’t know it, and don’t know how to hide it. Even a

casual moment of eye contact is enough for me to see it, to

feel it. But this guy? Total blank slate. I couldn’t get anything

off of him, which meant he was actively hiding it. For some

reason, that just bugged the Hell out of me.

“Corwin,” Hardesty said, sounding like she was getting

something unpleasant off her tongue. “What do you want?”

Her tone was almost sharp enough to leave a rip in the

fabric of reality.

“Oh, the usual,” he shrugged. “World peace. A new car.

Lasagna. But it isn’t about what I want to day. It’s about

what a resident of my city wants. I’m sure you’ve heard that



New Essex has had some excitement the past couple of

days.”

“The Council was aware of the incident with the Furies,”

Master Moon said. “Have there been other attacks?”

“Someone summoned a type three demon,” Dr. C said.

“That happened this afternoon. A resident came to me and

asked for succor for himself and those under his protection.

As the acting Wizard of New Essex, I am honor bound to do

so by our own bylaws.”

“So, why are you here?” Hardesty asked again.

“Because, Master Hardesty, there is a rash of attacks

and killings going on right now leading up to an event

known as the Rending, which takes place in a few days’

time. Thus, I formally request the assistance of the Sentinels

in providing the protection my resident has requested.”

“No,” Polter said almost as soon as the last word left Dr.

C’s mouth. “You’ve been called in to handle a situation that

the Council deemed outside the capabilities of the Sentinels.

It would be irresponsible of us to ignore that and put them in

even greater risk by sending them in to deal with a situation

that even the mighty Wizard Corwin doesn’t feel he can

handle alone.”

Dead silence fell on the chamber when Polter finished,

and the other Council members turned to look at him. Even

Hardesty had a frown on her face.

“Master Polter,” she said slowly, “am I to understand

that you are denying relief to a resident of a city under our

protection?”

“I have been instructed not to interfere in what is going

on in New Essex,” Polter said, raising his chin and looking

down his nose at us. “And those orders come from Master

Draeden himself. Even if Corwin is here beseeching this

council to countermand its own directives, we must stay

true to our orders. I see no room for leeway here. Now, if the



head of the Council were to rescind his orders, I’d be more

than happy to send all the help you need.”

I felt my shoulders tense up and my upper lip began a

slow curl upward. Before I could say something stupid,

though, Master Moon spoke up. “This is exactly the attitude

Master Draeden encouraged us to avoid last July, Andrew,”

the older man said.

“I will leave it to him to give me advice in that direction,

then,” Polter said. Outside, I heard the rings on the transit

platform begin to spin up. “Until he does so, however, I will

follow his last orders.”

“To the letter, if not the spirit,” the blonde Master said. If

disdain could be made solid, it would have been dripping off

every word she said, and it would have done so perfectly.

“Master Polter,” the dark scary Master said in a rich

tenor. “Are you going on record as refusing this request,

then?”

The doors opened behind us as Polter answered. “I am…

suspending action until I get clarification from the head of

the Council. In the interest of safety for those I command.” I

turned to see who had come in, but I couldn’t make out any

faces in the shadows. Still, I thought I knew who might be

there.

“Let the record show that Master Polter refuses the

request, pending clarification,” Hardesty said, her face

looking a little pinched as she put emphasis on the last two

words.

“Tell him not to bother,” a familiar voice said from the

edge of the darkness. We turned to see T-Bone step into the

light, with his partner Cross and Steve Donovan on either

side of him. Dressed in a long-sleeved black shirt and cargo

pants, he was still carrying his pistols in their drop-leg

holsters. Donovan and Cross both carried swords slung

across their backs, with the pommels sticking up over their



right shoulders. Cross’s sword was a simple, straight

handled affair wrapped in dark gray sharkskin with a flared

pommel. Donovan carried the Maxilla Asini, literally, the

Jawbone Of An Ass. The handle was leather-wrapped bone,

which flared into a cross guard. I could feel its presence

from across the room, and I knew Donovan could as well. He

was the one chosen by the sword to wield it, but I also had a

connection to it: I was the blade’s Seeker. If he ever fell, my

job was to find it and keep it safe until another Wielder

came along. Looking at Steve now, I had a hard time

believing that anything could slow him down, much less kill

him. He stood a good two inches taller than Cross, who

easily topped six foot two, and his shoulders took up enough

room for me and Lucas. In the world on our side of the Veil,

he’d earned a new nickname: the Nazirite. While it wasn’t as

scary sounding as the Left and Right Hand of Death, Cross

and T-Bone’s official titles, it carried weight.

Where Donovan and Cross were a pair of walking brick

walls, T-Bone walked with a loose limbed, laid back gait that

spoke of speed and agility coiled just under the surface.

“Excuse me?” Hardesty said. “Why ever not?”

“Because we’re gonna do it,” T-Bone said. “He doesn’t

have to worry about it.”

“Nonsense!” Polter spat. “You two, er, three, have more

important responsibilities than this.”

“If you’re not willing to send the Sentinels in because

you’re worried about their safety,” Cross said, “then we’re

the best choice. Besides, we make the final decision on what

we do, not you.”

“And we’re doing this,” Donovan said.

“This decision appears to be taken out of our hands,

then,” Hardesty said, sounding relieved. “Do you have any

other business to bring before the Council?”



“If you wouldn’t mind validating our parking…” Dr. C

smiled.

Master Moon chuckled, but Hardesty’s lips became an

even thinner line. “Please, Trevor, get a new joke,” she said.

“That one got old the second time you told it, and that was

in the early Eighties.”

“I’ll consult with my apprentices,” Dr. C said. He turned

and gestured at Lucas and me, but I hesitated.

“Sir?” I asked. “Could have a second?” He nodded, then

tapped his watch. “I’ll make it quick, I promise. Master

Moon, if I could ask…how is Gilbert Vasquez doing?”

Master Moon smiled. “He is doing remarkably well,

young man. Country life seems to agree with him, and he’s

begun working at one of the local animal hospitals after

school. I’ll tell him you asked after him.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said. “What about…the other thing?”

“We still haven’t found his brother,” he said, the smile

fading from his voice. “But we’re still looking. But the odds

of finding him alive…frankly, they’re not good. But, if we

learn anything, I’ll let you know.”

“Again, thank you sir.” I gave a short bow and turned to

go with Dr. Corwin. Junkyard had Steve rubbing his belly at

the door, and Cross and T-Bone were squatting next to him.

I went to one knee beside them, and Junkyard scrambled to

his feet and came over to me, his tail wagging hard and

what I swore was a canine smile on his face. I rubbed behind

his ears, and his hindquarters started moving in time with

his tail.

“Yeah, someone knows who gives the best love,” Lucas

said. With my hands on his fur, I could feel energy course

through him, and he looked up at me with his head tilted to

one side. Something in those big, puppy dog eyes seemed

to change, like a spark of recognition. Then he licked my



chin, and I was looking at the same dog I’d rescued from the

junkyard a year ago.

“Yeah, you know,” I said. I stood and went to the table

with all our stuff on it, more than ready to go home. Gilbert

Vasquez, the kid I’d kept out of a demonic contract with

Dulka, was doing good. Their father had told me that his

sister pretty much aced her first semester of nursing

courses and was doing well this semester. But we were still

falling down in trying to find his brother. All of the good we

were doing didn’t seem to balance out that one failure. It

was a heavy feeling on my shoulders as I joined Dr. C and

Lucas. Donovan and the Hands were waiting beside the

transit platform for us, ready to go.

As we waited for the operator to finish the current

transit and give us the go-ahead to get on the platform, I

looked back toward the window. New York was bright and

loud on the other side of that glass. Home was darker and

harder. And I couldn’t wait to get back.

“All clear!” the transit platform operator called as the

rings spun down. Once they stopped moving, they rotated

until three rings became two, then again until two became

one horizontal circle hovering above the platform. They

slowly sank to the surface of the platform, and the three

people in the middle hustled off.

“Second City transit clear,” the operator called out.

“Night City is next for transit.”

“Second City,” Lucas said. “Is he talking about

Chicago?”

“Yeah,” I said. “And Night City is New Essex. Home to

the most night dwelling species of any city in the U.S.”

“It’s a goddamn war zone,” T-Bone said.

“Yeah, but it’s our war zone,” I said. “So be nice.”

 



I pulled into the driveway late, but there was still a light

on in the front window of the house. Mom looked up from

her e-reader and smiled as I came in.

“There was a time when I would ground you for coming

home after ten,” she said. “How was your day?”

“Traumatizing,” I said. “We went to a crime scene, Lucas

found a murder scene, then we went to New York and talked

to the Council. Oh, and I watched a demon gut a cultist

before I killed it.”

Mom was silent for a moment, her eyes wide and

troubled. “Chance…you know I hate the things you see, all

the terrible things you go through. There are days when…

when I want to tell Corwin you’re done with this whole

magick business until you’re eighteen.”

“Why don’t you?” I asked, only realizing I was halfway to

serious after the words had left my mouth.

“Because if you don’t stop these things, they might

show up anyway, no matter what I do. And even if I told you

not to do it, I know you would anyway. Besides that,” she

stopped and looked at me with a smile, “I know that if you

don’t face it, someone else will have to. Someone who is not

my son, who might not be… as ready as you are to deal with

it.”

“Someone who isn’t already broken, you mean?” I

asked. I tried to add a little bit of a laugh at the end, but it

came out sounding a little bitter to my ears.

“Chance, sweetie, you’re wounded, but you’re not

broken,” Mom said. “Wounds can heal. You’ve already done

a lot of healing since you’ve been home.”

I stood there for a minute, trying to make some sense of

that. Was I better? Maybe the nightmares weren’t so bad.

Maybe I could sleep with a sheet instead of huddling in

sweats, but I still slept on the floor. “Yeah, I guess I have,” I

said.



“You have,” she said, standing and coming over to me.

“And I’m proud of you.” She folded me up in a hug for a

moment, then held me at arm’s length. “Now, go to bed,

sweetie. It’s late, even for an apprentice mage.” I followed

her upstairs and headed for my room. Once I had the door

closed, I changed into my sweats and a clean t-shirt, then

pulled the sheets off the bed and laid them on the floor. I

had a text from Shade that was an hour old, so I sent her a

reply, but after ten minutes with no answer, I plugged my

phone into the charger and laid it next to my head. My heart

felt a little empty as I pulled the sheet over my shoulder and

closed my eyes.



 

Chapter 8

~ Children possess that most sacred of gifts, the ability to

be both foolish and wise, often in the same moment ~ Idris

Myrdden, wizard to King Arthur.

 

Dulka chases me through the halls of a school. Endless

rows of lockers slide past on either side of me, even though

I don’t feel like I’m moving at all. My legs push against the

floor, but I feel as if I’m swimming through thick sand or

something. Desperately, I look for a side hallway to turn

down, some place to hide, but only the chipped blue paint of

the lockers stretches out in front of me. I push off with the

other foot and seem to float in midair for a moment before

the other foot hits the ground. My chest heaves, I’m out of

breath, but I might as well be standing still. I look over my

shoulder, but I can’t see into the darkness behind me, all I

can hear is the sound of Dulka’s cloven feet slamming onto

the linoleum and his bellowed threats.

When I turn my head back to look forward, Dee is

standing in the middle of the hallway. Her pajamas are

rumpled and she’s holding her stuffed Dr. Hooves in one

hand. The other is rubbing at her eyes. I struggle to take

another step and get enough breath to tell her to run at the

same time. Then she looks at me and frowns.

“What are you doing?” she asks.

“Run!” I try to yell, but it only comes out as a strange

croaking sound.

“You can’t run in dreams,” she smiles. “But you can fly! I

like to dream because I can fly all around while I’m

dreaming. Try it!”



I push off the floor with my next step, and I float into the

air again. But this time, I don’t come down. Behind me,

Dulka roars again, and I fall to the floor.

“Run!” I moan. Dee’s eyes get wide and she looks into

the darkness behind me.

“Oh, this is one of your bad dreams,” she says, urgency

in her voice. I push up off the floor and float into the air. “Fly

as fast as you can. I’ll be right there!” She closes her eyes

tight, then I’m flying past her, suddenly able to move much

faster. Why haven’t I flown before? Up ahead, I see a

hallway, and I zoom around the corner, wondering if this is

what Ren feels when he’s flying. Ren? Wait… I can’t be here,

I realize. What did Dee say? ‘You can’t run in dreams.’

I’m dreaming. Or whatever you call it when you’re

having a nightmare.

I feel a gentle hand on my shoulder, and I know a

microsecond of fear, knowing that my reflexes are about to

kick in.

My eyes opened, and Dee was sitting beside me on the

floor. My chest was still heaving, just like in the dream, and

my heart was pounding. But my hands were still drawn up

to my chest. I hadn’t even tried to hit Dee.

“It’s okay,” she whispered. “It was just a dream. It was

just a bad dream. You’re okay now. You’re okay.” Her hand

moved to stroke my hair as I lay there and stared at her,

unable to move, unable to push the fear back into the tiny

little box I had made for it. But with every word that Dee

said, every touch of her small hand, the cold feeling started

to recede, like so much ice melting in my chest.

“Dee,” I finally managed to say, sitting up. “You

shouldn’t have woken me up like that. I might have hurt

you.”

“No, you won’t,” she said. Her voice carried a tone of

such utter conviction that I found myself believing her and



not understanding why. “Are all your dreams like that?” she

asked, her eyes big now.

“This one…wasn’t so bad. You caught me on a good

night.”

“That isn’t a good night, big brother.”

“It is for me. Compared to most nights, this is a good

night.” I tried to smile, but the look on her face was so

stricken that I couldn’t hold it.

“That isn’t fair,” she said, big tears welling up in her

eyes. “You try and help people all the time, you saved me

and Mom and practically the whole world once! Why don’t

you get to have good dreams?”

“I’d settle for no dreams at all, sis,” I said. “But… it’s like

Mom told me tonight. Something inside me is hurt... and the

part where dreams come from, I guess that part got a little

messed up, too. Maybe it’ll get better someday. Who

knows?”

“I wish I could make it better now,” Dee said with the

same iron in her voice I heard in Mom’s sometimes. A tear

slid down her cheek and she scrubbed it away with one fist.

My heart broke a little at what she was taking on.

“Dee, don’t worry about it,” I said. I reached out and

pulled her to me in a hug. “Fixing me isn’t your job.” My

voice cracked a little, and I wanted to hold her tighter just

because she wanted to help me so much. She mumbled

something into my chest, and I loosened my hold a little.

“What?”

“It’s not a job,” she said. She pulled away a little and

looked me in the eye. “Remember when that jerk at that

other school tried to cast a spell on me?” I shuddered at the

memory of hearing her screams over the phone and

nodded.

“Yeah, I remember.”



“And that guy who was in my room trying to hurt me?”

“I remember him, too.”

“And when Mom…well, anyway, there’s a lot of times

like that.”

“I know, and I’m sorry…”

“You’re not getting it,” Dee said. “It’s like, whenever

something bad happens, you’re always there. When that

guy cast that spell, and you were like, a billion miles away?

You still saved me. No matter what happens, I know you’re

going to be there somehow. Because that’s what brothers

do.”

“But, Dee, you’re still-”

“Remember when he was hitting you, and I knocked him

on his butt?” she asked. I had to smile at the memory of her

putting my father on his ass with an iron-cored wand. Like

me, she didn’t like to acknowledge that he was related to

us. I wondered what she might have done to him if she

hadn’t been using a wand that was actively trying to ground

out any magick she put through it.

“Yeah.”

“That’s what sisters do.”

“You know not everyone can do that kind of thing,

right?”

“I don’t care,” Dee said, sitting up straight. “It’s not a

job. It’s what my big brother does, so that’s what I’m going

to do. We look out for each other. You’ve done it for me

plenty of times. So, I’m going to look out for you while you

sleep.” She gently nudged my shoulder and scooted off the

sheet, so I lowered myself back down.

“Okay, now go back to bed,” I said. She pulled the sheet

up over my shoulders and leaned down to kiss my cheek.

“Good night, big bother,” she said. “Sweet dreams.”



“Good night, little sinister,” I quipped back. She laid a

hand on my head, and sleep snuck up on me and smacked

me with a sledgehammer.

 

I woke up to Mom calling Dee’s name. The panicked

note to her voice brought me from deep sleep to fully awake

in a heartbeat. Dee was sitting cross-legged against my

closet door, Dr. Hooves clasped in front of her, blinking like a

confused owl.

“She’s in here, Mom,” I called out. Two seconds later,

my door opened and bounced off the wall, but Mom was

already at Dee’s side.

“Dierdre! What are you doing in here?” she asked.

“I was fixing Chance’s dreams,” she said, then broke

into a wide yawn. Mom turned and looked at me.

“She woke me up from a nightmare Mom. And I didn’t

try to hit her.” Mom’s eyes went wide when she heard that.

She’d seen what happened when people touched me or

woke me up out of a nightmare. It had earned Lucas a black

eye and a bloody nose the one time he’d done it.

“Did it work?” Dee asked. “Did you have good dreams?”

“I don’t think I had any dreams,” I said. “It’s better than

bad dreams any night.”

“Let’s get you ready for school, young lady,” Mom said.

“And we’ll talk about this dream thing after school.” Mom

gave me a long look that I figured meant we would be

having a long talk about it.

My phone pinged during breakfast and seeing Shade’s

name on the text brightened my morning considerably. Now

it was just a matter of surviving the rest of the day.

 

Everyone was waiting under our tree when I got out of

the car. Ren flew overhead and settled into the branches



while I walked across the lot. Once again, Lucas and Monica

were leaning against the tree, this time with her facing him.

She wore an oversized black t-shirt that tried valiantly to

hide her curves and failed miserably, somehow clinging in

all the right places. Her skirt did a better job, but she still

caught a lot of stares. Lucas, on the other hand, was

dressed in a white button-down shirt and jeans, looking

older than his seventeen by a long shot. Wanda sat with her

back against the opposite side of the tree, a tablet resting

on her black pants and her phone in her right hand. A red

vest showed up bright against her black satin blouse, and I

had to admit, made her look pretty damn sultry. But none of

them compared to Shade.

Her leather jacket covered a gray t-shirt that draped

below the waistband of her jeans, and a pair of black, low-

heeled boots took over at the knee. Maybe it wasn’t high

fashion, but she made it look damn good to me. Where

Monica’s beauty was in her plentiful curves and generous

endowments, Shade was flowing arcs and supple shapes. I

put my hands on her hips and pulled her closer to me so I

could lean in and nuzzle at her neck for a moment before I

nipped at the soft skin below her ear.

“You look great,” I said as she smiled at me.

“Mmm, you’re not so bad yourself,” she purred after a

kiss that left my heart pounding.

“Guys, please,” Wanda moaned. “The involuntarily

chaste need a break here.”

“We really need to find you a rebound girlfriend,” Lucas

said.

“There are a couple of eligible girls who’d love to go to

prom with you,” Monica offered.

“Not interested,” Wanda said. Monica looked to Lucas,

and he kissed her forehead and shrugged as he made

reassuring sounds in her ear.



“If you change your mind,” Monica said, leaving the rest

trailing.

“Not likely,” Wanda said. “Besides, I got a few hits on

what Chance and Lucas turned up yesterday.” I frowned at

Lucas, but he shrugged it off.

“Whatcha got, Nancy Drew?” he said.

Okay,” Wanda said, getting to her feet and looking at

her tablet. “So, this Rending? It’s freaking nationwide, not

just here in New Essex. The Dark Web is full of chatter on it.

People looking to get out of contracts, and people looking to

keep them in one. The thing is, whoever spills the blood of

the Half-Caste Chylde can break their contract and still keep

whatever they gained from it. But there’s something else.

You’re not going to like it.”

“I already don’t like anything about this whole

situation,” Lucas said.

“Well, it’s about to get worse. The Rending isn’t just

about contracts. It’s about breaking bonds. Contracts are

just the current flavor of the month, because they’re easy.”

“Easy?” Shade asked. “Why?”

“Every Infernal contract has a clause that can negate

it,” I said, recalling the forty-seven contracts I’d tempted

people to sign. “Demons won’t sign one without it. Most of

the time, it’s about results. If you’re not rich and famous by

a certain date or some such, it’s all null and void. But

there’s also a set of conditions that get you off free as a

bird, even if the demon fulfills his part of the bargain.

Usually, they’re damn near impossible to meet. Like your

feet not touching dry land for a year and a day, but not

traveling across salt water, things like that. But if I

understand what Vortigern was telling us, if you can meet

those terms during The Rending, then you’re off the hook.

But what other kinds of bonds does The Rending break?”



“Seals on prisons and binding spells,” Wanda said. “And

guess who’s name keeps popping up all over the place?”

“I have a bad feeling about this,” I said. “But I’m going

to guess anyway. Mammon.”

“Ding ding!” Wanda said. “You win a fabulous prize.

None other than the crown prince of the Inferno himself. But

there’s a catch.”

“Does it make this better or worse?” I asked.

“Depends. Got a demon horde handy? Because it

doesn’t call for your standard blood sacrifice.”

“What does it call for?” Lucas asked, but I had a

sneaking suspicion I already knew.

“The slaughter of innocents,” Wanda said. “The blood of

a hundred children, to be precise.” Damn, I hated it when I

was right.



 

Chapter 9

~ Do not be fooled by a pleasant face. A wolf only smiles to

show you his teeth. ~ Proverb among wizards

 

Lucas and I made it to Forensics in time to see Wanda

walk out the door with her own copy of the police

department’s “Get Out of Class Free” letter. This one wasn’t

a surprise, since today was Wanda’s scheduled Ride-Along

with the Essex County Sheriff’s Department. She walked like

a woman with a purpose, and I pitied anyone who crossed

her today.

“I hope she doesn’t end up at a scene like the one we

had,” Lucas said. “There’s been enough dead girls in this

town.”

“Amen, brother,” I said. “A-men.” We sat down and

waited for Dr. Corwin’s teaching assistant to show up and

take over. I texted Shade to let her know where Wanda was

going, then I settled in to wait out the rest of the day.

After the last bell rang for the day, Lucas and I headed

for Dr. C’s place. Even if he wasn’t there we knew what was

expected of us. If we weren’t covering something new, we

had standing instructions to review the previous day’s

lessons, and a long list of things we needed to improve on.

Halfway there, my phone rang, and when I snuck a

glance at it during a red light, I saw Wanda’s name on the

call ID. I hit speaker when I answered it.

“Chance,” Wanda gasped before I could say anything.

“We got lucky. We caught a break!”

“Wanda, what?” I asked as I accelerated through the

intersection. In the background, I could hear Wanda panting



and the sounds of someone moving through brush.

“On my Ride-Along,” Wanda said, then cursed.

“Someone tried to abduct a girl this afternoon! Ow, damn it!

She got away!”

“Wanda, where are you? What’s going on?”

“Her dog! I’m following her dog through the Shawnee

Trails Conservation Area. She’s alive, I can feel it, but…she’s

still in trouble.” With a general destination in mind, I floored

the Mustang.

“What about the cops? I asked. “Aren’t they with you?”

“The dog showed up when we were leaving. I tried

calling Dr. Corwin, but I haven’t been able to get ahold of

him. I need you to let him know what’s going on. But I need

you and Lucas and Shade in front of me, and hopefully, in

front of the girl. Hang on a second…” The background noise

dropped considerably, then Wanda’s voice came through

again. “According to my phone’s GPS, I’m heading

northeast, about a mile or so from a little suburb called

Mindenmines. Look for the Third Street turnoff.” She

disconnected the call then, and I grabbed the phone from

my seat.

“Call Dr. Corwin!” I hated using the voice commands,

but I wasn’t just driving, I was driving dangerously fast. The

phone rang a few times, then went to voice mail. I hit the

disconnect, then told it to call Lucas.

“Dude!” Lucas answered a moment later. “What’s up?”

“Short version…no still too long. Um, Wanda’s trying to

find a missing girl, she wants us to get ahead of her

somehow.” I laid out the situation more precisely and was

met with a moment of silence. I could almost hear the

metaphorical gears turning in his head.

“Monica, can you pull up the map of Shawnee Trails?”



“Already on it,” I heard Monica’s voice in the

background. There was a click and her voice came through

louder. “Chance, there’s some kind of creek or something

that runs between the conservation area and Third Street,

and a tall fence beside the road. She’s trapped if she’s

running north.”

“Okay, I’ll see if I can get to her. The signal here is crap.

You guys get some distance and try to get ahold of Dr. C.

and the police!” I ended that call and held the phone up in

front of me again. “Call Shade.”

“Where are you?” she asked as soon as she picked up.

“I’m at Dr. C’s place, with coffee by the way.” Her voice was

sharp, and I could tell by the way she cut each word off

short that she was pissed.

“Wanda’s following a missing girl’s dog through

Shawnee Trails,” I said. “I’m heading for the Third St. turnoff.

There might be bad guys.”

“On my way, baby,” she said. I heard something splash

over the earphones and her bike roar to life. “Be careful,

okay?”

“You know me,” I said.

“Yeah, I do. So be careful. Take care of Wanda.” The

phone beeped as she ended the call, and I tried Detective

Collins, but the phone beeped at me almost as soon as I hit

dial. “No Signal” flashed on the screen. The intersection I

was looking for came up, and I took the turn as fast as I

dared. The Mustang’s tires barked and screeched across the

asphalt as I swerved to miss a pickup, then corrected to get

back on my side of the road. The road ahead was straight

and open for a ways, so I floored it and looked down at my

phone. Even if I didn’t have signal, I had a plan. I hit the app

button I wanted, then tucked the phone into my pocket and

gave my full attention to the road.



When the Third St. intersection came up, I slowed down

and took the turn with a minimum of skidding. I was a

decent driver, but I wasn’t in Lucas’s class. Between shifting

the gears, I pulled my amethyst scrying pendant over my

head and slipped it over my rearview mirror. Once I hit thirty

miles an hour, I grabbed the swinging stone and focused my

will.

“Wanda,” I whispered, bringing my most recent memory

of her to the front of my thoughts. Almost immediately, I felt

a tug against my palm, so I let go, and the purple stone

swung forward and to the left until it hung there, pointing

the way. I drove until it swung further left, then hit the

brakes and pulled off the road as it pulled itself horizontal

and the point was aimed at my driver’s side window.

As soon as the car’s engine went silent, I heard people

moving in the brush across the road. Then voices reached

my ears, and I knew that whoever this girl was, she didn’t

have much time. If she was running short of time, then so

was I. I grabbed my wand and my TK rod from my backpack,

then got out of the car and ran toward the eight-foot-tall

chain fence that ran along the other side of the road. As I

sprinted toward the fence, I held the hawthorn wand out.

“Aer pontem aquae, gravitate carentem quasi nubes, ut

solido lapide,” I uttered. Before me, a wispy mass took

shape, and I swung the wand up toward the top of the

fence. The bridge of air and water took shape, and I poured

my will into making it as light but solid like the incantation

said.

It worked as advertised, and I ran up the ramp of mist

while I swept the wand toward the far bank of the fifteen-

foot-wide creek. I made it almost halfway across before I felt

the spell falter. On the next step, I planted both feet and

jumped with all the forward momentum I’d built up. With the

bridge fading on me, I lost most of my leverage, and what

was supposed to be a flying leap turned into a flailing mess.



While I was falling toward the bank, I saw a blonde girl

emerge from the brush, and at least two figures in the

foliage behind her. Then I was hitting the soft bank and

trying to pitch myself into a forward roll. More than a year of

training saved me from something broken as I turned my fall

into something like a flop and a tumble. Both wands went

flying as I tried to control my fall.

“Who the hell are you?” a male voice asked. I scrambled

to my feet, shook my head and tried to look around without

looking like a total idiot. I counted seven people that had

come into the clearing, five guys and two girls. All of them

were dressed in black with ski masks, and all of them held a

stun gun.

“Hey, guys,” I said. “I’m with the Wizard Standards

Commission. Our job is to keep wanna-bes like you from

putting on too much guy-liner.” Oddly enough, that didn’t go

over well. One of them lunged forward and put the prongs of

his stun gun to the blonde’s neck, and she stiffened as it

crackled. When he pulled it away, he was treated to the

usual surprise people using stun guns get the first time they

actually use one on a person.

Standard strength stun guns don’t knock you out. They

hurt, they make muscles twitch, and if you do it long

enough, the person on the wrong end of one will be dazed

for a few seconds. But it takes more than three seconds to

put someone on the ground, and even then, they’re still

conscious, in pain, and probably pretty pissed. The macho

dude who lit up the blonde only held it in place for a second,

if that, before he let go. The girl staggered forward with a

cry and went to one knee. They laughed at her, and one

moved toward me, while her original attacker moved in to

try again.

He never saw Wanda coming.



Wanda serves the Goddess, and most days, she is pretty

much the adorable poster girl for the Our Sparkly Lady of

Fluffy Bunnies and Rainbow Unicorns. If Bright And Shiny

Goddess wore black and red most of the time and liked

bands like Suicidal Jester or Love ‘N Chains. But just then,

Wanda was channeling the Dark Goddess, and she had a big

damn stick. Bark and splinters flew as Wanda poured out

her Goddess’s wrath across the back of the Stun Gun Guy’s

cranium. He dropped like a side of beef, and she turned to

the next guy, leaving me to dodge the dude who had come

at me. I managed to jump back enough to keep the prongs

off my skin, but in dodging one attacker, I had jumped right

into the arms of another one. And this guy knew how to use

a stun gun. I felt the probes jab into me from behind, right

below my rib cage, and then the world became a white haze

of pain.

I hit the ground gasping, my core muscles spasming as

they rebooted the instructions on breathing again. Wanda

fell nearby, and before she could move to get up, someone

hit her with a stun gun again. Movement came from my

right, and I kicked, feeling impact with flesh and bone

through the sole of my boot. The grass rustled to my right,

giving me just enough warning to roll that way and catch

that would-be attacker in the shins with the weight of my

body. While he staggered and tried to regain his balance, I

kicked my legs up and rolled to my feet.

“Run!” I yelled to Wanda, and she lurched to her feet.

“Get that bitch!” one of the guys yelled when she turned

and took off. I had just enough time to see someone sprint

past me before I had to dodge another crackling stun gun.

Still trying to get some air, I grabbed the guy’s wrist and

twisted. It bought me just enough time to get tackled from

behind. We went down, and I felt something sting my arm.

My right elbow caught the guy on me, and I rolled out from

beneath him, only to stumble sideways when I tried to get



to my feet. I looked back at the guy I had just hit and saw

him drop a thin syringe. Then I was on the ground, without

knowing how I got there. Someone stumbled out from the

foliage, his hands to his crotch, then Wanda fell to the

ground beside him. She struggled to get back to her feet,

then slumped back to the ground.

“Shit, shit, shit!” one of the guys spat. “What the hell

are we going to do with these two?”

“Same thing we did with the bitch this morning,”

another voice rumbled.

“Shut it, Kelwin,” another one said.

“We don’t use names!” Kelwin shouted.

“All of you!” another voice came, this one distinctly

older sounding. “Shut the fuck up! You screwed this

morning’s operation up royally. This one came looking for

the girl,” the man said. He nudged me with his foot, and I

flopped onto my back. “There might be others. We take

them both, we get out of here and we find out what they

know. You two, get the bitches. You, dumbass, you carry the

guy.”

“But I wasn’t…” The rest faded into gray.

 

I came to in darkness, and it wasn’t a quick process. My

head swam for a while, and my thoughts slowly started to

make sense. When I tried to open my eyes, the darkness

stayed in place, and I could feel something pressing against

my face. My arms were pinned behind my back, and I could

feel something in my mouth. I tried to spit it out, only to find

that it was not only lodged in tight but tied into place. Okay,

they were smart enough to gag me in addition to tying my

hands. If you didn’t have spellbinders, it was enough to keep

an apprentice from almost all magick. I couldn’t see,

couldn’t talk and my hands were bound.



But I could See. A slow breath and a moment of

concentration, and my Third Eye opened a little. A familiar

bright yellow aura with gold at the edges was only a few

feet away from me. Evidently, our captors had compensated

for the smart move of gagging and blindfolding me by

putting Wanda in the same room as I was in. I extended my

mystic senses a little, and found a series of wards floating

on the outside wall, ceiling and floor. Symbols of negation

and obfuscation were interspersed through one, while the

other two held shielding and safety symbols. I recognized

the style and components from the Mystic Machinations

series of demonic authored spell books that were available

on the Dark Web. Most wanna-be mages, or cookbook

sorcerers, ended up finding some version of them. They

presented the most basic spells as the deepest, darkest

secrets of mystic lore, and added in extra steps before and

after to make them all look different. I’d sold more than a

few myself, always hooking my clients with the secret

incantations that they alone were getting from my version.

I turned my attention to the inside of the building we

were in, and found nine more auras within the wards. A

particularly bright one was in the room across a hallway

from us, if my hazy perceptions of the walls and doors was

accurate. Most barriers were actually psychic constructs,

which was how some people could find a moment of solace

in a bathroom, even when the most disruptive energies

were bouncing around only inches away, with nothing truly

protective surrounding them but sheetrock and a flimsy

wooden door. People’s perceptions were what gave the

physical world structure to mystic senses, and the horizontal

aura nearby was streaked with the sickly shade of yellow

most people showed as fear. A pair of black stained auras

were parked in the hallway, one on each door, and another

was barely visible outside the more solid barrier of the front

door, though the threshold of this house was so ragged that



it was useless. Four were in a room so mired in demonic

energy that it was like a dark red fog filled the room.

Another was on the far side of what I presumed was the

door into the house’s back yard.

The ninth was the one I didn’t want to look at. This one

was as dark and messed up as mine was and it was also

right next door to us. Worse yet were the dark spots near

him, focuses for spells. None of them were pleasant, and

one in particular was a noisome shade of black that wasn’t

so much a color as a vacuum of perception that sucked all

the light out of the air around it.

The moment before I looked away, the aura of the

person in the next room shifted, and two bright spots

appeared where the face would be. Then a third spot

opened, and I shut my Third Eye, hoping that they hadn’t

seen me snooping. For a few minutes, I laid there, hoping

nothing came of it. My hopes came crashing down when I

heard voices outside our door.

“They’re awake,” the older voice said.

“They are?” a female voice asked. “We haven’t heard

anything.”

“Did I ask for attitude from you?” the older man said.

“Open the door.” There was a click and the squeak of

hinges, then footsteps on the carpet. Suddenly, I was pulled

up and shoved up against the wall. A thump and a grunt

from beside me told me that Wanda had been given the

same treatment. Then bright light hit my eyes, and I was

face to face with the leader of our current batch of cultists.

He didn’t look like a cult leader. He looked like

someone’s dad. Oval faced with a layer of fat smoothing his

features and brown hair done in a mall haircut, it was his

eyes that made me shudder. Here was a man with issues,

and he wasn’t afraid to hurt someone else to boost his own

little ego. He reached for me, and I got a glimpse of smooth,



shiny nails and soft hands that made my skin crawl for the

microsecond I had before he ripped the duct tape off my

face. It felt like a lot of hair came with it, and it pulled part

of the cloth I was gagged with from between my teeth. I

spat whatever it was the rest of the way out.

“Thanks,” I said. “Witty comebacks are a bitch when

you’re gagged.”

“Screaming isn’t nearly so satisfying when your victim

can’t do it properly,” Cult Dad said.

“I agree,” I smiled. “Lucky for me, you can talk just fine.

Hey, some water would be great, if you have it.”

“You will speak when spoken to,” He barked, then

backhanded me, splitting my lip. I tasted blood in my

mouth, so I ran my tongue along the inside of my teeth,

then spat.

“My own mother can’t get me to shut up, and I respect

her. What makes you think I’m gonna listen to some entitled

douche like you?”

He drew back his fist, so I kicked him in the face. It was

far from my best attempt, but it knocked him back and

when he turned back to face me, blood trickled from the

side of his mouth.

“Hold him!” he said, and the two guarding the doors

rushed in the grab my arms. They pulled me to my feet, and

Cult Dad stepped in with his arm drawn back behind his ear.

Once he was committed to the punch, I moved my head to

the side and let him hit the wall instead. As he howled in

pain, I stomped on the foot of the one to my right, then

twisted and headbutted the one on the left. Then Cult Dad

hit me with two quick left jabs and a right hook, and I was

back on my ass. Before I could recover, they had flipped me

over so I was face down on the carpet. By the time I could

get my wits back about me, they had taken off my boots



and had something strapped to the front of my leg, forcing

me to extend my feet.

“Let’s try this again,” Cult Dad said. “Only this time, the

punishment is harsher. Give me an answer I dislike, show

me disrespect or try to lie to me, and you will suffer

appropriately. Like so.” There was a whistle of something

moving through the air, followed by a sharp pain across the

bottom of my left foot. I let out a grunt of pain, determined

not to give this asshole the satisfaction of hearing me suffer.

“Try asking a question first,” I hissed. “It works better.”

“I’ve looked at your aura. I know you serve a demonic

power. But I didn’t find a demon mark. It stands to reason

that you must serve one of my enemies. The question is,

which one?”

“What if I told you I don’t serve a demon or a circle?” I

asked. Pain exploded across the arches of my feet, and I let

out a yell without thinking.

“If you’re going to lie to me, try to make it a believable

one. Now,” he said, and another blow set the arches of my

feet on fire. “Who. Do. You. Serve!” Each word was

punctuated with another blow to my feet.

“I’m telling you the truth, dumbass!” I yelled. “My name

is Chance Fortunato. I escaped from the Red Duke a year

and a half ago. I’m the Demon’s Apprentice.” That shut him

up for a few seconds. While he thought that new info over, I

took a few deep breaths and tried to wrap my head around

the pain lancing up from the soles of my feet.

“How do I know you’re telling me the truth? You didn’t

have any ID on you.”

“I don’t know, look me up on the internet or something.

Scry. I don’t care. That's not my job.”

“Oh, but it is,” Cult Dad said. He tapped the soles of my

feet, and I flinched.



“What, you don’t have the magickal mojo to tell if I’m

lying?” I asked. “No wonder you’re getting attitude from a

girl. Hells below, you probably don’t even know how to

access the dark web, much less the shadownet.” That

earned me another hit across the feet, then I heard him

stand up.

“Enjoy the break. Once I’ve checked your story, I’ll be

back to pick up where we left off.”

“Better hurry. Clock’s ticking.”

“No one is going to find you here. We’re warded against

scrying, and we changed vehicles on the way back here.”

“I’m just saying…tick tock.”

“You’re pathetic. Take her shoes off,” he said. I heard

another scuffle break out, and one of the cultists ended up

falling on top of me. Someone came in and dragged him

out, and two other guys took his place.

“I am going to ask you some questions,” Cult Dad said.

“If you do not answer them to my satisfaction, if you-”

“Just start hitting me now, okay?” Wanda said. There

was a slap of something striking flesh.

“The nerve endings in the feet are tightly clustered,”

Cult Dad said. “And they do not adapt to repeated

sensations. In other words, the more I do this, the worse it

will hurt. And, as a woman, you do not have the same ability

to tolerate pain as a man does.” Another smack came.

“Look, you misogynistic asshat,” Wanda sighed, “I wear

high heels and I deal with menstrual cramps. So, you can

smack my feet with your little stick all you want. You’re not

going to top that.”

“I may just indulge myself in that very thing,” Cult Dad

said. I heard him stand up, then he stepped over me and

toward the door.



“Oh, that shit didn’t just scream creepy pedo all over,” I

muttered.

“We’ll see who ends up screaming,” Cult Dad said from

the door.

I waited until the bolt clicked to roll over to face Wanda.

She was looking at me with wide eyes. “That was badass,” I

whispered.

“It was creepy as Hell,” she hissed back. “He knows way

too much about hurting people. How long before he comes

back?”

“Probably not long enough. If I can get my hands free,

though, we can make sure that isn’t an issue.”

“Then we need to get these things off our feet,” she

said, still keeping her voice pitched low, then she kicked her

feet into the air and flipped halfway over into a sort of

sideways somersault, coming to rest on her knees. She

lowered herself to the carpet and rolled to present the front

of her legs to me. “Okay, scoot down so I can reach your

legs.” I rolled to face away from her and a few minutes later,

my legs were free of the board. She scooted down, and I

reached out with my hands until I felt the straps around her

legs. After a few minutes of cursing and fumbling, her feet

were free of the boards they’d lashed to our shins, and I

heard her moving again. The next thing I knew, she was

kneeling beside me with her hands in front of her.

“How did you manage that?” I asked.

“I’m really bendy,” she said with a grin while she

reached into her waistband. “Drove Giselle wild.”

“Flag on the play,” I said. “Personal foul, TMI with an

unnecessary visual. Five-yard penalty, still first down.”

Something clattered on the floor, then my right hand was

free. Seconds later my left hand was free as well, and I

came to my knees.



“How did you…oh, that’s how.” Wanda held up a

handcuff key.

“Ever since the whole thing at Inferno, I’ve had this

tucked into my waistband,” she said, holding up a small

leather pouch. I could see the end of a single edged razor

blade sticking up from the opening as well. I nodded and

tried not to wince. She’d been kidnapped in order to make

me back off from Etienne’s operations, and they didn’t treat

her well, to say the least.

“Now what?” she asked.

“Good question. We need to get the girl out of here, and

I want my stuff back. Plus, any intel we can find would

help.” I looked to the door, then at the wards on the wall.

They were pretty good, but they were nowhere near strong

enough to stop me from drawing on a nearby ley line. They

also weren’t nearly good enough to keep a full-fledged

wizard from finding me. Not to mention, there were other,

non-magickal ways of tracking me.

“That’s all part of us getting out of here, right?” Wanda’s

voice was starting to crack a little, and she kept looking to

the window. I gave it a quick scan as well. Aluminum foil

covered the outside of the glass, and I would bet any

amount of money I didn’t have that there were also bars on

the other side. The door was thick wood, but more

importantly, it was guarded. Even if I could have kicked it off

its hinges, there were still people who would be more than

happy to kick my ass and toss me back in this room buck

naked.

“Yeah, but we have to wait for our ride to show up,

first.”

“Our ride?” Wanda asked, her voice starting to get a

little louder.

“Yeah,” I grinned. “I have an app on my phone that

activates its GPS. Kind of like the ones parents use to track



their kids’ location, only I can turn this one on myself. ”

“Please tell me you turned yours on.”

“As soon as I hung up the phone with you. As soon as

we got cell reception, Lucas and Shade knew where our

phones were, even if they were turned off.”

“Why not Dr. Corwin or your mom?”

I turned and gave her a raised eyebrow. “I’m still a

teenager. Besides, Dr. C needs plausible deniability, and

Mom doesn’t have a smartphone.”

“Good reasons. Do your Mom and Dr. Corwin buy

them?”

“What they don’t know…” I left the sentence trailing.

“Speaking of adults, I thought you were on a Ride Along

today. Where was the officer you were with?”

“I don’t know,” Wanda said. “Officer Blaylock told me to

stay with the car when we got there. After she talked to the

lady who called it in, she went down one of the trails. Half

an hour later, the dog came wandering back down the same

trail. I just got the feeling that…something felt wrong,

Chance. So I followed the dog back down the trail. That was

when I heard them looking for the girl. I tried calling the

cops, I tried calling Dr. Corwin, I even tried my mom’s

number. You were the first person I could get ahold of.”

I looked around the bare room. The walls were smudged

and marked with gods knew what, the carpet was stained

and there were blankets piled in the corner. Some rescue I’d

pulled off.

“Well, right now, I’m sure you wish anyone else had

answered,” I said.

“The Goddess sent you, Chance,” Wanda said. She laid

her hand on my arm and smiled. “She knows what She’s

doing.”

“I’m glad someone does, because I sure as Hell don’t.”



“Have a little faith,” Wanda said. As if the Universe was

waiting for its cue, we heard a soft tapping at the window,

and a broad strip of foil was stripped away to reveal a pair

of gold eyes. Outside, it was dark, making Shade’s black fur

a patch of deeper gloom in the night. Then white teeth

appeared as she grinned.

“Looks like our ride is here,” Wanda said.

“You’re never going to let me live this down, are you?”

“I won’t let you forget it,” she corrected. Outside, I saw

Shade reach for the bars, but I held up my hand to stop her.

She tilted her head to one side, and I held up a finger.

“I need you to wait a couple of minutes,” I whispered,

certain she could hear me through the glass. She nodded,

and I turned back to the wall to my left, opening my Third

Eye. Cult Dad was back at his desk, probably checking my

story out. Turning to my right, I could see the two people

guarding the doors to the bedrooms. At the moment, they

were almost lined up, and the girl was almost out of line

with the door. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do.

First, I accessed the set of matrices that I’d built over

the past few months, and saw them unfolding into a

crystalline shape next to me, ready to be filled with raw

magick. Then, I took my time and reached upward, sending

my senses through the weakest of the wards, looking for

energy to fill them with. Overhead, air ley lines crisscrossed

like so many fragmented shards of lightning, redirected by

powerlines and transformers into a chaotic lattice. A gentle

pull on the lines got a trickle of energy from each one,

combining to make a more powerful flow. I channeled the

energy toward the first matrix, and it absorbed it like a

sponge. In moments, it was full, a humming presence

against my senses. I repeated the process with the second

one, then shut the flow of power down.

“What is that?” Wanda asked. “My skin is tingling.”



“A battery,” I said, rolling my shoulders and shaking my

hands to loosen them up. “We’re going to make an

impression when we leave. And…” I brought my hands up

and let them glow with power as I accessed the telekinesis

spell in my head, “we’re going to rescue the girl.”

Usually, when I cast a spell with a focus like my TK rod

or my hawthorn wand, I let them act as a magnifier for the

spell, taking a handful of energy and focusing it more

coherently so it hits like a hammer instead of a giant rubber

ball. Having learned the spell to the point where I could cast

it without a focus allowed me to do pretty much the same

thing with a few hand gestures to create the same kind of

lens effect. But the beauty of taking it to the next level was

that, given a few moments to get ready, I could do things on

my own that I never could with a focus. Like what I was

about to try to pull off now. With my mystic sight still up, I

brought my hands up and pointed them toward my targets,

then dialed the power up a few notches.

“Get ready,” I said. “When I give the signal, you go grab

the girl.”

“Okay,” Wanda said, flexing her knees a little. “What’s

the signal?”

“This. Ictus!” Two bolts of pure telekinetic force erupted

from my hands and flew in different directions. The bolt from

my left hand went through the wall and hit Cult Dad square

in the chest. As he went flying across the room, the other

bolt hit the door, plowed through it and slammed the closer

sentry into the further one before sending both of them

through the door on the other side of the hall. They stopped

when they hit the far wall. Wanda moved without needing to

be told, and I shut my mystic senses down.

The first bolt had made a hole in the wall big enough for

me to lean through, so I took a step forward, leaned into the

room and grabbed my phones and wallet. My TK rod and my



wand were on the floor next to unconscious Cult Dad, but I

had those covered. I held my palm up and focused on the

TK rod.

“Vocare!” I called out, and the rod flew to my hand. I

repeated the process with the wand, then looked down at

the desk. A heavy book had been knocked to the edge of

the wooden surface, and I leaned in a little further to grab it,

tucking my wand between the pages to mark the place it

had been open to. When I pulled myself back into the room

I’d started out in, Wanda was helping our fellow captive

through the door.

“What now?” she asked.

“Marines, we are leaving!” I yelled. There was a screech

of bending metal, then the window disappeared into the

darkness, leaving a gaping exit for us. Wanda pretty much

pushed the blonde through the hole before jumping out

behind her. I backed toward it, expecting someone to come

through the splintered door, but no one seemed eager to

brave the opening. Once my feet hit the wall, I turned and

jumped through, looking toward the porch the second my

feet hit the ground. The guy on watch there was slumped

forward, and I caught a glimpse of Lucas at the front fence,

aiming his paintball gun toward the house. Shade and

Wanda were herding the blonde we’d just rescued across

the lawn. I turned and backed toward them again. The chain

link fence clattered as they climbed over it, then Shade was

calling to me. I turned and ran the rest of the way, putting

one hand on the fence and vaulting over it.

Lucas’s Barracuda was rumbling by the curb across the

street, and I had just enough time to see Wanda shove our

charge into the back seat and dive in on top of her. Lucas

was on my heels as I sprinted across the street. I ran past

the back of the car and cornered the best I could. Shade just

leaped over the car entirely and landed next to her bike.



“Oh, crap,” Lucas said as he slid in the open door.

“They’re pissed!” I opened my door and jumped in as he hit

the gas. The door closed without any help from me as I slid

into the seat and put my hands on the dashboard. We were

halfway down the block when I looked up over the back seat

to see people pouring out into the street. Shade passed us

on the right and pulled in front of us, then skidded through a

right turn. Lucas mirrored her, and in less than a minute, we

were out of the subdivision and back on 101st Street.

“What do we do now?” Wanda asked from the back seat.

“We have to head back to Shawnee Trails,” I said. “My

car is there, and that’s the last place anyone knows you

were.”

“I’m going to be in so much trouble for leaving the car,”

Wanda moaned. “And Jan, um, Officer Blaylock is probably

going to get suspended or something.”

“What about those people?” the girl we’d rescued

asked. “We have to tell them where they are.”

I twisted in my seat and looked over my shoulder at her.

“What’s your name?”

“Rebecca,” the girl said.

“Rebecca, you can’t tell anyone what just happened.”

“But…but they kidnapped me!” she blurted out.

“And what else happened?”

“Well, something knocked those two guys into my room,

and she came in and untied me, then there was that hole in

the wall you made, and…there was another hole, and they

talked about sacrificing me to someone…” she trailed off,

tears running down her cheeks. “It all sounds so crazy.”

“Exactly,” Lucas said. “So you have to tell them

something less crazy.”

“But what?” Rebecca asked, her voice starting to get

high enough that it was bordering on a whine.



“Give me a few minutes to think of something.” As we

headed North I tried calling Dr. C on my normal phone, and

got a ring the first time.

“Chance, where are you?” Dr. C answered before the

second ring finished. “Are you okay?” I could hear the sound

of radios and other voices in the background, so it was a

good bet he wasn’t at home.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Where are you?”

“I’m out at Shawnee Trails. Wanda is missing. Have you

heard from her?”

“The last time I heard from her, she was on a Ride

Along. What happened?”

“It’s a long story.”

“What happened to the officer she was with?”

“Do you know something about this, Chance?”

“You don’t want to know the answer to that, and I don’t

want to give it, sir.”

He paused for several seconds, and I could almost hear

his thoughts in my head. He’d be debating how badly he

needed to know what I did, weighing it against the damage

that knowledge might do. “She ended up at the bottom of a

ravine. The fall knocked her out, she came to and called it in

an hour ago. Wanda was supposed to stay at the car, but no

one knows where she is.”

“I’m sure there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation for

all of this,” I said. It was a code phrase that we’d used a

couple of times to help us convey that things were okay

when we couldn’t say it directly. Half the time, it seemed

like being a mage meant knowing things I shouldn’t know,

and having to keep my mouth shut. Most of the other half

was trying not to lie about what I did or didn’t know, since

lying tended to dilute a mage’s power. This was one of those



times where I had to be careful what I said or let Dr. Corwin

know, so he didn’t have to lie, either.

“I’m sure there is,” he said before he closed the call. I

relayed the info to everyone else, and waited. Lucas was

quiet for a moment, then he smiled.

“Okay, so, we keep it simple, and pretty much the

truth,” he said. “Wanda saw people approaching her from

the same path Officer Blaylock went down. She ran and they

pursued her.”

“And then you and I found each other in the woods,

Rebecca,” Wanda added. “We stayed hidden and kept

moving to stay away from whoever those people were. All

we need to do is find a phone and call someone for help.”

“What about your cell, Wanda?” Lucas asked.

“I lost it in the woods,” she answered. “During the fight I

think. At least that part is the honest truth.”

“That should keep everyone out of trouble,” I said.

“Drop me off at my car, Lucas, and take them to

Mindenmines. There should be a phone they can use there.”

The Barracuda’s headlights showed Shade’s bike parked

behind my Mustang, and Shade leaning up against the rear

fender, looking sexy as all Hell. Lucas pulled up and stopped

just long enough for me to jump out, then pulled away. His

lights were fading into the distance as I stepped up close to

Shade and put one arm around her waist. Her eyes went

wide for a moment, flashing from gray to green, then she

took my other hand and kissed me, aiming for the uninjured

side of my mouth. She licked her lips when she pulled back.

“Seems like my car has gotten to spend more time with

you today than I have,” I murmured in her ear.

“It’s a sexy beast,” she said. I bent my head down to her

neck, but she tilted her head into mine, keeping my teeth

from her neck.



“What?” I asked. “Did I do something I wasn’t there

for?”

“You know what’s up,” she countered, pointing toward

the fence.

“I haven’t told you a single lie,” I said. “And you know

I’m not up to anything bad.”

“You’re too good at not being honest without lying,” she

said. “You may not be lying, but you’re not being honest,

Chance. I can smell it when you do magick. You’re cinnamon

and sandalwood, Dr. C is more mesquite and sage. The spell

you cast earlier smells different, like a river or a pond. It

smells like someone else.” She pushed me away from her

and stood. “I love you, but I hate…” her hand fluttered

between us, “this.”

“Look, what I’m doing…what I’m not telling you, it’s kind

of a big deal. And I promise you, I’ll tell you everything

soon.”

“You better,” she said. “And it better be good.” She

kissed me and turned away. Her bike was half a mile down

the road by the time the Mustang rumbled to life, and I

followed her tail lights until she turned the corner.



 

Chapter 10

~ Colonials thrive on chaos ~ Pierre LeRenne, French

adviser 1779

 

The drive to Dr. Corwin’s place was long and lonely, and

the wait even worse. He finally pulled in around eleven, and

stomped into the library looking less than pleased.

“This had better be good,” he said, dropping into his

leather chair. “Really damn good. The entire intern program

is in jeopardy, Officer Blaylock is looking at a suspension

and the school board is an inch away from firing me.”

“I’ve been hearing that a lot lately,” I said. “And it is.” I

slid the book I’d taken from Cult Dad across the desk toward

him. He looked at it, picked it up, then tilted it to examine it

from different angles before putting it down.

“It’s a grimoire,” he said, looking at me with a deadpan

expression. “Oddly enough, I’ve seen one of these before.”

“Open it,” I said. “I marked the page. Know what it is?”

He flipped it open, then looked up at me.

“This is a spell. A ritual used to create an effect outside

the normal laws of physics.”

“Yeah, everybody’s a comedian. So, it’s a divination

spell, and they had a girl who fit the description of the Half-

Caste Chylde.”

“They’re getting a little smarter,” he said. He frowned,

then flipped further back in the book. When he got to the

second bookmark, he ran his fingertip down the page, then

looked up at me. “This isn’t the first time they’ve tried to

divine her location. According to their notes, she’s proven to

be protected from basic locator spells.”



“That’s as far as I got,” I said. “What’s different here?”

“Up until now, everyone’s been finding a girl and doing

the divination on her to see if she’s the one they’re looking

for or not. This is a combination of blood magick and

sympathetic magick,” he said, his voice growing soft. “They

were trying to use this girl’s life force to give their spell

enough power to break the protections on the Half-Caste

Chylde, and the similarities between them to help zero in on

her. They’re trying to rein themselves back because they

know we’ve figured out the Half-Caste Chylde is a factor.

Okay, this is good…or bad. Either way, it’s worth the

trouble.”

“So, what do we do now?” I asked.

“I need to notify the Council,” Dr. Corwin said, getting to

his feet. “You need to go home.”

“Sir, I was in the middle of this,” I said as I came up out

of my chair. “Wanda and I got captured, and got away from

them. We know where they are, or where they were. Hell, I

was the one who got you what you’re going to be reporting

to the Council! I should be there!”

Dr. C stopped and held his hand up, his face stern.

“Stop, Chance. The less I know the better, right now.

Remember, we don’t know if the Council is compromised or

not, and if so, how deeply. If they are, and someone finds

out it was you who found this info…” His voice cracked his

hand clenched into a fist. “I’m not going to put you in any

more danger than I have to, and I can’t accidentally expose

what I don’t know.”

“I can take care of myself!” I said. “I got myself free of

Dulka twice, I can handle pretty much anything the bad

guys can throw at me.”

“That isn’t the point,” he said.

“Then what the Hell is?” I yelled.



“You shouldn’t have to handle any of it!” he shot back,

his voice rising. “You’re supposed to be worrying about

things like prom, and acne and what the other kids are

wearing. You’re supposed to be mad at me because I make

you do boring exercises. You’re seventeen. You’re supposed

to be figuring out who you are, enjoying being a kid. Not on

the front lines in some mystical Cold War. You’ve already

been through enough.”

“You don’t get it,” I said, turning toward the door. “I’m

ready. I’ve been ready since I was fifteen. It’s like this is

what I was made for.” I slid the door to his office shut and

headed for the front door. He called my name, but I didn’t

stop. It wasn’t until I was halfway home that I realized I was

still doing exactly what he wanted.

 

Thursday morning was pure chaos as I pulled up. I could

feel the energy in the air even if things looked pretty

normal. But knowing it was there, I could see the extra

urgency in the way the kids around me were doing

everything. Wanda was the only one waiting for me by the

tree when I walked up.

“No idea,” she said as I walked up, answering my

question before it even left my mouth. “Though with Lucas

and Monica, I’m sure there’s some gratuitous groping going

on.”

“Have you seen Shade?” I asked her.

“Yeah, but I’m not so sure she wants to see you.”

“Story of my damn life lately,” I muttered. “So, what

happened last night?”

“After you dropped us off, we found a phone and called

the cops, they picked us up, took us to the police station

and brought our parents. I swear, I must have given my

statement a dozen times before they cut us loose.”

“Are you in trouble?”



“No, the story held up. Seems like staying with the car

gets trumped by running away from the bad guys. And since

the bad guys weren’t there to say anything about it, no one

called me a liar. And with Blaylock out of action, no one

figured I had any other choice but to run.”

“Any word on what’s going to happen to her?” I asked.

“Well, she’s going to be in the hospital for a few days,

but it sounds like they really got the drop on her. She might

be in the clear, but she’s never going to live this down.”

“Better that than fired or dead, I guess.”

“I guess,” Wanda said. “But some fates really are worse

than death.”

“Not from where I’m standing,” I said, and she looked at

me with wide eyes. Her face flushed a bright red.

“Oh, Chance, I didn’t mean...” she stammered. “After all

the good things you’ve done, you still don’t think you’re

damned, do you?”

“That balance is still way in the red,” I said. “This isn’t a

matter of what I believe in. I’ve actually set foot in Hell. I

know what’s likely waiting for me.” The bell rang, cutting us

off and we headed for class.

I didn’t see Shade on the way to first period, or second.

Or for the rest of the day, except from a distance. She even

skipped out on us at lunch, and she wasn’t in the back

stairwell in the library. But then, with her senses and

abilities, if she wanted to avoid me, she could do it easily.

When I got so Sociology, I found her sitting in the front row,

with no empty seats around her. She met my gaze with a

flat expression, her indifference cutting through me like a

razor. I felt my shoulders slump and I looked away as I

shuffled back to the nearest open seat to plop down. The

rest of class was pretty much a bucket of suck, seeing

Shade but not being able to talk to her or even get a glance



from her. It felt like I didn’t exist to her, and that, right then,

felt worse than Hell.

When the bell rang, Shade didn’t look back on her way

to the door, and my personal Hell got a little more dismal

and cold. My feet felt like they weighed a thousand pounds

each, and I couldn’t make myself focus more than a few feet

in front of me on the way to my locker. Lucas was waiting for

me when I got there, bouncing on the balls of his feet and

looking way too excited about something.

“Dude, get your butt in gear!” he said, the words

coming fast.

“Why?” I asked.

“We gotta go pick up our tuxes, Eeyore!” he said. “And I

finally get to see Boston!”

“I’m not so sure I’m even going to prom right now,” I

said. My hands seemed to be working without my brain,

pulling books mechanically from my locker and sticking

them into my backpack, switching out other books. Some

part of my brain must have known what it was doing, but if

it did, it wasn’t sharing.

“Did Shade tell you that?”

“No,” I said. “But she’s been avoiding me and she hasn’t

talked to me or texted me all day.”

“Dude, why?” he asked as we started toward the doors.

“Because I won’t tell her who I’m talking to. I told her it

wasn’t anything to worry about.”

“Can’t she tell when people are lying, though?” Lucas

asked. By now, the hallway was empty enough we felt safe

talking about Veiled subjects.

“Yeah, but she also knows I can tell the truth without

being honest.”

Laughter echoed through the almost empty halls, and I

looked toward its source. To my right, Brad Duncan stood.



He looked just much a douche bro as always, with a pastel

polo shirt, khakis and expensive trainers on. His blond hair

was styled to its usual perfection, and the cruel smile on his

face was reflected in his blue eyes.

“You are such a dumb-ass, Fortunato,” he said,

swaggering toward us. “Shade’s talking about breaking up

with you, you know.”

“No she isn’t,” Lucas scoffed.

“Like you’d know. When she does, she’ll end up with me

again.”

It was my turn to scoff. “Whatever,” I said and turned to

keep going.

“Hey, I’m talking to you,” Brad said, and a second later

his hand was on my shoulder, turning me back to face him.

“I’m going to get her back, and you can’t stop me.”

“I don’t have to,” I said. “Shade doesn’t want you.”

“She will,” he smirked. “I know how the game’s played.”

“This isn’t a game, Brad,” I said. “Shade isn’t a prize you

can win or something.”

“That’s farmer talk,” Brad said. He grabbed me by the

front of my shirt and pulled me toward him. “I’m a wolf,

remember? You're just some beta male playing out of his

league.”

“No, Brad,” I said, suddenly done with the whole

conversation. I put my hands against his chest and pushed

him back. “I’m a mage. Remember? Ictus!” He had a split

second to register what I said before the TK bolt slammed

into his chest. The bolt knocked him flying about twenty feet

to land on his back and skid another ten or fifteen feet.

“Think twice,” I said when he started to scramble to his feet.

“I beat King with hardly any training, and he was an alpha

with years of experience. Think of what I could do to you

now.” He glared at me, but he stayed on his ass. I’d



probably end up paying for this small victory later, but I was

okay with that.

Half an hour later, we were twelve hundred miles and a

time zone east of New Essex, stepping off the transit

platform in Liberty Plaza. Lucas’s head was moving nonstop

as he tried to take everything in at once. Not that there was

really much to take in. Red brick, white wood and Colonial

design were pretty much the extent of what there was to

see.

“Whoa, there are like three apothecaries here,” Lucas

said as we headed toward our destination. “Oh, man, they

specialize in pens?”

“And quills,” I added.

“Do they sell inks, too?” he asked, wide eyed.

“Over there, uhhh, Swinton’s Inks and Dyes. Or

Willingham Tints. But this is where we’re headed, Hobart’s

Haberdashery.” I pushed the door open, and somewhere in

the shop, a bell rang, announcing our entry. Almost

immediately, a round faced little man in a black waistcoat

and white shirt stepped into view. His eyes were a little too

big for his face, and he had a thin comb-over going across

his scalp.

“Good evening, Mr. Fortunato,” the man said, his voice

still just as oily as I remembered it.

“Good evening Mr. Hobart,” I said, taking the limp hand

he let flop into mine and shook it. “It’s good to see you

again.”

“Oh, the pleasure is all mine, sir,” Hobart sighed. “And

who have we here?”

“Mr. Hobart, this, is Mr.-” I started.

“Midnight,” Lucas supplied. I frowned when I looked over

at him, but he gave me a miniscule head shake.



“Again, a pleasure,” Hobart said, his smile never leaving

his face. “So, two tuxedos, per the measurements you sent

me,” he turned and headed back toward the fitting area. We

followed and quickly found ourselves standing on a pair of

stools wearing mostly completed suits. Mine had a brocade

waistcoat in black with a black bow tie, while Lucas’s

ensemble had a wine-colored waist-coat and matching bow-

tie. Both of us had black tailcoats instead of the traditional

long dinner jacket, something Hobart insisted worked better

with the waistcoats instead of the usual cummerbund.

Hobart fussed over us for a few minutes, adjusting seams

and hems, until we were sure one of us was going to end up

christening our tux with a few drops of blood. Finally, he

stood back and eyed us critically for a few moments.

“I suppose it will have to do,” he muttered, then

touched his thumb to his forefinger on each hand. He put

his hands close together, then pulled them apart slowly with

little tugging motions. With each movement, the seams of

our tuxes tightened until they fit close to our bodies. Then

he put his hands together until his fingers touched, wiggled

them back and forth for a second or two, and pulled them

apart with a flourish.

“Step down, gentlemen, and let us see how they feel,”

he said. When I hopped off the stool, it felt like I almost

wasn’t wearing a full monkey suit. Lucas squatted beside

me, then raised his arms over his head. I did the same, and

tried reaching forward as well.

“This feels,” I said, pausing to find the right word.

“Fantastic!” Lucas supplied.

“Thank you, Mr. Midnight,” Hobart smiled. “You’ll also

find the usual wand holders sewn in on your off-hand side,

and a concealed pocket for carrying small items.”

“How small?” I asked.



“The size of one’s palm, or a tarot card. However for the

well accessorized gentleman, I suggest something a bit

more classic.” He turned to a table behind him and when he

faced us again, he held slender cane with a silver knob

head. With a twist, the head and part of the shaft came free,

revealing a hollow space in the middle. “There are several

variants, but I thought something to store an extra wand…”

“Does it have to be for a wand?” Lucas asked.

“Of course not, sir,” Hobart oozed. “There are a variety

of other ways the space may be put to use.” Lucas went to

the table to look over the other options, and I went to the

dressing room to change out of the monkey suit and put it in

the garment bag to take home. By the time I was done,

Lucas had his cane taken care of and was zipping his tux

into his garment bag as well.

“You two young men will put your peers to shame,”

Hobart said with a smile as we got ready to leave. “It is an

honor and a pleasure to serve you.”

“You do good work, sir,” I said. “We’re going to be a hit.”

“Shall I bill it to the normal account, Master Fortunato?”

“No, bill it to mine. Doct- I mean Wizard Corwin isn’t

responsible for my leisure time fun.” He nodded as we left,

and Lucas was back to being a tourist.

“We have got to come back here just to see what they

have to sell,” Lucas said as he gawked at every shop we

passed.

“There’s also Squattertown. If you want the weird, that’s

where you’ll find it.”

“Like the Hive back in New Essex?” he asked, only half

paying attention.

“A little, but … nicer. More quaint and homey, less scum

and villainy.”



“Is it bad that I think that’s kind of disappointing?” he

asked as we entered the plaza.

“Not to me.”

The next transit to New Essex was only fifteen minutes

later, and we ended up back home almost at the same time

we’d arrived in Boston. We emerged from the elevator in

Vanderbeek Building’s parking garage, and almost

immediately, I felt something brush my senses. I headed for

the parking spots, mentally shoving through the aversion

wards. The feeling only got stronger once I passed through

them, and I felt my face twist into a sour expression.

“I am about tired of games,” I said as I drew a stylized

shape in the air with my wand. In the wake of the wand’s

point, a red line traced out the Eye of Horus. I quickly drew a

circle around the glowing eye, pulled my index finger free of

the wood and then touched it again to draw another one

outside it. “Demonstra, quae abscondita est!” I hissed,

releasing the magick with each word. There was a blue

flash, then a similarly colored haze fell over everything. My

gaze fell to my driver’s side window, and I saw a blue

cloaked figure standing behind me.

“You’ve upped your game,” Sentinel Dearborn said, her

voice echoing inside my head.

“You haven’t,” I thought back. “But that was the point,

wasn’t it?” There were damn few people who could beat

Dearborn’s obfuscation spells, and I had only done it by

accident. The side effect was that it also created a shallow

connection between the person casting the spell and the

person they caught in a reflection.

“Dude, what is it?” Lucas asked.

“We have company,” I said, without turning around.

Lucas’s hand went to his backpack, but I shook my head.

“Just company, not hostile company. Sentinel Dearborn,

what brings you to New Essex?”



“Nothing,” Dearborn said, her voice echoing inside my

head. “And there’s no reason to be so formal. I’m not here.

You haven’t seen me here since the night the Furies

attacked. So you’re not talking to a Sentinel right now.”

“Of course,” I thought. “So, Jane, what doesn’t bring you

to New Essex?”

“There is an old civil defense landing field north of the

city, belongs to the cartels. But tonight, someone else is

using it, and the cartels aren’t saying a damn thing. I think

your Master is going to want to see who gets off that plane

come two A.M.” Dearborn’s image never moved behind me

as she spoke directly into my head.

“Thanks,” I thought back to her. “I’ll tell him.”

“Tell him what?” she asked, and this time, I could see a

smile under the hood of her cloak. Then she turned and

slipped out of the reflection. The connection broke, leaving

me with a slightly hollow feeling. I turned to Lucas.

“Okay, she’s gone,” I said.

“What?” he asked. “Where was she? What’s going on?”

“Just over there,” I pointed to the spot where she would

have been standing. “It looks like there’s a new player

coming to town. They’re landing at an airfield north of town

tonight. Can you sneak out around one A.M. or so?”

“Shouldn’t we be telling Dr. C about this or something?”

“He’s already dealing with enough. It’s simple. We go to

the airfield they’re landing at, we see who it is, take some

pictures, and then we go back and tell Dr. Corwin what’s

going on. Are you in or not?”

Lucas sighed and shook his head. “Don’t be a dumbass.

Of course, I’m in. The last time I left you unsupervised you

went and got yourself captured. Coming to the rescue is

your job, not mine.”



“I think you’re outgrowing the sidekick phase,” I told

him as I got into the car. “You’ve already got a hot girlfriend,

a cool place to hang out and you’re turning into a bad-ass in

your own right.”

Lucas slid into the passenger seat. “I have my days. But

you’re still the danger magnet, dude. And as far as I’m

concerned, you can keep that job.”

“Just gear up and be ready by one, okay?” I said.

“Tonight, the danger magnet is turned off.”

“Dude, you can’t turn that off. I’ve seen you try.

Spectacular fail.”

“Then I’ll turn it down, okay?”

“I’ll believe that three days after it happens,” Lucas

said. “But yeah, I’ll be ready and waiting for you at one.”

 

True to his word, Lucas was waiting a block away from

the bookstore when I rolled up just before the hour. I pulled

to a stop at the corner, and he slipped out of the shadows to

get into the car. Like me, he wore dark colors, but not black:

navy blue sweatpants tucked into dark blue trainers, and a

brown, long sleeved cotton shirt. My sweats were maroon,

bearing the long-faded mascot of a nearby college with a

matching long-sleeve cotton shirt. He tossed his duffel into

the back seat while I pulled across the road and headed for

the freeway.

“Did you bring your phone?” I asked.

“Left it on my dresser,” he said, then pulled another one

from his pocket. “Brought the dark phone instead.” I held

mine up as well, then pulled to the side of the road just

before the on ramp to the freeway. Ren flew in the window

and dropped to the back seat.

“Okay, you’re back trail is clear, No one behind you or

on either of the side streets,” he said, his voice humming



with excitement. I pulled back onto the road and merged

into the mostly non-existent traffic heading north. Twenty

minutes later, we were taking an exit into the Mark Twain

National Forest, and I was having to rely on Lucas to read off

the hand-written directions I’d made. Finally, we pulled into

the parking lot of an old store that had seen its last

customer sometime before Reagan was President. I parked

behind the building, then got out.

“Okay, Ren,” I said. “You’re our guide.” I laid a map out

on the Mustang’s angled trunk and pointed my LED light at

it. “We’re here, on Pine Breeze. Airport Lane is about two

hundred yards east of us, and the airfield is half a mile

away, as the sprite flies. We’re going to have to hustle if

we’re going to make it to the airfield in time.”

“This is mostly high canopy forest,” Ren said as he

looked around. “Lots of shade, lots of space between the

trees, mostly low ground cover. You’ll be able to make pretty

good time through the woods.”

“You both need better Google-fu,” Lucas said, leaning

forward and drawing a series of dashes from near our place

on the map to the airfield. He looked over his shoulder and

pointed to a spot behind an old concrete slab. “About twenty

yards from here, there’s an old road of some kind that runs

out to the airfield. According to the satellite photos online,

it’s still in pretty good shape. Probably concrete instead of

asphalt, if it was one of the old Civil Defense projects from

the sixties.”

Ren flew off in the direction Lucas had pointed, then

came back seconds later. “He’s right, there is a road. If you

follow it, you’ll be there in ten minutes, less if you jog.”

“Okay, then,” I said. “Let’s go for a jog. In the dark.”

“Through the woods,” Lucas muttered. “To spy on

people who scare drug cartels.”



“C’mon!,” I said, heading for the spot he’d pointed at.

“It’ll be fun.”

“How did I end up in a horror movie plot again?” he

asked as he fell in behind me. Once I found the road, the

going was pretty smooth, and we jogged along in relative

silence, our path barely lit by the stars and moonlight. Soon,

we were crouched behind a pair of concrete berms, looking

out over a darkened airfield. We heard the faint flutter of

wings, then Ren appeared between us.

“Okay, there are ten sentries. One is stationed at the

road, one at each end of the runway, and three along either

side of the runway. The tenth is on top of the tower there,”

he pointed to an old metal frame with stairs around the

sides that led up to a flat platform. “I did find a blind spot,

though. Those two buildings block the view of most of the

sentries when you get close enough, but then, I don’t think

they know about this road.”

“I found it using a regular search engine and map

function on a laptop,” Lucas whispered. “What makes you

think they don’t know about it?”

“They don’t have a sentry on it,” Ren countered.

“Okay, fair point,” Lucas said.

“Any idea who they are?” I asked.

Ren shook his head. “They had night vision gear and

those ski mask kinds of things on, um, balaclavas? All their

skin was covered.”

“How heavily armed are they?” I asked.

“Um, very,” Ren said. “They all had submachine guns,

except the guy in the tower, he had a big rifle with a scope

on it. And they all have pistols and knives. This crew came

loaded for serious action.”

“Did you scope any magick on them?”

“Didn’t feel any, and I got up pretty close to them.”



“You can tell if there’s magick on someone?” Lucas

whispered incredulously.

Ren pointed to the antennae that swept back over his

head. “Everything has a vibe, and I can feel it. It’s like your

Sight, except it’s always on.”

“I don’t have that super-power,” Lucas said. “Not yet,

anyway. But I’m working on it.”

“I see,” Ren said, but his wings were glowing an

uncertain purple. “So, I can turn invisible to most people.

What are you two going to do?”

I pulled a pair of amulets from my pack, both

translucent and opalescent, and handed one to Lucas.

“Apprentice mages have our own ways of turning invisible,”

I said as I looped mine over my head. “We’re going to head

to that hangar. That should give us plenty of cover, and we

should have a good look at whoever gets off the plane. Ren,

I need you to be overhead to get the best pics you can.”

“You’re planning on going into the hangar?” Lucas

hissed. “You gotta be kidding me.”

“It’s an illicit drop off, probably new players in town,” I

said softly. “They’re probably going to land, get in a car and

leave. It’s not like they’re going to go through customs or

baggage claim. Just follow my footsteps and try not to make

too much noise, okay?”

Lucas rolled his eyes and threw his hands up, then

nodded. “Occulto,” he muttered, and faded from view. I

activated my amulet and took off, trying to move as quietly

as possible. Stealth was one thing Dr. Corwin hadn’t taught

me, but I’d learned my fair share of tricks on my own. The

buzz of insects and the wind made enough noise to cancel

out almost all of what little sound that my steps made. At

one point, I could see one of the sentries as he looked right

at us, but then his gaze swept on, and I hustled to get into

the blind spot the hangar provided. From there, I slowed



down again, and it wasn’t long before we were at the rear

door. It only took a moment to spray a little WD-40 on the

hinges and lock, and the door opened silently with a little

help from my lockpicks.

We slipped inside and crossed the concrete floor.

Enough moonlight came in to let me see the office and

maintenance space on our left, with a set of stairs that led

to a second level above that. Small panes of glass were set

about fifteen feet high on the wall facing the runway, which

put them at the perfect height to look through from the

second level. A few were missing, gaping black squares in

the pattern. I took my chameleon charm off and headed for

the stairs. A couple of seconds later, Lucas appeared beside

me. Our footsteps were quiet, but I still cringed at how they

sounded in the empty space of the hangar. We took the

stairs slowly, testing each step as we went to avoid any

creaks. Then, a quiet eternity later, we were at the windows,

peering out at the runway. For half an hour, we watched

over the two pale stretches that ran through the grass.

Then, about ten minutes before the hour, a single red flare

appeared at the west end of the runway. Moments later, a

series of lights appeared on either side of one of the

runways. A few minutes later, we heard the whine of

engines and a white jet seemed to drop out of the darkness

and alight on the concrete pad.

It passed out of view, but the whine of engines and the

thump of tires on the runway told us that the plane was

slowing down. The pitch of the engines changed, and the jet

came back into view.

“Um, Chance,” Lucas said, pulling at my sleeve. “The

bad guys are coming this way.”

“So is the jet,” I told him. Two of the sentries from the

nearer side of the runway were approaching the hangar.

“We need to hide.”



Lucas held up his amulet. “Why not just use these?”

“Because they might be able to sense magick,” I said.

“If they can, they’ll know we’re here, even if they can’t see

us at first. Just like I was able to sense the Sentinel without

seeing her.” As I spoke, I headed for a pile of empty shipping

crates and crouched down behind them. The crisscrossing

slats gave me a partial view of the floor but still obscured us

well enough. Lucas crouched beside me a couple of

heartbeats before the overhead lights clicked on. We

watched the doors slide open while the room slowly grew

brighter and brighter. Then the jet pulled into the hangar in

a wash of exhaust. Seconds after the plane stopped, a sleek

black limo pulled into the building and squeaked to a stop

on the far side of the plane from us. Practically on its rear

axle was a black Suburban.

The jet’s engines subsided to a low hum, then I heard

another sound, and I saw movement. White blonde hair and

that supple walk, the way she held her shoulders, the way

her right hand came up and then gestured…I knew all of

these things about her, and I knew her. She turned, and I fell

in love a little more. She wore a white silk blouse and

matching pants, with flats that looked like ballet slippers.

“Kim,” I whispered. She turned back toward me, and for

a moment I thought she’d heard me. Then she gestured,

and two other figures appeared, the first a guy with

shoulder length jet black hair with two white streaks in the

back, the other a girl with almost waist length brown hair

that had several streaks of white in the back. The first one

turned, and I cursed softly when I caught sight of a familiar

narrow face. Hoshi was here. Did he have anything to do

with all of this?

“Aunt Kim, where are we?” Hoshi asked, raising his voice

to be heard over the hum of the jet’s engines. Behind him,

several men began transferring luggage from the plane into

the Suburban.



“As I said before,” Kim said, her voice patient and

melodic. “It is better that I not tell you.”

“Why? You know I’ll just figure it out.” He looked over his

shoulder as the girl got into the car.

“You are not forbidden to discover it on your own,” Kim

said, and I could hear the smile in her voice. “It is just-”

“Better that you not tell me, I know.” He shook his head.

“You can’t tell me, can you?”

“I am under orders not to,” Kim said. “Now, go. Quickly. I

will join you soon.” She gestured toward the black limo, and

Hoshi climbed in without another word of protest. The two

vehicles pulled out of the hangar, Kim and the few

remaining men moved to one side and the jet’s engines rose

in pitch. It lurched into motion again, turning and heading

out of the hangar. A couple of minutes later, it was roaring

down the runway. No sooner than it left the hangar, a white

panel van pulled in, followed by yet another limo. The back

of the van opened up, and the men with Kim hustled

forward to unload it. In a matter of minutes, they had set up

a portable pavilion and laid out tatami mats on the floor,

with a brazier set in the middle and a small table. Kim took

an ornate wooden box from the truck and brought it to the

mat. Then she went back to the truck and retrieved another

box, this one smaller and lighter, which she took to the back

of the hanger. As the men set up poles with long strips of

paper that held calligraphy down its surface, Kim set her

box down and unbuttoned her blouse. She turned toward

the back of the hangar as she removed her top, and I was

tempted to both stare and to look away at the same time.

As soon as she dropped the blouse and I could see her back,

staring won.

A long, sinuous green dragon tattoo wound its way up

from her right hip, across her back and over her shoulder,

where its open mouth issued red flame that spiraled down



her left arm to just below her elbow. Dr. Corwin had no

memory of that tattoo, and he had seen every inch of her.

She pulled a pale blue kimono out of the package in front of

her and slipped it on before she took her pants off. The rest

of the process of putting the kimono on was hidden by her

body, but when she turned around, I could see that she

looked exquisite. The pale blue was perfect for a summer

ceremony, and her hair had been pulled up into something

that was close enough to a traditional hairstyle. Fueled by

memories that weren’t mine, my breath came in short little

pants, and I felt my throat dry out.

“Great,” I whispered. “I’m turning into Dr. C.” Kim looked

toward the front of the hangar, and I heard another jet

approaching.

“There are worse things,” Lucas whispered back. “So,

what’s going on?”

“Looks like Kim’s getting ready to do a tea ceremony.

Someone important must be arriving.” Down below, Kim and

the men with her hustled to the front of the hangar, and

someone unrolled a red carpet. The second jet rolled up to

the hangar and stopped with the nose just inside. We heard

the hatch open, and Kim came forward, greeting someone in

Japanese. I heard the word “oyabun” somewhere in there,

and “ane-san,” the Japanese word for older sister. My heart

felt like it was in my feet as I listened. The dragon tattoo

had been a clue, but hearing her talk to the men she was

leading to the ceremonial area, it was pretty plain: Kim was

Yakuza.

Kim led the men into view. Three had white hair and

wore conservatively cut suits, while the fourth man was

dark haired and wore a patterned silk shirt with the sleeves

rolled up. They followed her to the area she had set up and

the older men took their shoes off before stepping onto the

tatami mats. Following Kim’s cue, they took places on one

side of the tea set. The older men watched as Kim went



through the ritual of tea preparation, while the younger man

sighed and looked at his phone. Watching her turn an

ordinary thing like the making of tea into a ritual of grace

made my heart ache, partly from the understanding Dr.

Corwin’s memories gave me, and partly because of the

betrayal of the whole situation. Every movement was

precise, even down to folding a napkin or laying the water

scoop down, her hands moving with a grace that mere ritual

couldn’t teach.

When she finished brewing the tea, all four of her guests

took their cups and sipped slowly. The three older men

spoke, each one complimenting her on the flavor of the

brew, and on her technique. Each word they spoke sparked

more of Dr. C’s memories of the language, and after a few

tries, my brain started catching words almost as fast as they

were spoken.

“I wish we could understand what they were saying,”

Lucas whispered.

“We’re not missing much. Mostly just compliments on

her tea ceremony and brewing skills.”

“Wait, you speak Japanese now?”

“No,” I whispered back. “Dr. C speaks Japanese, I’m just

experiencing his memories of it. They’re making small talk,

enjoying their tea. The oldest one is talking about his

grandson’s grades, how proud he is. The next one is talking

about his wife’s flower garden.”

“This is the intel you were hoping to get?” Lucas said

softly. “Really?”

“This is a tea ceremony, they don’t talk business until

it’s…” I let the sentence trail off as the youngest man spoke.

“What?”

“He’s talking business.”

“What’s she saying?”



“With respect, honored oyabun,” I translated, “the

moment to speak of mundane things will come all too

early…no, not early; too soon. We have excellent tea and

most honorable and esteemed company to share this

moment with. Let us speak of pleasant things equal, um

worthy of them.” The sound of flesh against flesh caught me

by surprise, and I peeked through the stacked crates to see

Kim with her head turned our way. She put her hand to her

right cheek and stood to face the youngest man.

“You cling to tradition like a tick to a dog,” the man said.

“I will talk about whatever I want, woman. And you will keep

your mouth shut.”

“She honors the traditions of the Dragon Clans,” one of

the older men barked. “You will honor them in kind.”

“Am I not the oyabun of Clan Ryu?” the younger man

hissed. “Did our new patron appoint me the highest

position? I am Clan Ryu! Your oath is not to tradition, not to

ritual, but to me!”

“Forgive my boldness, then, oyabun,” Kim said with a

deep bow. “Of course, we will speak of what you choose. Is

there anything else you wish? Food? Liquor? Women?” As

she spoke, her tone rose, until it sounded like she was

addressing a spoiled child.

“Mind your tongue, woman,” the oyabun said, bringing

his arm back across his body. “Remember who you

address.”

“I do,” Kim said, her voice suddenly soft. “Can you say

the same?”

“I should have you killed for your impudence, woman.”

“Then you would have to send your second-best

assassin to do so,” Kim said. The younger guy drew his hand

back again, but stopped when Kim spoke again. “If the

oyabun thinks to strike me again, he would do well to give

me the respect of a closed fist.”



“If you wish to speak of business,” one of the older men

interrupted, “then let us speak of business. This posturing

wearies me.”

“Of course, Hikaru-sama,” Kim said with a low bow that

she held for a moment. “I apologize for wasting your time.”

“You honor us with such delightful company and

excellent tea, Kim-chan,” Hikaru said with a smile. The

honorific said almost as much as the smile, since it was one

usually used for women one felt affection for. “I’m sure that

you can also understand Arata-san’s urgency. Events of

great import are coming, and we must be ready.”

“Our new allies will not tolerate failure,” Arata said with

a glare at Kim. “We have promised them the Half-Caste

Child in exchange for a place in the court of Mammon. While

you waste my time with pointless ceremony, our rivals

continue to search. They have many advantages. They hunt

on familiar ground, and they know what they are looking for.

You have no time to waste.”

Kim nodded and offered serene smile before she knelt

again and took up her cup. “If our rivals are still searching,

then they do not have the advantage of us. Perhaps Arata-

san would care to enjoy his tea.”

Arata flung his cup at Kim, who leaned to one side and

held up one hand to catch the porcelain missile. As she

brought the cup down to the table, he drew a pistol from his

belt and pointed it at her. By the time he had it leveled, she

had drawn something of her own: a thick sheaf of folded

papers.

“Woman,” Arata growled, “you have tested my patience

for the last time.”

“Have I? Others know small things about the Half-Caste

Child, and you call this an advantage. I know who she is,

and you threaten me.”



“How can you already know this?” Arata growled. “None

of Mammon’s other allies know more than what old

divinations have told them. The prophecy surrounding her

says very little. Yet you claim to know what no other can.”

“Lower your weapon, Arata-san,” another oyabun

ordered. In response, Arata swung the pistol toward the

older man and pulled the trigger.

Instead of the blood-spray I expected to see, the old

man’s hand was simply in front of his face, and the bullet

ricocheted away with a whine and a ping. Around him, the

other three rose. They didn’t do anything else, but that

alone seemed to be enough. Arata lowered the weapon.

“Forgive me, brothers,” he said, bowing his head. “I was

rash.”

“You are quick to ask forgiveness for your own rash

actions, Arata-san,” Hikaru said. He stepped forward and

took the gun from the younger man’s hand. “But slow to

offer it to a faithful servant. Your hands are faster than your

thoughts. Even if you did somehow kill Morito-sama, what

made you think you would have survived the wrath of any

single member of this Council, much less our combined

anger?”

“The point is moot, Hikaru-san,” Arata said. “I am still

the voice of our patrons, still the head of the clan. And I will

not suffer insolence from a woman.”

Hikaru laughed and turned to face Kim. “Kim-chan is not

insolent,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder. She

inclined her head for a second, then smiled. “She is

confident. If she says we need not worry, and encourages us

to enjoy our tea, then I will enjoy my tea. She honors us with

the ceremony, and all her efforts.”

“Forgive me if I do not share your faith in your pet

kitsune. She has failed us once before.”



Kim’s hand flashed into motion, holding out the sheaf of

papers once more. “Before you were scraping before your

new patrons, I saw this day coming, and took steps to

ensure that the Dragon banner would fly when all others

fell. It was I who secured the contract of Kyle Vortigern, and I

alone who knew that it is his daughter who is the Half-Caste

Chylde. It was I who guessed that Vortigern would seek to

break his contract come the Rending, out of love for her.

And I alone know who she was entrusted to.”

“Then why do we wait?” Arata demanded. “We must act

now, and take her from them.”

Kim gestured with her hand and offered Arata the paper

she held. “It would not be wise to act too soon, Arata-san,”

she said as he took it. He opened the folded pages, then

glanced up at Kim. “Section Two, subsection a.”

Arata’s eyes went wide a moment later, and he handed

the contract back to her. “I understand your hesitation,” he

said, inclining his head slightly. “But remember this, Kim

Shinoda. My patience with you is two seconds longer than

your usefulness to me. Brothers, enjoy your tea. I have more

pleasant things to do.” He turned and walked out of the

ceremonial area, leaving the others whispering. After a

moment, Hikaru went over to Kim and took her hands in his.

He bowed deeply, then straightened and stood to one side

as the others did the same before turning to go to the

waiting vehicles.

“It is a pity Arata-san was so hasty,” Hikaru said, his

voice sounding a little sad. “The tea was delicious, and the

ceremony most excellent. You are a flawless host, Kim-chan.

The only failing was in your guests.”

“I thank you for your kind words, Hikaru-sama,” Kim

replied, her tone matching the formal air he’d spoken with.

“But my own control was… lacking.”



“His head is still attached, as are all of his other parts,

little sister. I would say your control is still most admirable.”

They laughed for a moment, a strained little sound that

didn’t quite match their expressions.

“Damn it, Hikaru-san!” she spat in English. “No, damn

him! That insufferable, spineless asshole! He would have us

abandon all honor.”

“I have always found your penchant for reverting to

English for cursing amusing,” Hikaru said in English as well.

“It is well suited to it,” she said. “Clan Ryu isn’t

dedicated to the cause of good, but I never thought the

Dragon Banner would fly in service to the forces of Hell.”

“Arata looks to the survival of our clan, at least in his

own eyes,” the older man said, his voice tired. “He sees the

coming of Mammon as inevitable, and tantamount to

victory. And he has the favor of powerful patrons. Even if we

could wrest power from him, we would not survive to wield

it.”

“Only if they succeed,” Kim said.

“I fear it is a foregone conclusion, little sister. There are

too many intent on calling the Horde, and it does not matter

if they have the blood of the Half-Caste Chylde or not. The

Seals on the gates to the lowest levels of the Abyss were

weakened after Etienne’s attempt to assume the mantle of

Mammon last year. Because of that, Mammon’s Horde can

be called forth once more. We both know that whoever

controls the Horde will begin the Slaughter of the Innocents.

With the Great Seals on Mammon’s Gate weakened, the

combined power of the sacrifice of so many lives and the

Rending will be enough to break them.”

“I refuse to believe that there is nothing to be done,”

Kim said, fury making her voice crack with power. Hikaru

shook his head and turned away.



“Once it is summoned, all the others will try to take

control of it from you, and all of them will want the same

thing. You cannot hope to win against such numbers.

Especially when the Horde will be all too eager to do as it is

commanded. As much as my honor demands that I fight it

… I know that Arata is right, that the only way for the Clan

Ryu to survive is to add our banner to Mammon’s. You know

this is true. Rather than try to control the Horde, or fight it,

the only way to survive … is to become part of it.” Hikaru

hung his head as he said the last, then started toward the

front of the hangar.

“I only know that I cannot see a better option, Hikaru-

sama,” she said. “But the better option isn’t the same thing

as the right one.”

“Perhaps not,” he said from the entrance. “But it very

much resembles being alive. Secure this place, and await

our instructions.” He turned and got into the last waiting

limo.

“Yes, oyabun,” Kim said. At a gesture from her, the rest

of the people in the hangar began to clear out, and I

realized, too late, what was about to happen.

“Ren, go!” I hissed softly. The little sprite was a blur of

motion before he went invisible.

“What is it?” Lucas asked.

“She’s about to ward the building!” Even as I said it, I

could feel the energy of her casting start to coalesce. In

seconds, the wards were formed, and in less than a minute,

I feel the spell slip into place as smooth as silk.

“Okay, I even felt that,” Lucas said as he looked at the

hair on his arm. “But dude, how is she going to get out?” I

peeked over the top of the pallets, watching Kim walk

toward the open doors. He was right, Kim still needed to get

out without tripping her own wards. I summoned my Sight

and watched as she came to a stop inches from the edge of



her own spell. I could see the slow waves of energy coursing

through the sphere, each ripple spreading from random

points in its surface. Kim raised one elegant hand and

tapped the edge of the spell, not enough to register or trip

the wards. The ripples from her touch spread, then

rebounded on each other, coming back to their point of

origin and creating a moment of resonance marked by the

absence of energy. She stepped through the brief opening,

and it closed a heartbeat later. Once outside, she turned

and looked back into the hangar, and for a split second, I

could have sworn she glanced our way.

“I think she just showed us how to bypass her wards,” I

said. “And that she knew we were here.”

“Why didn’t she sound the alarm?” Lucas asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “But I don’t think she’s playing

the same game the rest of Clan Ryu is.”

“So, can you get us out of here?” Lucas asked.

“I can get me out of here,” I said after a moment.

“Getting you out...that’s the hard part.”

“Can’t you just tell me where to touch and when to go

through?” he asked.

“The process is very precise. You have to make contact

with the shield soft enough that it registers but not so hard

it trips the wards. The opening won’t be right in front of you.

And it will be pretty narrow. You have to be able to see what

you’re doing, and you’re months away from being able to

see auras.”

Lucas closed his eyes and took a deep breath, then let it

out and gave me a level look. “You could help speed things

up,” he said, his tone flat.

“Have you met me?” I asked. “I’m a mediocre student at

best, and I’m even worse as a teacher. Hell, you’re the one

who’s always helping me get a handle on shit.”



He shook his head and smiled. “I’m not talking about

teaching me,” he said. “You told me once how Dulka gave

you aura sight.”

“He didn’t give me aura sight, he forced my Third Eye

open. I was out of it for days.”

“Then that’s what you need to do to me.”

“Lucas, no,” I said. I took a step back, forcing old images

back into the boxes they were trying to escape from in my

head. “It’s one of a long list of things I hate him for. I’m not

going to do it to you.”

“You weren’t willing. I am. There’s a huge difference.

Hell, I figure you’re doing me a favor.”

“That’ll change real fast. Lucas, I can’t do that to you.”

“We don’t have a choice. If I trip the wards, or if I get

caught, we’re both screwed. And we’re not missing junior

prom.”

“Prom? Really?” I asked, grasping at the first thing I

could.

“Really,” he said with a weak smile. “I mean, have you

seen our dates? Tell me you wouldn’t trade a little trauma

for an evening with Shade.”

“There’s a lot I’d do for her,” I said.

“And the same goes for me with Monica. Look, there’s

not really any way around this. You’re going to have to force

my Third Eye open.”



 

Chapter 11

~ All this time, you kept me blind/ to things you didn’t want

me to see ~ Betrayed, by Suicidal Jester

 

“Okay,” I growled. “But this is gonna be harsh.”

“How harsh are we talking?” Lucas asked. “Am I gonna

end up all catatonic or something?”

“No, but you might see some things you’ll wish you

could forget,” I told him.

“Too late,” he said, his smile wavering.

“Are you absolutely sure about this?” I asked and

marked one more refusal down in my head next to the two

he’d already overridden. Thrice requested, thrice refused. If

he asked again, I could at least be sure he thought he

wanted what he asked for.

“As sure as I can be. Let’s say you don’t do this. What

happens?” He looked at the doors, then around at the loft

where we were hiding.

“Not sure,” I said, “but best guess, you end up staying

here for the next two or three days. Worst case, I’ll say

something nice at your memorial service.”

“So, either way, I miss prom. Okay...do it, before I think

this through or something.”

“Okay, let me think a minute, though,” I said, pulling my

own aura in tight..

“Why? I’m-” The initial surge of energy killed the

sentence on his tongue as I hit his aura with a surge of

magick..



“Try not to scream,” I said as I stepped forward and

caught his quivering body before he could fall. He focused

on me and managed a slight nod. My hand came up, and I

could see the glow from my fingertips against his suddenly

pale cheeks. Then I felt the energy membrane over his Third

Eye against my own aura, and I knew the real suffering was

only beginning for him. I scraped my thumb across the field,

and I felt some of it peel away. The work he’d been doing

over the past few months should have weakened the

barriers the conscious mind put over the mystic senses, but

it still felt pretty solid to me, though it also had some give to

it.

“Son of a bitch!” Lucas gasped. His eyes scrunched up

as he closed them tight, and I could feel as much as see the

tension in his arms as he fought the urge to bring them up. I

brought my energy covered thumb across his forehead in

another pass, and more of the covering came free in blue

tendrils that faded into nothingness. Beneath the damaged

layers of his psychic shields, I could see and feel the

presence of his Third Eye as a glow just beneath the surface

of his aura. A narrow line of gold shown over his creased

brow, and I knew I was getting close.

“Just a couple more passes, Lucas and you’ll be seeing

shit you never wanted to,” I said.

“Two years too late for that,” he said, and I had to stop

for a moment.

“Leave it to you to make me laugh at a crucial

moment.”

His eyes opened and he smiled. “It’s my superpower.”

We both laughed, and in that moment, his Third Eye

opened. He sucked in a breath and looked around, his gaze

never resting anywhere for long until he looked back at me.

I nearly sobbed in relief at not having to force him further. It

had ended up happening almost the way it was supposed



to, in an unguarded moment, unexpectedly and with

someone he trusted around to help anchor him. For me, it

had been painful and disorienting, and Dulka had just left

me alone after he was done ripping my psyche open to the

world of the Veil.

“You okay, man?” I asked. I’d been infinitely more

careful than Dulka had been, and I had still been afraid I was

going to hurt him. But unlike when Dulka had forced my

Third Eye open, Lucas wanted it to happen, and it seemed

like his trust in me had made it easier on him. In the privacy

of my own head, I breathed a little easier.

“Dude, is that what you look like on the inside?”

“Yeah kinda. Pretty fucked up, huh?”

“No...well, yeah, but …” he let the sentence die, then

closed his eyes. “It’s like...hearing about it is one thing, but

when I can see it, and I just...know that it’s a hundred times

worse than you make it sound. Everything’s like that, it’s

like the whole world is cranked up to like, a hundred.”

“Lucas, I need you to focus,” I told him, and he opened

his eyes. “Concentrate on the here and now. Concentrate on

me, on my aura. It isn’t pretty, but it’ll ground you. If you

aren’t careful, you’ll get lost in all the stuff you see.”

“Okay,” he said, taking a slow breath and letting it out.

“Focus on your aura, got it.” We stood and I led him down

the wooden stairs to the hangar floor. Our path took us

through the area that had been set up for the tea ceremony,

and Lucas slowed as we entered it. I turned as he fell behind

and gestured for him to come on, but he stopped moving.

“Lucas,” I hissed. “We need to move.”

“Don’t you feel it, Chance?” he asked. His gaze came

back to me with sharper focus. “Right here...right here, it’s

calm...quiet. I can feel her here. I can feel...I can’t describe

it. You just need to feel it. I think you’ll get it.” He looked

around with a smile, and I made the decision. Lucas wasn’t



one to be fooled easily, even if he’d just been traumatized. I

opened my Third Eye.

Most of the time, I only opened my senses part way, but

like my first time, Lucas didn’t have that option. So I opened

my senses completely. What he was talking about was

pretty damn obvious. The rest of the room was a riot of

color, bleed over from a nearby air ley line mixing yellows

and pale blues with the greens and dark blues of the lake’s

water lines overhead, and the brilliant gold and silver hues

of the oyabuns’ aura imprints at ground level. But in the

area Kim had marked off for the tea ceremony, there was

only white light. Every now and then, it shimmered, and an

opalescent rainbow of color flickered, but otherwise, that

one place was an oasis of harmony in a field of chaos.

In the center stood an aura shadow of Kim. Lucas was

standing just inside the edge of it, and I was on the outside.

It seemed too beautiful to sully with my crapped up aura,

but seeing it...even from the outside, I felt welcome there.

Before I could think about it, my feet had carried me across

the edge of the area and I was basking in the calm Kim had

left behind. I winced at the dark places my aura left in its

wake.

“You are welcome here,” the afterimage said. It smiled

and swept one elegant hand toward me. “Do not worry. You

are doing no harm. Purity is an illusion.”

“Is she...talking to you? Does she know we’re here?”

Lucas asked.

“She isn’t,” I said as I walked toward the image. “This is

an impression of her. It reacts like she would but it isn’t

actually her.”

“I guess she likes you, then.”

“Guess so. You ready?”

“Give me a second,” Lucas said. He closed his eyes

again and took a slow, deep breath, and I watched as the



chaotic swirl of colors in his aura calmed. While he did his

thing, I glanced back at the afterimage of Kim. Lucas was

right, it was acting as if Kim liked me, or at least, she wasn’t

hostile to me. It was hard not to read more into that than

there really was, but my already low self-esteem wasn’t

above kicking me in the shins where a beautiful, older

woman was concerned. Besides, I had enough girl problems

to deal with.

“Hurry it up,” I said, forcing myself to bring my focus

back to the problem at hand.

“Yeah,” Lucas said. “I’m good. I think I can walk and talk

without losing my shit, anyway.” He followed me to the rear

door of the hangar, and I pulled him up short a few feet

from the door. He stared at the edge of the warded area for

a moment, then reached a hand up.

“Easy, dude,” I said, catching his wrist. “This is the part

where things get delicate. Now, watch what I do. See the

ward? The trick is to make the slightest contact with it, so

that it starts to resonate but not so hard it goes off. The

resonance will go out, then it will come back and make an

opening near the point where you first touched it. The trick

is to see the opening and get through it when that happens.

If you move too fast or too slow, you brush the edges of the

ward as it’s opening or closing, and you set it off.”

“And that’s bad,” Lucas said.

“Yes, that’s bad. Now, watch me, then do exactly what I

do.” I reached up and brought my fingertip to the edge of

the ward, then brought it forward the last fraction of an inch,

until I just brushed the border of the field. My fingertip

tingled from the touch of energy, and ripples flowed away

from the point of contact, three beautiful circles expanding

within each other until they met on the far side of the circle.

When they finally collided with each, resonance turned to

dissonance, and the smooth curve of each circle turned



rough, until it all converged in front of me. For a moment,

the ward was simply not there, its integrity not so much

compromised as shaken. I jumped forward as it reached its

widest point, clearing the edge with plenty of room to spare.

“Cool,” Lucas whispered from the other side of the

ward’s boundary. “My turn.” He brought his hand up, then

hesitated before he put his finger to the ward’s surface. My

heart leapt into my throat as his fingertip stayed in contact

with the ward for a microsecond longer, then he was pulling

his hand back like a snake. The dissonance started where he

was, and he jumped through, barely missing the edges of

the dissonance.

I frowned at him. “What the hell were you doing?”

“Testing a theory,” Lucas said with a smile. “I was right,

by the way.”

“A theory?” I said. I grabbed his arm and pulled him

toward the door. “This isn’t fucking science class, Lucas. If

you were wrong, we’d be dead or worse! Come on, we have

to get the hell out of here. And we are not mentioning Kim

to Dr. C.” I opened the door and we slipped out into the

night.

“Why not?” Lucas asked as we walked through the knee

high grass.

“He’s hard enough to live with as it is,” I said. “Can you

imagine him all screwed up over his ex-girlfriend?”

 

“Damn it, Chance,” Dr. Corwin said as he knelt in front

of Lucas. “What have you done?”

“Exactly what he needed to,” Lucas answered, leaning

forward in the chair I’d led him to. “And not a damn thing

more than I asked him to do.”

Dr. C shook his head as he examined Lucas closely. “I

don’t care if you signed a binding contract in blood with



three witnesses. There are rules about this kind of thing. We

don’t take shortcuts in training. Ever. For any reason.”

“This wasn’t a shortcut in training, Dr. Corwin,” Lucas

said. “It was the only way we could get out of there, and I

think you’re missing the bigger picture here. The Yakuza are

in New Essex for this Rending thing.”

“The Yakuza wouldn’t be able to do much, even if they

did have a vested interest in the Rending,” Dr. C said. He

lifted his right hand up to a point a few inches from Lucas’s

forehead and made a tapping motion. “That should help you

start to close off the Sight for now. It’ll take a few hours, but

by morning, things should be at least close to normal. Just

be careful. There might be side effects.”

“Side effess?” Lucas said, barely getting the second

word out as he swayed in the chair. “Like wha’?” He blinked

a few times, then his eyes closed and his head drooped

forward.

“Like that,” Dr. C said, sounding a little surprised. He

stood and turned to face me. “You were very, very lucky,

Chance. The damage you did was minimal, and he’ll

probably recover almost completely. But his control over his

Sight will never be perfect.”

“I got control of mine just fine,” I said. “And Dulka did

way more damage to me.”

“He’s not you, Chance,” Dr. C snapped. “His abilities

are...marginal at best. Sidney considered training him, but

the Council ended up deciding against it because it would

have been too dangerous for him because his Talent was too

weak. He’s supposed to be an almost normal kid. And he’ll

never be a mage.”

I ground my teeth together and stepped in close to Dr.

C. “Lucas is not weak. Next to him, I might be like the Hulk

or some shit, but he’s more like Jackie Chan and Bruce Lee

put together. He’s smart, like you, and he’s tough as fuck,



and he’s got guts.” The room started to get blurry as I went

on, and I wiped my eyes. My hand came away wet, and I

had to stop for a second to get a handle on myself. “I wish I

could be more like him and Wanda sometimes, sir. But the

truth is, the more they hang around me, the more they start

to be like me. So, yeah, I know what I did to him. Better than

anyone, I know what that feels like. And if...if I could have

thought of another way to get out of there, I would have

done that instead. But you’re wrong about him being weak.

Or normal. And Lucas is right, you’re missing the whole

point here. This isn’t just the Yakuza, this is Clan Ryu.” Dr.

Corwin stepped back at that, and the color drained from his

face.

“Ryu...Dragon Clan...are you sure?”

“I saw the banner myself, and so did Lucas. And I

understood enough Japanese from your memories to at

least follow the conversation. Clan Ryu is here to throw in

with Mammon. And there’s more. We know better who the

Half-Caste Chylde is, and I know who Sammael and Berith

are after.”

“Who?” Dr. C asked. My answer was cut short by a

knock at the front door. “Who the Hell is that? It’s three in

the morning.” He headed for the front door, and I heard

voices in the foyer. A moment later, he led Vortigern in.

“Mr. Fortunato, what was so urg-” was all he got out

before I decked him.

 



 

Chapter 12

~ The truth is complicated. ~ Malekarshndril, demon.

 

Hitting a lawyer was a strange experience. Deep down, I

suspected I was supposed to feel bad about sucker

punching him, but I just couldn’t make myself. I watched

Vortigern slide across the wood floor of the library and the

only thing that went through my mind was how my fist hurt.

“Chance, what the Hell are you doing?” Dr. Corwin

asked.

“You asked who Sammael and Berith were after,” I said,

stepping forward to grab the slimy shyster by his jacket. “I

give you Kyle Vortigern. Father of the Half-Caste Chylde.”

Vortigern’s eyes went wide for a moment, then glowed

red as they narrowed. His weight shifted and he thrust with

his palms into my chest. It was my turn to slide across the

floor on my ass, and I saw him start to run for the door. He

didn’t make it more than two steps before Dr. C stepped

forward and gestured with his right hand, sending him flying

back against the wall. I came to a stop when I hit the far

wall.

“I’ll give you points for distance,” I said as I pushed

myself up and got to my feet. “But that was a pure panic

move.”

Vortigern struggled against Dr. C’s telekinetic hold, and

to his credit, I could see the strain on my mentor’s face as

he held him in place. The Infernal lawyer’s face was red, and

something pressed against the flesh of his forehead from

underneath, making the skin bulge out. His hair hung in

strands across his forehead and cheeks, making him look



less like the snide lawyer I was used to, and more like an

enraged psychopath.

“Release me, mage,” he spat.

“That’s wizard to you, counselor,” Dr. C said. “But before

that, it’s Sentinel. Why did you try to bolt, Vortigern?”

“I need not answer to you, Corwin,” Vortigern said. His

face contorted as he pushed himself forward a few inches.

“Especially not to some ludicrous accusation concocted in

the mind of a child.”

Dr. C brought his other hand up, and Vortigern was

slammed back into the wall. Wood creaked and bowed

behind him, and I could see his skin starting to flatten under

the force holding him in place.

“Oh, I think you do, Kyle,” he said. “Because right now,

Chance and I are the only thing standing between your

daughter and a bunch of people who want to slit her throat

open to call a demon horde.”

Vortigern’s lips peeled back in a sneer. “And you expect

me to believe you would spare her?”

“Yes,” I said. I tilted my head to one side as I realized

where all of this was going. “And so did you, two years ago

when you pointed me to the Rite of Severing. This is the

‘matter of honor’ you were talking about. You were going to

demand I swear on that debt, weren’t you?”

Vortigern stopped struggling, then smiled and let out a

low laugh. “Very good, Fortunato. I approve. I must say, I’m

going to miss being a step or two ahead of you and your

mentor.”

“You could have just asked,” I said.

“Such simplistic solutions are not in my nature, I’m

afraid. Besides, why ask for a favor when I can make you

desperate to do exactly what I want anyway?”



Dr. C leaned forward, eliciting a moan from Vortigern.

“It’s less painful for you in the long run if you ask nicely.”

“Again, not in my nature,” Vortigern said. “But, you have

my word that I’ll not attempt to flee until you give me leave

to.” The hair around his face fluttered a little, and my skin

tingled. His word was given, and he was bound to honor it.

Even among demons, a promise was a promise. Dr. C looked

at Vortigern for a moment, then shrugged.

“Okay,” he said, and lifted his hands. Vortigern flew

away from the wall, the force he had been resisting gone

without warning. He hit the floor and slid a few feet, coming

to a stop a couple of yards away from me. Slowly, he got to

his feet and ran his hands through his hair.

“I suppose you think I deserved that,” he said.

“I don’t know if you did or not,” Dr. C said. “But it sure

was fun to watch. That ought to tell you enough.”

“Perhaps it does,” Vortigern said with a half-smile. “But

pray, tell. How did you learn that I was the father of the Half-

Caste Chylde?”

“A little dragon told me,” I said.

“Excuse me?”

“Clan Ryu. Yakuza. They took your contract. They know

who has your daughter, too.”

“It will do them little good,” Vortigern said. “Whoever

she was entrusted to was merely a go-between. They were

to find a home for her, and her new identity was only to be

revealed to the firm under certain circumstances.”

“Like your betrayal?” Dr. Corwin asked.

“Yes, or… for the Rending, or other related prophesied

events. It heavily favored the firm, of course,. Such

contracts always do.”

“So, the only thing keeping them from finding her is the

fact that the contract was stolen,” I said.



“Yes. I tried to do the same, but someone beat me to it.”

“Not exactly,” Dr. C said. “You hired a thief by the name

of Miles Volkmann to get it for you.”

“You’re remarkably well informed, Corwin,” Vortigern

said. “He told me that the contract was no longer in the

archives of the Honorable Sheng.”

“Technically, true,” Dr. C said. The sides of his mouth

lifted slightly.

“Wait a second,” I sputtered. “You hired someone to

steal from a freaking dragon!”

“I did indeed,” Vortigern said.

“And they succeeded,” Dr. C said, making my jaw drop

even more. “But someone from Clan Ryu got to him first.”

“Curse me thrice!” Vortigern hissed. “It makes sense

now. He said it was no longer in the archives. That someone

else had it. Both technically true. He lied without lying.

Damn the man!”

“That still leaves us where we started,” I said.

“Not exactly,” Dr. C said, the smile on his face growing.

“If Clan Ryu is involved, then that means they’ve brought

their favorite operative.”

“How does this help us?” Vortigern asked.

“Let’s just say that she and I have… history,” Dr. C said.

I rolled my eyes.

“If they’ve sided with S&B,” I said, “all that history isn’t

worth shit, sir. If she’s even here.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Dr. C said. His smile, more of a

smirk, really, was as enigmatic as I’d ever seen him get.

I shook my head and got to my feet. “Well, I need to get

Sleeping Beauty here home,” I pointed to Lucas.

“You head home, Chance,” Dr. C said. “I take care of

Lucas. No one will even know I was there. And he’s less



likely to get in trouble if I take him home.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered as I headed for the door.

“Everyone’s a damn comedian.”

“Chance,” Dr. C said as I got to the door to the kitchen.

Something in his voice stopped me, and I looked back over

my shoulder at him. “On the one hand, everything that

happened tonight...that’s why I want you on the sidelines.

But… you handled it pretty well. Just try not to do this so

much, okay?”

“Thanks,” I said. “But you know that ain’t happenin’,” I

said.

“I know,” he said with a warm smile. “But I have to try.

Good night, Chance.”

“Night, sir,” I said and stepped into the darkened

kitchen. I stopped on the way to the back door to grab a

Coke from the fridge.

“What a heartwarming moment,” I heard Vortigern say

as I opened the side door. “Someone call The Hallmark

Channel.” I didn’t hear all of Dr. C’s response, but I was

pretty sure it had something to do with Vortigern going back

to being a wall hanging.

The Mustang’s engine was a comforting rumble as I

drove through town. My thoughts went back to what Hikaru

had told Kim. Etienne’s attempt to channel Mammon had

weakened the seals keeping Mammon and his armies

imprisoned. There was no way to keep the Horde from

showing up. Without the blood of the Half-Caste Chylde,

there was no way to maintain control over it. And in spite of

knowing that Vortigern was her father, we were still no

closer to finding the Half Caste Chylde.

Something Dr. C had said when we were scrambling to

catch the group of wanna-be shooters ran through my head.

People like that tended to be on a short timer. The moment

they thought the cops were on their way, they usually



turned their guns on themselves. The Horde wasn’t nearly

as self-destructive, but they would also show up with a clock

ticking on them. Hikaru thought the only way to survive the

Horde was to be the Horde. But maybe there was another

option.

Instead of turning right to head home, I took a left and

angled for the highway, pulling the phone Shade had given

me out as I hit the on ramp and hitting the speed dial for

her dark phone. It rang twice before it went to voicemail,

which meant she’d rejected the call. I let out a slow breath

as I waited for the beep.

“Shade, it’s Chance. But you already know that. Look,

babe, I know you’re upset at me, but this is important. I

need to ask you for a favor. I’ll text you the details. I know I

could have just texted to begin with but… I wanted to hear

your voice. Even when you’re mad at me, it’s still the most

beautiful sound in the world. I love you, and I’ll see you

tomorrow.” I ended the call, and added “I hope.”

A few minutes later, I was pulling into the scene Lucas

and I had worked on Wednesday. Even before I got out of

the car, the low level chill of recent death washed over my

senses. Combined with the negative emotional residue the

cultists had brought with them, this place had the right feel

for something Infernal. My footsteps were loud in my own

ears as I walked across the road, and I noticed how quiet it

was. No birds, no frogs, no insects broke the silence of the

night. All the better for what I wanted. I grabbed a stick and

headed into the building, leaving the whisper of the wind

and the distant hum of the city behind.

I made what preparations I could and hustled out of

there. On the drive home, I let the wind blow the dark

feeling off my skin, but my thoughts weren’t much better by

the time I pulled into the driveway beside Mom’s van. Once I

was inside, I took a deep breath and let it out. Being home

helped. It was both a sanctuary and an inspiration, and my



thoughts found better paths to follow. The upholstery of

Mom’s favorite chair was a soft reassurance under my

fingertips as I walked past it, and the smell of dinner still

lingered in the air. This, I remembered, was everything I

fought for, everything I risked my life for.

It’s also what you want to be worthy of, I reminded

myself as I started up the stairs. It was a stark reminder that

I still walked a fine line most of the time. The days to come

were probably going to push me closer to the edge than I’d

been in a long time; maybe even across it. I pulled my

sheets off the bed and curled up on the floor wondering if I’d

ever really lose the taint I’d picked up working for Dulka.

The door creaked open, and a furry warmth settled next to

me, followed by a wet tongue across my cheek.

“Good boy,” I muttered, and got a low groan in reply.

Junkyard laid his head on my arm, then put a paw over my

elbow. Maybe I was still okay enough. The thought

comforted me into sleep.

 

Friday dawned hot and muggy, with massive clouds lit

up on my right by the rising sun as I drove toward school.

Ren rode with his elbows over the headrest of the passenger

seat, his makeshift tactical gear hanging loose on him. Even

at rest, his wings were a bright pink from excitement.

“Okay,” I said, fishing my dark phone out of my

backpack. “What are the rules of engagement for today?”

“Just one,” Ren said. His thin lips curled up into a feral

smile, and his wingtips went yellow. “Don’t.”

“Very funny. Now, for real.”

“Observe, alert, follow. If I find anyone who feels off, I

call you and I stay invisible and tail them. I don’t engage

them alone, or up close.”

“Right. That’s what the crossbow is for.” I opened the

phone’s screen and held it close to my face. “Call Steve



Donovan.” The phone happily informed me it was calling

Steve, and I put the call on speaker then laid it on the

passenger seat.

“Yo,” Steve said when he picked up.

“You have got to get a greeting from this century,

Donovan,” I said.

“It works for me,” he answered with the confidence of

the terminally awkward. “What’s up?”

“I was wondering if you were in the mood to torment

some demons.”

“Did you think you had to ask me that? For real?”

“That’s what I thought. Meet me tonight. I’ll text you the

address.”

“Should I bring…?”

“Definitely. And keep this between us. Plausible

deniability. See you then.” I ended the call as I turned the

Mustang into Kennedy High’s front parking lot. Beside me,

Ren faded from view, and I heard the buzz of his wings as he

flew out the passenger side window. I found a parking spot

somewhere south of BFE and tossed my dark phone back

into my backpack, then took off for the tree where we

usually hung out before school. Only Lucas, Monica and

Wanda were waiting for me. Lucas had a distant look on his

face, and Wanda was staring at her phone like it had grown

another head. When Monica noticed me, she gave me a

withering look that would have taken a few minutes off my

life, if looks really could kill. She turned away from Lucas as I

got closer, something I’d rarely seen her do. When she took

a step away from him, I was even more surprised. When she

hit me...well, that I wasn’t as surprised by, even if I wasn’t

exactly expecting it.

“Asshole!” she hissed at me. I shook my head to clear it

and put my hand to my mouth. My fingertips came away



with a thin smear of red on them. “You had no right to do

that to him.” She stood there facing me, her arms straight

down at her side, her chin thrust forward, her whole body

quivering in anger.

“You’re right,” I said.

“What?” Monica and Wanda said in unison.

“I shouldn’t have taken him with me. I could have done

the whole thing on my own.”

“You should have thought of that before,” Monica said.

“And what was I supposed to know?” I asked. “What

exactly was I supposed to have thought of? Every single

way shit could have possibly gone wrong? You think I don’t

second guess every decision I make? You think I don’t know

that every single bad thing that has happened to my friends

is my fault? I live with this shit every day, Monica. Every

day.”

“You know you shouldn’t but you do anyway,” Monica

said.

“Where would you be if he didn’t?” Lucas asked from

behind her. Her face went pale, and she shook her head.

“I’d rather still be there than see you hurt,” she said.

“He shouldn’t have taken you.”

“I volunteered,” Lucas said. “And I knew the risks.

Besides, now that I can use the Sight...I can do this.” He

stepped up behind Monica, and she shuddered as he put his

hand close to her back.

“Oh, God,” she gasped, her eyelids fluttering as her

back went ramrod straight, thrusting her breasts out against

her shirt. Her head tilted to one side and she took an

unsteady breath before she turned and pressed herself

against Lucas. “What did you do?”

“Just brushed up against your root chakra. Now that I

can see auras, it’s easier to affect them.”



“You are so wicked, Lucas Kale,” she said.

“I try,” he said.

“And I love you for it.”

“So, you’re uh...you’re okay?” I asked Lucas.

“Man, this is some groovy shit,” he said in a mock hippie

voice.

I shook my head and turned to Wanda. “So, what’s up

with you? You look like you’ve seen a ghost or something.”

“Uh, not exactly, but the cops want to give me a letter

of commendation for the other day.”

“That’s actually a good thing,” I said. “It’s the

reprimands you want to avoid.”

“I know, but I did everything wrong, you know?”

“No, you just didn’t do it by the book,” I said. “If you

had, it would have been worse. And that’s pretty much

always going to be the case when the Veiled world meets

the cowan world.”

“Why should it be okay for us to break the rules,

though?”

The question made me pause for a moment. “We walk

in both worlds, Wanda,” I said after a few seconds’ thought.

“We see what no one else in the cowan world can, Hell we

do what no one else in that world can. The Veiled world has

very different rules than the cowan world and we break

some of those, too. People like us...we have to be really

careful, because we have to balance the rules of two worlds.

We have to know when to break the rules of one world to

protect the other.”

“That’s an awful lot of responsibility to take on.”

“Dr. C says that’s the price we pay for the power we

have. Besides, end result, you saved that girl’s life. You

deserve the kudos.”



“We saved her life,” Wanda said with the beginnings of

a weak smile. “You did a lot of the heavy lifting.”

“I’ll take ‘we,’” I said. The bell rang, and I trudged

toward the doors, resigned to another day on my own. I sent

Shade a text after second period, asking her if we could talk

during lunch. All I got back was one word: Yes. It was

enough to lift some of the weight I felt on my heart.

As soon as the bell rang for lunch, I was out of the

classroom and all but sprinting for the library. When I

shoved the door open, I found myself facing at least a dozen

hostile stares. Balloons and long pieces of white paper

covered the tables, and someone was working on a plastic

shield and swords.

“Excuse you,” one of the girls closest to the door said.

“We’re working in here. Some of us have actual work to do

before prom.”

“Sorry, I just need to check a reference,” I said as I

started toward the back of the room. Another girl stepped in

front of me with an uncapped marker in hand.

“Clue check, slacker,” she said. Her lips turned upward

into a smug grin. “That means the library is closed. Do your

creepy nerd shit later.” I narrowed my eyes at her and felt

my lip curl up into a sneer. I started to let my aura flare

when Shade stepped up behind the girl.

“Piss off Bree,” she said. Bree jumped and turned to look

at Shade. Something in her eyes made the girl shrink back a

little. “Just because he’s not on some prom arts and crafts

committee or kissing your ass doesn’t mean he isn’t doing

his part for prom. So go back to your coloring.” She turned

and headed back toward the stairs, but she stopped before

she got to the door.

“Thanks for that,” I said.

She turned and folded her arms, looking at me with a

frosty expression. “I’m here. Talk.”



“Um, okay,” I said. “First things first, did you talk to

him?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“We’ll see.”

“That’s it?” I gaped at her. “All you’ve got is ‘We’ll see?’

Shade, this is some pretty serious shit. I need better than

we’ll see.”

“I need something better than you telling me you’re not

lying.”

“What? Why? You know I’d never do anything to hurt

you.”

She shook her head, sending waves through the mane

of red. “No, I know you haven’t yet. Yet. But I can’t read you

like everyone else, Chance. I trusted Brad, and he screwed

me over. In a lot of ways. I hate trusting people. It scares

me. Do you know what that’s like for me?”

“Being scared? Yeah, I lived scared for eight years. For

that matter, the last two haven’t been exactly fear-free.”

“I don’t do scared, Chance. I’m an apex predator, an

alpha wolf. I lived scared of every man around me for three

years, and now, I don’t have to, but when it comes to

you...I’m scared all over again. And I don’t like that.”

“I scare you?” I said. My stomach seemed to drop to the

floor, and it felt like my feet were trying to slide in different

directions, like the ground wasn’t solid under me anymore.

“Why?””

“Because I want to trust you, Chance,” Shade

whispered, her mouth a tight line. “But I don’t know if I can.”

“You want something you can trust?” I asked, my heart

pounding hard. I took her hand and put it against my chest.

“Even if I’m mad at you, even if I’m hurt and confused, one

thing I always know is that I love you. Now, am I lying?”



For a moment, her face softened and a tear slid down

each cheek. Then she turned and walked away, leaving me

there with a stupid expression on my face, certain I would

never understand women. Or at least not the one woman I

wanted to.

The rest of the day was a slog, and if we covered

anything important in class, I’m pretty sure I missed it.

Shade didn’t look at me all through Sociology, leaving me to

occasionally glance at the back of her head. She bolted for

the door the second the bell rang and I followed at my own,

much slower, pace. Halfway to the front doors, I found Brad

nursing a broken nose. The lockers behind him were dented,

and when he tried to glare at me, both eyes were sporting

fading shiners.

“Whatever you said, you probably deserved that,” I said.

“I didden thay nuthig,” Brad said, then winced as his

lycanthropic healing moved something back into place. “She

punched me before I could get a word out.”

“You still deserved it,” I said as I kept going.

“Screw you, Fortunato!” Brad called after me.

I tried not to smile as I walked on, but the corners of my

mouth crept up a little. While I would have loved to see

Shade sucker punch Brad, I was also glad I wasn’t anywhere

around when she did. Unless I was ready for it, I couldn’t

take that kind of damage. And the way Shade seemed to be

feeling right then, I wasn’t sure she’d pull her punch.

Those thoughts kept me company on the drive to Dr.

Corwin’s place. Lucas and Monica were already parked out

front, and if the weather were cooler, they would have been

steaming up his windows. As it was, I didn’t feel too bad

thumping the hood of his car as I walked past. Behind me, I

heard them get out of the car, then the rustle of cloth as

they readjusted their clothes. I did wait at the gate for them,

though.



I was first through the door to the kitchen, and I heard

raised voices from the study the moment I stepped inside.

Lucas and I stopped just inside, waiting to hear who was

yelling at who.

“Hey,” Dr. C said. “It’s your blood.”

“How does that even begin to excuse your

incompetence?” Vortigern’s voice answered.

“It carries your intent as well, dumbass,” Dr. C said. “I

should have known that would happen. You don’t want her

to be found. Not that I blame you.” We hurried toward the

study at that. I didn’t know Vortigern well enough to know

how he’d take an insult like that, but I’d seen him fight. I

wasn’t eager to spend the next few days patching up the

house with Dr. C.

“It’s pointed at your own domicile, you thrice cursed

fool!” Vortigern yelled. “Congratulations, you’ve succeeded

in detecting me!”

I didn’t bother knocking on the doors to the study.

Instead, I just pushed them open and walked in. “What’s he

doing here?” I said, wand in hand.

“Nothing useful,” Dr. C said.

“Nonsense,” Vortigern said. “I was...beset by a flurry of

Furies this morning. I felt it prudent to come here. This place

has certain protections.”

“Is that what a group of those things is called?” I asked.

“No, I just enjoy the alliteration,” Vortigern said with a

smile. “However, while I was here, I deduced that my blood

would be the best way to find the Half-Caste Chylde, but

your so-called master-”

“I’m not his master,” Dr. C interjected.

“True,” Vortigern said without missing a beat. “As I was

saying, your...mentor...must have skewed his divination too

sharply toward the blood itself instead of the line it



represents, because for the past ten minutes, it’s been

centered on this...very...spot.” The last three words came

out slow and soft, and Vortigern’s face went nearly white.

“I’m with Dr. C on this one,” I said. “Blood carries intent.

Plus, this contract has dragon magick all over it. That’s hard

to counter, even with blood…” I stopped talking as Vortigern

walked past me.

“By the Morningstar,” he said softly as he stopped in

front of Monica. Seeing him close to her, I was struck by the

similarities between their features, subtle enough that I’d

missed them until I saw both of them at the same time. “You

grew into a beautiful young woman. You have your mother’s

eyes.” He reached out and caressed her cheek with the

backs of his index and middle fingers.

The effect was instantaneous. A spark leapt between

them, and both of them stepped back, looking like they

were caught in their own personal vortex, their hair flying

and their clothes fluttering for a moment. A minor

shockwave knocked Lucas and me back a couple of steps

and sent papers flying from Dr. Corwin’s desk.

“What just happened?” Lucas asked slowly.

“Forgive me, Wizard Corwin,” Vortigern said. “For

doubting your ability.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked. “Are you

saying…?”

“This...this girl is my daughter,” he said, turning back

toward us. “She is the Half-Caste Chylde.” Without another

word, he leaped at Dr. C.



 

Chapter 13

~ Never strike at a wizard directly. ~ Honorable Sheng,

dragon

 

My brain was going in a hundred different directions at

once. Most urgent was trying to keep Vortigern away from

Dr. Corwin. I had caught him in midair with a reflexive TK

bolt, but that had only slowed him down and pissed him off.

The second spell was holding him, but just barely. As it was,

I could feel my feet slipping on the hardwood floor. I leaned

into my stance, but ended up giving a couple more inches in

the process.

“Fool!” Vortigern shouted. “You’ve doomed her!”

“A little help here?” I said. Dr. C uttered something

behind me, and I felt the pressure against my spell ease a

little.

“Vortigern, stand down!” Dr. C yelled. “She’s not in any

danger! Especially not here!” If he’d been hoping to calm

the demon lawyer down, that wasn’t the way to do it.

Vortigern let out a roar that made the windows and the light

fixtures rattle. Red fire erupted around him and fiery wings

appeared behind him, then the force pressing against my

spell doubled. I slid across the floor, and heard the sound of

Dr. C’s desk sliding behind me.

“No place on Earth is safe for her. If I can find her, then

the firm will not be far behind!” Vortigern’s wings were

getting bigger, and the heat from his aura was starting to

hurt my hands. I slid back a little further, then my feet hit

the base of the desk.

“Vortigern!” I growled. “Stop this!”



Whatever he planned on saying in reply was cut off by a

splash of cold water. Most of it hit Vortigern, but a swath of

cold and wet fell across my right side as well. Most of it

boiled away when it hit his aura, but enough got through to

break his concentration. He drifted back a few feet, shaking

his head. Then a pale hand reached up, grabbed him by the

ankle and yanked him out of the air. He hit the ground with

a thump, but was back on his feet in a heartbeat, his face

dark as he turned to face whoever had pulled him down.

When he came face to face with Monica, his expression

faltered and he hesitated. Monica didn’t.

She punched him across the cheek, then followed up

with the other hand. Vortigern staggered back and brought

his hands up.

“Peace, girl!” he said as she drew back her right fist

again.

“These are my friends!” Monica said, her fist still up

beside her ear. I went to stand at her right side, and Lucas

stepped up on her left, a bucket in one hand and his

paintball gun in the other. “So chill the fuck out.”

“Of course,” Vortigern said. He straightened up slowly,

his hands still up, palms out in a placating gesture.

“Consider me chilled.”

“Two minutes ago,” Dr. C said as he came around the

desk, “I would have asked how you could be sure Monica

was your daughter, but I think we already know that. She

definitely has your temper.”

“We do indeed,” Vortigern replied. He lowered his hands

and turned toward Dr. Corwin. “My apologies for my

outburst, Wizard Corwin. I was overcome by emotion.”

“Just don’t let it happen again.”

“That, I cannot guarantee.” He turned to face Monica

again. “I allow myself few emotions, daughter mine, and in



you I invest them all. I act out of a father’s love, however

unschooled I may be in such matters.”

“You’re...my father,” Monica said slowly. Her hand

dropped to her side and her head fell forward. After a

moment, she drew in a long breath, then let it out as a

series of short sobs. “I always dreamed about you. I

imagined that one day, you’d come to take me away and

we’d go live in a normal house somewhere, and I wouldn’t

have to do…”

“Monica, I never meant for anything-”

“No,” Monica cut him off, her voice sharp as a razor. Her

head came up, and I could see the anger in her eyes. “You

don’t get to explain or make excuses. And you don’t get a

say in my life. Not right now. Maybe not ever.”

“Can I apologize?”

“Maybe later,” Monica said. She put her hands on

Vortigern’s shoulders. “If you can.”

“If I can?” he said. Then her knee came up, and he

doubled over. Lucas and I winced as he hit the floor. All

three of us stepped back as the Infernal lawyer puked on

the hardwood.

“That was not how I figured finding the Half-Caste

Chylde would go,” Lucas said.

“It wasn’t the reunion I had in mind, either, Mr. Kale,”

Vortigern moaned from the floor. He let out another groan,

then slowly got to his feet. He pulled a handkerchief from

his pocket and wiped his mouth with it, then carefully

refolded it before he tucked it away again. “Though it is

better than what I deserve. Monica...is that still your name

then? I do not know who you were placed with, or anything

about your life. I wish I could say it was some noble,

paternal motive that drove that deal, but, in truth, I had no

choice. The firm took you from us… killed your mother and

held you hostage against my performance as one of their



.employees on the mortal side of the Veil. I have done

terrible things in the name Sammael and Berith, but seeing

you alive and whole…” He stopped, his voice suddenly thick

with emotion.

“Don’t lay your regrets on me,” Monica said. She

reached out and took Lucas’s hand. Side by side, they

looked so right together, and I could see her draw strength

from Lucas’s presence. Dressed in her black corset and

skirt, she was a Goth queen to Lucas’s dark prince. “I don’t

care what you did for me. I didn’t ask you to, and I didn’t

have a say in it.”

“No, sweet daughter,” Vortigern said. “I have no regrets

over what I did. In this moment, quite the opposite. The only

regret in my heart is that you suffered because of me. For

that, I am sorry, dear child.”

“It’s going to take a lot more than I’m sorry,” Monica

said. Dr. Corwin walked back into the room and threw a roll

of paper towels at the lawyer.

“You can start by cleaning up your mess,” Dr. C said. “As

for you, Monica, you’re staying here until after the Rending

is over.”

“Like Hell I am,” Monica said. “Lucas and I are going to

prom, and then we’re going to Shanghai.”

“Shanghai?” Lucas asked. “What’s in Shanghai?”

“Synreah has a place there,” Monica said, her voice

sultry. “She let me borrow the keys.”

“Does this mean no lessons this afternoon?” I asked

“I’m afraid it does,” Dr. C said. “I know that disappoints

you.”

“Immensely,” I said. “I might have to have dinner with

my mother and my sister tonight.” I left through the kitchen,

followed by the chorus of Monica’s protests and Lucas’s

questions. My mind was still going a thousand different



directions at once, but I had the beginning of a plan of

action. I was counting on Monica to be more stubborn than

Dr. Corwin, and for Lucas to back her play. And, if things

went the direction I thought they would, I was counting on

demons being demons. It was time to do a little scouting

and a lot of scheming.

 

A few hours later, I pulled into the parking lot of a little

diner called Tog’s. The sign was old school, plastic over

fluorescent bulbs, with a thick sheet of plexiglass protecting

it. Steve was there on his BMW motorcycle, trying to look

casual in jeans and protective bike gear. He had the Maxilla

slung alongside the bike on a welded rig, and he held his

black helmet under his arm. I pulled the Mustang up beside

him and leaned out my window.

“You don’t look like you’re ready to go do something

shady at all,” I drawled.

“Ha, ha,” Steve said, not at all amused. “You owe me a

steak dinner for this, at the very least.”

“Would you settle for a Philly Cheesesteak sandwich?” I

asked. “Like, on Monday?”

“I know you better than that. What happens between

now and Monday?”

“Oh, you know, the usual.”

“Armageddon, end of the world type stuff?”

“Potentially, but not if I have anything to say about it,” I

said.

“Last time that happened, what you had to say was no,

and it seemed like it stuck. Now here we are again. So, what

are we doing tonight?”

“Something stupid and dangerous,” I said.

“That sounds familiar, too.” He put his helmet on and

kicked-started the BMW. “Lead the way.” I pulled out of the



lot and hit the road going north.

All too soon, we were pulling off the side of the road.

Steve got off his bike as I got out of the car, and he slung

the sword across his back. We walked across the road in

silence, and stopped in front of the door to the ruined

building.

“This place doesn’t feel right,” Steve said.

“That’s why I chose it. What we’re about to do isn’t

exactly against the rules, but it isn’t something they teach

most apprentices, or even mages.”

“So we’re walking in a gray area?”

“Dark gray,” I said. “Let’s put it this way. Do you know

the best way to fuck up a demon’s day?”

“Make it drink holy water?” Steve asked.

“Get another demon to do it for you,” I said. “No one

gets along with anyone else in the Nine Hells. They make

deals and betray each other all the time.”

“How do you know the demon you hire won’t betray

you?” Steve asked.

“You know who you’re dealing with, you make the deal

too good to screw up...and you count on him doing it

anyway. That’s the thing about demons. They might stab

you in the back at the drop of a dime, but they’ll always stay

true to their nature and at least try to stab you in the back.”

“You think you’re good enough to pull a Xanatos Gambit

on a demon?” Steve asked. He shook his head. “You’re

good, but this is a demon we’re talking about here. In case

you forgot, a demon taught you everything you know about

this kind of deal, but I’m pretty sure he didn’t teach you all

he knew about it.”

“I’m sure he didn’t,” I said. “But I know this demon

better than anyone. I spent eight years watching him, after

all.”



“Dulka? You’re making a deal with Dulka? You know he

wants to get his hands on you in the worst way.”

“The trick here is to keep him from joining the other side

of the fight. So I’m not so much making a deal with him as

giving him a better alternative.”

“What’s the alternative?” Steve asked.

“It would take all night to explain,” I said, putting a hand

on his shoulder. “Just trust me. The most important part is

that you’re not doing anything wrong. And for once, I’m

actually a step ahead of things.”

“Famous last words. If I’m not doing anything wrong,

why are we sneaking around to do this?”

“Because the Conclave is all about absolutes. White or

black, there is no gray. Kind of like when we got the Maxilla.

If I’d done what the Conclave thought was ‘right,’ Wanda

would be dead, along with the rest of New Essex.

Sometimes, you have to break some rules to do the right

thing.”

Donovan nodded, his lips tightening to a thin line. “What

do you need me here for? I’m not summoning a demon.”

“Neither am I. Dulka’s not coming here. I’m going there.

I need you to be my anchor.”

“If you’re there, won’t he try to summon the Maxilla

through you like he did before?”

“I’m counting on it. Now, draw the sword.” The whole

building went white as the Maxilla came free of its scabbard,

glowing with sacred light in response to the profaned area it

was in. “Cross taught you the Progressions of the Five Rings.

Show me Stand Your Ground.” His response was immediate.

He brought the blade up horizontally, then reversed it

before spinning it and bringing it down across his body to

point out behind him. From there, he brought it up so the

blade was pointing down slightly and forward. He finished



the maneuver by bringing the sword forward slowly to grip it

with both hands. As the blade moved, the tip left a glowing

trail in the air, and I traced a glyph in front of myself. A few

seconds after his left hand closed on the grip, the ground at

his feet cracked, leaving a web work of lines that stopped

five feet from his center of gravity.

“What the…?” Steve yelped.

“Put the point down, touching the earth,” I said. He did

it, and the cracks got deeper. “Nothing can move you from

this world right now,” I told him.

“How am I doing this?” he asked.

“The Progressions of the Five Rings are intent made

manifest through motion. The movements are a sort of

spell, a statement to the Universe that you Will yourself to

stand in this spot against all Forces. If Dulka tries to pull the

sword through me to him, it’s going to go...badly.”

“Now I’m hoping he tries it,” Steve said with a wolfish

grin.

“There is no if, only when,” I said. “Now, stay right

there, and whatever you do, don’t let go of that blade until I

come back...or until sunrise, whichever happens first.”

“Sunrise? Why sunrise?”

“Because if I don’t make it back by then, I won’t make it

back at all.” I turned away and grabbed my backpack in my

right hand and drew my wand with my left.

The slender length of hawthorn glowed as I moved it,

leaving wispy trail of smoke in its wake. After a few passes, I

uttered a word in Lemurian, the ancient language of Mu.

Suddenly, all sound and almost all the light in the area was

gone. Everything in front of me took on a sort of fish-eye

effect as light bent toward the thing that had just showed

up. Most people know about the four basic elements: earth,

air, fire, and water. Many spiritual paths also taught a fifth



element of Void. Like the other four elements, Void has

many aspects to it. One of those aspects is that it exists

between everything. It is the distance between your hand

and the alarm clock in the morning, between two atoms, or

between your lips and your girlfriend’s when you want to

kiss her. It is what separates everything from everything

else. And in separating the Universe, it connects it. Because

right at the edge of your fingertips? That’s where Void

begins and ends. If you can touch the Void, you can touch

anything, go anywhere, or make anywhere else become

right where you are. Of course that was the trick, touching

something that was, by its very nature, nothing. Physically,

it isn’t possible. Unless you’re a Void Elemental. Then you’re

made of nothing, and you exist pretty much everywhere at

once.

Off to my right, two broken bricks fused together, and

near the edge of the circle Steve stood in, the cracks in the

ground closed up.

Hear you call, I did, I heard in my head. The sound I

associated with those words was as if they had been sucked

out of the silence, leaving little word shaped holes in reality.

What does the almost mage want?

“I need to travel between realms. From here to the

middle of the Abyss.”

Pay, the Elemental sucked out of the air.

“Of course,” I said, pulling out some of the things I had

brought along for just this purpose. An empty soda bottle, a

broken glass and a wire frame sculpture landed on the

ground in front of me. Just what an embodiment of empty

space liked most: things defined by their emptiness.

Where? it pulled. Many places in Abyss. Places there

that are...not. The bottle rolled toward it, and I could feel it

yearning for it. But it couldn’t take it. Neither of us had

agreed to the deal yet. The glass fused together as the Void



Elemental’s mere presence defied existence, a reflection of

its desire for something that had been unmade, where

distance had been created in something once whole. Only

the wireframe sculpture stayed intact, its beauty defined by

the empty space it encompassed.

“The edge of the places that are Dulka’s,” I said.

Agreed. Take you there I will.

“And back,” I added. Now that it had agreed, it was

locked into at least part of the bargain. Then again, so was I.

This was the most perilous part of the deal. It had agreed to

take me to the Abyss. One way or the other, I was going.

Now I just had to negotiate the return trip.

More you will need than this, it drew out of the silence.

Easy to visit the Maw. Harder to come back. Perilous to

venture for too long. Or too often. Much more you will need.

“I have just the thing,” I said, pulling out a colorful, spiky

plastic ball. Just the appearance of the thing made the

Elemental stretch toward it, warping light and sound toward

the vacuum of its being. It couldn’t tell what it was, just that

it wanted the thing more than anything else I’d shown it.

What? Why does it pull? Want….waaaant. Show. Show!

I grabbed the ball by both sides and pulled. The scissor

joints moved and the colorful rings expanded, creating more

and more space inside it. It was an isokinetic structure call a

Hoberman sphere, and for an entity like a Void Elemental, it

was the ultimate expression of negative space. By the time I

had it fully opened, it had gone from six inches to almost a

yard across.

“Bring me from Dulka’s realms to this spot when my

business is done, and this is yours upon my return here.,” I

said.

Yesyesyesyes. Done and done! Give!



“After my return, not a moment sooner.” I closed the

sphere and placed it within the circle of Steve’s influence,

and the Elemental drew in on itself.

Agreed, it sucked out of reality with a sharp hiss.

“And agreed.” Suddenly, a hole in space was just there

as the Elemental simply willed the two places to touch. I

grabbed my backpack and hustled to the opening between

worlds. Then I stepped across.

Imagine taking a step that is both only a couple of feet

long and yet takes you to a place that you can’t actually get

to from anywhere in the place you left. A world spanning

jump of only a few feet, as you cross two realities and an

infinite distance in less time than it takes to cross the street.

Now, imagine the feeling of not only crossing that distance,

but also being stretched between those two impossibly

distant points at the same time. Compress in the feeling of

jet lag after taking a twenty-eight hour flight and the bone

jarring experience of a couple of high speed car crashes.

That’s what stepping through that gate felt like.

Now imagine that infinitely stretched you snapping back

into shape across all that and hitting the tarmac with a jet

on top of you after all of that, and you pretty much have

what it felt like when my foot hit the ground in Hell.

The Abyss is not a pretty place. It’s loud, it stinks, and

it’s just plain uncomfortable for anything with a soul. And

it’s cold. Not in a frostbite inducing way. More of an I’m-

never-going-to-get-warm-again feeling. You can walk around

naked in the Maw and never go numb or succumb to

exposure. You can also sit by a blazing fire and sear the

flesh from your bones while bundled in eight layers of furs

and wool, and still never feel warm.

The things that live there call it the Maw. I stood there at

the edge of Dulka’s domain and stared into the black

emptiness of the Abyss for a moment before turning away.



Looking too long at the blackness below could draw a

human to jump into it. Rumor was, you would never hit the

bottom, and just fall for eternity. The further down you went,

the stronger the urge became. Instead, I brought my gaze to

level. In the distance, I could see more blackness, with

maybe a few glimmers of distant light. The Maw itself was

supposed to be bigger than some countries. Some very big

countries. As I turned back toward the side of it that I was

on, more and more lights came into view in the middle

distance. It was like being on a plane at night and looking

down at the lights of distant cities, only sideways. The curve

inward was gradual, and only those faraway lights really

gave the impression of the actual shape of the whole place.

Even that was hard to tell, because the sides weren’t

smooth. In fact, my destination was a wedge of black and

yellow rock that jutted out for about a mile into the dark

void. Red lights glimmered from inside the windows and

doorways, and screams issued from inside. Some sounded

pained. Others, more like the sounds of ecstasy. It was hard

to say which were more disturbing.

I slipped the battle gauntlet on and pulled my wand.

Then I pulled my nuclear option out of my backpack: a thick,

square amulet made of pure gold. The symbols on it flared

as I got closer to Dulka’s palace, and a series of wards flared

to life a few feet in front of me. I shifted my Sight and saw a

curse bounce off the wards. The defenses flickered as they

drew power from somewhere inside the palace. Moments

later, another curse bounced off the shields, and I stepped

forward. The defenses flickered again, once as they powered

up and again as my amulet temporarily negated them. I had

spent almost a year working on that amulet, and it had been

instrumental in breaking free of him. Walking back into his

palace again hadn’t been on my list of things to ever do

again, but this was the kind of thing I held onto



contingencies like this for. With the amulet on, none of

Dulka’s magick worked against me.

I slipped into a small doorway, one I knew from past

visits was almost never used except by rebellious servants

and the occasional enslaved apprentice. The cramped

passage led to a long, rectangular room with rough blankets

and straw pallets scattered on the floor, most occupied. It

looked like I had arrived as late in the evening here as in

New Essex. A few lamps cast fitful light near the door and

candles burned low in wall sconces further back. I picked my

way through the sleeping beings until I found the lone

human in the room. I knelt by him and touched his shoulder.

“Huh?” the older man mumbled as he rolled to face me.

A lined and grimy face turned toward me, with disheveled

white hair covering the lower half of his scalp. The top of his

head only had a few wispy white strands across it, and he

was missing most of his teeth. Scars crisscrossed his arms,

and I knew from bitter experience that the rest of his body

was covered in them as well.

“Watkins, it’s Chance,” I said. His eyes went wide as he

looked at me, then a broad smile split his face.

“Oh, thrash me, is it really you?” he asked, his voice

high and reedy. He reached out and grabbed my arm, and

his smile grew even bigger. A thin cackle rose into the dark

room as he sat up and gripped my arm with his other hand.

“It’s me alright,” I said. Around me, several of the other

servants stirred. Most of them were some form of demon or

non-human. Watkins was the only other human I ever saw

here. “I need you to take me to the boss.”

“Are you sure, boy?” he asked, his eyes going wide.

“There’s them as see you as the way out of here. Everyone

knows you were too smart for ‘im. An’ if you ever came

back, all of us knows you’d never come without a way back

to home.”



“I’m sure,” I said. “Take me to him.”

“If you say so,” Watkins said. His knees cracked and

popped as he got up. Standing at his full height, or as tall as

his stopped and crooked frame could manage, he barely

came up to my shoulder. I’d put on several inches over the

past couple of years, and looking down at Watkins made me

realize how much bigger I had gotten as well. As

affectionate as he was being, I remembered being on the

wrong end of a lot of beating at his hand. He was a master

with his fists and with a whip, and he’d been a terror to me

as a younger kid. Now I doubted he’d be able to knock me

across the room any more. He pulled me through the

sleeping servants, taking the opportunity to land a well-

placed kick if any of them protested too loudly.

Once out in the halls, he led me toward Dulka’s private

chambers, stopping once to avoid a patrol of redcaps.

“When did the Red Count start hiring mercenaries?” I

asked while the sound of iron boots faded.

“Oh, ‘long about the time he came back home with that

gash in his hand,” Watkins said, giggling. “His nibs won’t say

nothin’ of it, but I suspect they’re to protect him from you.

Powers only know when you might show up, eh?” He

nudged me and winked, giggling anew.

The Red Count’s palace was still the worst exercise in

planning and decorating I’d ever seen. The walls were black

with veins of red running through them, lit by candles that

burned with a low, guttering flame. Thick webs draped in

the higher parts of the halls and rooms, and the sound of

distant screams still reached my ears. I’d long since gotten

used to the stench of brimstone, but it had been almost two

years, and it was an uncomfortable presence against my

senses again. The hallways didn’t run in a straight line, at

best weaving back and forth visibly with a fairly straight

path down the middle. Most, however, curved hard enough



that it was almost impossible to see who was coming up in

front of you or if someone was behind you. Watkins walked a

few feet in front of me, giving me enough room to stop and

duck back if he ran into anyone. He avoided all but a couple

more servants, each time sending them back the way they

came with a slap or a kick and a few curses in Infernal.

Finally, we stood at the doors to Dulka’s private

chambers. Demons don’t sleep, but they do need do restore

their reserves of magick. All of them had some powers just

because they were demons. But there is only so much you

can do as a fallen angel, and they don’t naturally have the

energy to manipulate magick. So, they get it from

somewhere else. Some did it through artifacts, some

preferred cult worship, and a few did it through tapping

natural sources of magick. But most gathered it from the

souls of mortals.

Humans can do magick because of their souls’

connection to the Universe. The theory is that they were

created in the image of the Maker, whatever name they

might hang on said Creator, and with that came the ability

to exert their will on Reality, just like Whoever made it. No

one knows for sure, but it sounds cool. What demons do

know is that if you can get a mortal to give you their soul,

you can harvest the quintessence, the fundamental ability

to change What Is. So, when the rest of his staff was

sleeping, Dulka would be in his chambers harvesting power

from the souls he ‘owned.’ I’d spent too much time in that

chamber, both when he was harvesting energy and when he

was entertaining important guests and showing off.

Watkins went to a small door a little ways away from the

doors and pulled out a pair of manacles. I tilted my head

and raised one eyebrow. “Seriously, Watkins?” I said.

“You know the Master will flog me his own self if I bring

you in without these on,” he said, holding the manacles out



at the same time. “Besides, if I bring you in without making

it look like I tried to protect him, he’ll know something’s up.”

“Those are spellbinders. I’m not letting you put them on

me.”

“Oh, no, lad, no. You can take ‘em and put them on your

own self. That way I can’t activate ‘em!” He held them out

to me again, and I took them by the chain in the middle. I

removed the battle gauntlet and put it in my backpack. As I

was zipping it up, Watkins stepped up and reached for the

shoulder strap.

“Appearances, eh?” I said. He nodded and I let go of the

pack. He took it and backed away a step, then pointed to

the spellbinders.

“If you don’t mind, lad,” he said. With a nod, I stood and

pulled a pair of iron rings from my middle fingers as I turned

around. I pulled the ends of the shackles open, then slipped

an iron ring between each of them when I pulled them

closed.

“Okay, let’s do this.” The chains clinked as I gestured

toward the door. Watkins bobbed in place for a moment,

then pushed the massive iron doors open. He led me into

the room, and I remembered why I used to think of it as a

macabre orchard. Columns of stone rose from the floor and

descended from the ceiling, each holding a glowing

greenish-yellow bulb at the end. Inside was a swirling gas,

but as we walked through the ones on the floor, I could see

shapes inside. Faces, grasping hands and more gruesome

things floated near the edges of each orb. Thin strands of

mist oozed from the top of each globe toward the center of

the room. I turned my gaze away. Staring at that kind of

thing too long could drive you crazy.

Fifty yards later, we were approaching a raised section

of the floor. The lines of mist converged overhead, then

plunged down. As we got closer, I could see the meditation



pool. Thick, black fluid filled it, and Dulka’s head and

shoulders were visible near the center of the pool. He faced

away from us, and I could see the broken horn on the right

side of his head, a constant reminder of the beating I’d

handed him a year and a half ago. I could also see the top

edges of two thick scars that ran down his back, something

visible in Hell only because he couldn’t conceal it here. It

marked him as one of the original Fallen, the place where

his wings had been torn from his body before he had been

cast into the Abyss. He turned, his onyx colored skin

glistening with the black pool’s liquid. First, he looked at

Watkins and frowned.

Then he saw me.

Dark liquid sprayed as he surged to his feet, his full form

revealed in all its horrific glory. In Hell, Dulka was massive,

easily eighteen feet tall and rippling with muscle. He let out

a roar that shook the room and sent dust falling from the

ceiling. I glanced over to Watkins in time to see his right

hand dart out to touch the spellbinders. His lips moved and I

felt a tingle as the magick inhibitors tried to kick in and

close the shackles. Red sparks flew from the spellbinders as

the magick hit the iron rings and shorted out, but Watkins

wasn’t looking my way. Instead he had grabbed my arm and

jumped behind me.

“WHY DID YOU BRING THAT LITTLE BASTARD IN HERE?”

Dulka roared as he waded toward us.

“I caught him sneaking around your halls, master!”

Watkins squeaked from behind me. He pushed me forward,

half as a shield, half as an offering. “He spoke of killing you

and revenge, but I overpowered him and brought him to you

to punish.”

“YOU LITTLE…” he started, then stopped. He came to a

halt halfway to the edge, then looked closer at me. I met his

gaze, doing my best to project cool and collected. But my



heart was hammering in my chest, and I could feel old

memories clawing at the edges of my mind, pulling at me,

trying to suck me back into relive them all over again.

“Hey, Dulka,” I said. “Sucks to see you again, too.”

“What are you up to?” Dulka demanded. “Your little

heart is beating like you’re scared...but you’re not scared

enough.”

“I have a proposition for you, asshole.”

Watkins hit me in the back of the head, sending me

staggering forward. “Show respect to the master, boy!” he

barked. When I got my balance back, I held up one finger at

Dulka, then turned to face Watkins.

“Touch me again, and I will make you left handed for a

month,” I said. He cringed and stepped back, so I turned to

Dulka. “So, like I said, I have a proposition for you.”

“What could you possibly offer me?” Dulka demanded

with a deep, booming laugh. “Oh, wait, I know.” He put his

right hand out, and I could see the oozing wound that ran

through his palm. Power hit me, and I fought the urge to

activate the amulet as I felt the connection to the sword

pulse. He pulled at it, and the ground beneath us shook.

With a frown, he tried again, making the pool slosh and bits

of rock fall from the ceiling.

“What?” I gasped in mock surprise. “You went for the

sword? After the elaborate plan you tried last summer, I

would never expect that you wanted that! But to answer

your question, let’s just say I didn’t come empty handed.”

“Let’s say that,” he growled. “What do you have to

offer?” He lowered himself back into the pool and regarded

me with a quizzical look.

“Nothing, master,” Watkins said from behind me. “He’s

powerless now. I can force him to tell us why he’s really

here, what his plans are.”



“Watkins, you’re an idiot,” Dulka said, laughing again. “I

trained this boy, and he’s spent the last two years as an

apprentice to a Conclave wizard. Now he’s standing in front

of me like the hero in some space opera, ready to pull his

laser sword when I least expect it. He knew I’d try for the

sword. He let you ‘capture’ him.”

“Master, I have him in-”

“Do you see him begging for his life?” Dulka yelled,

coming partway out of the pool again. “Do you see him

cowering and afraid? No! The only person pissing

themselves in fear in this room is you. The boy in

spellbinders is confident enough to mock me to my face and

threaten one of my servants in front of me. The last time he

was this confident, he blew up a goddamn school with me in

it. He came prepared, dumbass. Now, kneel and shut up. I

want to hear what he has to offer me. Who knows, this

might even be a deal worth taking.” He gestured at me with

his left hand.

“Thanks. Word is, after last summer, you’re persona non

grata with the Mammon Booster Club. In fact, didn’t I hear a

rumor around Mabon that there was a contract or three out

on you?”

“Nuisances and distractions to keep me occupied,”

Dulka said. “The worst they could do is inconvenience me

for a while. I’ve felt the Maxilla’s bite. That’s the only threat

I take seriously, and it scares them. What’s your point?”

“Revenge,” I said. “You took a wound from the only

weapon that can kill your kind in the service of their cause. I

could have killed you. And they rewarded your efforts with

betrayal. Scorn.”

“I would have done the same,” Dulka said. He lifted his

hand from the water, revealing the seeping wound again. “I

failed them.”



“And they would have tried to get their own revenge,

wouldn’t they?”

“Too true,” he said with a grim smile. “So, revenge, you

say?”

“Yup. I’m offering you the chance to really fuck their

plans up, weaken their armies and get something for

yourself in the process.”

“How?”

“Fight Mammon’s Horde with me during the Rending.

Donovan will be there, wielding the Maxilla. Keep the foot

soldiers off of us so he can wipe out your chief rivals. With

them dead, their domains will be up for grabs, and you’ll

have a head start.”

“And a weakened army,” Dulka said.

“Tired and hurt, maybe,” I countered. “But whole. We

won’t be killing your forces, just theirs. Keep your troops

away from our line, and you’ll walk away from this a much

more powerful Lord in Hell.”

“Is that all you have to offer?”

“You get to live. And I’ll heal the wound I gave you.”

“Then we are agreed,” Dulka said.

“One last thing. If you’re thinking that there’s nothing

keeping you from just sitting on the sidelines and taking

advantage of the chaos anyway, think again.”

He shrugged and looked at me. “I was hoping you

hadn’t thought of that. But you haven’t given me any good

reason for showing up.”

“One, you owe me for the information already. I know

you hate being in debt to anyone, and to me especially. Two,

showing up only makes your job easier when you loot the

realms of the fallen because you’ll be the only demon who

stood up to Sammael and Berith. Everyone will know what a

badass you are when you come knocking. Plus it’ll piss off



Gedeon and Synrhodi’ir. Three, you know you will because

you’ll want to cash in on this later on. And you know I’ll feel

obligated to let you.”

“Those are nice but not compelling, you know,” he said.

“You also agreed to the deal already. And there is no

version of you showing up to fight that doesn’t benefit you.”

“This is one of those situations where both sides win,

isn’t it?” Dulka asked. “Except for Mammon’s supporters.”

“Yeah, it’ll suck for them, but for you and me, it’s gonna

be a good night.”

“Then I’ll probably be there,” he said.

“You will be, or I’ll come back with a pissed off

Nazarite,” I said as I turned and headed for the doors.

“Watkins, show our uninvited guest out, and get those

spellbinders back,” Dulka said with a dismissive wave.

Watkins grinned as he got to his feet and reached for me.

“You sure you want to be a lefty?” I asked. He grabbed

my arm by way of answer. I reached up and took his bony

wrist in my hand, then spun his arm around into a joint lock

that left his elbow straight and his wrist bent uncomfortably.

While he howled in pain, I reached down and pulled the

narrow iron shiv from inside my waistband and drove it

between the radius and ulna just behind his wrist. My aim

was a little off, and I felt it scrape against bone before

sliding through the cartilage that held the two bones

together. His cries got even louder, and I wiped the shiv off

on his ratty tunic. He cradled his bleeding arm to his chest

when I let go of it, then turned to sneer at me.

“The master will simply heal me,” he snarled.

“It’s an iron weapon,” I said, holding the narrow spike

up. Pale red splotches covered part of it, and I smiled. “A

rusty iron weapon that left iron oxide in the wound, and in

your blood. You’re going to have to heal that the old



fashioned way.” His eyes went wide, and I shoved him back.

“I know my own way out,” I said to Dulka, then turned for

the doors again, pulling my hands free of the spellbinders

and palming the rings. The doors opened on their own, and I

walked out. No one tried to stop me as I made my way back

out of the palace and back to where I had arrived.

“My business here is done,” I said. A second later, a hole

in Reality appeared, and I stepped though. The trip back

was much easier since I was going back to a place where I

actually belonged, but it was still rough. I staggered to the

nearest wall and leaned against it, trying not to heave up

everything in my stomach.

“You okay?” Steve asked.

“Yeah, fine,” I gasped. “Throw him his payment, so we

can go home.” He tossed the ball to the blurry spot where

the Void elemental was. It disappeared with a pop, and

things went back to normal. Then he pulled the Maxilla’s

point from the ground.

“Welcome back to the real world, man,” Steve said as

he came to my side. He put an arm under mine and pulled

me closer to upright. “You still look like Hell, though.”

“Everybody’s a comedian,” I muttered. He chuckled,

then went still. I looked up to see a figure step out of the

shadows. Dressed in gray slacks and a matching silk blouse,

her face was covered by a gray silk cloth from the nose

down, but there was no mistaking that it was a woman, and

I knew those eyes.

“Kim,” I said.

“Do you know her?” Steve asked.

“He knows my name,” Kim said. “He does not

know...me. I thank you for bringing both yourself and the

Maxilla to me, Chance. It will bring me great favor with the

oyabuns.”



Steve stepped away from me and drew the Maxilla.

“Lady, I don’t know who you think you are, but you’re not

getting my friend, and you’re not taking the sword.”

“We don’t have to do this, Kim,” I said, trying to stand

without swaying.

“Yes, we do,” she said, and I could hear the smile in her

voice as her stance shifted. “We must fight, and you will

lose.”

“Yeah, that’s pretty much gonna happen,” I said. “Steve,

run. The sword is a lot more important than I am, especially

now.”

“Together we can take her, man” he said.

“No, we can’t,” I insisted, then stepped in front of him.

“Now run!”

“Not happening, little buddy,” Steve said. He stepped

up beside me, and I had to fight to keep from facepalming.

“You should have taken his advice, Nazarite,” Kim said.

She grabbed a strap that ran across her body and pulled a

sheathed katana into view. “You should have run. I am a

trained swordswoman, with years of experience. You are

what? A half trained boy?” Her stance shifted and she

gripped the katana’s sheathe.

“Steve,” I said, “Don’t do this.”

“I’m a Nazarite, and the Wielder of the Maxilla Asini. And

I’ve fought bigger than you lady.” He rushed forward, and

Kim drew her blade. As the tip cleared the scabbard, it

trailed an arc of red powder, which Steve rushed straight

into. I took a step back, not wanting to find out the hard way

what it was. Almost as soon as he hit the red dust, Steve

staggered back, shaking his head and coughing. Then Kim

lunged forward. To his credit, Steve blocked the first stroke,

and got his blade on the second, even blinded. Then she did

a feint low and right, and he moved to block. Her blade



flicked up in a blur of steel, and Steve reeled back, his hand

going to his neck. Her sword moved again, and a line of red

appeared across his wrist. A quick thrust and the tip of her

blade touched his chest before she slashed his shirt open

from his ribs to his belt line. I couldn’t get a shield spell over

him fast enough, and she was inside anything I could do on

the fly for him.

“Steve, get out of here!” I yelled. “Keep the sword safe,

that’s your first job!”

“Listen to him, Nazarite,” Kim said. “There is wisdom in

what he says, and no dishonor in yielding the field to a

superior opponent if your fall means the loss of more than

your own life.”

“I can’t run from a fight,” Steve said, blinking to clear

his vision. Everywhere her sword had touched, a thin cut

bled.

“You need to run from this one,” I said, and cast a shield

between them.

“Look to your wounds, Nazarite,” Kim said. “Each would

have been lethal, had I made it even a centimeter deeper.”

Steve looked down at the shallow cuts Kim had left on him,

then looked to me with fear in his eyes for the first time.

“Go,” I said. “I’ll be okay.” I think, I added in my own

head. He nodded, then frowned as he went to move. Instead

of running, though, he just sort of pitched sideways and lay

still. I turned to look at Kim, horrified that I might have just

gotten him killed.

“A mild paralytic on the blade,” Kim said. “He will live.

Now, show me what my beloved Trevor has taught you.”

“One Hell of a shield spell,” I said, stepping over to

stand in front of Steve. Kim smiled, then unleashed a

barrage of glowing bolts at my shield. I had designed it

strong, and I had taken some pretty serious hits against it.

But her attack was unlike anything I had ever faced. It



wasn’t just one hit, it was a hundred, each one harder than

the last, each one chipping away at it like a sandblaster. I

felt it weakening with every blow, until it collapsed in a

blinding backlash. I staggered back, my vision white with

unfocused magick coursing through me.

“Don’t bore me with parlor tricks, apprentice,” Kim said,

her voice low and harsh. I heard footsteps, and I reflexively

dropped and rolled to the side. Something flew through the

air to my right, and I shifted to my Sight. Kim’s aura became

visible, and I saw a red line arc toward me. I ducked under

it, then danced back as another line flowed at me. Then I

was dodging and blocking a flurry of kicks and punches,

barely getting out of the way or blocking each punch. Even

still, a few got through, and I finally stumbled back with a fat

lip and a swollen cheek. My vision was starting to clear,

though, and Kim was standing back, giving me a long,

appraising look.

“Your defense is barely adequate,” she said. “But

still...adequate. Now, let’s see your offense.”

I didn't bother with a witty comeback. “Ictus,” I hissed,

then followed up with a kick as she dodged the TK bolt. She

blocked that, and every punch and kick I tried. Then

somewhere in there, she starting hitting back, and it turned

into a trade-off. Attack, defend, attack, defend. Then I was

on my back, and my lungs didn’t know how to get air into

them all of the sudden.

When my diaphragm stopped spasming, I gasped in a

breath of sweet air, only to find Kim kneeling next to me.

“Barely adequate,” she said. “But again, adequate. For a

rank novice.” Her left hand touched a spot on my temple,

and suddenly, I couldn’t think straight or move.

“What...what are you…” I slurred.

“Nothing serious,” Kim said. “I’ve disrupted the flow of

your chi. It interferes with your voluntary muscle control.



The effects will pass before you wake up. In the meantime,

there is much that must be done.” She looked around, then

down at me. Gently, she put a fingertip to the side of my

face. “Remember the way,” she whispered. The last thing I

saw before I fell into blackness was her eyes. Gods, they

were beautiful...



 

Chapter 14

~ A man’s greatest enemy is his own nature; learn to use it

to your benefit. ~ Clan Ryu teaching

 

I woke up to the memory of Kim’s fingers brushing my

forehead. Of all the times I’d been knocked out, this was the

most pleasant wake up I could remember. Even if my hands

were tied in front of me. I looked down to see that my

fingers had been bound together in a complicated position,

and thin needles were stuck in my forearm. I was sitting in a

large hotel room, facing the front of the room. A king sized

bed was between me and the door, and a comfortable

looking couch was to my left.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ve been tied up by my mentor’s ex.

There’s a love triangle I don’t want to be a part of.” Pain

flared above my left ear as Kim walked into sight in a silver

evening gown, her right hand coming back from the love tap

she’d delivered to the side of my head. Some people look

pretty, some people are beautiful. Kim owned the beautiful

class. The way she moved, the way she held herself, even

the way she spoke was graceful, poised and confident. She

reminded me of Shade when she walked, and made me

smile at the realization she was the kind of woman Shade

would probably become.

“You are a fool, Chance Fortunato,” she said, her brow

creased ever so slightly. “Do not speak so casually of such

things. Especially not here.”

“Kinda not sure where the Hell here is,” I said. “Just

woke up tied to a chair and all. The jokes pretty much write

themselves.”



“This is no time for humor. You are in the heart of Clan

Ryu’s power in New Essex. The oyabuns are less than fifty

yards away. Your life has never been in so much danger.”

“Seems like my life is always in some kind of danger,” I

said. “And I can only end up so dead.”

“Then let me put it in terms you will take more seriously.

You are in a room at a five star hotel. A hotel the Dragon

Clan owns. Any assault upon it will be suicidal, even for a

full-fledged wizard.”

“Is that a threat, lady?” I asked. “Because that’s

dangerous ground. No one who’s threatened my friends or

my family has ever walked away.”

“No, it is not a threat, merely a caution. I know my

Trevor will come for you. It falls to you to make sure he

doesn’t do something foolish. Even I could not face any of

the oyabuns alone, to say nothing of the head of the clan.”

“Okay, are you new at this whole taking prisoners

thing?” I asked. “Because right about now, you’re supposed

to be telling me how escape is impossible, taunting me with

your power, telling me no one is coming to rescue me...you

know, monologuing.”

“I never assume escape is impossible. And I know my

Trevor will find you.”

“You’ve really got to work on this whole villain shtick.

You’re supposed to tell me you covered your tracks too well

for me to be found. Besides, your bosses would have your

ass if you didn’t.”

“I covered my tracks,” she said with a hint of a smile. “I

didn’t cover yours. One last thing. We possess the Maxilla. It

would be foolish of you to try to stop the Rending without

it.” She held up my phone, showing me a photo of the

Maxilla laying in a circle of black and green powder on a

marble floor. With a smile, she tossed the phone on the

expanse of the bed and turned to walk toward the door.



“Hey, could you at least turn on the TV?” I called after

her. “I want to order pay per view, something really

expensive like Ultimate Fights or a boxing match.”

She stopped and turned in the little foyer, her smile

plain now. “You remind me of him,” she said. “You’re

irreverent and brash like he was.”

“I’m also passive aggressive and a little messed up,” I

said. She turned away and opened the door. “No TV? Okay,

I’ll just call down for room service or something.”

She turned in the doorway. “Yes, do that,” she said, then

tilted her head and winked before pulling the door shut

behind her.

Once the latch clicked, I let my eyes unfocus and tried

to use my Sight, but the world stayed depressingly normal

and blurry. That made me blink. My mystic senses were

always just below the surface, and years of use made them

easy to touch even under pressure. Being tied to a chair was

far from the worst situation I’d been in, so I should have

seen the auras of anyone nearby. Taking a deep breath, I

closed my eyes, centered myself and reached for the core of

my magick.

There was nothing there.

My eyes snapped open and my breath came in short

gasps. Kim had done something to me, something to my

magick. My heart pounded in my chest, and I tried to pull

my arms free of the ropes, even though I knew I couldn’t

break them. I could barely move my arms as it was, and

even the slightest movement made my fingers hurt. When I

tried to straighten my legs, I felt the ropes wrapped around

my ankles. Wood creaked but evidently, the Yakuza paid for

sturdy chairs in their five star hotel fortresses. Twisting in

the chair revealed that I was tied to the chair by my elbows.

I threw my head back and let out a frustrated sound, not

quite a yell, but louder than a growl.



Magick was part of who I was, part of my very identity.

Without my magick, I as just another pissed off kid with

PTSD and a bad attitude. Another thought surfaced in my

head, and I went still. If I lost my magick, I wasn’t Dr. C’s

apprentice any more. I couldn’t protect Mom and Dee. I

wouldn’t be a hero in my little sister’s eyes ever again.

Those thoughts crushed me into total brain-lock, and for a

few minutes, all I could do was sit there and imagine the

look of pity on Dr. C’s face when he found out. Or the look

on Dee’s face that I would never see again.

On the heels of that depression came a cold, calculating

calm. Anger was a close friend to loss and sadness for me,

and after the first wave of fear and depression, it washed

over me like a cleansing fire. Every good thought I ever had

of Kim, every pleasant memory from Dr. C’s mind was

eclipsed by the dark rage that welled up in me, the need to

make her pay for taking my magick from me.. I’d find a way

to get revenge. Even if I had to destroy the whole damn

Dragon Clan to do it. But first, I needed to get out of here.

My gaze fell on my phone. My expensive, high tech

phone that Shade had given me. The phone that had voice

commands. I hopped the chair forward until I was at the

edge of the bed.

“Call Lucas,” I said. I heard the faint sound of the phone

ringing, then Lucas’ voice on the other end.

“Dude, it’s like three in the morning,” he said, his words

thick with sleep. “On a Saturday. This better be damn good,”

“Is being captured by the Yakuza good enough?” I

asked. I heard movement from the other end, then Lucas’s

voice got louder after a thump that sounded like someone

landing on the floor.

“You have my undivided attention,” Lucas said moments

later.

“Can you turn on the GPS app on my phone?”



“Shade can.”

“Call her and ask her to do it. Then call Dr. C. Tell him

what’s going on and to be a sneaky bastard.. And stay

home. I’m not even sure Dr. C can handle Kim.”

“Wait, you’re captured by the ninja lady from the hangar

and her bosses, and you’re making a phone call? Last I

checked that wasn’t standard villain procedure.”

“I’m tied to a chair, dude. Evidently, they forgot my

phone has voice commands. Just do what I asked, okay?”

“Oh, I’m definitely calling Shade and Dr. C,” he said.

“And I’m demanding photos of you tied to a chair.”

“Lucas?” I said. “Please, don’t leave your place. And tell

Shade not to come after me, either.”

“Yeah, I can tell her to, but-”

“Be convincing,” I said. “This foe is beyond all of you.”

Silence held for a moment, then a much more subdued

Lucas spoke. “I’ll tell her. I’ll convince her. Anything that

makes you resort to misquoting another wizard has to be

serious.”

“More than you know. End call.” There was a click, then

the room went quiet, and all I could do was wait.

Waiting is different when you’re not in control of things.

When all you can do is sit there and hope the next person to

come through the door isn’t a bad guy, it’s like having a

cheese grater run across your forehead. Every sound is a

danger sign, every movement is an enemy. I tried to

meditate, but that only made my awareness of my

newfound loss of magick that much worse. The only comfort

I could find was in imagining ways to destroy Clan Ryu.

When something did happen, it came from an

unexpected direction. A soft clicking and rasping sound

came from the left side of the room, and I saw the deadbolt

to the adjoining room start to turn. It finally clicked to



vertical, and the door opened until it hit the privacy lock,

the loop of metal that was flipped over the bar. A slim piece

of metal with a divot cut out of the end slid into view and

pressed against the swing bar. Then the door closed most of

the way, and I heard a tap. The flip bar swung away, and the

door opened to reveal Dr. C in black slacks and a white

button down shirt with a hotel name tag over his pocket.

“Are you okay?” he asked, walking into the room and

picking up my phone.

“Kinda,” I said. “My magick’s gone. Other than that, I’m

miserable.”

“It isn’t gone, just...blocked temporarily,” he said as he

looked at my phone for a moment. “And you’re in so much

trouble right now, I’m tempted to let it stay blocked for a

while.”

“Blocked?” I asked, almost sobbing with relief. “How?”

“Acupuncture and kuji-in,” he said, plucking the thin

needles from my arm, then pointing at my hands. I let out a

long, low growl as pain lanced down my arm in the wake of

their removal. “The finger positions can block or enhance

the flow of magick. Now, hold still, I need to cut your hands

free. That’s going to hurt just as much, maybe even more.

Now, don’t move...I don’t want to slice a finger open.”

“Yours or mine?” I asked through gritted teeth.

“Yes to both,” he said, slipping a razor blade behind the

twine wrapped around my fingers. The strands separated in

the path of the narrow blade, and my fingers were free...and

so was my magick. The pain I’d felt when he’d removed the

needles from my arms was just an appetizer compared to

the main course that arrived just then. My fingers curled

toward my palms but it felt like they were also trying to pull

in the opposite direction at the same time. Dr. C stood and

went into the bathroom for a moment, then came back out.



“I can’t move my hands,” I grunted. Then my forearms

tensed and my hands bent inward at the wrists, nearly

doubling me over with even more pain. “Oh, damn,” I said,

the words coming out as a hiss between clenched teeth.

“I hope this is worth whatever deal you made,” Dr. C

said as he put an arm around my shoulders and guided me

into the other room. A room service cart with covered plates

sat in the foyer, half full. The rest were on the desk, and the

smell of food filled the room. A portly man lay on the bed,

snoring softly, the front of his undershirt dark with a wet

mark. A woman in black lingerie sprawled next to him.

“This, yes,” I said. “Losing my magick...even if it was

permanent? That was almost worth it. But this isn’t related

to that. Not directly.”

“We’ll discuss the consequences later,” he said, lifting

the linen cover on the cart. Underneath was a metal panel,

which he opened to reveal a pair of shelves. The top one

held more plates, but the bottom one was empty. “Hurry up

and get in. Those two are going to wake up in about ten

minutes, and if I did the potion right, they won’t remember

the last half hour or so.”

I crawled into the lower shelf and curled up as Dr. C

fiddled with the door to the room we’d just left. Then he

came back over and knelt next to the cart.

“Move all the way to the back,” he said.

“My back is up against the other side,” I said once I’d

scooted as far in as I could. Once I was situated, he reached

in and covered me with a black cloth. Through the cloth, I

could see him pile linen wrapped bundles that clinked when

he set them down. Wrapped silverware, I assumed.

“No matter what happens, don’t move,” Dr. C said. “We

can’t use active magick while we’re here or the gig is up,

you got it?” I grunted something positive sounding and took

a calming breath as the door closed.



As soon as the door closed, I felt my heart start

hammering in my chest. After beating me hard enough to

break bones, Dulka’s second favorite way to punish me was

with confinement. Not just regular confinement, either. Most

times, he’d tie me into uncomfortable positions, or stick me

in a place where I couldn’t stand up or lay down. Or he’d

stick me in a place that was narrow enough that I could do

little more than breathe. Then he would get really creative.

Ants and fleas were two of his favorite things to drop into

whatever box he’d stuff me into, but if he was really pissed

at me, he’d toss in something with a stinger. I could feel the

top shelf against my right shoulder, the other side panel

against my spine, and the front and back of the cart against

my head and feet.

I’m okay, I’m not in a box, I thought to myself,

struggling to keep my breathing slow and steady. My hands

started shaking, and I curled them into fists against the pain

already there. Concentrating on that helped me stay still as

Dr. C pushed the cart down the hallway. We made it a few

yards, then I heard another voice, and Dr. C stopped.

“Hey, guys, sorry, this order’s for the next floor up.

Kitchen’s a little behind tonight.”

“It’s a little late for dinner,” the new voice said, his voice

accented with the flat tone inherent in Japanese.

“Yeah, that’s what we said,” Dr. C laughed. “I think his

uh, girlfriend called it the seventh inning stretch.” Several

people laughed, and I heard the sound of metal on metal,

like someone had lifted the cover on one of the plates. “Hey,

put that back, man. You’re going to let it get cold.” I heard

the rustle of cloth and something rubbing against leather,

then the click of a hammer being drawn back.

“Then let it get cold,” another voice said.

“Man, I’m getting stiffed bad enough on tips tonight as it

is. If you wanna look then look, but please, try not to fuck



me over, okay?”

“We’ll take as long as we want, bellboy,” the first voice

said. “We own this hotel. What’s in the bottom?”

“A couple more orders, silverware and glasses. Here,. I’ll

show you.” Light filtered through the cloth, and I fought the

urge to push myself out of the cart. The sound of another lid

being lifted, and this time I heard the plate clatter. My inner

mantra was down to I’mokayI’mokayI’mokay.

“Do you have a problem?” the other voice said.

“No, help yourself,” Dr. C said, sounding defeated. Two

voices exchanged a few words in Japanese, and I caught

enough to understand that they thought the cart was empty.

“Get the hell out of here,” the first man said. The cart

started moving again, and the sound of the guards laughing

followed us down the hallway. I felt the cart turn sharply,

then bump over something before coming to a stop. The

doors opened and the cloth and silverware were pulled

away.

“Okay, we’re clear,” Dr. C said, but I was out of the cart

and on the floor before he could finish. I didn’t bother

getting to my feet; I just crawled to the furthest corner I

could find and tried to get a grip on myself. My breath came

in deep gulps of air, and I started reciting the line running in

my head aloud.

“I’m okay, I’m okay, I’m okay,” I muttered as I looked

around. Some part of my brain was sure Dulka was going to

pop out from behind a wall, and tell me I had never really

left his palace in Hell at all. It felt like the last two years had

never happened, and for a moment or two, I believed that.

Dr. C was at my side in an instant, his hand on my shoulder,

his voice distant.

After a minute with no Dulka jumping out of somewhere,

I began to understand the words that had been all but

bouncing off my eardrums. “Chance, you’re fine. Dulka’s



gone. I’m real. This is real. Focus on me, on my voice.” I

blinked and brought my gaze to him.

“Okay,” I said. “I’m focused. I’m good...well, I can

function.”

“What happened?” he asked.

“Dulka used to put me in these tiny spaces to punish

me,” I said as I tried to get to my feet. “Really small.”

“I’m sorry Chance,” Dr. C said. The pained look on his

face said more than the words ever could. “I didn’t mean

to...well, I don’t know what I meant, but…”

“No, it’s all good, sir,” I said. “You didn’t know. It’s not

like I ever said anything about it. Besides, I’d rather crawl in

a box and have my magick than be in that room without it.

And we still have to get out of here. What’s the plan?”

“We’re going to have to walk out the front door,” Dr. C

said, pulling off the vest and name tag. Now that I was on

my feet, I could see an unconscious hotel staffer laying on

the floor. Dr. C bent down and pulled a duffel bag from

behind the cart.

“I’m pretty sure the bad guys are going to have

something to say about that,” I said. “Like, no.”

“They have to see you first,” he said, handing me a

stained white smock. “Shirt in the bag. They’re looking for a

kid walking out in street clothes, not a member of the

kitchen staff taking out the trash.” He handed me a hairnet

and a pair of thick framed glasses.

“Those are some ugly glasses,” I said.

“Military grade birth control glasses,” Dr. C said with a

smile. “Guaranteed to make sure the opposite sex will have

zero interest in you.”

“I believe it,” I said as I slid the glasses on. The hairnet

took some work to get on, but when I had finished, I couldn’t

feel my hair brushing my shoulders. With the glasses and



the hairnet, I looked very different. My reflection in the

metal door had a differently shaped face and shorter hair.

The glasses covered my cheekbones and changed my look

even more. And damn, did they make me look ugly.

“If I ever complain about my looks again, sir,” I said,

pushing the glasses up on my nose, “just show me these.”

“I can take a picture and capture this moment for

posterity,” Dr. C said, looking ahead, totally deadpan.

“This never happened,” I said, mirroring him. While I

had been putting on the smock, Dr. C had donned a tie and

a rumpled suit jacket. He’d combed his hair with a part way

over on the right side, and with his glasses pushed up on his

head, he looked like an overworked manager.

“Slouch, you’re tired,” he said. Following his own advice,

he slumped a little forward and let his shoulders fall a little.

His eyelids drooped and bent his head forward a little. I tried

to copy him, and he nodded. The doors opened and we

stepped out into staff country. The floors were bare, gray

concrete, the walls covered in textured plastic, and the

lights were a little dimmer. Dr. C headed to the right, and I

followed him, trying to imitate the way he shuffled along. As

we passed by the kitchen, he pointed at a nearly full trash

can on rollers, and I grabbed it and started pushing it along.

“You go first, I’ll cover you on the trip out, “ he said softly.

The exit was less than fifty feet away, and it was

blocked by a big Oriental man in a black suit with a bulge

under his left arm. Gold chains were draped around his

neck, and massive gold rings glittered on his fingers. I didn’t

want to think of what getting punched by him might feel

like. Beside me, Dr. C stopped and reached into his front

pocket to retrieve his phone, and I kept going. The Yakuza

guard looked me over once, and dismissed me until I got to

the door. Then he put his hand on the trash can and stopped

me.



“What?” I said, trying to sound surly instead of scared.

He picked the trash can up, hefted it a couple of times, then

set it down and pulled the liner up to look underneath it.

“Lose something?” I asked with a half smirk.

“Shut up, punk,” the guy said. He pulled the jacket aside

to reveal the butt of a pistol under his arm.

“Sure,” I said. He poked around a little more, then

gestured toward the door.

“Go take out the trash,” he chuckled. I walked past him

and pushed the barrel toward the dumpster. Once I got

there, I went around to the far side and waited for Dr. C. A

couple of minutes later, he walked past and gestured to

follow him. His Range Rover was waiting in a shadowy

section of the parking lot well away from the hotel. I

stripped off the smock and tossed it aside, then turned back

to face the hotel.

“One last thing before we go,” I said. Dr. C raised an

eyebrow at me. I extended my left hand and concentrated

on the connection between the Maxilla and myself. I could

feel it, but it seemed...muted, weak. I tried to draw it to me,

but nothing happened.

“Something wrong?” Dr. C asked.

“My connection to the Maxilla,” I said, feeling almost as

lost as I had without my magick. “I can barely feel it.”

“Almost as if someone is blocking it, too?” he asked with

a smile.

“This isn’t funny,” I said.

“It is if you’re me,” Dr. C chuckled. “If you’re me, it’s

funny as Hell.”

“Glad this is a joke to you. Care to share the punchline?”

He looked at his watch and appeared to be deep in

thought for a moment. “Wait for it…,” he said almost

absently. “Wait for it…”



The lights in the hotel dimmed, then a loud whooping

noise came from inside, and strobes of light flashed against

the windows. I stared across the hood of the Range Rover at

him, my eyes wide.

“How did you do that?” I demanded. “I thought we

couldn’t use magick inside the hotel.”

“I didn’t use magick. I used physics. Nothing more than

a roll of toilet paper against the iron in your room to trigger

the fire alarm, and the fire sprinklers.”

“What good does that do?”

“Try to call the sword again,” he said.

“I told you, it’s blocked.”

“Humor me. Try anyway.”

I sighed and reached for the connection again, bracing

myself for disappointment. I opened my eyes when I felt the

presence of the Maxilla as strong as I’d ever experienced it.

I put my hand out and pulled at the sword mentally. Air was

displaced around it as the blade appeared in my hand. It hit

hard enough to make me take a step back.

“I don’t get it,” I said. “What did the fire system have to

do with breaking the barrier between the sword and me?”

Dr. C handed me my phone. The screen showed the photo of

the Maxilla in the circle.

“Look at the circle,” he said. “It’s made with powder.”

“The water disrupted it,” I said.

“Just like Kim wanted it to,” he said, his voice sounding

a little sad. “Come on, let’s get you home. Your mom’s

worried sick about you. And I’m really not happy with you

over dealing with Dulka, either.”

“I didn’t make a deal with him,” I said as I pulled the

hair net off. “I convinced him not to fight for the wrong

side.” I got in the Range Rover and pulled the door shut.



“How did you do that?” Dr. C asked when he got in.

“I showed him an option that was more profitable. One

that didn’t get him killed.”

“Did you ever think he’d use your bargaining chip to

betray us?” he asked.

“Kinda counting on him being a backstabbing son of a

bitch,” I said. Dr. C looked over at me with a wide eyed

stare. “But I also gave him an option he couldn’t refuse. Of

all the demons in Hell, only Dulka’s come face to face with

his own mortality recently. He’s not going to face the Maxilla

again.”

“You had better be right. Only the fact that you didn’t

summon him is keeping you out of deep shit with the

Conclave. If Polter ever finds out you even talked to Dulka,

he’ll want your head on a pike...literally.”

“Polter wants my head on a pike because I’m

breathing,” I grumbled. “And Draeden just wants me around

to do the things he doesn’t want to get his hands dirty

with.” He didn’t have anything to say about that.

“Tell me about her,” he said a few minutes later. “Does

she...is she okay?”

“She’s mentioned you every time she’s talked to me,” I

said. “She still calls you her beloved. And she’s as beautiful

as you remember. Maybe even more beautiful.”

“How many times have you talked to her?” he asked.

“Counting tonight...I’ve seen her three times,” I

confessed. “The first time was the day we left the Franklin

Academy. She...made me promise not to tell you I’d seen

her. And she said she’d make it right. I told her you still

loved her.”

“What did she say?” he asked, his voice barely carrying

to me. “What were her exact words?”



“She said ‘And I, him.’ She called you her Trevor, sir. I’ve

been wishing I could tell you that part for months.” The

truck slowed and slid to the right, coming to stop on the

shoulder of the road. Dr. Corwin lowered his head, but I

could hear his hands clench on the wheel.

“Tell me the rest,” he said. “Tell me what she said

tonight.”

“She said she knew you’d find me, and that you’d come

for me. And that I reminded her of you a little.” I stopped,

wondering if I’d crossed a line by keeping my promise to

Kim. Just the memory of how much he loved her was making

my heart hurt, and I could only guess how the bombshells I

was dropping were affecting him.

“How did she know?” he finally asked. “To make you

promise not to tell me.”

“The way I said her name,” I said. “She said only one

man had ever said her name the way I did. That’s when she

told me I couldn’t let you know I’d seen her. Maybe I should

have told you but I just…”

“You couldn’t tell her no.”

“Right. It’s like I’m in love with her a little myself,” I

said. I shook my head, then a thought hit me. “She’s up to

something,” I said.

“When is she not?” Dr. C said without lifting his head.

“She could have killed Steve and me both, and taken

the sword. Or even left it where it was. But she made sure

you could rescue me. She knew Lucas and I were there the

other night, too. But she didn’t say anything. And she went

out of her way to make the point that the Horde was going

to show up no matter what we did. And she knew who had

Monica.”

“She did?” he asked, his head coming up. “How?”

“She had Vortigern’s contract.”



“And she was betting the Council would send me to look

into it once the theft came to light.” He laughed softly. “That

woman is brilliant. Vexing but brilliant.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“While you were at the Franklin Academy last semester,

Lucas found a book that had been stolen from the

Honorable Sheng’s library, and the Council sent me to

return it and find out who stole it.”

“Honorable Sheng...the dragon in San Francisco?” I

asked.

“The same,” he answered. “I found out Vortigern’s

contract had been stolen, and I’d connected that to the

Yakuza, but not Kim. She’s been working this angle for

longer than anyone, I think.”

“So, we’re playing her game,” I said.

“Pretty much everyone is,” Dr. C said. “To paraphrase a

great general from a galaxy far, far away, she let us go.”

“I guess it is the only reason for the ease of our

escape,” I finished the quote.

“You call that easy?” Dr. C said. His tone was almost

light hearted, but I could hear the tension, too. He pulled

back onto the road, but his attention was only half on

driving.

“It’s never easy,” I said after a minute or two. “Being in

love, I mean.”

“It isn’t supposed to be,” Dr. C said. “But I never thought

it would be this hard.”

 



 

Chapter 15

~ Nothing else in the world is real/ when you’re in my arms,

when we dance ~ “When We Dance” by Love’N’Chains

 

Saturday morning dawned long before I woke up. Noon

was a pretty recent memory by the time I pulled up at Dr.

Corwin’s place. I got out of the Mustang to see Lucas’s

Barracuda and Wanda’s yellow VW Beetle parked in front of

me. Detective Collin’s blue Neon was there, as well as

Cross’s and Steve’s bikes and T-Bone’s Torino. Several other

cars I didn’t recognize were parked along the street, and I

had a sneaking suspicion Dr. C had called in some people of

his own. I couldn’t blame him. I’d done plenty of stuff

without telling him. I looked up and down the street, then

looked out front for Shade’s bike or her silver Mustang, but

didn’t see either one. I felt a little hollow not seeing her

there.

The door to the basement was open when I let myself

into the kitchen, and I heard voices from Dr. C’s office. I

poked my head into the office to see him standing behind

his desk with Detective Collins and T-Bone on either side.

They had a map open and were bent over it.

“Hey, where’s Lucas?” I asked.

“In the Sanctum. I’d like your help first, though,” he

said, gesturing for me to come in. I stepped in and headed

for the desk.

“Okay, what can I do?”

“We’re trying to figure out where to position ourselves

to be closest when the Rending starts. If we’re too far away,

we won’t be able to contain them. But we don’t want to be



too spread out or we’ll get slaughtered. You’ve been working

with me on this. What’s your take on where these cults

might do their thing.” I looked at the map, and noticed that

he had remote places circled. I looked at a few spots, then

put my finger down near the outskirts of New Essex, where

Interstate 44 ran south of town.

“Here,” I said.

“That’s gonna put us a long way from everything,” T-

Bone said.

“Average response time to that part of town is at least

twenty minutes from central New Essex,” Collins agreed.

“That’s where they’re going to be pointing Mammon’s

Horde,” I said.

“How can you be so sure?” T-Bone asked.

“Because that is where Kennedy High School’s junior

senior prom is going to be,” Dr. C said, his voice grim.

“Since they can’t get the blood of the Half-Caste Childe,

they’re going to rampage, and there’s no bigger gathering

of innocents that night to slaughter than a high school

prom. As bad as some of the kids are, most of them are still

innocents.”

“We still need to know where they’re going to show up,”

T-Bone said. “Because if there’s anyone in their way, they’re

gonna mow through them.”

“The Occult Crimes Task Force has a database on a lot

of the larger groups operating in the county,” Collins said. “I

can check that and see-”

“I know where the Horde is going to show up,” I said.

“And I think I know who is going to summon it.” That got

everyone’s attention.

“Who?” Dr. C asked.

“That’s need to know information,” I said.

“I’d say we need to fuckin’ know, kid,” T-Bone said.



“No, you don’t,” I said. “And the people who do aren’t

here.”

“Why the fu-”

“Demons can read minds!” I snapped. “And they don’t

give a damn about consent or the Laws. The last time I

checked, there is only one person in this house who can

stop a demonic mind probe cold, and if you weren’t

apprenticed to a demon, it ain’t you.” The room was silent

for a moment, then T-Bone stepped back and looked to Dr.

C.

“He’s right about that,” Dr. C said. “He can stop a Horus

Gaze, and there are only a handful of mages who can do

that. But, he’s not going to be on the field tonight. As much

trouble as you’re in, it’s ironic that the only place I want you

to be is at your prom.”

“Sir, I need to be-”

“At prom. You, Lucas and Wanda and Shade are the last

line of defense,” he cut me off. “And face it, the safest place

for Monica is going to be behind our line, and close to you.”

“On the sidelines,” I said.

“Safe,” Dr. C countered. “Where I’m not worrying about

you.”

“I’m good in a fight,” I said. “You know that. Look at the

things I’ve dealt with over the past two years.”

Dr. C stepped around the desk and put a hand on my

shoulder. “One on one, I’d never bet against you. But you’re

like the kid from the Home Alone movies. If you have time to

prepare, you’re scary as Hell. But a straight up combat? You

don’t have the tools for it. Not yet. You’ll get there, I know it.

But until then…”

“I know the drill,” I said. “I’m going to go talk to

Lucas...and get ready for prom.” I turned and started for the

door.



“Chance,” Dr. C said as I reached the doorway. I stopped

and looked back at him. “I’m sure Shade is still going to

prom with you.”

“I wish I was,” I said. As I trudged up the stairs to the

Sanctum, I tried not to think about spending the night

without Shade. By the time I made it to the second floor, I’d

managed to kick that, but my brain started conjuring

images of what she might be doing instead. That wasn’t any

better.

“You look like Hell,” Lucas greeted me when I shuffled

into the Sanctum. He was working at the bench on the right

as I walked in, with Monica by his side. Sunlight streamed in

through the windows on the west side, making columns of

dust motes in the air, giving the whole room a sacred feel.

“Yeah,” I said, not feeling real witty at the moment.

“How’s the Third Eye?”

“Mostly closed,” he said. “It’s only fuzzy images at the

corner of my eye now.”

“What are you working on?”

“A little surprise for the bad guys,” he said, holding up a

white shotgun shell. “Father Jacob got me some lead from

the roof of an old church in Rome. Makes for sanctified

buckshot. If we’re fighting demons tonight, they’re going to

feel it.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s a big ‘if.’ Dr. C wants to sideline

us. Last line of defense for the kids at the dance, keep

Monica safe, the whole works.”

“Code for you’re a distraction, right? Are we going to

actually listen?”

“Do you think we’d make a difference?” I asked. “Stack

us up against T-Bone and Cross, Dr. C, or even any given

Sentinel. How do we compare?”

“That’s never stopped you before,” Lucas said.



“And it won’t stop me completely,” I said. “But for the

big fight...we’re not frontline material. Not in a fight like

this.”

“Maybe not, but we can make a difference. And we have

to keep you safe,” he said, turning to Monica. She reached

out and took his hand.

“You never stop amazing me,” she said before she put

her arms around him. “No one’s done...any of the things you

have for me. You so deserve everything I’m going to do for

you tonight.” Lucas pulled back a little bit and looked at her,

clearly not wanting to break contact with her.

“Monica, you don’t have to do anything for me,” he said.

“I mean...you don’t think… well, it’s just that I’m not the guy

that girls as pretty and...everything… as you, really notice.

I’ve always been the skinny kid that guy tends to make fun

of. So, I’m just… am I really…”

Monica smiled at him and kissed him. “Sexy? Oh, you’re

hella hot.. Especially right now. Right now, you’re all

awkward and sweet,” she reached up and touched his face

for a moment. Her eyes strayed to the workbench, and she

smiled when her eyes came back to him. “But in a little

while, I know you’re going to pick up that bag of stuff and

put on that big coat, and be Midnight, the guy I finally got to

meet last October. You’re a badass, Lucas Kale. And you’re

the only guy who has ever looked me in the eye, instead of

just staring at my tits.”

“Oh, I stare at them, too,” Lucas said with a smile.

“Good,” Monica said before turning her attention to me.

“And as far as you’re concerned, the only safe place for me

is at prom, dancing with my boyfriend.”

“About that,” I said. “I have an idea. And I think you’re

going to like it.”

 



An hour later, everyone was gathered down in the

basement. Lucas and I were in our tuxedos. Wanda wore a

black skirt the came to her knees, with a red silk blouse and

a black silk scarf. Monica looked devastating in a

shimmering black dress that looked like liquid on her skin,

silver accents emphasizing her figure. Around us, everyone

else was probably feeling more than a little underdressed.

Most of the gathered group were Sentinels, but a bunch of

blue cloaks were hanging in the hallway. This was strictly

what they would call ‘night work,’ strictly off the books. The

cloaks, however, were the only parts of the uniforms that

they'd be leaving behind. Their tactical vests, guns and

paramiir staves were all still on. Cross, T-Bone and Steve

stood among them, all three in civilian clothes. Cross and

Donovan wore their swords slung over their shoulders,

though I knew from watching them practice that that was

just for transport. T-Bone wore four pistols that I could see, a

revolver under each arm and a pair of automatics in drop

leg holsters on each leg. Collins was carrying a submachine

gun, the MP5 that the Essex County Sheriff’s Department

favored, and a tactical vest with magazines and a pistol on

the front. Finally, there was Dr. Corwin, looking as badass as

anyone else in the room. He had his paired tactical holsters

on, with the big H&K Mark 23 on the left leg and his Colt

Dragoon on the right. He carried his staff, but dangling

around his neck was something new: the big silver ankh of a

paramiir. I knew he’d been a Sentinel once upon a time, but

seeing the ankh around his neck brought home just how

powerful my mentor really was.

“Listen up people,” Dr. C said, and all heads in the room

turned his way. “This is the last chance to walk away. I’d say

you could leave now and there would be no shame in it, but

we all know that’s bullshit.” A low murmur of laughter

rippled through the room. “Tonight is big. It’s also probably

going to get a lot of us in trouble, if it doesn’t get you killed.



The Council hasn’t given sanction for this, though I have it

on good authority that the Council is going to be a little too

busy tonight looking in a hundred other directions to be

sparing much attention on us. We need every hand we can

get, and nothing less than the fate of the world is at stake

here. I need everyone on their A game tonight. We might

have some help. If you see werewolves on the field, their

almost one hundred percent likely to be on our side.”

“If you see demons wearing red fighting other demons,”

I said, “they’re kind of on our side, too.” It was my turn to be

the focus of the room.

“What did you do?” Dr. C asked.

“Gave Dulka a reason not to join the other side,” I said.

“He knows if he fights under Mammon’s banner, I’ll kill him

myself. I just reminded him of that. But ever since we shot

down his attempt to get the Maxilla through me, he’s been

on the wrong side of Gedeon, the current leader of

Mammon’s supporters. It wasn’t hard to get him to consider

fighting for us.”

“Demons don’t do anything without getting something

in return for it,” T-Bone said.

“If he does fight on our side, I agreed to grant him the

domains of any demon we kill tonight.”

“You can’t do that,” a younger looking Sentinel said. He

stepped forward and pointed at me. “Making deals with

demons is how you got your power to start with. You haven’t

changed. Corwin, I am formally-”

“Formally what, Pratt?” Dr. C asked. “Reporting yourself

for insubordination? Remember, we’re already skirting the

rules as it is. Polter hasn’t sanctioned any Sentinel activity

in New Essex. You’re all here because you’re doing what you

think is right in spite of what your boss thinks. Chance is

doing the same. I don’t agree with his decision, but

technically, he didn’t make a deal with Dulka, not the kind



the Conclave forbids, anyway. And be very clear on this. My

apprentice did not make a deal with a demon. He was sold

to Dulka by his father. If I hear you or anyone else spreading

that bullshit again, we’re going to have a problem.”

“If he didn’t make any deals, how can he give away a

demon’s domain?”

“In Hell,” Vortigern’s cultured voice rolled through the

room, “all of the possessions of a defeated foe are forfeited

to the victor. The Seeker, and now Guardian of the Maxilla,

can grant the domains of those slain by it as readily as the

Wielder.”

“You’re just as bad,” Pratt said.

“I am indeed,” Vortigern said. “I work for one of

Mammon’s chief proponents. A situation I am attempting to

remedy at no small risk to myself, I might add.” Pratt shook

his head, but he stepped back.

“Vortigern, what are you doing here?” Dr. C asked.

“Seeing my daughter and her friends off to prom, and

ensuring her attendance at this juvenile gathering, thus, her

safety. I believe the appeal of arriving in a limousine should

overcome any objections over leaving their vehicles here.”

Dr. C raised his eyebrows at that. “That’ll work.”

“Sir, I can’t leave my car here,” I protested.

“You can, and you will,” Dr. C said. “If we fail, you’ll get

your shot at the bad guys. Hopefully, what’s left of the bad

guys. And if they get past us, you can call the Maxilla to

you. So call Shade, let her know you’re on your way. And

Kyle?”

“Yes, Wizard Corwin?” Vortigern said, looking at Dr. C

with a cautious expression.

“Thank you. You’ve taken a load off my mind.”

“Glad to relieve you of your burden. Now, shall we?” he

gestured toward the door. We filed out, leaving the



grownups to plan. In the kitchen, I stopped long enough to

grab the plastic box with Shade’s corsage in it before I

hustled out the door.

“This doesn’t change anything,” Monica said as the

driver opened the door to the long black stretch limo. “You

don’t get to play doting daddy just because things are

looking bad. You’re the one who put me in this situation.”

“In point of fact, I didn’t,” Vortigern said. “And I have

been planning your rescue for years now. Ever since I

learned the Gedeon was going to try to release his liege lord

from his prison.” Monica frowned and pursed her lips, then

got into the limo with Lucas right behind her. Wanda

followed, making Vortigern take a step back. When I went to

get in, he put a hand on my shoulder to stop me. “Our

arrangement appears to have changed, Mr. Fortunato,” he

said, his voice rough.

“How so?” I asked. “You said we were even.”

“If we survive this night, your debt of honor will become

my debt of honor.”

“Getting a case of the feels, Vortigern?” I asked.

“Overwhelming ‘feels,’ Mr. Fortunato,” he said, his tone

dry. I slid into the car, and he closed the door behind me.

“So,” Lucas said as I slid into the side facing seat, “still a

go for our mission?”

“Green lights all the way,” I said. He pulled two paintball

guns from his duffel bag, and I pulled mine from my

backpack. “You going Hollywood on me?” I asked, nodding

toward the two in his hands.

“This one is yours, Monica,” he said. “Just in case.”

She smiled and kissed his cheek. “You’re such a

romantic,” she cooed at him. “None of the other girls will

have a gun. I’ll be the best accessorized girl at the dance.”

“You know me, I love to spoil you,” Lucas said.



“Get a room, you two,” I said. “Or better yet, a shooting

range.”

“I’m feeling left out enough as it is,” Wanda groused

with a smile. “I want a gun.”

“Where demons are concerned, you are the gun,” I said.

“Hopefully, though, you don’t have to be one tonight.”

“Yeah, we know how that usually goes,” Wanda said. “If

trouble might happen, we go looking for it before it finds

us.”

We fell silent after that, between checking the paintball

markers and exploring the contents of the limo’s bar.

Vortigern had stocked it with soft drinks and snacks, which

we raided.

Twenty minutes later, the limo pulled to a stop. Outside,

we could see the metal-sided buildings of an old industrial

park. Most of the equipment was gone, but the frames

remained. On the driver’s side, we could see a group of

people approaching us, carrying familiar looking stun guns.

Lucas slid to the passenger side door and I planted my butt

in the driver’s side seat. Moments later, the doors opened,

and we got out.

My left foot hit the ground and I stood up straight,

bringing up the paintball gun in my left hand. There were

ten people coming toward us, and several of them looked

familiar from my time at Cult Dad’s place. The moment I

brought the gun up, they stopped, then one pointed. They

were starting to turn to run when Lucas and I started firing.

In moments, all ten were unconscious on the ground.

“Well done, gentlemen,” Vortigern said from beside me.

“I’ll handle the rest, then.” We got back into the car, and a

few minutes later, we heard the sound of the passenger side

door closing, then the limo started forward again. I texted

Shade, letting her know I was on my way.

>>See you soon.



Those three words brought the first real smile to my

face in a couple of days. It wasn’t much of one, but it was

there. Life, I figured, might be worth living again. Even if it

lasted for only a few more hours.

When we pulled into the curved driveway of Shade’s

house, my heart was beating like a jackhammer in my chest

and my stomach felt like it was going to hit the bottoms of

my feet. I didn’t wait for the driver to get the door I grabbed

Shade’s corsage and I was around the back of the limo and

knocking on the front door before I remembered there was a

doorbell. I pressed the button and hoped I didn’t come off as

impatient. Mr. and Mrs. Cooper didn’t approve of me to

begin with. If they knew the truth about me, I figured their

opinion would go more toward shoot-on-sight.

While I waited, I checked my reflection out in the glass

of the door, making sure Wanda’s work on my hair was still

intact. She’d helped me comb it back like Lucas’s, but

instead of letting it fall back loose across my shoulders,

she’d pulled mine into a ponytail. A few strands of hair had

come loose, and I ran my hand over the top of my head to

try to get them to at least look like they were under control.

The door opened when I had my hand on top of my head,

naturally. Shade’s father stood there looking down at me in

his khaki trousers and white polo shirt.

“Mr. Cooper,” I said while I pulled my hand down quickly.

“Uh, good evening, sir.” Belatedly, I stuck my hand out. He

looked down at my proffered hand, then slowly extended his

own. He squeezed a little too tight to be friendly and smiled

just enough to be polite.

“Hello, Chance,” he said. “You look...nice.” Mrs. Cooper

came up behind him, looking like a Stepford wife in a knee

length blue dress. She looked me up and down like a hawk

sizing up a rabbit, then smiled as she got closer. I wondered

if she thought I couldn’t see her if she was more than ten

feet away.



“Why, Chance, where did you rent that tuxedo?” she

asked.

“It’s bespoke,” I said, watching her eyelids flutter as she

processed that. The fact that I even knew what bespoke

meant was probably almost as shocking to her as the

realization that I had clothing that qualified.

“B-bespoke,” Mr. Cooper managed with only a little bit

of a stutter. His eyes narrowed and he smiled before he

spoke again. “Who is your tailor?”

“Mr. Hobart,” I said. “He runs a little shop in Boston. I’ll

get you one of his cards, if you’re ever out that way.”

“Oh, uh, certainly,” he sputtered. “Thank you. Sue, why

don’t you let Alexis know her date is here. I’ll get the

camera and we can take some pictures before they go.” He

turned and disappeared back inside and Mrs. Cooper went

to the staircase to the right of the door.

“Alexis, darling,” she called out. “Your young man is

here. Are you...oh, sweetie, you look gorgeous!”

Gorgeous didn’t do Shade justice. Coming down the

steps, I saw the legs that first made me realize how

attractive that body part was, long, lean and elegant in

green hose. She seemed to float down the steps in a green

dress that was knee length, with a longer, separate piece

that wrapped around the back and fell to her ankles with a

flare. She wore silver heels, and the dress had silver at the

waist and at the neckline. With her red hair swept back and

falling across her pale shoulders, she looked like a Celtic

goddess descending from heaven to grace a mortal boy with

her presence. She stopped a couple of steps from the

bottom, and I saw her nose twitch, and she blessed me with

the slightest of smiles. Then she took the last two steps,

alighting on terra firma, and in my eyes, making it holy

ground with every step across it, until she came to a halt a

few feet away.



Less than five feet stood between us, and it seemed like

light years. “You look amazing,” I said. “No mortal man is

worthy of this goddess who stands before me. Least of all

me,” I whispered.

She smiled and blushed, looking down and away, then

she came forward and hugged me. I tilted my head to one

side, offering her my neck, and she nipped at my earlobe.

“Jasmine,” she whispered. “My favorite. You remembered.”

She stepped back and I pried open the box, then wrapped

the green wire stem around her wrist, letting the jasmine

flowers rest at the back of her hand.

“I remember everything that makes you smile,” I said

under my breath as I stepped back. Her dad reappeared

with a camera in hand, and we posed in front of the limo for

pictures. The driver finally cleared his throat, then check his

watch.

“Well, we need to go,” I said. The Coopers made happy

sounds as I held the door for Shade, then fell silent as I went

around and got in on the driver’s side.

Shade took my hand as I slid into the seat beside her,

but her eyes were still dark and distant. “I’m still scared,”

she said. “And all isn’t quite forgiven,” she paused and

brought her corsage up closer to her face. “But this goes a

long way.”

Lucas, Monica and Wanda turned the limo’s impressive

stereo system up high and sang along with every song that

the digital radio service cranked out. Their good mood was

infectious, and before long, Shade and I were joining them.

Then they pulled up Bohemian Rhapsody. We all joined in,

and Wanda got her phone out to record the whole thing. For

a moment, I sat back, struck with a pang of self-awareness.

This was almost normal. Sure, we were armed for bear, and

yeah, we knew we might have to fight a horde of pissed off

demons later that night. But for a few minutes, we weren’t



the last line of defense for our classmates and our friend.

We were teenagers going to prom. Something Shade said on

my sixteenth birthday echoed through my mind. It was the

little things, moments like this, that made the big things

worth fighting for. Right then, hundreds of kids in New Essex

were heading to prom, laughing, singing and having fun.

Who knew how many there were across the U. S., doing the

same thing?

We pulled up to the auditorium entrance at the Essex

Civic Center and slid into the line of limos pulling up to the

doors. There was a mix of black and white stretch limos, and

a couple of stretched Hummers that were thumping. A

couple stood with their upper bodies through the sunroof of

the white limo three spots up from us. We finally made it to

the doors, and the driver opened the passenger side door.

Shade got out, looking like she was moving in slow motion,

and I slid into the seat behind her, then did my best to look

dignified as I got out. Shade took my hand and we stepped

to one side while Monica got out and waited for Lucas.

Wanda followed, head held high. Once we were all together,

we started walking down the red carpet that led to the

doors. Other small groups were waiting on the sidewalk and

along the carpet. Brad and his group of clones were near the

door, laughing and pointing as people arrived or passed

close by.

“What happened to you, Alexis?” Brad asked,

snickering. “You used to have good taste.” Laughter bubbled

around him until Shade answered.

“I traded up,” she said. Ice should have been forming

around her, her tone was so cold. We strolled on past, but

Brad wasn’t done yet.

“Hey, Fortunato, you gonna let a girl do your fighting for

you?” he asked, his voice loud.



I turned back to him. “This wasn’t a fight, and you didn’t

diss me. You tried, but you failed.” I turned back and we

kept going, with both Shade and me smiling.

A couple was standing near the doors, and I saw a

familiar face looking our way. A dark brown face with wide

eyes and long braids of black and bright blue draping over

her shoulder broke into a smile that matched my own. Kiya

tapped the shoulder of the guy in a white tuxedo, who

turned to reveal himself as my roommate from my semester

at the Franklin Academy.

“Chance!” Hoshi called out. They came our way, both

smiling.

“Hoshi!” I said as he got closer. “What are you doing

here?”

“Crashing your prom, man,” he said. “Besides, Kiya says

you’re still-” Kiya’s hand clamped over his mouth a

microsecond before I could try to do the same.

“Hoshi, you’re not supposed to tell him that,” Kiya said.

“Especially not in front of Shade. It’s embarrassing enough

for him.” Hoshi’s eyes went wide and he gave a quick,

minute nod.

“Sorry,” he said, blushing. “And here I was thinking I was

here to help you not embarrass yourself.”

“Tell him what?” Shade asked, a smile creeping across

her face.

“Well, if I can’t tell him in front of you, I can’t tell you in

front of him, right?” Hoshi said, his words tumbling out in a

rush. “And neither can she. She actually promised to not say

anything.”

Shade rolled her eyes but there was a smile on her face

as she muttered “Wizards.”

“Loose lips aside, it’s good to see you again, Hoshi,” I

said. “These are my two best friends, Lucas and Wanda.



Guys, this is Hoshi, and this is Kiya.”

“It’s good to finally see you in the flesh, so to speak,”

Lucas said, offering his own hand.

“I’ve heard a lot about you,” Wanda said. “And Chance

showed me your pictures. He was right, you are pretty.”

Hoshi shook his head and brushed his hair back away

from his face. “I prefer strikingly handsome, but dashing will

do.”

“You forgot modest,” I said.

“I didn’t forget,” Hoshi said. “I’m just too modest to say

it. All part of the perfection that is me.”

“Perfection,” Kiya snorted. “I’ll give you pretty, but

lovable is as far as I’ll go toward perfect.”

“It’ll have to do. I am so unappreciated.”

“It’s good to see you again, Shade,” Kiya said. “It seems

like every time we meet, it’s at a dance.”

Shade laughed, then sobered. “I hope this one goes

better than the last one. I never got to tell you…” She let

the sentence trail into silence.

“Thank you,” Kiya said. “It’s still hard to believe. There

isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t think about her.”

The mention of Desiree, even if they didn’t say her

name, made my chest go tight, and I looked away to hide

the expression on my face. I’d been with her to the very

last, holding her hand until the very end. The last thing

she’d said to me was to let her go, but there were moments

like this one where I failed utterly. A warm hand touched my

arm, and I looked back to see Kiya reaching out to me.

“I know you miss her, too” she said. “But you know she

wouldn’t have let it play out any other way, right?”

“I know,” I said, my voice rough. “And she wouldn’t want

us to be all mopey when we think about her. All she ever



wanted was good things.”

“So tonight, we honor that,” Wanda said. “We dance for

Desiree.” That brought to mind a song I’d heard on the radio

from Suicidal Jester, and I nodded, since my throat seemed

to have closed up.

“So, uh, how are we going to get you into the dance?” I

asked.

Hoshi looked at me and winked. “We have that part

covered. Part magick, part ancient family secrets. Watch

and learn, my friend, watch and learn.” He walked toward

the door and pulled out a plastic card that, if I didn’t look

right at it, was a dead ringer for a Kennedy student ID. But

when I did look at it, it just had the right colors in the right

places. As they neared the door, Kiya raised her hand and

gestured. A gray mist rose and hovered in front of their

faces, invisible when I looked away but barely there when I

looked right at it. It was illusion and suggestion, but not

outright mind control.

Mr. Weber from my Art class was at the door taking

tickets and checking names. Hoshi held up his fake ID card

and handed him the ticket at the same time. As he bent to

check the list, he raised his arm and pointed toward the

auditorium. Mr. Weber followed the gesture and started

talking, pointing in the same direction, apparently forgetting

to check the list, and not noticing that Hoshi had handed

him two bills instead of two tickets. Hoshi and Kiya walked

past him, and Mr. Weber turned to us, taking our tickets and

barely checking our IDs.

“What did he do to him?” Lucas asked after we walked

in the doors.

“Distraction and misdirection,” I said. “I’ve seen scam

artists pull similar tricks. It doesn’t work when someone is

looking to break your arms, though.” I looked around the

room, noting the red exit signs and the openings to the



employee only areas of the convention center. In my

peripheral vision, I could see Lucas doing the same. As I

scanned the room, a weight landed on my right shoulder.

“Ren?” I said softly.

“Yup,” Ren’s voice sounded beside my right ear. “Came

in through one of the skylights. A human won’t fit, but a

smaller demon would.”

“Did you deliver my message?”

“Yeah. Not sure about my reception in some places, but

I delivered it.”

“Good work. Feel free to raid the snacks, but keep an

eye out.”

“Cool! I will, and I will. In that order.” The was a clatter

of wings, and he was gone. Music started playing, and I

could see Hoshi and Kiya already on the floor.

“Pictures?” I asked Shade. My feet weren’t getting the

itch to dance or even tap my toes, but I wanted to capture

this moment and at least make it look like I got to go to

junior prom.

“Yeah,” Shade said with a smile. “You look super-hot in

that tux. No way I’m not getting another pic of you in it.” We

waited while another couple got their pictures taken under

the arch of red roses. The prom theme was Fantasy

Wonderland. Every young man a knight, every girl a

princess! read the sign above the background that featured

rolling hills, trees and a castle, with brightly colored tents

and a pair of knights on horseback riding toward each other.

Shade looked more like a queen than a princess, and I

smiled as I realized she really was in a way, and I was her

wizard. We stood there and let the photographer blind us

with the flash a few times, then stumbled into the darkness

after giving him our info. A slow dance was playing, and all

our friends were on the dance floor. Hoshi and Kiya were a



few feet from Lucas and Monica. Even Wanda was dancing

with a slender girl in a pale dress.

“Shall we?” I asked, trying to be as smooth as I could.

Shade pulled me toward the dance floor, and a few seconds

later, we were face to face with our arms around each

other’s waist. She smiled but I could still feel the tension in

her, and she didn’t rest her head on my shoulder.

“Are we ever going to get this right, Chance?” Shade

asked. “I know this is supposed to be the perfect night, and

here we are, fumbling along. You’re tense and worried...and

hurting. I’m confused and scared.”

“And hurting because of me,” I added.

“Yeah...no...I don’t know. It just seems like everyone

around us is getting it right. Even Wanda’s night is going

better than ours.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Shade tilted her head to the right and said, “Look for

yourself. The girl she’s dancing with just asked her if she

could kiss her.” I tried not to hurt my neck when I went to

look. Wanda was looking up at the girl she was dancing

with, a wavering smile on her face, her eyes wide with

disbelief. Then she nodded and tilted her head to one side.

The girl bent down and pressed her lips to Wanda’s as the

song faded into silence.

“Wow,” I said, my smile getting broader by the second. I

turned back to Shade. “Lucas and Monica are like young

Morticia and Gomez, and Hoshi and Kiya...well, they’re the

definition of a charmed life.”

“And we’re more like...well, I can’t think of anyone as

messed up as we are.” She smiled as she said it.

“We’re both pretty screwed up on our own,” I said. The

next song started, an upbeat dance number neither of us

seemed ready to endure. We walked off the floor, leaving



Lucas and Monica to enjoy the peppy beat. I didn’t see

Hoshi and Kiya, and Wanda was walking off with the girl

she’d been dancing with.

On instinct, I took a closer look at the girl. She wore a

pale pink dress, and she moved with a grace that rivaled

Shade’s. Her hair was pinned high on her head, and when

she looked our direction, I could have sworn she looked

familiar for a second. Then the light changed, and her

features were obscured by shifting shadows. I turned my

attention back to Shade.

“Are we too screwed up?” she was asking.

“Maybe, but who else is going to get us?”

“Desperation isn’t my idea of a relationship,” Shade

said. She shook her head and was about to say something

else, when she stopped and looked down at her purse. With

a shrug of her shoulders, the little clutch was in her hands

and she was checking her phone.

“Expecting a call?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said, apparently not getting my tone. “I need

to take this. I’ll be right back.” She moved away and

disappeared into the darkness. I looked for Lucas and

Monica, but they seemed to have disappeared into the

growing crowd on the dance floor. I let my gaze rove across

the dance floor, hoping to find them, sure I was going to see

them doing things that would probably get them kicked out

of the dance. Hoshi and Kiya weren’t on the dance floor,

either, and I started looking more intently, fighting images

of bad things happening to my friends and indulging in

conflicting scenarios in my head, half imagining the worst

possible thing happening, the other half trying to conjure

perfectly logical explanations for what I was, or more

accurately, wasn’t seeing.

As I was trying to find my friends, the girl Wanda had

danced with came up to me, her face drawn with worry.



“You’re Chance, right?” she asked.

“Yeah. Where’s Wanda?” I demanded.

“I’m sorry, I must have said something that upset her,”

the girl said. She looked back over her shoulder then back

at me, wringing her hands. “She ran off into the back. I think

she was crying.”

“Which door did she go through?” I asked, my feet

already moving. The girl headed toward the back, pointing

to one of the unmarked doors.

“I think it was that one, but it was dark, and I didn’t

know where she was going,” the girl said. “The next thing I

knew, she was gone.”

“What’s your name?” I asked as I got to the door.

“Amanda,” the girl said.

I stopped and turned to look at her, trying to remember

where I’d heard her name before. “Okay, thanks for coming

to get me, Amanda. I’ll take care of this from here.” I

opened the door and slipped through, into the dimly lit

concrete floored realm of the convention center staff.

Looking both ways, I didn’t see or hear Wanda. My brow

knotted as I realized this wasn’t the first place Wanda would

likely go. If she didn’t go find one of us, she would have

gone to the bathroom. This area was supposed to be off

limits, and Wanda was a lot better about following rules

than I was. The vague uneasiness I had started to feel on

the dance floor came back, and I turned to head back, only

to find myself face to face with Amanda.

“You really are a good friend, aren’t you?” Amanda said.

In the slightly brighter light of the corridor, I could see her

more clearly, and the sense of familiarity came back

stronger than ever. Then my attention fell on her hair, and I

saw the pale streaks in it. Sudden recognition dawned; it

was the girl with Hoshi in the hangar. “I feel kind of bad

tricking you like this, but it was the easiest way to get you



away from everyone else.” Her remorse was pretty short

lived, though, because she followed up the statement with a

quick left jab.

To my surprise, I blocked the punch and found myself

dropping into a stance I wasn’t sure I remembered being

taught. But one thing Dr. Corwin had always emphasized,

and my experience bore out, was to never stop in the

middle of a fight for weird shit. And I fought a lot of weird

shit.

“Don’t celebrate yet,” I said, letting my Sight shift.

“Getting me alone just makes me more dangerous.” Red

lines of potential attack flowed from her aura, and I waited

until they felt right, until I saw her center of balance shift

and the lines narrowed to one or two possibilities before I

moved. She threw a series of jabs with her left followed up

by a right hook, and my hands flowed up to deflect each

blow.

“Oh, you’re pretty good,” she said, ducking one of my

jabs and throwing a punch of her own to keep me at a

distance. “But I’m better.” She stepped up and threw a flurry

of punches, then her balance shifted back, and I found

myself dropping low in my stance before I even realized that

I was ducking under a roundhouse kick that my Sight hadn’t

seen coming. Belatedly, I realized I hadn’t seen any of the

last half dozen attacks from her aura. But somehow, my

brain knew what she was about to do the microsecond

before she did it. Then I remembered my fight with Kim, and

let her next attack come in. I ducked under it and came up,

pulling my arm in and driving my elbow into her body.

She staggered back, then resumed her stance. “You call

that an elbow strike? You’re form is sloppy. My sensei would

call that a chicken wing strike.”

“Ba-caw,” I clucked. “I’m not the one trying to catch my

breath.”



“Fair point. Mom said you put up a decent fight last

night.”

“Last night?” I blurted out. My stance shifted as I did

exactly what I wasn’t supposed to do: let myself react to

what she was saying. I barely got my right hand up in time

to stop the lightning fast jab she threw, but the right cross

that followed it caught me square across the jaw. I saw

white for a split second, and when my vision returned, I was

falling. Not a weak-kneed stagger; I was just laid out like a

chump. I hit the floor like a slab of beef, none of my muscles

doing what I wanted them to do. The world spun around me,

and my eyes wouldn’t focus. But all my brain could focus on

was the fact that Amanda was Kim’s daughter.

“Careful,” I heard Kim say a moment before she stepped

into view. “We need him conscious and healthy. No head

injuries.” She knelt down next to me and turned my head

toward her, making the world spin even worse.

“I only stunned him, Mom,” Amanda said. “He’ll be fine

in a little bit. But something is wrong. He fought better than

he should have been able to. Are you sure it worked?”

“The boy’s mind is troublesome, but he’ll suffice for our

needs. I’ll take him with me. See that his friends are in

place.” I tried to move, tried to focus, but I felt like a puppet

with the strings cut.

“Hai,” Amanda said. I heard her footsteps receding, and

I managed to move my arm a little.

“Wha’ ‘re ya doin’?” I slurred as Kim picked me up in a

fireman’s carry. “Wha’ sh’ do t’me?”

“Shhh,” Kim said, sounding like a concerned mother.

“She simply struck the same nerve I hit last night. Your

control over your body will return soon. Then I will need you

to do the one thing that only you can.”

“He’ nah,” I muttered. “Nah doin’ nothin’ f’r ya.”



“This one thing I know you will do,” Kim said as she

pushed a door open and carried me outside. A few seconds

later, I was being laid on the floor in the back of a van. She

leaned over me and smiled, pulling my phone from my

pocket. “Because you are going to help me make sure my

beloved Trevor survives this night. For now, be at peace.”

The last three words she spoke in Japanese, but something

in my head translated them from memory. What little

returning control I had over my muscles vanished, and I

went limp. The doors closed, and all I could do was lay there

and hope I didn’t drool too much while the van started up.



 

Chapter 16

~ Love conquers all ~ Proverb

 

“How can you be certain he will come?” Arata asked in

Japanese as the doors to the van opened.

“Corwin may be a wizard, but he is ruled by his

feelings,” Kim said. “He will not let the boy come to harm,

even if it means his life.” She picked me up and carried me

to a table, which she unceremoniously dumped me on. Over

the past half hour, I had figured out that I had control of two

things: my eyelids and my esophagus. I could blink and I

could swallow, and that was about it, aside from breathing.

“He is an undisciplined fool,” Arata said. He came to

stand over me, and I found that I also had control over my

eyes. I looked up at him and wished I could slap the sneer

off his face. Preferably with a shotgun or a TK bolt. “You

should have killed him when we first ordered you to. Do not

look at me, boy,” he said the last part in English and pushed

my head away from him. Reverting to Japanese, he said,

“Are you sure he cannot cast any magic like this?”

“He is only an apprentice, and barely that,” Kim replied

in the same language. “His record at the Franklin Academy

is rife with disciplinary write-ups and overflowing with

reports of substandard work. He is little more than a boy

with a few talismans and a wand. He can barely cast a spell

with a focus, much less by simply looking at you.”

“Kill the boy when Corwin arrives. We will no longer

need him.”

“Even though we promised to release him?” another

man asked.



“They are both gaijin,” Arata said. “They have no honor.

We are not obligated to keep promises to them.”

“As you say,” another voice said. “Oyabun,” he added

after a moment’s pause.

“When you have killed Corwin, there is one thing left for

you to do to regain your honor among the clan, and prove

you are worthy of serving me.” Arata’s hand slid into my

field of vision with a short tanto bladed knife and a folded

piece of white linen. Yubitsume, my ever helpful brain

provided. Finger shortening. He was effectively telling Kim

to cut off part or all of her little finger on her left hand as a

form of ritual apology. Kim’s slender hands reached into

view and took the knife.

“I thank the oyabuns for the opportunity to finally regain

my honor,” she said. She stepped up closer to the table and

cocked her head, then smiled as she looked off into the

darkness. “And I thank you, Trevor, for still being the man I

knew seventeen years ago.”

“I never could hide from you,” Dr. C said in Japanese as

he came closer, his footsteps suddenly audible. Where he

had come from or how he’d gotten there, I couldn’t guess,

but then, he was a wizard, so go figure. Being mysterious

was like breathing for him, it was something he did almost

involuntarily sometimes. Evidently, no one else in the room

was used to it, though, since I heard swords being drawn

and guns being cocked amid exclamations in Japanese. If I

could have smiled, I would have.

“You never tried that hard,” Kim said. I could hear the

smile in her voice as she moved around to the other side of

the table. She tilted my head back to upright as she went.

“Kill the boy, now!” Arata barked.

“In good time,” Kim said. “There is something that must

be done first.”



“If you hurt him, I swear I will level this entire block if

that’s what it takes to kill you.”

“Ever the good leader, aren’t you Trevor?” Kim asked.

“Get my name out of your mouth,” Dr. C snarled.

“As you wish,” Kim said, her voice sounding a little sad

to me. “Let it begin then. Let us see if you remember the

way we once danced.” I heard the sound of steel being

drawn, and the metallic hiss of Dr. C’s paramiir changing

shape, but all of that was background to the words

“remember the way” echoing in my head. My brain burned

with memories of hours in the dojo, practicing the simplest

of moves with infinite care, arms burning as I put them

through each move at a snail’s pace. Defenses, strikes,

stances, movements, built into katas, strategies and

combinations. My arms and legs twitched as my body

remembered learning a martial art I had never heard of

before. In the background, I heard the sound of feet

shuffling on concrete and the constant ring of steel on steel.

“Don’t try to move just yet,” Amanda’s voice came from

the other side of the table.

“What the hell is going on?” I muttered.

“You know everything my mother knows about fighting,

but your body doesn’t have the training. You have muscle

memory but not the conditioning to use it fully.”

“Why?”

“So you can defend yourself without doing your own

body harm. Just… please, trust her. If not her, then trust

your master.”

“What are we supposed to do?” I asked.

“When the time comes, we help her fight. You are the

bow, I am the sword,” she said.

“Is this the part where you tell me it’ll all make sense

later?”



“No,” Amanda said with a soft laugh. “You already know

that. This is the part where I tell you to be patient.” She

nudged my head to the left, toward the fight.

Dr. Corwin and Kim were going at each other so fast I

could barely see their blades. Kim seemed to have him on

the defensive, but something about the expression on his

face told me that was how he wanted things. Kim came at

him with a sudden burst of speed, her blade ringing against

his. As well as I knew Dr. C, I almost missed the movements

of his off hand as he parried Kim’s blows, but there was no

mistaking the way his blade started to glow. With each

impact against his sword, the blade got brighter, and Kim’s

weapon began to rebound with more and more force, until

she was struggling to control it.

“I know this dance too well, Kim,” Dr. C said. He stepped

in and swung, forcing Kim to bring her sword up to block.

When their weapons met, there was a flash and the deep

thrum. Kim flew backwards, her sword knocked from her

hand. Even in the air she was graceful, spinning around and

landing on her feet. The impact drove her to one knee as

she slid back a few feet. She steadied herself with one hand

on the ground and looked up at Dr. C with a smile on her

face. “Figured I’d add a new step,” he quipped.

Kim surged forward, and Dr. C took a step back,

withdrawing the paramiir back into its ankh form as she

crossed the distance between them. When she was a few

feet away, she jumped into the air for what my brain

recognized as a jump kick. Dr. C brought his left hand up

and the air rippled around his arm as he unleashed a TK bolt

at her, but she leaned back, flying just under the bolt. As

she came in, he stepped forward and pushed her aside. With

a quick twist, she landed on her feet, then back-flipped out

of the path of Dr. C’s kick.

“I’ve missed this,” Kim said, her breath coming a little

fast. “It’s good to spar with you again.”



“I wish I could say the same,” Dr. C said. They circled

each other, neither making an aggressive move. Both were

in their stance, and I could see a thousand minor differences

in their movements. “You’re just as good as I remember,” he

added.

“You’ve improved,” Kim said, taking a step back. “Before

I left you, I entrusted something to you. A gold ring. Do you

still have it?” Kim asked.

“Yeah,” Dr. C said. He reached under the neck of his

shirt and pulled out the necklace with the gold ring on it.

“May I have it back?” she asked.

He yanked it free and threw it to her. “Take it.”

“You entrusted me with your heart once,” Kim said, and

a soft glow came from the ring in her hand. “And in return, I

gave you my soul. You were and always have been my

beloved.” As she spoke, the ring in her hands changed

shape, until it was a glowing sphere with an opalescent

surface.

Dr. C came out of his stance, a look of utter shock on my

mentor’s face. Arata was stalking toward them, but the

other oyabuns remained still. Kim held her hands out, and I

could see the glowing pearl in her palm.

“You gave me your hoshi no tama?” he asked. My eyes

went wide at the term. Kitsune could manifest part of their

soul in a glowing pearl, a hoshi no tama. Anyone who had it

could command the kitsune it belonged to, or kill them by

destroying it. She really had given him her heart and soul.

“It seemed only right,” Kim said. “And I offer it to you

again.”

“Why?” Dr. C asked.

“What are you doing, woman?” Arata demanded. He

broke into a run toward them, and I came up off the table.



My TK bolt hit him in the side and sent him flying. He hit the

floor and slid for about twenty feet as I got to my feet.

“Please,” Kim said, holding her hands out again. “Trust

me for a few moments, as I trust you, beloved. Help me free

myself.” Dr. C’s eyes flicked to the glowing pearl, then to

Kim’s face before he grabbed it. Kim smiled, and the pearl

became as bright a tiny sun for a second before it faded.

“Traitor!” Arata yelled as he came to his feet.

Kim turned toward him, her face twisted in a scowl. “I

did not betray the honor of Clan Ryu to serve the forces of

Hell,” she snarled. “I did not kiss the ass of a demon to gain

a little power. If there is a traitor to the Dragon Banner in

this room, it is you! You are not worthy to lead this clan, and

you are not worthy of my blood, or the life of my daughter.”

That stopped him in his tracks, and he turned to the

other oyabuns. “Kill this bitch! And the wizard. Then send

someone to kill her daughter.”

“Your honor has been challenged, Arata-san,” Hikaru

said. “You must answer that challenge on your own. We

won’t interfere.”

Arata spat and turned to face Kim. “I don’t need them. I

am twice the fighter you are!”

“Then it is good that I brought two allies,” Kim said with

a confident smile.

“Three allies, mother,” Amanda said. She stepped into

the light and came toward me.

“Amanda, no. I-”

“It’s too late, mother,” Amanda said. “I’m already here.

Chance and I will keep each other safe. You take care of

him,” she pointed at Dr. C. Arata started moving, trying to

circle around to our left, putting us between him and Dr. C

and Kim.



“Um, I’m not nearly as good as you are,” I said. “Even

with the software upgrade.”

“You don’t have to be,” Amanda said. as she started

moving sideways. “Bow and sword, remember?” I followed,

and realized that the move brought us closer to him at the

same time as it cut his circle off. He stopped and reversed

course, only to find that Kim and Dr. C had spread out and

moved to pen him in.

“So the closer he gets, the more he becomes your

problem, huh?” I asked. She nodded, evidently not getting

the joke, or just not amused.

“Four against one?” Arata said. “Where is your honor

now?”

“You asked for aid,” Kim noted. “Where was your

concern for fairness then?” Arata didn’t answer, instead

turning to look our way, then at the two adults.

“Then I’ll have to kill the weaker fighters and even the

odds,” Arata said and sprinted our way.

“Ictus!” I blurted, trying to hit him with a TK bolt. He

dodged to my right, putting himself in a line with Dr. C and

Kim. They started moving, but Arata darted left and right as

he came my way. I aimed at the floor in front of him and saw

him shift his balance to dodge. I waited a heartbeat and he

dropped and rolled to one side, neatly sidestepping the red

beam that Dr. C had fired from the top of his paramiir stave.

That brought him up close enough to launch a kick at me. I

caught it against my forearms, then dropped and swept my

leg out in a half circle.

To my surprise, when Arata jumped, he came down

almost on top of my leg. Only a last second jump back

saved me from a broken limb. Then I was trying desperately

to block blows I could barely see coming. Each strike hurt

like Hell, and I knew my forearms were going to be covered

bruises if I lived to see morning. Finally, I saw an opening.



Not thinking, I went to kick him, but my foot didn’t go as

high as it was supposed to, and Arata danced out of the

way.

“Idiot,” he taunted me as he jumped back at me. I knew

I wasn’t going to be able to move out of range, so I did

something my new software upgrade really didn’t want to

do: I threw myself flat on the floor. Arata laughed and

shifted his balance to stomp on my head, but just before he

could bring his foot down, Amanda got her first lick in. With

a flying kick, she knocked him back and gave me time to get

to my feet. Arata stumbled back and into the waiting arms

of Dr. C and Kim, who proceeded to put him hard on the

defensive.

“Sword,” Amanda said, pointing to herself, “Bow,” she

pointed to me. “The closer he gets, the more he becomes

my problem.”

“Important safety tip,” I groaned. “Thanks, Egon.” She

gave me a frown and shook her head, then turned back to

the fight. Kim and Dr. C were throwing kicks and punches,

but Arata was managing to block them all. I shifted to my

Sight and saw the black aura surrounding the oyabun, with

Kim’s aura golden and Dr. C’s a brighter yellow than I‘d ever

seen it. Even fighting for his life, he was happy around Kim.

But Arata was bolstering his power and skill with demonic

energy. There was no way they were going to beat him with

fists and feet alone. It was going to take a couple of mages

to help beat him down.

Inspiration struck and I ran to one side until I was in

position, and called out, “Bank shot! Danger close!” Then I

pointed my wand, hoping Dr. C got the reference. “Ictus

latior!” I called out. The flat sheet of telekinetic force hit the

floor a few feet in front of Arata, then bounced just as he

turned to face me. He jumped as if to avoid a low attack,

and if I’d been aiming for him, it would have carried him

clear of the shot. Instead, I’d bounced it off the floor so it



caught him in midair. It was a broad, sloppy spell, but there

was almost no dodging it, and the oyabun went flying for

the second time that night. Behind him, Dr. C had dropped

into a crouch and Kim had bent backwards far enough she

had to support herself with one hand.

Black shadowy wings emerged from Arata’s back,

slowing him down. But as he was going all dark and spooky,

Dr. C had turned and pointed his staff at him. Another red

beam lanced out and caught Arata in the chest. A sheet of

black flickered into place where the shot hit, but the wings

disappeared and Arata dropped like a rock. So I hit him on

the way down with another TK bolt. He spun in midair but

still managed to land with a little grace. Then Kim was back

on him, and he was backing up. Every strike she threw

glowed with kitsunebi, kitsune fire, and his black aura flared

against it.

“Vocare!” I called out, and Kim’s sword flew across the

room and into my hand. I turned to Amanda and tossed the

weapon to her. “Sword!” I said. She nodded and sprinted in

to help her mother. As she closed on the fight, Dr. C backed

away. We spread out, both moving to get different angles on

the fight. Amanda arrived and swung the sword at Arata,

who blocked it with a black blade that projected from his

aura. He pushed her back, then swung at Kim. His shadowy

blade passed through thin air as she ducked under it, the

spun and kicked at his arm as it passed over her. While she

was bent down, Dr. C fired off a bolt of blue energy, which

Arata deflected with the black sword. Too late, I saw my

opportunity, and cursed as Kim came back up and into my

line of fire. I circled around, putting myself at Arata’s back.

A few seconds later, I saw an opening when Amanda

dodged to one side, and fired a bolt of fire at him. As he

blocked my attack, Dr. C’s hit him in the side, with a swift

follow-up from Kim that sent him staggering back. Amanda

unloaded a kick at him that he dodged, but that put him in



position for Dr. C’s next spell. Kim and Amanda started

staggering their attacks, letting us hit Arata at random. Dr.

C and I kept moving, making it almost impossible for Arata

to guess where the next shot was coming from, and

sometimes, both of us hitting him at the same time. Using

Sight, I could see he black aura weakening, becoming

almost translucent in places.

Suddenly, the aura disappeared, and Arata staggered

back, his face ashen. I felt something on the edge of my

mystical senses, and the stench of brimstone filled my

nostrils. Then a black, misty form appeared at far side of the

building we were in. It took shape with unsettling speed,

forming what looked like the head and shoulders of a

massive, horned being.

Humans have a powerful survival instinct when faced

with something bigger and stronger than they we are: we

freeze. If it hasn’t seen you already, monkey brain reasons

in its own irrational way, you don’t want to draw attention to

yourself by moving or running. If it has seen you but isn’t

trying to actively kill you, you don’t want to make any

aggressive moves. Everyone in the room froze in place

when the two story tall smoky form of a demon entered the

room. It approached Arata, and everyone in its path moved

out of the way.

“My Lord Gedeon,” Arata sputtered, bowing his head.

“I have no use for weakness,” the smoky form boomed. I

felt the voice more in my soul than physically, and everyone

in the room seemed to cringe a little.

“I am outnumbered, and-”

“I do not accept excuses,” Gedeon’s sending boomed.

“You aren’t worthy of my aid.” An arm the size of a bus

appeared and a black hand opened. Black energy poured

from Arata’s chest into the black apparition, until he fell to

his knees.



“My Lord, if our deal is off, my soul is free!” Arata said.

“Are you not head of Clan Ryu?” Gedeon asked. “Did I

not give you power enough to gain what you sought? You

did not bargain to keep your position, only to obtain it. Your

soul is still mine.”

“But if I don’t lead the clan, they won’t fight as your ally

tonight.”

“Do not lose, then,” Gedeon said. “Unless, Kim Shinoda,

you wish to pledge your soul and allegiance to me.”

“Never,” Kim said.

“Then I must protect my interests,” Gedeon said. “You’ll

get your help, Arata, but there will be a price. You shall not

die by your opponent’s blade.” Arata smiled as a circle of

translucent, inky smoke sprang up around Kim and him. Kim

sheathed her sword and dropped into her stance.

“Now you will learn your place, little bitch,” Arata said.

“I already know where I belong,” Kim said. “You have

nothing to say about it.”

Arata rushed forward, and Kim smiled. Memories that

weren’t mine told me that Arata had given up a lot by

attacking first. Kim didn’t give ground, and blocked or

dodged every punch and kick that came her way. When

Arata finally stepped back, Kim smiled at him.

“You missed,” she said. “Try again.”

“You haven’t touched me,” Arata said.

“I don’t want to embarrass you,” Kim said. Arata leaped

forward, only to reel back as Kim’s fist snapped out and

caught him in the chin. “Better?” she asked. He spat blood,

then came forward again, slower this time, his guard a lot

tighter. His attacks were more focused, and Kim’s defenses

were barely enough to stop the combos of punches and

kicks he threw at her. But barely enough was still enough,

and Arata stepped back again.



“Now you’re taking me seriously,” she said. This time,

she led off the attacks, punching high, then using her knees

up close before ducking low and stepping past him and

driving her elbow into his right shoulder. He stumbled

forward, then turned to deliver a spinning back kick that

grazed her chin and knocked her back. Without hesitating,

they both lunged at each other, this time going for close

body shots with fists, knees and elbows. Kim slid around

behind Arata and brought her fist up to hit the back of his

head, but Arata managed to lean back and grab the handle

of her sword. He yanked it free of the scabbard and jumped

forward, gaining room to swing his newly acquired weapon

in a wide arc. Kim simply spun in place and caught the blade

on the scabbard slung across her back, then spun toward

Arata, keeping the sword engaged but not letting him cut

with it. When they were back to back, she snapped her head

back and caught him in the back of the skull, then dove

forward, rolled into a somersault before pushing herself up

on her hands to spring to her feet. She reached up and

grabbed the scabbard, pulled it free, then spun with it held

out. Something flew across the space between her and

Arata and stuck in his chest. He looked down and pulled the

pair of throwing spikes from his body.

“Stupid woman,” he said as he flipped one of them.

“Your weapons can’t hurt me.” With that, he threw both

spikes back at her. She knocked one aside, but the other

lodged in her shoulder. She cried out and twisted away. “But

they can still hurt you.” He moved forward and swung at

her, but she danced out of reach.

“Yet you bleed,” Kim said as she pulled the spike from

her shoulder. Arata looked down at the red stain that was

spreading across his shirt.

“You said…” Arata stammered.

““You won’t die of those wounds,” Gedeon’s apparition

laughed. “Now kill this trollop before the Rending begins.”



Arata raised the sword and rushed at Kim. She deflected

the first blow with the scabbard, then spun it around and hit

him across the jaw. Before he could even stagger back, she

reversed it and slammed it into his chest, then jumped back

as he brought the blade back up in a diagonal slash. At the

top of the sword’s arc, he brought it back down. Kim

knocked it aside, then reversed the movement and brought

the scabbard up, then punched forward, stabbing with it like

an icepick. It struck Arata in the chest and drove him back,

but cost Kim a long cut across her leg.

“Now you bleed, too,” Arata said, smiling. He came at

her again, and she brought the scabbard up in an arc at

chest level. Red powder filled the air, making Arata check

his momentum. Kim leaped through it, knocked the sword

aside and slammed into him. When he staggered back, fresh

blood stained his shirt, and Kim held a dripping tanto blade.

“And you die,” Kim said softly. In response, Arata thrust

the sword at her. She blocked it, knocking it high, and Arata

laid the edge against her throat.

“You traded a wound for your death blow,” Arata hissed

as he pressed the blade against her skin. A thin line of red

seeped along its length. “Your weapons can’t kill me.”

“I didn’t use one of my weapons,” Kim said, holding up

the tanto with the white linen between her fingers. “I used

yours.”

She pushed back with the scabbard, and Arata

staggered back, his face going ashen. Kim turned and

walked to the edge of the black mist the surrounded them.

“It is done,” she said. “Now release me.”

“Not while your blade is still bared,” Gedeon said. Kim

looked down at the blade, then at the demon, and went to

sheathe the knife.

“Miss Shinoda!” I called out. She looked to me, and I

shook my head. “Don’t.” She nodded, then turned to face



the black form.

“This isn’t my weapon. It belongs to him,” she said, then

turned and threw the knife with blinding speed. It hit Arata

in the left eye and knocked him onto his back. He was dead

before his head bounced off the ground.

Gedeon bellowed his rage, then turned his attention to

me. “I’ll come looking for you tonight, little warlock,” he

boomed before disappearing.

“That’s apprentice mage!” I yelled ineffectually after

him.

“You certainly told him,” Dr. C said. He grabbed me and

pulled me into a tight hug. “I’m glad you’re okay,” he said,

his voice thick with emotion.

“What makes this time any different from every other

stupid thing I’ve done?” I asked, not wanting to give away

how I felt about him worrying about me.

“Because I had to choose between saving the world and

sacrificing myself to save my apprentice, and I didn’t even

hesitate.”

“My Trevor would make a good father,” Kim said as she

and Amanda approached. The other oyabuns were gathered

nearby, talking among themselves.

“I’m not your Trevor anymore,” Dr. C said.

“You never stopped being mine, beloved,” Kim said.

“Just as I never stopped loving you.”

“You disappeared, Kim,” Dr. C said. “The day I was going

to ask you to marry me.”

“I know,” she said as tears slid down her face. “And if I

had a choice, I would have done many things differently.”

“Like what?”

“I would have said yes.”



Dr. C closed his eyes and frowned. His lips became a

thin line before he spoke again. “We obviously have a lot to

talk about, and no time to do it.” He reached out and ran his

thumb along the wet trail on her cheek. “I’ve wanted to hear

your voice again for years. I can wait a few more hours. Just

don’t die on me tonight.”

“What can stand before me when you’re at my side?”

she asked.

“Nothing,” Dr. C said. “But we have to go. There’s a fight

that’s about to start, and I don't want to be late. Is Clan Ryu

fighting for us or against us?”

“We fight against the forces of Hell tonight,” Hikaru said.

“Gedeon will not forget what happened here. And honor

demands that we take responsibility for what we allowed

under Arata.”

“Thank you, oyabun,” Kim said, bowing deep.

“For what? We did nothing.”

“Indeed,” Kim said as she straightened. She winked and

Hikaru laughed. “It was most helpful. With your indulgence, I

would go with my beloved.”

“Go with my blessing, Kim-chan.”

“It’s off to war we go,” I said.

Evidently, Dr. C had the same rule I did about his

girlfriend not riding in the back seat, because I ended up

there with Amanda while Kim sat up front with him.

“So, how did I end up knowing...whatever that was?” I

asked.

“Through a process similar to the Horus Gaze,” Kim

said. “I shared the memories of my training and experience

with you, but nothing else.”

“And what did I end up sharing with you?” I asked.



“Very little, fortunately,” Kim said. “Your mind is an

unsettling place.”

“No shit,” I said. “Just ask him,” I pointed to Dr. Corwin.

“He got the full treatment.”

“Is that how you found your apprentice so quickly?” she

asked him.

“What?” I asked. “How would he do that?”

“No,” Dr. C said. “Chance’s skull is pretty thick. It was

Ren that led me to you.”

“Who is. Ren?” Kim asked, her eyebrows coming toward

each other without furrowing. “We never heard of him.”

“He’s a sprite,” I said. “I’m surprised Hoshi never

mentioned him.”

“You own a sprite?” Amanda said, her voice tight. Her

expression had gone from neutral to a fierce glare that

seemed like she wanted to pin me to something and dissect

me.

“Amanda,” Kim said with a shake of her head. “Don’t.”

“No mother,” Amanda said. “How can he, of all people,

turn around and enslave another living being?” She turned

to me, her eyes bright with anger.

“It isn’t like that, Amanda,” I said.

“No? What is it like then? Do you pay him? Or do you

just not work him as hard as other masters? Do you let him

tend your garden for you? Allow him to hunt pests and

fairies?”

“Back off, lady!” Ren said, appearing between Amanda

and me. “Chance is my friend. So if you don’t lay off of him,

I’m gonna put a dart in your ass!” Amanda recoiled, then

looked past him to me.

“You brainwashed him,” she hissed.



“Hey, I’m right here!” Ren said. “And no, he didn’t

brainwash me. He asked me if I wanted to come live with

him, and he made the Academy give up my contract to him.

He couldn’t free me, so he did the next best thing. He

doesn’t make me do anything for him. He asks me, and I

can say no if I want. I have my own home and my own

garden and I come and go as I please. I’m as close to free as

any sprite has been in seven decades. So shut. The Hell.

Up!” He leaned forward, his wings red as he thrust his finger

out and raised his voice on the last sentence. Amanda

leaned back, her eyebrows climbing toward her hairline. She

looked past him again, and I shrugged.

“You’re on your own,” I told her.

“I… apologize,” she said slowly. “For speaking ill of your

friend.”

“Say it to him, too,” Ren said.

“I’m sorry, Chance,” she said. “I wasn’t thinking. I

assumed… too much.”

“You remind me of me,” I said to her. “Only without the

anger issues.”

“So,” Amanda said to Ren, “you followed us without

being seen. An impressive feat, if you could hide from my

mother.”

“I’m a sprite scout,” Ren said. “If I don’t want to be

seen, you won’t know I’m there.”

“So, are you taking me back to prom?” I asked Dr. C.

“No time,” he said. “Besides that, sending you out of

harm’s way didn’t work. I might as well have you where I

can keep an eye on you.”

“What happened to the last line of defense?” I smirked.

“It just got a lot closer to the first line of defense,” he

said. “I just hope you’re right about where the Horde will

show up.”



“He is,” Kim said.

“How do you know?” Dr. C said.

“That’s a question best left for later,” Kim said with a

smile. She turned and winked at me, then laid a hand on Dr.

Corwin’s arm.

“You’re as bad as he is,” he said as he pulled to a stop.

“He could only have learned it from you, beloved,” Kim

said. Getting out, I saw we were in an old industrial park not

far from where we had made our earlier stop before prom.

Dr. C led us to the side of one of the metal sided buildings

where Donovan waited with T-Bone and Cross. Across the

way, I could see the contingent of Sentinels waiting beside

another building. Ren flew down and landed on my shoulder.

“We have incoming,” he said. “Bunch of werewolves,

most on motorcycles.” A second after he said it, I heard the

rumble of motorcycle engines, and a group of headlights

became visible as the bikes rounded the corner. Sinbad rode

in front with a group on Harley’s in a wedge behind him.

Vortigern’s limo drove behind the bikes, leading a double

column of cars and trucks. Shade got out, her feet bare now,

and her corsage gone from her wrist. I moved from our

hiding place to meet her next to Sinbad.

“You came,” I said, offering my hand to Sinbad.

“Of course we did,” Sinbad laughed. “I may be an old

wolf, but I’ll never turn down a good fight. What’d you tell

him, pup?” he asked, turning to Shade.

Shade’s cheeks turned almost as red as her hair. “I was

a little... vague.”

Sinbad shook his head and scowled. “There was a time

when I would’ve slapped the bullshit out of you for that,

girl,” he growled. “But now you gotta live with the truth

coming out. You mighta had your reasons for it, but you



don’t involve me in your games, you got that?” She nodded,

her shoulders slumping.

“I’m sorry, Sinbad,” she said.

“Don’t apologize to me ‘til you apologize to him,” he

told her, then turned to me. “And you, kid, need to figure

out how and when to keep a secret with a were’. You two

need to figure this shit out with each other before you start

making nice with everyone else who has to deal with your

BS. You both got that?” We nodded. “Good. We got a fight to

win. So get your head in the game. Corwin, where do you

want us?”

Shade and I walked away on our own while Dr. C came

out to talk to Sinbad. “So, which one of us should apologize

first?” I asked.

“You know I’d never skip out on you when it’s important,

right?” Shade asked in a rush. “Even when I’m pissed, I’ll

never let you down. Because I’d hate it if you ever thought I

was like that, or if you ever thought….” She stopped, her

eyes searching mine.

“Never,” I said. “No matter how mad I get, or stupid, I

know you have my back. And I’ll always be there when you

need me.”

“I do know that,” she said, then stepped up close to me.

“You don’t go through the things we have and let little

things get in the way of the big stuff. It’s just...I get scared

sometimes, and I don’t know how to do normal. Or healthy. I

feel like a kid again, like I don’t know what I’m doing or

what’s going on and…” She paused, then leaned in and

nipped at my neck before she buried her face in my

shoulder. I put my arms around her and held tight.

“You know you do that to me, too,” I said. She nodded

against my body and squeezed tighter.

When she looked at me again, her face was set in a

frown, her expression fierce. “I love you and my wolf loves



you,” she said. “And I don’t know how to deal with that,

sometimes. But it isn’t going to change. But,” she

whispered, looking up at me with wide, vulnerable eyes,,

“how do I know it won’t change for you? I’m terrified of

giving you my heart and soul and having it ripped away.”

“There aren't words big enough for this, Shade,” I said.

“I could stop breathing easier than I could stop loving you.” I

leaned in and bit at her neck harder than I usually did,

making her gasp and arch her back.

“You,” she panted, “are a cruel, cruel man.”

“Not just to you,” I said, my own breath coming a little

faster. “But time’s not on our side right now.”

“I know,” Shade said as she stepped back. “We should

be dancing and making out right now.” I shrugged and look

around. Lucas hefted my backpack and gave me a thumbs

up as he walked past, his own duffel bag slung at his side.

Vortigern glared at me as he got out of the limo, but he

went to join Dr. Corwin.

“Probably,” I said. “But I can’t think of any other place

I’d rather be right now. Except one.” I kissed her like there

was no tomorrow, not caring who saw us or what they

thought. “And if we survive...who knows?”

She winked at me. “If? Speak for your squishy self,

mage boy. I plan on surviving this fight. You better have the

same idea.” She kissed me and padded off to join the

growing crowd of weres’, leaving me to head back over to

Dr. C.

In minutes, the street was clear again, and the area

seemed deserted. Then, all we could do was wait.

Or so we thought.

No sooner than I had made myself comfortable on the

ground with my back against the building, the was a green

flash from the east, and my skin started to tingle. The



feeling was almost an itch, a sense of wrongness that was

hard to pin down and just as hard to ignore. Then, in the

distance, the screams started. I squeezed my eyes shut

hard at the images those sounds conjured up in my already

messed up head. Unlike most of the people around me, I

didn’t have to imagine what was being done to the cultists

who had been dumb enough or unlucky enough to actually

summon Gedeon and his retinue. Because very few beings

on the planet could contain an Arch-Duke of the Abyss, and

even fewer knew the proper wards to contain him. And

Gedeon was a patient demon.

“Oh, God,” Lucas whispered beside me. “Did we…?”

“This isn’t on us,” I said. “They summoned him, and

they ignored the warnings about his power. And they would

have killed Monica if they had found her.”

“Then I’m kind of hoping we did have something to do

with that.” I held my thumb and forefinger almost touching.

“Chance, it’s Ren” I heard in my ear. “You have

incoming, and man, there are a lot of them. They’re heading

south on-”

“South? Why are they going that way?” I asked,

standing and heading for the corner of the building.

“I dunno,” Ren said. “Maybe because the road goes that

way. Or maybe because your….wait a second.”

“What?” I almost yelled.

“They just...stopped. And they’re just milling around.

Like a herd of cattle. Wait...now they’re starting to head

your way. But they’re a couple of blocks south of you.”

“Damn,” I muttered. “They’re past us.”

“What?” Lucas said. “How?”

“They went south first, not west. We can’t move

everyone over in time.”

“Can we get them to come to us?”



“You might be onto something,” I said. “Sinbad! I need a

ride!” I yelled as I jogged past Dr. C and Kim. The full-

throated roar of a Harley and a cone of light announced

Sinbad’s arrival in the middle of the road.

“Where we goin’ kid?” he asked as I got on.

“To start a fight.”



 

Chapter 17

~ Wizards are crafty bastards. Never trust that anything is

what it seems with them. ~ Synrhodi’ir, Chancellor of the

Infernal Archive

 

Sinbad’s bike slipped between buildings, bounced across

parking lots and over curb and sent gravel flying behind us

as he took the shortest route between two points.

“Corwin’s gonna be pissed,” he laughed as we shot out

from between two buildings.

“He can ground me if I live through the night,” I said.

“Gedeon and his crew are south of us. There’s absolutely

nothing between them and hundreds of kids but air and bad

planning.”

“And you think you can get a bunch of demons to show

up at your ambush all by your lonesome?”

“No,” I yelled over the roar of the bike. He skidded to a

stop in the middle of the road, and we found ourselves

facing a score of demons. “I just have to convince one.”

Gedeon’s retinue was comprised of mostly humanoid

looking demons, with a few of the lower caste insectoids

and one tentacled monstrosity to round things out for

diversity’s sake. Gedeon towered over them all, wreathed in

flame with black smoke billowing away from his body. They

were heading across the road at an angle, and all heads and

eyestalks turned our way. I got off the bike and stepped

closer.

“Hey, Gedeon, you said you were looking for me,” I

yelled. “Well, here I am. Now what?” Gedeon let out a roar

and pointed at me. As one, the retinue turned toward us and



broke into a run. I’d challenged him publicly, and his own

ego aside, he couldn’t afford to lose face by ignoring me.

“That ain't much of a Horde,” Sinbad yelled when I

jumped on back of the bike. He gunned the engine and took

off back the way we came from.

“It isn’t all of it,” I yelled back. Behind us, the thunder of

hooves, feet, and insectoid legs pounded against the

pavement.

“Where’s the rest?” We shot out from a narrow alley and

bounced onto another road.

“Still in Hell, waiting for him to summon them.”

“Yeah? When’s that gonna happen?” he asked, twisting

the handlebars to the right and heading for another

opening.

“As soon as he sees the Maxilla in play,” I said. Demons

poured out of the gaps between buildings, screaming for

blood in Infernal. We angled toward another gap and

narrowly missed the side of the building on the right as

Sinbad made the turn without slowing down. He twisted the

throttle and we surged through the narrow gap. When we

shot through the opening to the street, Sinbad hit the

brakes and we skidded to a stop. A group of demons had

emerged from the alley on either side of us and had the

street blocked on both sides of us.

“Don’t think you thought this through very well, kid,”

Sinbad growled.

I pulled the wand from my jacket. “Ictus latior!” I yelled.

The wide blast of telekinetic force slammed into the middle

of the line and bowled over everything in a ten foot swath.

“Well, go!” I said. The demons back away as we rode toward

them, and I could hear Gedeon bellowing behind us. I sent a

couple of blasts into their ranks to keep them scared as we

passed.



We shot past them and they took off in pursuit. Sinbad

drove past the two buildings where our people were waiting,

then did another screeching stop, this time coming to rest

with the bike turned sideways. I got off and turned to face

the approaching demons.

“I’ve got this,” I said. Further up the road, I could see Dr.

C moving toward the edge of the building. I shook my head

and turned to Sinbad. “Keep him from jumping the gun…

and from waiting too long.”

“Okay, kid,” he said. He gunned the bike and roared

away. It was time for a little grandstanding. I stepped

forward and slipped the battle gauntlet on, then took my

hawthorn wand in my left hand.

“Flagro,” I said, and a bright red beam of pure heat

emerged from the crystal tip of the wand. Slowly, I drew a

line in front of me that stretched across the road. The red

beam left flames in its wake that died seconds after it

passed. The horde slowed, and Gedeon stepped forward.

“Come on, Gedeon!” I yelled. “I’ve drawn a line in the

sand and I’m challenging you to cross it.”

He stepped forward and spent a moment looking down

at me, then he started laughing. “Look at the little

apprentice. You think you can challenge me? Ha! Kill him for

me.” The gathered demons went still for a moment, then

moved forward with a yell.

The insectoid skittered out ahead of the rest, its many

legs clacking against the pavement. I held my ground, even

though I felt the pucker factor going up. In my peripheral

vision, I could see Sinbad holding Dr. Corwin back. Under my

breath, I muttered “Obex latior,” and turned my right palm

forward. Sinbad let go of Dr. C when I put my hand on the

butt of the LeMat. A split second later, the bug demon

bounced off the invisible wall I’d put up a few yards away.

Gedeon barely slowed down as he walked through it. The



bug clattered along behind him, and they both stopped a

few feet away from me. The bug demon’s bulbous eyes

never moved, but it kept turning its head toward its master,

then back to me.

“You really thought you could stop me?” Gedeon

laughed as his burning arm reached for me.

“Stopping you was never the point,” I said, taking a step

back. His hand froze in place. “I needed your attention on

me while you moved your whole army into a trap.” He

straightened up and started to look around, and I drew the

LeMat. The bug demon started to move toward me as I

thumbed the hammer back, and when it reared back to

strike, I pulled the trigger. The incendiary round hit it in the

gaping maw that it revealed, and the pair of grasping

mandibles on either side of the opening went flying to either

side when its chitinous skull exploded. Demon brains sizzled

against Gedeon’s burning torso, and Dr. C unleashed the

opening salvo. Lines of fire, shards of ice, bolts of lightning

and white hot globes of plasma tore through the flanks of

Gedeon’s massed forces. Jagged stone erupted from the

street, impaling dozens in the center, and someone sent a

blue black orb sailing into them, leaving holes in in

everything it touched. Demons screamed as their physical

forms were destroyed, but their ranks still held. Death on

the mortal plane held no terror for them, but Gedeon’s

eternal wrath did. He raced back to the ranks of his minions,

yelling in Infernal patois all the way. Gouts of fire erupted

from his hands and splashed against waiting shields. Sheer

power hammered against careful construction and found

itself well matched. Still, a destructive spell will eventually

wear down any shield, and I could see the strain starting to

show on the faces of some of the Sentinels trying to

maintain them.

As the protective wards started to show the first signs of

faltering, Sinbad brought the weres’ into the fray. Unfazed



by physical damage, they fell on the demon horde with

abandon, tossing demons around like ragdolls, forcing

Gedeon to stop his assault as his ranks began to thin. He

raised his arms and started chanting, and more demons

started appearing in bursts of purple light, this time more of

the bug and crab minions. Wolf claws and teeth scraped

against chitin but drew no blood, and pincers started

reaching for limbs and throat. One wolf fell, its head shorn

from its body. No amount of healing was going to fix that.

Other demons started to devour the fallen weres’ body, and

the tide shifted back toward stalemate. Hybrid wolves drew

back from the edge of the fray, sides heaving, their fur

glistening with gore, too much of it their own. Some of the

wounds weren’t healing, and I could see the concern etched

in Sinbad’s frown.

“Poison,” one of the wolves said to Sinbad as they drew

back to where I was.

“How many are we down?” Sinbad demanded. His shirt

was gone, and his torso was gleaming with red. With his

pale hair hanging to his shoulder and his white beard

stained in crimson, he looked like a Norse warrior.

“Eight dead, near as I can tell, and another half dozen

are out of the fight,” a woman near him said. Shade shifted

from her hybrid form back to human, her prom dress ripped

in a couple of places and stained red as well. A gash across

her shoulder finished closing as she rolled her shoulders and

winced.

“You got any more tricks to pull out your ass, kid,”

Sinbad said to me, “you better use ‘em fast. Much more of

this, and we’re gettin’ our balls handed to us.”

“Just keep them contained,” Lucas said from behind me.

“Don’t run in with them. Stay on the edges, where you have

all the room to move.”



“Don’t tell me how to fight, boy,” Sinbad snapped at

Lucas. Still, he nodded to the first were beside him.

“Give it up, wizard,” Gedeon boomed. “I can do this all

night. My forces are legion!” He raised his arms and started

chanting again, and more purple flashes appeared.

“Dulka, I call upon you now,” I whispered. “The Way

between Worlds is open.” Red strobes appeared among the

purple bursts, and Dulka stepped through a larger portal of

his own.

“What are you doing here, you slime-sucking little

bitch?” Gedeon called out as the red mists evaporated

around Dulka.

“Handing you an ass-kicking, limp dick,” Dulka yelled

back. More and more demons appeared behind Dulka, and

Gedeon’s numbers started to grow, not only in number, but

in color.

“What’s goin’ on?” Sinbad asked.

“Gedeon’s calling on his allies,” I said. “And they’re

bringing in their forces.”

“How are we supposed to fight that?” Lucas asked.

I brought the back of my hand across my mouth,

steeling myself for the answer no one wanted to hear.

“Briefly,” I said. Shade reached out and touched my

shoulder for a moment and blessed me with a smile.

“Not the reassuring answer I was hoping for,” Lucas

said.

“Looks like it’s time to bring out the big guns,” I said.

Steve, and the Hands of Death had stepped into view,

though I was pretty sure Gedeon hadn’t seen them, since he

was still trading insults with Dulka. I raised my arms.

“Igneus Pluvium.”

Streaks of yellow shot into the sky, arced over the Horde

and fell among the demons like incendiary rain. Infernal



voices howled in rage and pain, and the fight was back on.

Dulka’s red clad demons rushed to meet Gedeon and his

allies, and the Nazarite brought the Maxilla into play.

The first demon to fall to the blade brought the entire

battle to a standstill for a few seconds, its screams shrill and

terrified as white fire burst from inside it and consumed it.

All eyes were on Steve as he pulled the glowing blade back

and took a two handed grip on it.

“Who’s next?” he called out. Demons backed away,

their shoulders hunching as the cowered from the light it

gave off.

“Melchiel! Maplikt! Sammael! Burn this Nazarite to ash!”

Gedeon yelled. Three demons stepped forward and brought

their arms up. Bolts of various colored energy flew from

their hands, sending Donovan and the Hands of Death

scattering to avoid them. The weres’ charged in, and magic

flew from the sidelines again. Chaos returned to the field,

but this time, the numbers were against us, and the

skirmish line rolled our way.

I threw more fire into the fray, and Lucas stepped up

beside me, his shotgun at the ready. Slowly, the weres

began to lose ground, and Donovan, T-Bone and Cross found

themselves cut off from the Sentinels’ line.

“Kill them!” Gedeon bellowed, pointing at Donovan. “I’m

going to take that sword from your hands and cut your head

off to mount on my palace, Nazarite!” A group of demons

started toward them, only to be cut down by T-Bone’s guns.

Two more came at them from different directions, and I

could see a third trying to get behind them.

“We need to clear a path for them,” I said to Lucas.

“Away from the Sentinel line.”

“I’ve got this,” Lucas said, pulling a glass jar from his

duffel bag. He brought his arm back and lobbed it into the

group of demons nearest the Donovan and the Hands. When



it shattered, the demons closest to it evaporated, and the

ones further out burst into flame.

“Come on!” I yelled, but they didn’t seem to hear. I

tossed a TK bolt through a group of demons rushing toward

them, and that finally got T-Bone’s attention. He shot a

demon and gestured for them to move, but the gap closed

before they were halfway to us. Lucas threw another jar,

and they made it closer, but the gaps closed faster than

they could move.

“We have to get closer!” Lucas yelled and started

toward them. I took off after him, my battle gauntlet glowing

as I pulled the crystal from the mount on the back of my

hand and slipped another touchstone into it to power it.

Shade and Sinbad fell on the group of demons closest to

them, and for a moment, it looked like we were going to get

them free.

Then a major demon walked into the fight. Fourteen feet

tall with bright yellow skin and pincers for hands, it swept

Sinbad aside and thrust its claw into Shade’s chest. She

screamed, and my world stopped. I watched it pin her to the

ground and bring its other pincer toward her throat. She

struggled to push the one stuck between her breasts up and

out of her body.

Then I was able to move again, and I heard a full-

throated roar coming from my own throat. Demons were

cowering to either side as I flung fire and telekinetic energy

at them with every step. Ahead of me, I saw Donovan toss

the Maxilla into the air, and watched Gedeon’s blazing form

leap toward it. A detached sort of glee took ahold of me as

my left foot hit the pavement. My left hand came up and

reached out for the Maxilla, even though it was still yards

away. Gedeon’s massive hand started to close around the

grip at the same moment I exerted my will and pulled on my

connection to the sword. In a flash of white, the Maxilla

disappeared and then reappeared in my hand. With a yell, I



jumped into the air and brought the sword back over my

head, hurdling a fallen demon. The yellow crab demon’s

eyestalks swiveled toward me as I cleared its fallen

comrade, and it twisted the claw that pinned Shade to the

ground. Blood sprayed from her mouth as her body arched

up against it, and I brought the sword down across the

demon’s arm.

Fire flared against the stump of its arm as it reeled back

from the blow, and a shockwave blew everything Infernal

from in front of me, except the crab demon. I swung again

and sliced through a half dozen legs, bringing it to the

ground. It tried to scramble away, but I stood my ground,

straddling Shade’s body.

“No, you don’t!” I yelled. “I find your lack of faith

disturbing!” The chiton above its two main arms cracked as

my telekinetic choke closed on what passed for its neck. The

spell held when I yanked it back toward me, and it pulled its

remaining pincer back like it was going to try to attack. I

severed that one at the shoulder.

“Die, asshole!” I snarled when I drove the point of the

sword through its torso. The sound of its scream brought a

smile to my face, and I pushed it away from me to die. More

demons rushed forward to take its place, but I wasn’t

interested in a fair fight. I turned the sword point down and

thrust it into the asphalt, then drew both the paintball gun

and the LeMat and opened fire. All I could think to do was

hurt as many of the demons as I could for as long as I could

make them suffer. The first shot from the LeMat blow a leg

off, then I put a holy water round into another demon’s

mouth. Another limb, a tentacle this time, exploded under

the fire from the LeMat. A face melted under the bath of

holy water, a demon’s head blew apart, then I put a round

into the oversized genitalia of another demon. Every shot,

every scream fed into my rage, made me feel more and

more powerful, even as I felt myself die inside at what I’d



just seen happen to Shade. When the charge made it to me,

I holstered my pistols and grabbed the Maxilla again.

The first to reach me was a snake demon, and I brought

the blade up in a slash that left a gaping, flaming wound in

its torso. I brought the sword around to slice through its

neck. Its death throes had barely started when the next one,

a multi legged bug looking thing, reached me, and I thrust

the point through its body, impaling it and the more

humanoid demon behind it. Not satisfied with knowing they

would die painfully, I wrenched the blade to the left, slicing

through demon flesh to cut into another one.

The fading knowledge Kim had given me drove me to

pull the blade back and turn, bringing my weapon around

and reversing it to meet a charging demon with the point. It

staggered back as I let go with one hand, then delivered a

palm strike to its chest to knock it away. Five more rushed

forward, and I dropped into a low stance, the sword held

behind me. For a split second, I was still, until they reached

the point where I knew they were all within my reach. I

brought the sword up, then back down in two graceful arcs,

a move known as the Sparrow’s Wing. All five fell, their

bodies smoking as the blade sliced through them.

The Maxilla glowed as demon blood sizzled against it,

and I took a two handed grip again. While I wanted to wade

into the Horde, my feet stayed where they were, astride

Shade’s fallen body, determined to kill as many as I could.

But they quickly learned that I wouldn’t pursue, and started

moving around me, avoiding the lethal reach of my sword.

With a widening circle around me, I took the sword in my

right hand, and summoned Elemental Fire with my left.

Then, with a yell, I thrust my hand forward and sent a gout

of flame into the one nearest me. It was engulfed in white

hot fire, and died as the stream of fire punched through it

and incinerated two more behind it.



As the rage consumed me, I threw more and more

magick at the demons around me. With their ranks

devastated from the front, very few saw Dr. C, Kim and

Amanda join Steve and the Hands of Death coming at them

from behind. Those closest to them died too quickly to warn

anyone. Demons started falling around me, and I heard the

bass voice of Lucas’s shotgun. Blessed buckshot tore

through the ranks of Hell, barely stopping for Infernal flesh

and shell. Then the chaos stopped, and I was left with

nothing but rage and pain, and nothing to throw it at.

I could only throw hate into the hole Shade’s loss left in

me for so long, and with nothing left but that void, I could

only thrust the sword point first into the asphalt and fall to

my knees beside her. I couldn’t cry, I couldn’t fight. All I

could do was pour everything I had through my voice. The

sound that came from me was like the tearing of my world,

part roar, part snarl and part sob. When it was done, I could

only pant and moan, feeling hollowed out inside. I would

have given anything to feel numb. I had no idea if she was

alive or dead, though everything pointed to dead and I was

too scared to hope.

“I know that sound,” Lucas said as he stepped up beside

me. “That’s the sound my heart made when my parents

died.” He put his hand on my shoulder and knelt beside me.

His voice broke, and another hand rested on my other

shoulder.

“Chance,” Dr. C said, pouring enough emotion into that

one word that all I could do was let him pull me to him.

Booming laughter rolled across the field, and suddenly

my hate had a target. “Aw, look at the big bad warlock,”

Gedeon taunted from across the carnage of the field. “Boo-

hoo, some mean old demon just gutted my girlfriend.”

I stood, and turned to face the fiery form of Gedeon. The

laughing kept going. I took one step, then another and



reached behind me for the Maxilla. The laughing stopped

when it came free of the asphalt. Demons crowded each

other to get out of the sword’s fatal reach. Their leader had

mocked me on the field. That was a personal challenge, and

none of them wanted to face the bringer of true death that I

carried in my left hand. As hard as monkey brain wanted me

to pound Gedeon into paste, there was still something

bigger happening. And if I played my part, Gedeon would

spend a hundred years or so suffering. I could live with that.

“She fell fighting for something she believed in, and you

just fell for everything,” I said as I got closer.

“She fell because you’re a pathetic mortal,” Gedeon

replied. “Because you can’t win. I’m going to roll over you,

kill your friends and own this world.” Behind me, I could

hear people moving, and demons started shuffling as the

flankers started filing toward the area where I’d made my

stand.

“We didn’t have to beat you, Gedeon,” I said. “We just

had to slow you down long enough to get everyone out.”

“You’re bluffing,” Gedeon said.

“Maybe,” I said. “And maybe I’m telling the truth.” I

looked over my shoulder. Donovan had picked Shade up and

had her cradled in his arms. Her hand moved, and I felt my

heart leap in my chest. Maybe she was still alive. She was a

werewolf after all.

“You would never tell the truth,” Gedeon said. He looked

to the sides and then back to me. “And your friends wouldn’t

be trying to sneak away.”

“We’ve held you long enough,” I said. “In a few more

minutes, the whole place will be empty, and good luck

finding enough innocents in one place in this town after

that.” I turned and walked over to Steve.

“She’s breathing again,” he said softly as he handed

Shade over to me. Once she was in my arms, he took the



Maxilla and stepped past me. Dulka came up, a smile on his

ugly face, and squatted down beside me.

“Things aren’t going half bad, runt,” he said. “At this

rate, I’m likely to double my holdings before the night’s

through.”

“Glad you’re doing well,” I said my voice little more than

a growl. “Hold them off as long as you can. We’ve got to get

to the auditorium and make sure they’re all clear.”

“As long as the Nazarite is here with that sword, I’ll be

throwing him demons to kill.”

“You do that,” I said.

“Sinbad, get your people out of here,” Dr. C yelled. “It

looks like we have some reinforcements.” From the

darkness, figures began to emerge. As they got closer, they

resolved into Dwarves bearing heavy weapons, everything

from axes to the massive pistols and rifles they favored.

Elves with long, slim swords and spears, Redcaps carrying

rusty looking polearms and almost every kind of hybrid

demon or fae creature I’d ever seen or heard of. Then the

last person I expected to see stepped into the light. Nick

Draeden walked toward Dr. C, who had gone pale at the

sight of him.

“Come now, Trevor,” Draeden said with a grim smile.

“You didn’t think I was going to miss out on all of the fun,

did you?”

“Sir, this action was supposed to be unofficial,” Dr. C

said as the battle lines started to draw up behind us.

“I believe the term you meant to use was unsanctioned,

or perhaps, an act of insubordination?” Draeden smiled and

winked before he put a hand on Dr. C’s shoulder.

“You could look at it that way,” Dr. C said.

“I prefer to describe it as bold to the point of

recklessness, and also, a need-to-know operation. Now, you



get to where you need to be. I’ll head things up here for

now.”

“We only need a few minutes head start,” Dr. C said.

“Don’t risk more than you have to.”

“We’ll see to it.”

We kept going until we got to the cars. As I made it to

Dr. C’s Range Rover, Shade stirred in my arms and opened

her eyes. “My dress is ruined,” she murmured. She reached

up and fingered the rips and tears in my jacket, then ran her

hands down the bloodstains on my shirt. “Did you get these

standing over me?”

“Some of them,” I said. She smiled and pulled herself up

to kiss me.

“You can put me down now,” she said. “I need to

change.”

“We need to get to the auditorium,” I said.

“And I can run there faster than you could drive it.”

“Are you sure? You’ve been mostly dead for a few

minutes.”

“Not even close,” she said. “I’m going to feel it in the

morning, though.”

“Then you’ll need to know where to meet us,” I said,

and gave her the location. She looked at me quizzically for a

moment, then nodded.

Moments later, Lucas and I were in the back seat with

Amanda and giving Dr. C directions on where to meet

Shade. He nodded, gave me a questioning look, then put

the truck in gear as the din of battle rose behind us. Halfway

there, his phone rang.

“You’re on talk radio,” he said as he answered it.

“Corwin,” Draeden’s breathless voice came over the

phone’s speaker. “They’ve broken through. I’m sending



Donovan and the Hands to rendezvous with you. The forces

of Hell are missing a few major players this evening thanks

to the Nazarite. And tell Fortunato that I have some choice

words for him regarding his choice of allies.”

“I think he knows,” Dr. C said. “I’ll text you the address

for them to meet us. And I appreciate you coming, sir.”

“Only so far as it helped you, I’m sure,” Draeden

chuckled. “Whatever plan you have, all I can say is that it

had better work.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Dr. C said before he

ended the call. He looked back at me for a moment, then

turned his focus back on the road.

The first demon appeared in the rear view mirror

seconds later. More joined it, until they filled the road behind

us. Dr. C hit the gas, and they stopped gaining on us, but

the gap wasn’t getting any wider. We needed more room

than we had and a lot more time. I rolled the window down

and leaned out, aiming my wand at the horde. On the other

side of the car, Lucas was doing the same thing, only he

held his stubby shotgun and a jar full of water.

“You open!” he yelled.

“Murus ignis!” I called out, and a barrier of flame sprang

up in the demons’ path. A few jumped over it, but the

majority just ran straight through it. Some fell and writhed

on the ground before fading. Then Lucas threw the jar he

was holding into the air. He waited until it was a few feet

above the horde before he pulled the trigger. The jar

exploded, spraying its contents over several yards and a

dozen demons. The result was about the same as dousing

them with flaming napalm. Demons screamed as they were

immolated in sacred flame, and we gained a few seconds.

Amanda pulled me into the truck seconds before we

made a hard right turn, and I could see our destination

ahead. The windows strobed with red and blue lights, and I



imagined I could even hear the deep thump of the bass line.

Dr. C poured on the speed, and I shared a look with Lucas.

There was no way he was going to be able to stop in time.

Then I remembered the kinetic ram.

We hit the concrete posts going at least eighty. All of the

kinetic energy got turned into forward momentum, and the

world went slo-mo for a few seconds for us. Two posts

bounced off the wedge of kinetic energy and flew through

the doors with the truck right behind them. We skidded

across the wooden floor for a few feet, and the world started

back into motion again. Dr. C was out of his seat and on the

floor almost as fast as I was, but no one beat Kim. The

dance floor was clear, and in the dark, we could see people

turning to look at us, though no one could hear a thing over

the music.

Dr. C ran toward the crowd with the rest of us only steps

behind him. “Get out! Everyone clear out now!” No one

moved. He pulled one of his pistols and fired into the air, the

boom of the shot drowning out everything for a split second.

“I said move!” And still, no one moved. By then, it was too

late.

Gedeon smashed his way through the doors, leaving a

twenty foot tall hole in the building. “You’ve failed!” he

yelled as he strode to the center of the room. “I’ve crossed

your line in the sand and I’ve overwhelmed your pathetic

attempt at defending your world. So prepare to make your

last stand, Fortunato. At least you’ll die thinking you’re a

hero.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Gedeon,” I said. Lucas hit

the lights, and the demon blinked in confusion as the

shadows and silhouettes around him resolved into

cardboard cutouts and painted shapes on the walls. The

illusory dancers faded from sight, and Wanda, Monica and

Vortigern were revealed on the stage. Hoshi and Kiya stood

behind them, the last mists of their illusion fading. “My line



in the sand is two miles behind me. This was never a

desperate defense or some heroic last stand." I stepped

forward, and the rest of my friends advanced to the edge of

the now visible circle with me. "This is an ambush."

“You think you’re ambushing me?” Gedeon laughed.

“You think any circle you can cast will hold me?”

“Who said I was casting it?” I said, and looked over my

shoulder. “Do it.”

Gedeon looked from me to the stage as Monica raised

her right hand. Lines of red ran from between her fingers

and gathered at her fingertip. Gedeon started to rush

toward her as the single red drop fell from her hand to the

smaller circle she had cast around herself. Brilliant white

light filled the room, then faded to red. I turned back to look

at Gedeon, and his flaming face was a mask of shock. Only

he remained in the circle, and the rest of the Horde was

gone.

“How?” he sputtered. “She lives but the circle is cast!”

“Whosoever shall spill the blood of the Half-Caste Childe

shall be granted the power to render undone any contract

made with an Infernal Power,” Vortigern intoned. “It doesn’t

say anything about killing her.”

“It also doesn’t mention her spilling her own blood,

either!” Gedeon said. He drew back his fist and pounded at

the wall around him, only to get thrown back in a flash of

light. “Stop this! Stop right now! I declare this void! Release

me or suffer my wrath!”

On the stage, Monica’s face twisted into a rictus of fury,

and she lifted her hand to point at Gedeon. “I am the Half-

Caste Chylde, I am the Sacred and the Profane. I touch all

that you fear and all that you desire. I command you as your

Prince commanded you, and as the One Above him

commanded you.” Her hand closed, and Gedeon’s form

twisted and bent. Then the fiery body collapsed on itself,



leaving another figure in its place near the edge of the

circle.

“You couldn’t have known that,” the figure moaned as it

climbed to its feet. “We hid those texts, shattered the

tablets.”

“Never underestimate the determination of a father

bent on saving his daughter,” Vortigern said. “Or a mother

with the same mission.” He looked to Kim and winked.

“Now, as the one who cast this circle, the one who

summoned you not only to this plane but also to this place,

Monica is allowed to demand that you dissolve a contract.

As do those she claims as part of her circle. Call your circle,

my dear.”

Monica looked around the room, then pointed at Lucas.

“You’re first, baby. You treated me best before you even

knew me. Shade. You put your ass on the line to help me

when you barely knew me. Wanda, my sister. Chance, Dr.

Corwin, Kim and Amanda. And you father. That is my circle.”

“And what agreement do you want to nullify?” Gedeon

asked. He came to the edge of the circle, and I did a double

take. Gedeon’s true form was only four feet tall.

“My father’s contract with Sammael and Berith,” Monica

said.

“Done. And this Lucas...what agreement do you want to

undo?”

“Can you get Thraxus to call off his vengeance in ten

years?”

“That is Lord Thraxus’s promise. Hell has no authority

over it.”

“Then I guess I’ll have to pass for now.”

“Very well, then,” Gedeon said, then smiled as he turned

to Kim and Dr. C. “Kim Shinoda, what do you wish to

nullify?”



“Clan Ryu’s agreement for my daughter to serve them.”

“Very well,” Gedeon said. “It will be done.”

“Now,” Kim said.

Gedeon looked daggers at her, then gritted his teeth

and nodded. “It is so. And Wizard Corwin?”

“Give Kim her freedom from the clan. With honor.”

“Done,” he hissed. “And Amanda?”

“Release Clan Ryu from your service.”

“You can’t demand-”

“We killed the oyabun who made the agreement with

you. I can and I will demand it.”

“Alright, then,” Gedeon huffed. “It is done. And you,

Fortunato?”

I looked back at Vortigern, then at Gedeon. “Can I ask

for the release of the souls I got for Dulka?”

“You may ask for...one. Do you wish to choose one,

then?” Gedeon asked with a grin that showed way too many

pointy teeth.

“If I can only free one person,” I said, “then I choose to

free Ren.”

“Are you sure?” Gedeon asked, his grin getting wider.

“I’m sure,” I said. Ren floated down beside me, his eyes

overflowing with tiny tears, then he surged forward and

wrapped his arms around my neck, sobbing, a non-stop

chorus of “Thank you,” coming from him.

“I’m disappointed in you, apprentice,” Gedeon said. “I

had hoped you’d remembered Dulka’s upbringing. But as he

does in all things, he has failed.”

“Piss off, Gedeon,” I said as I put my arm under Ren’s

feet to support him. “Dulka’s not the bitch standing in a

circle doing what he’s told to.”



The diminutive demon rolled his eyes and waved in

dismissal before turning to Vortigern. “I know what you

want, Vortigern, but your daughter has already asked for it.

Want to take a rain check as well?”

“No,” Vortigern said. “There is one thing I would want

undone, though it is not a contract.” He stood a little

straighter, then turned to look at Monica for a moment and

put his hand to her cheek. She closed her eyes and smiled

until he pulled his hand away. He leaned in close and

whispered something in her ear, then took a step away. “I

hereby renounce my daughter. Strike her name from my

lineage, let it be forgotten and never uttered in conjunction

with mine.” He took a long breath, his eyes closed. “I disown

you, Monica. I am not your father, and you are no longer my

daughter.”

The silence was palpable, and everyone looked at

Monica and Vortigern. A single teardrop ran down his cheek

and fell to the floor. Every being in the room heard it hit.

Monica looked at him in utter shock for a heartbeat, then

her face went blank.

“I can only guess what that must have cost you, Kyle

Vortigern,” Gedeon crowed. “Seeing you suffer almost

makes the rest of my losses tonight worthwhile. But I think

that concludes my business here. Let me go, girl.”

“No you don’t,” I said and looked back to Monica, who

raised her arm and closed her fist. Gedeon grunted and

seemed to compress on himself a little. “I’m not done with

you yet. Dulka, where are you?”

Dulka stepped into the light, his right hand bandaged

and a grin on his face a foot wide. “I’m here, boy. But there’s

no good business between me and this little yipper,” he

pointed his thumb at Gedeon.

“No, but you have business with me, and I think you’ll

like what I have in mind,” I said. I pointed to his bandaged



hand. “I offered to fix that if you fought on my side tonight.

You showed up, and you did what I needed. So it’s time to

pay up. Steve, gonna need to borrow the sword again,

brother.” Donovan came up with a scowl on his face and

held the hilt of the sword out.

“I hate working with… this,” he nodded toward Dulka.

“Unless you plan on sticking the business end into him.”

“Then you’re really going to hate this,” I told him as I

took the sword. I turned to Dulka and tried to relax my

shoulders, then put my hand on the bandage. My gut

churned and I took a quick breath to calm my mind. A big

part of me was trying to rebel at what I was about to do, but

it wasn’t helping that my stomach had suddenly turned

sour.

He is what he is, I told myself. Anger issues,

abandonment, all that shit. People say the same thing about

me. All I wanted was a shot at redemption. All I ever wanted

was someone to give me what I’m about to give this

bastard. He didn’t deserve what I was about to do, but

then...that was kind of the point.

“Dulka….these are going to be the hardest words I’ve

ever said. But...I forgive you.” The Maxilla glowed a soft

white, and Dulka recoiled from me with a look on his face

like he’d just tasted something disgusting. The sword

warmed in my hands and started to hum. Inside my head,

something sort of deflated, and my gut suddenly didn’t feel

quite so knotted.

“What is this bullshit?” he spat. “I feel...weird.”

“You should try this end,” I said, trying to keep the churn

of emotions in my head in check. Still, I felt almost calm. All

of the anger was still there, but it felt to me like there was

some change in the balance between us. “But you’re gonna

love this. Gedeon, guess what?”



“Do I have to?” Gedeon asked. “Because what I’d love to

do is throw up from all this hearts and flowers crap.”

“I guess it’ll just have to be a surprise then,” I said.

“Wounds from the Maxilla do not heal. But once forgiven,

they can be taken on by the person who inflicted them...or

given to someone else. I can’t think of anyone more

deserving right now. And I don’t mind handing out a little

pain.” I looked to Gedeon and released the energy the

sword had been holding. He yelped and jumped back,

holding his hand up to reveal the long gash that had just

appeared in it. Infernal invective poured from his mouth. At

the same time, Dulka ripped the bandage from his hand to

reveal unbroken flesh. He staggered and went to one knee,

then looked at me.

“I’m done with Gedeon,” I said over my shoulder to

Monica.

“Go back to Hell, Gedeon,” she said softly. Suddenly the

circle was empty, and only Dulka remained.

“You can go, too,” I said. “Things are even between us.”

“I will,” he said, sounding a little dazed. He stood and

looked around then looked back at me. “I think….maybe...I

owe you.” He disappeared before I could say anything.

“Might I suggest that you remove yourselves?” Vortigern

said. “The police will be here in moments, asking awkward

questions and demanding honest answers.

“Well, we’re going to miss prom,” Lucas said. “But we all

kinda figured on that anyway, didn’t we?”

“You don’t have to miss it completely,” Dr. C said.



 

Epilogue

~ We are the line. We stand between the cowan and the

darkness, protecting tranquility that we may never know. ~

Pledge of the Shadow Regiment

 

Sixty feet below us, our classmates danced and

laughed, oblivious to what we’d done, to what had

happened only a couple of miles away. They had no idea of

the threat that had been coming for them. And they never

would. We’d stopped this threat, but the Rending wasn’t the

only way Mammon could be freed. Dr. C and I both knew

that this wasn’t the last time we’d have to deal with that. As

victories went, this one was best described as temporary.

We’d won; we’d saved the prom, even if we couldn’t go to it.

Shade, Lucas, Wanda and Monica were lined up with me at

the railing to the catwalk above the stage. Hoshi and Kiya

were behind them, both looking smug for some reason.

Suicidal Jester’s “Dance For The Dead” was playing below

us, a fitting tribute for Desiree. Mike Destine’s voice poured

from the speakers, the heavy beat hitting like the rhythm of

a heart as he moaned the chorus:

We dance for the dead tonight / The fires of our lives

burnin’ bright,

‘Cause the dead can’t dance / so we dance for the dead

tonight,

Gonna set this whole world alight / Live while you have

the chance!

“I’m not sure what the point here is,” I said, my arm

around Shade’s waist. “We’ve got a great view of everything

we’re missing.”



“Of everything you just saved,” Kim said, her voice

barely carrying over the music. I jumped and looked at her.

“Come, we are ready.”

“Sure,” I said, then turned to gesture at everyone. When

I turned back, she was gone, but the door at the top of the

metal stairwell was open. We made our way outside, and

gaped. All of New Essex glittered in front of us, and the

night sky rivaled it for splendor. Dr. Corwin stood next to an

old boom box playing something slow and beautiful.

“You sacrificed your prom to save your friends, and

maybe the world,” he said. “The least I can do is give you a

place to dance in that you’ll never forget. Chance, why don’t

you start?”

I looked to Kiya, who laughed and nodded at my

unspoken plea. “Shade, will you dance with me among the

stars tonight?” I said as I wove the spell I’d been practicing

all month. Mist began to form around Shade’s feet, then

mine. A moment later, we were both lifted a few inches into

the air as Kiya solidified my crude work.

“Is this what you were trying to keep from me?” Shade

asked.

“Kiya was trying to help me get it down,” I said, and

held out my hand. “It’s a water spell, and I’m more a fire

guy.”

She took it, and our two little clouds became a larger

one. “I’d love to dance with you, Chance. In the clouds, on

the ground, anywhere you are.” Monica and Lucas floated

up on their own cloud, with Kiya and Hoshi lifting into the air

a few seconds later.

“Kim,” I heard Dr. C say. I turned to watch, my own heart

beating as fast as I imagined his must have been. “Would

you dance with me...after all this time?”

“There is one thing we must do first, beloved,” Kim said.

She stepped up to him and bowed her head slightly. “There



must be nothing hidden between us. So I offer you all of my

heart, all of my life.” She raised her head and opened her

eyes. “Look into my eyes, Trevor Corwin. See me, my

beloved, and let me See you.”

I never knew how long the Horus Gaze between them

lasted, or when it started. But I knew when they came back.

Dr. C gasped, and tears rolled down his cheeks. Kim looked

up at him, her own eyes streaming, her look vulnerable. In

that moment, there was no mask, nothing between her

heart and her expression.

“I have a daughter,” he said, then turned to Amanda.

“My God, I have a daughter.” He held his arms out to her

and she went to him. He sobbed as he held her, and I

figured it was time for the rest of us to give them some

distance. I nudged our cloud up and away, and turned the

music up a notch with a little bit of controlled telekinesis.

“I’m sorry things got so screwed up,” I said.

“It’s okay, baby,” Shade whispered. “I mean, my dress

got ruined, and I nearly died. But it all turned out okay.”

“Not for Monica,” I said. “I mean, her own father

disowned her. I get why, so she couldn’t be used as a

hostage again, but is that because he gave a damn or

because he was eliminating a weakness?”

“He asked her to forgive him,” Shade said. “Right before

he disowned her. I think that says everything.”

“You never know with demons,” I said. “But I like to

think he was being sincere.”

“He was,” she said. “He wasn’t a demon when he did

that. He was a father. Those tears were real.”

“I like that,” I said. “And now Dr. C is a dad, too. That’s

going to take some getting used to.”

“Chance, I’m sorry,” Shade blurted. “I let my insecurity

screw things up. You’ve been so patient with me, and I’ve



been such a bitch to you sometimes. But when I was laying

there on the ground, all I could think of was how happy I

was that you were there, standing over me.”

“I’ve made my share of stupid mistakes, Shade,” I said.

“And yeah, we’re both pretty screwed up. But when it comes

down to it, no matter how pissed we might be, or how hurt

we are, I always know one thing for certain. I love you, and

I’m not going to stop. Ever.” I leaned closer and nipped at

her throat. Her movements were slow and languid; she tilted

her head back and arched her body against mine as she

kissed me.

“And I love you,” she whispered, her voice husky.

“Please, tell me one more time.”

“I love you.”

“Prove it,” she growled in my ear, then kissed me, this

time slow and soft. “Make love to me.”
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lose their souls. 

 

Dirty deals are never done dirt cheap. And the supernatural

always collect—big!
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